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Introduction
William R. Osborne

As a former student of Dr. Duane Garrett, I (nd it a great honor to contribute 
to the present volume assembled in his honor. Both in the classroom and in 
print, his scholarly endeavors over the years have challenged and encouraged 
me to grow as a faithful interpreter of the Old Testament Scriptures. I would 
also like to thank College of the Ozarks for granting me the sabbatical leave 
during which this essay was written, and Tyndale !eological Seminary for 
welcoming me into their community and providing me with an o)ce and 
library access while working on this project. Finally, I am thankful for the 
helpful insights and comments o"ered by my friends and colleagues Jay Todd, 
Daniel Timmer, and Russell Meek, who read the manuscript in the early 
stages.

In 1906 the Scottish theologian and professor James Orr published a work 
titled !e Problem of the Old Testament: Considered with Reference to Recent 

Criticism.1 A noted Presbyterian churchman and professor of theology and 
apologetics, Orr recognized the imperative for Christian theologians to be 
well versed in the Old Testament Scriptures and their secondary literature. 
He wrote, “Especially for one engaged in the teaching of theology, in whatever 
department, it is absolutely indispensable to possess some acquaintance with 
the methods and results of Old Testament study, and to try to come to some 
understanding with himself in regard to the theories of Old Testament reli-
gion and literature, which he !nds prevailing around him.”2 Orr’s volume went 
on to address those theories that dominated the Old Testament landscape at 

1 James Orr, !e Problem of the Old Testament: Considered with Reference to Recent Criticism (London: James 
Nisbet, 1906).
2 Orr, xiv.



% #e $aw, the %rophets, and the &ritings

the turn of the twentieth century—namely, the historical-critical methods em-
ployed by source critics.

Orr’s volume !e Problem of the Old Testament is characterized by inter-
action with his contemporary interlocuters and the prevailing cultural and 
philosophical systems of the early 1900s, but I mention his work for two rea-
sons. First, anyone who picks up the present volume devoted to Old Testament 
hermeneutics needs to recognize that the contributions found here are stepping 
into an interpretive stream of questions and challenges that goes back centu-
ries and sometimes even millennia. Indeed, one might point to the Jerusalem 
Council in Acts 15 as one of the !rst Christian symposia on Old Testament 
hermeneutics. Second, Orr’s discussion of the Old Testament and the critical 
methods being employed during his time dealt with the raw data of source 
criticism, archaeology, and history-of-religions reconstructions of Israel’s his-
tory. However, he also pushed beyond this information to examine the prevail-
ing background beliefs that shaped many of the approaches he was discussing. 
Orr detected that these historical and textual conclusions &owed from the core 
issues of religion and literature, God and text.3 Does Israel’s God exist and op-
erate in history? If so, how is he revealed in the world and through his Word? 
Revelation, text, reality, faith—these are the foundational issues at stake for any 
serious and faithful approach to the Old Testament.

A LIVING WORD FROM A LIVING GOD
A few weeks ago, I walked through the Egyptology exhibit in the Rijksmuseum 
van Oudheden (the National Archaeology Museum of the Netherlands) in 
Leiden with my family. My children pressed their faces against the glass, gap-
ing at mummi!ed animals and ancient papyri. And, yes, my face was right 
there next to theirs! "e world of ancient Egypt is fascinating and mysterious, 
but it is dead. While the literature on the kingdoms of Egypt is vast, you will 
not !nd scholarly re&ections on how we live out the faith of the pharaohs. 
"ere are no panels on how to walk faithfully in the ways of Osiris, nor plans 
to build new temples to worship the divine Ennead. And such is the case with 
the ancient religions of Mesopotamia and the Levant. We study these religions 
the way an entomologist holds up a beetle on a pin. We can dissect their texts, 
sacred places, and theological beliefs, but in the end they are dead.

You are likely reading this book because you are interested in religious 
study, but not the study of a dead religion. "e Christian Scriptures are “living 
and active” (Heb 4:12 NRSV) and continue to guide, convict, and shape the 
contemporary Christian community because the God revealed in them “is not 
God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him” (Luke 20:38 ESV). Sadly, 
3 Orr, 4–24.
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some have attempted to analyze the Old Testament Scriptures by killing them. 
Draining the lifeblood of inspiration and divinity from them, they place the 
Pentateuch or Isaiah on a pin and twirl them around under the “light” of mo-
dernity.4 However, the challenge of the Old Testament is to study it as a living 
Word. To extend the metaphor, like Jane Goodall sitting in the jungle grass 
observing the behavior and patterns of the chimpanzee, we wish to immerse 
ourselves in the tall grass of the Scriptures observing “the ways” of our God. It 
is much easier to study a silent, unmoving cadaver and make clever hypotheses 
reasoning from form to function than to sit for long hours making observa-
tions about living and active beings. But this is the hermeneutical task before 
us. "e God of the Bible is not only living, he is the self-existent God who 
gives and sustains life for all creation (e.g., Exod 3:14; Pss 18:46; 24:1–2; Acts 
17:24–25), sovereignly guides the rise and fall of empires and kings (e.g., Isa 
14:24–27; Dan 4:34–37), and draws near to his people in mighty acts of salva-
tion and redemption (e.g., Josh 24:2–13). But all analogies break down, and we 
are not primatologists, and God is certainly not an objecti!able subject to be 
studied. In fact, we come to know God as a personal being revealed through 
words. "e Old Testament is no ordinary text; it is a Spirit-inspired revelation 
of God’s will, character, purpose, and plan. "at same Spirit continues to work 
alongside the Word of God as the people of God read the Bible and follow the 
Christ on the path illuminated by Spirit and Scripture.

Recognizing this, we might anticipate a profound interest in the sacred 
Scriptures among God’s people. Regrettably, this is not necessarily the case, 
and the Old Testament does not receive today the kind of attention we might 
anticipate or desire. Brent Strawn highlighted this fact in !e Old Testament 
Is Dying: A Diagnosis and Recommended Treatment. Strawn compares knowl-
edge of the Old Testament to a language and then shows how Christians in 
America are losing the ability to “speak Old Testament.”5 Factors such as the 
ethical attacks of the New Atheism, Neo-Marcionite tendencies in churches 
today, and the frequent misuse of the Old Testament by prosperity teachers, all 

4 Duane Garrett is right when he states, “Historical criticism is a neutral term. "at is, it does not imply that 
the document under scrutiny is either true or false. Many Christians, however, are uncomfortable with his-
torical criticism of the Bible. "e very idea sounds negative, and the last century of historical/critical scholar-
ship re&ects an outlook frequently hostile to assumptions Christians naturally make concerning the Bible’s 
reliability.” “Historical Criticism of the Old Testament,” in Foundations for Biblical Interpretation: A Complete 
Library of Tools and Resources, ed. D. S. Dockery, K. A. Mathews, and R. B. Sloan (Nashville: B&H, 1994), 
187. Indeed, the fundamental problem with what is often referred to as biblical “criticism” is not the desire 
to ask questions of the biblical text and history, but to do so only through a presuppositional framework of 
antisupernaturalism. See William R. Osborne, “"inking Critically, Reading Faithfully: Critical Biblical 
Scholarship in the Christian College Classroom,” Criswell !eological Review 11, no. 2 (2014): 79–89.
5 Brent Strawn, !e Old Testament Is Dying: A Diagnosis and Recommended Treatment (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2017), 3–18.
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indicate that “the Old Testament is very, very sick.”6 However, as Strawn’s sub-
title indicates, he also proposes a treatment. “Indeed, in some ways, this !rst, 
most basic (and most obvious) recommendation is the only one necessary to 
prevent the Old Testament’s demise. It is simply this: the Old Testament must be 
used—extensively and regularly . . . in formative moments of Christian practice and 
education” (emphasis original).7 "is volume seeks to aid in Strawn’s proposed 
treatment plan by helping students, pastors, and church members to grow in 
their ability to faithfully read and understand the Old Testament Scriptures. 
And we might say the present chapter serves as an “elementary grammar” for 
Christians starting their “language study” of the Old Testament.

LEARNING TO READ
"e Old Testament is the revelation of the triune God working in and through 
history, but it is still a text. As a written document, we must engage it with 
certain hermeneutical categories. While it might seem like a simple task to 
take up translated ancient writing and read (we do it regularly enough), philo-
sophically exploring and explaining what is going on while we read is a bit like 
listening to a mechanic explain what happens when I turn the car ignition.

"e word hermeneutics does not refer to the mere “hammer and chisel” of 
the Old Testament reader. "ere are certainly basic tools to be employed and 
skills to be acquired (often associated with the term exegesis), but “hermeneutics 
also includes the second- order discipline of asking critically what exactly we are 
doing when we read, understand, or apply texts. Hermeneutics explores the con-
ditions and criteria that operate to try to ensure responsible, valid, fruitful, or 
appropriate interpretation” (emphasis original).8 In Luke 24:27 we read, “And 
beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted [įȚİȡȝȞİȣıİȞ] 
to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” (ESV). To begin 
re&ecting on Old Testament interpretation, some basic concepts are integral to 
reading texts. Our most basic interpretative categories include: (1) events, (2) 
author(s), (3) texts, and (4) readers.9 Various methods in Old Testament inter-
pretation have taken di#erent approaches in prioritizing these categories, but 
we can utilize them as we map out some of the primary issues we encounter in 
reading the Old Testament as Christians. And as we will see, an evangelical ap-
proach to biblical interpretation views each of these categories as theologically 
infused and Christologically oriented. "e remainder of this chapter introduces 

6 Strawn, 56.
7 Strawn, 214.
8 Anthony "iselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 4.
9 See John Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical Study, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1996), 237–40.
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key interpretive issues around these categories and presents the reader with a 
basic framework for understanding the remaining essays in this volume.

THE OLD TESTAMENT AND HISTORY

Revelation and Historical Criticism
When we say that God is “living,” we can mean nothing less than that he is 
alive in our world. "at is, God is active in time and space as we come to ex-
perience these realities in our own lives. But this very fact raises considerable 
interpretive questions for the Old Testament student—indeed, every student 
of the Bible. How do we come to interpret the acts of God in the world in re-
lationship to the Word of God revealed through prophets and apostles? What 
do we mean that God is revealed in the Old Testament Scriptures? Issues 
arising from the supernatural nature of the creation account, the plagues of 
Egypt, the conquest of Canaan, and the simple act of prophetic utterances have  
 prompted many Old Testament interpreters to divorce the Word of God from 
the world of God. "at is, history and “biblical history” are not the same thing 
(see Kenneth A. Mathews’s chapter “YHWH Is One: Yahwistic Monotheism 
in the Book of Deuteronomy”). Consequently, some of these interpreters 
might advise us to use the biblical text like a telescope reaching back in time 
that we can look through to reveal the real historical picture lying behind the 
creation of the Scriptures, and therein !nd the meaning. For these interpreters, 
the meaning of the text is gained only by coming to understand the events and 
the authors that produced the text. Sadly, the Bible itself becomes a means to 
an end, and it can often be treated that way in critical circles.

Historical-critical approaches such as source criticism, redaction criticism, 
and form criticism have traditionally focused their attention on interpretive 
categories 1 and 2 (the world behind the text) at the expense of the text (see 
Richard Averbeck’s chapter, “Source Criticism and the Hebrew Bible: "e 
Pentateuch as a Case Study”). "at is, in an e#ort to understand the historical 
events lying behind the present text, including the formation of the text itself, 
the historical critic is willing to isolate traditions, forms, and editorial hands in 
the biblical text to reconstruct the historical situation behind the text. Whether 
or not this reconstruction leaves the biblical text thematically, literarily, or theo-
logically “intact” is of little importance. Vanhoozer writes, “Under the in&uence 
of an antisupernaturalistic bias, many modern critics distinguished between 
the biblical accounts and ‘what actually happened.’ "e e#ect of this critical 
distinction was to pry apart the story from its meaning, the sense of the text 



* #e $aw, the %rophets, and the &ritings

from its historical reference. . . . "is led, ironically to a confusion between the 
biblical text itself and what lay behind it.”10

As Vanhoozer’s comment indicates, the “antisupernaturalistic bias” that 
dominates much of the critical approach to Old Testament study is a problem 
here. Or, as Alvin Plantiga states, “HBC [historical biblical criticism] is funda-
mentally an enlightenment project; it is an e#ort to try to determine from the 
standpoint of reason alone what the Scriptural teachings are and whether they 
are true.”11 "is is not to say that everyone employing some critical method is 
interpreting from a godless position. It is di+cult to read the Bible seriously 
without engaging at some level of critical thought, and much interpretive bene-
!t can be gained through an awareness of the ancient world that shaped the 
original writers and readers of the Old Testament (see John D. Currid’s chapter, 
“Echoes of Egypt and the Exodus in the Battle of the Five Kings”). "e prob-
lem is a methodological naturalism that permeates much of Old Testament 
critical scholarship in a way that reads the Old Testament text the same way it 
reads the texts of ancient Egypt. If God is alive in the world and has revealed 
himself through his prophets, the text must be approached as a document like 
no other (see Stephen Dempster’s chapter, “True and False Prophecy, Cognitive 
Dissonance, and a Test Case in Micah”). To be a metaphysical theist operating 
as a methodological nontheist is dangerous ground, as V. Philips Long points 
out: “Willingly to assume a mismatch of metaphysic and method is in one 
sense irrational.”12 "e answers to questions of history, dating, and authorship 
cannot be dictated by the critical mantra: vaticinium ex eventu (“prophecy from 
the event”). To say this does not imply that evangelical interpreters are coming 
to deus ex machina conclusions to the questions of history and authorship, but 
simply asserts that one’s posture toward the historical events and authorship of 
the Bible are inevitably shaped by worldview commitments and foundational 
beliefs concerning God’s place in the world.13

!e “World of the Bible”
If historical-critical approaches separate the biblical text from the world behind 
the text, some literary-theological readings separate the world of the text from 
10 Kevin Vanhoozer, “Language, Literature, Hermeneutics, and Biblical "eology: What’s "eological about 
a "eological Dictionary?” in A Guide to Old Testament !eology and Exegesis: !e Introductory Articles from 
the New International Dictionary of Old Testament !eology and Exegesis, ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 33.
11 Alvin Plantiga, “Two (or More) Kinds of Scripture Scholarship,” in “Behind” the Text: History and Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. Craig Bartholomew et al., Scripture and Hermeneutics 4 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2003), 27.
12 V. Philips Long, “ ‘Competing Histories, Competing "eologies?’ Re&ections on the Unity and Diversity 
of the Old Testament(’s Readers),” in !e Enduring Authority of the Christian Scriptures, ed. D. A. Carson 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 383.
13 Long, 365–72.
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the real world. One of the most in&uential proponents of the “world of the text” 
is Paul Ricœur. Driven by his perspectivalism and commitments to what seems 
to be antirealist philosophy, Ricœur abandoned the task of determining truth in 
texts because of the supposed distance between text and referent. Since, accord-
ing to Ricœur, no self-respecting philosopher would propose to know Kant’s 
Ding an sich (“thing in itself ”), interpreters should focus on the “world of the 
text,” that is, the world presented in the text that exists separately from the real 
world. He writes that one of the ways out of the challenge of keeping the sense 
of the text without being able to ground it to a referent is to say

that the world displayed by biblical stories and which shatters our ordinary be-
liefs about the “real” world, is not a historical world, a world of real events, but 
the world of the text. "is kind of answer is similar to the one that a modern 
critic would give concerning the “world” displayed by an abstract painting. It 
depicts no object of the real world, but it generates an emotional model which 
reshapes our whole world view.14

Ricœur’s comments have not remained in the professional realm of phi-
losophers. He has in&uenced many asking how to read the Old Testament as 
Christian Scripture. In his book Reading Joshua as Christian Scripture, Douglas 
S. Earl builds heavily upon Ricœur’s hermeneutical approach. Earl argues that 
to read Joshua as Christian Scripture, we must immerse ourselves in the world 
of the text, allowing it to transform our everyday world. "ese two worlds 
might or might not be the same, but that is not the point. Earl goes on to assert 
that Joshua should be read as an ideological text forming Israel’s identity and 
employing literary characteristics of myth.15 “"e issue at stake with regard 
to the biblical narratives is thus not that of historical veracity, but of whether, 
and how, they paint a good, (tting or faithful (even if imperfect) portrait of ‘the 
Kingdom of God’ ” (emphasis original).16

Earl’s task in his volume is not an easy one (see Joshua M. Philpot’s chap-
ter, “A History of Violence: "e Israelite Conquest and the Justice of God”), 
and while he strives to address one set of theological concerns, he raises con-
siderable others. In what reads like a Barthian divide between Historie and 
Geschichte, Earl’s divide between the world of the text and the real world 

14 Paul Ricœur, Essays on Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), 44. Gregory J. Laughery has 
argued that while Ricœur’s interest lay primarily in the literary world of the text, he did not abandon the 
idea of a real history outside the text. See Gregory J. Laughery, “Ricœur on History, Fiction, and Biblical 
Hermeneutics,” in “Behind the Text,” 356–57.
15 Douglas S. Earl, Reading Joshua as Christian Scripture, JTISup 2 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2010), 
27–31.
16 Earl, 31
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stretches evangelical hermeneutics to a breaking point.17 Similarly, in a recent 
article, noted Old Testament scholar Walter Moberly also appeals to the “world 
of the text” as the way forward in theologically evaluating the Old Testament.18

To be fair, Moberly (and likely Ricœur and Earl) does not completely dis-
regard historical categories for Old Testament interpretation. In fact, Moberly 
sees working with historical-critical results as a necessary aspect of achieving 
the second naivete he desires. "e point, for Moberly, is that to read the Old 
Testament theologically appears to mean—when it’s all said and done—the 
same thing as reading ahistorically. To ask questions about the historical ori-
gins, transmission, and development of the covenant is ancillary to theologi-
cal interpretation. However, must we theologically and ideologically lift the 
“world of the text” from the world we inhabit? Must we ascend to another 
world to behold the theological reality and beauty of the Scriptures? Another 
proponent of the theological interpretation of the Old Testament answers in 
the negative. Christopher R. Seitz responds to such fears of losing reality in the 
world of the text, saying, “Indeed, it is the fact that the Bible refers realistically to 
the world that has kept the canonical approach insistent that a di#erence must 
be registered between midrash and the way traditional Christian approaches 
have thought about the Bible’s truth-engendering literary development” (em-
phasis original).19 It is not enough simply to sideline historical issues, relegat-
ing the Christian reading of the text to a remythologizing of the text that seeks 
to discern only how the literary world of the Bible speaks to our world, as if the 
two are di#erent. Ancient Israel is not Tolkien’s Middle Earth.
Historiography and Biblical Narrative
To argue for notions of referentiality with regard to the Old Testament is not 
to say that the writers were not rhetorically skilled, artistically engaged, and 
theologically motivated.20 Some might immediately take this list of descriptors 
as “proof ” that the biblical writers and narrators cannot be trusted because 
they were “biased.” In one sense this uneasiness can be easily pushed aside 
with the response that such concerns about bias in history writing are only 
valid under the naive assumptions of modern paradigms for scienti!c history; 
17 For fuller interaction, see Daniel Timmer, “Reading Joshua as Christian Scripture,” "e Gospel Coalition, 
June 23, 2001, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/reviews/reading-joshua-christian-scripture.
18 R. W. L. Moberly, “"eological Interpretation, Second Naiveté, and the Rediscovery of the Old 
Testament,” Anglican !eological Review 99, no. 4 (2017): 666.
19 Christopher R. Seitz, “"e Canonical Approach and "eological Interpretation,” in Canon and Biblical 
Interpretation, ed. Craig Bartholomew et al., Scripture and Hermeneutics 7 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2006), 64. See also the excellent chapter “In Need of "eological Exegesis” in Kevin J. Vanhoozer and Daniel 
J. Trier, !eology and the Mirror of Scripture: A Mere Evangelical Account (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2015), 158–91.
20 See Shimon Bar-Efrat’s helpful analysis of the literary art of Israel’s narrative texts in Narrative Art in the 
Bible (London: T&T Clark, 2004).
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that is, history as a pure objective knowledge of past reality is the only mea-
sure of gaining historical knowledge. "e truth is that every history writer and 
interpreter is approaching the task from a series of beliefs that shape their 
understanding of the events and/or the recording of the events (see Eugene 
H. Merrill’s chapter, “History and "eology: "e Chronicler’s Integration as 
a Methodological Model”). Long helpfully distinguishes the di#erence be-
tween bias and background beliefs. He writes, “Bias is bad. Its fruits are neither 
fair, thorough, nor balanced. But background beliefs are a very di"erent matter. 
Having background beliefs, or a worldview, a model of reality, is an inevitable 
aspect of sentient human existence” (emphasis original).21

Because of this fact, Iain Provan argues that we should understand histo-
riography through the lens of testimony. Provan asserts that all history is story 
and is retold by a certain storyteller. "ese storytellers are “authors who are 
intent on persuading themselves or their readership of certain truths about the 
past. . . . people with a particular perspective on the world—a particular set of 
presuppositions and beliefs which do not derive from the facts of history with 
which they are working, but are already in existence before the narration be-
gins.”22 If all versions of ancient history, from 2 Kings to the Babylonian Kings 
List, are testimonies about the past, Provan rightly questions why we would 
dismiss the biblical testimony as a valid witness to its own past? Rather, he 
argues that the biblical testimony to Israel’s past should be evaluated alongside 
the testimonies from archaeology and ancient Near Eastern study. Provan goes 
on to say, “We do not require ‘positive grounds’ for taking the biblical testimony 
about Israel’s past seriously. We require positive grounds, rather, for not doing 
so.”23 For example, it would be foolish to disregard a child’s testimony of their 
parent’s life because they clearly loved their parent and therefore their testi-
mony is “biased” and should not be considered. A child’s testimony is no doubt 
di#erent from a coworker’s or close friend’s, but it remains a valuable testimony 
to the life of an individual.

Biblical narrative is both historical and artful, and there is no need for one 
of these categories to cancel out the other. In fact, attention to both of these 
categories is necessary to read biblical narrative well and use it appropriately 
for historical reconstruction.24 Recognizing the literary shape and rhetorical 
purpose of a text is essential for properly reading, interpreting, and engaging 
the historical world of the Old Testament. Or, as Provan, Long, and Longman 
expertly say, “Literary understanding is a necessary condition of historical 

21 Long, 369.
22 Iain W. Provan, “Knowing and Believing: Faith in the Past,” in “Behind the Text,” 251.
23 Provan, 263, italics original.
24 Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A Biblical History of Israel (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2003), 76.
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understanding, and both literary and historical understanding are necessary 
conditions of competent biblical interpretation.”25

THE OLD TESTAMENT AND AUTHORSHIP

Ambiguity and Authorship
Faithful interpretation of the Old Testament recognizes that God’s revelation 
is both an event and interpretation of the event, word and deed, history and 
text. "is is because God is at work in and through his people and world to 
reveal his purposes and plan. However, we are limited in many of our attempts 
to understand the historical events and people that gave rise to the text, par-
ticularly when it comes to issues of authorship. Nineteenth and twentieth- 
century critical scholarship was quite obsessed with questions of authorship, 
and not for an unimportant reason. "e author plays an important role in 
helping the reader understand the historical, cultural, and rhetorical setting 
of a given text, and there is good reason hermeneutically for gaining whatever 
information we can of the authorial process. "e unfortunate consequence of 
critical study has been the overcon!dence of source criticism and redaction 
criticism in determining various authorial “hands” or “schools” throughout 
the Old Testament with scant evidence. Too often these “hands” then develop 
into “competing” theologies used to explain the authorial variation in the text, 
which was all based upon authorial speculations to begin with (see Daniel C. 
Timmer’s chapter, “Unity and Diversity in the Book of the Twelve”). Critical 
methods are not dissimilar to formal logic—they are tools and are only as good 
as their premises. "e defense of the role of the author was not the problem of 
historical-criticism (we will develop this below); it was the overcon!dence in 
the belief that one could, with great assurance, derive various authors/schools/
editors/redactors from the text.

Much of the Old Testament is anonymous, and critical approaches have of-
fered little help in providing the missing information. "e fact remains that no 
text in the Old Testament is truly “contextless.” As a part of the Hebrew Bible, 
regardless of whether we can reconstruct the historical setting of the author or 
not, every passage comes to !nd itself embedded within the history of Israel 
and her sacred text. "ere is no better example of this than the Psalter. Many 
of the psalms o#er little in the form of background information, forcing us to 
read the texts together literarily, canonically, and theologically. "e Psalms also 
demonstrate the role of genre in the author’s act of writing. Certain genres—or 
forms of writing—place greater demands on the reader to engage with the text. 
Poetic texts draw us into the process of interpretation requiring the reader to 

25 Provan, Long, and Longman, 81.
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!ll in the gaps purposefully left out. Ambiguity with regard to Old Testament 
authorship does not equal ambivalence in interpretation.

However, if God reveals himself through the prophetic words of Scripture 
as the Bible attests (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:21), then “"e One God—Father, 
Son/Word, and Holy Spirit—is able to ‘breathe out’ the discourse of human 
authors as his own.”26 "erefore, the interpreter of the text should take seri-
ously both the human author (as best discerned from the text itself ) and the 
divine author in the pursuit of authorial intention in producing the text. "is 
is a signi!cant theological principle driving our interpretive framework. If we 
focus our attention only on the text as a document produced by humanity in 
a certain time and place, we can easily slip into a methodological naturalism 
with, at best, an anemic theological reading of the Old Testament. However, 
completely disregarding the biblical writer can lead us to see the Scriptures as 
a book that fell out of heaven, and, consequently, we can begin to look only 
to the heavens for allegorical and spiritual meanings to the text. However, 
we also must avoid one other pitfall—that is, we must not separate between 
the intent of the human author and the divine. Henri Blocher writes, “God 
speaks through his human ‘mouth’: his speech-act is precisely what he causes 
the prophet or apostle, through the Spirit’s assistance, to do in his name.”27 
In the inspiration of the Old Testament text we witness the divine hypostasis 
that points toward the incarnation of Jesus Christ. While there are di#erences 
between the doctrines of inspiration and incarnation, the shared reality of the 
revealed word of God taking human form through prophetic word and writing 
cannot be overlooked.
Authors and Meaning
What do we mean by meaning? In his famous article on biblical theology, 
Krister Stendahl argued that we must !rst seek to gain what the “text meant” 
and then subsequently arrive at “what it means.”28 Stendahl was working in the 
area of New Testament theology, but his meant/means paradigm left a consid-
erable mark on biblical interpretation. If anything, Stendahl’s approach forces 
us back to the question, What is meaning? Is there more than one in a text? If 
there is only one, who determines it and where might we go looking for it? If 
there are multiple meanings in a text, are there any hermeneutical boundaries 
as to what is a valid or invalid meaning?

26 Henri A. G. Blocher, “God and Scripture Writers: "e Question of Double Authorship,” in !e Enduring 
Authority of the Christian Scriptures, ed. D. A Carson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 541.
27 Blocher, 532.
28 Krister Stendahl, “Biblical "eology, Contemporary,” in Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1962), 1:418–32.
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When approaching the concept of meaning, we must once again consider 
our fundamental categories of event, authors, texts, and readers. Various her-
meneutical approaches have !xated on one or more of these to locate mean-
ing. Some have argued that meaning is found in the events behind the text; 
others have pursued meaning in the author’s intention in writing the text; still 
others look only to the text itself; and, !nally, some have argued that meaning 
is something constructed by the reader of the text. Having already addressed 
some of the issues concerning what is behind the text, we will focus our atten-
tion now on the relationship between author, text, and reader.

"e rise of postmodernism in the twentieth century coincided with the liter-
ary move to !nd the meaning of the text in the reader, not the author—or even 
the text.29 "e denial of objective and propositional truth moved the pursuit of 
meaning away from what an author intended. It was argued that texts always end 
up meaning more and less than their authors can intend, so in a sense they always 
outlive and “outmean” whatever the author intended anyway. "e result was a 
pursuit of meaning by focusing on the text as an autonomous object (e.g., literary 
criticism). However, this leaves much to be desired for how a text impacts a com-
munity. So, in the wake of literary criticism’s focus on the text, reader- oriented 
approaches to meaning began pursuing the way a text shapes a given community, 
or the way a given community gives meaning to an otherwise “dead” text. "is 
deeply entrenched perspectivalism coin cided nicely with the postmodern breeze 
blowing through the academy, and in some ways the breeze has become a wind-
storm in the twenty-!rst-century academy. Ideologically driven hermeneutics, 
such as Marxist, feminist, postcolonial, and LGBTQ readings, all begin and end 
with the reader. "e text only has value in the way that it speaks and “means” 
in our interest group. Recognizing that di#ering communities and cultures ap-
proach the text with di#erent questions and pressing concerns is certainly appro-
priate, but many ideological readings ignore the text, deconstructing it for the 
aims of the community. In response, Anthony "iselton notes: 

In this respect the prospects for hermeneutics do indeed entail ethical action 
and ethical responsibility. But this is an ethic of non-manipulative respect for 
the other, alongside intellectual and theological integrity. It does not entail the 
mere assimilation of some passing “political correctness,” or the so-called ethics 
of a self- contradictory postmodern pluralism which abandons criteria of truth, 
in favour of general, “acceptibility. ”30

29 See Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is !ere a Meaning in !is Text? !e Bible, !e Reader, and the Morality of Literary 
Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009).
30 Anthony C. "iselton, “"irty Years of Hermeneutics: Retrospect and Prospects,” in !e Interpretation of 
the Bible: !e International Symposium in Slovenia, ed. Jo0e Kra1ovec, JSOTSup 289 (She+eld, UK: She+eld 
Academic, 1998), 1572.
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Evangelical hermeneutics has largely been governed by what many would 
call an author-intention view of meaning. "e meaning of a passage is gov-
erned by the intentions of its author; therefore, responsible interpretation seeks 
to understand the intentions of the author as an integral part of the interpre-
tive process. While there are limitations to what we can know of any author’s 
“intentions,” Kevin Vanhoozer articulates the role of the author, saying, “If the 
ultimate aim is discerning the discourse in the work, one has to discern what 
the author said and did with regard to a particular subject matter. For ‘some-
one’s saying something’ is as intrinsic and essential an element of discourse as 
is ‘about something.’ ”31 "e discourse of the text brings persons together in 
a communicative act—author and reader. Obviously, others can give various 
meanings to a text that di#er from what an author intended, as Vanhoozer 
points out, but the remaining questions are, “Whose discourse, and whose un-
derstanding counts, and why?”32

If an author intends to say something and takes up writing a text to say it, 
then our goal as ethically informed readers is to take seriously the communi-
cative intent of the author, the discourse used to communicate, and our own 
posture in receiving the communication (as we discussed with matters of his-
torical criticism, preunderstanding in reading is important). Taking the author 
seriously requires questions regarding sense and intention; that is, what was 
communicated and why? "e problem with quick summaries of hermeneutical 
methods and the super-specialized tendencies of Western education is that 
we constantly see a fractured view of the interpretive process and rarely read a 
holistic understanding of hermeneutics in print or see it in practice. In fact, I 
would argue that the closest thing to a holistic evangelical hermeneutic of the 
Old Testament takes place in biblically faithful pulpits around the world.33 "is 
is not to say that there is no place for philosophical hermeneutics or many of 
the various methods of critical investigation; it is simply to remind us that bib-
lical interpretation is more than the sum of its methodological parts. It is with 
Spirit-guided exegetical skill and canonical intuition that we learn to navigate 
the realms of author, text, and contemporary communities with ease.
Authors as Readers—Inner-Biblical Citation and Allusion
God’s revelation in his world and Word is progressive. We come to know 
more about God’s plans and purpose as we move forward through the biblical 
31 Kevin Vanhoozer, “Discourse on Matter: Hermeneutics and the ‘Miracle’ of Understanding,” in Hermeneutics 
at the Crossroads, ed. Kevin Vanhoozer, James K. A. Smith, and Bruce Ellis Benson (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2006), 19–20.
32 Vanhoozer, 20.
33 See some of the !ne examples of interpretation and application of the Old Testament in Grenville 
J. R. Kent, Paul J. Kissling, and Laurence A. Turner, Reclaiming the Old Testament for Christian Preaching 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010).
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narrative that begins to unfold in the early chapters of Genesis. However, 
God’s plan of redemption is built upon covenant and promise, and, as such, a 
dialogical back-and-forth exists throughout the Old Testament text. Indeed, 
each promise points toward a future-oriented ful!llment, and each par-
tial ful!llment reiterates and points back to God’s promise-giving faithful-
ness. Consequently, we might say the Old Testament builds upon itself (see 
Andrew E. Steinmann’s chapter, “Wisdom Literature and the Pentateuch: 
Two Perspectives on God’s Relationship with His Creation”). Vern Poythress 
writes, “Every deed and every word means what it means within a context in 
which God designs it to !t into a particular stage and moment within the total 
progress of redemptive history, and in which it has a forward-pointing thrust, 
toward the climax in Christ and the consummation in the new heaven and the 
new earth.”34

"e writers of the Old Testament Scriptures were also Spirit-inspired 
readers of the Old Testament (see Derek D. Bass’s chapter, “"e Use of the Old 
Testament in the Old Testament: Reassessing Hosea 6:7 in Light of Hosea’s 
Pervasive Use of Genesis”). As such, the Old Testament authors frequently 
appeal to, through quotation or allusion, earlier Scriptures in recounting God’s 
faithfulness to his promises, remembering his faithfulness to his people, devel-
oping thematic parallels, leveling arguments or indictments for sin, or reveal-
ing God’s redemptive purposes from one generation to the next. Scripture’s 
reuse of Scripture is sometimes referred to broadly as intertextuality—a literary 
theory developed by Julia Kristeva in the 1960s. In one sense, this is not neces-
sarily incorrect, but it in another sense it is. Intertextuality, as it is it commonly 
used in literary circles, refers more to a worldview of language that is brought 
to the text than a method used to analyze the reuse of the texts. Consequently, 
the terms inner-biblical exegesis, quotation, or allusion are more accurate de-
scriptions for what most evangelical biblical scholars are exploring.35 "ere is a 
diachronic (“through time”) progression that sees the later use of Scripture as 
formative for our understanding of the earlier text. "e line between quotation 
and allusion is not always plain, and sometimes arguments regarding the reuse 
of Scripture are built more on cumulative possibilities that eventually tip the 
scale to probable.36 "ere are also limitations in determining the direction of 
the textual borrowing. Due to our lack of precision regarding issues of author-
ship, there are simply times when we are not sure which text is original and 

34 Vern S. Poythress, Reading the Word of God in the Presence of God: A Handbook for Biblical Interpretation 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 226.
35 See Russell L. Meek, “Intertextuality, Inner-Biblical Exegesis, and Inner-Biblical Allusion: "e Ethics of 
a Methodology,” Biblica 95 (2014): 280–91.
36 See Richard L. Schultz, !e Search for Quotation: Verbal Parallels in the Prophets, JSOTS 180 (She+eld, UK: 
She+eld Academic Press, 1999).
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which is the citation or allusion. However, there is no doubt that studying the 
way the Old Testament writers cite Scripture is a critical aspect of coming to 
grasp the progressive message of the Old Testament.

We only need to read until Genesis 9 before we start seeing strong textual 
repetitions and allusions from Genesis 1 that lead us to view the postdiluvial 
Noah through the textual lens of a second Adam. "e author of Genesis 9 
is intentionally guiding our thoughts back to the early promises of blessing 
(“be fruitful and multiply”), the imago Dei (“for God made man in his own 
image”), allusions to humanity’s dominion over creation, and !nally Noah’s 
garden-vineyard. Many times biblical authors cite or allude to previous texts 
to establish typological patterns focusing on key individuals, events, or objects 
within the overarching progression of redemptive history.37 Old Testament 
types and their New Testament antitypes simultaneously demonstrate ele-
ments of correspondence, but with eschatological dissimilarity—that is, there 
is development and transition (see James M. Hamilton Jr.’s chapter, “Tracing a 
"eme: "e Exodus Motif in Biblical "eology”). Consequently, inner-biblical 
citation and allusion play an important role in shaping a textually guided typo-
logical movement from Old to New Testament. "e book of Hebrews serves 
as the locus classicus of New Testament typological and !gurative interpretation, 
demonstrating how Christ is the ful!llment of the Old Testament covenant 
and sacri!cial system.

THE OLD TESTAMENT AS TEXT

Textual Witnesses
"e Old Testament found in nearly all major modern English translations uses 
the Masoretic Text, preserved in the Leningrad Codex B19A, as the founda-
tional Hebrew text undergirding the translation. "e Masoretic Text, or MT as 
it is often abbreviated, represents a Jewish scribal tradition going back nearly 
two millennia. As anyone familiar with Hebrew knows, when Hebrew was 
!rst written, it used only consonants to communicate the full pronunciation 
of the word. Although some mistakenly say things such as, “Hebrew origi-
nally did not have vowels,” this is not the case with the Hebrew language. "e 
Hebrew language always had vowel sounds; they were just either intuited or 
implied through certain consonants in the alphabet (sometimes called “vowel 
letters” . . . think y in the English language). As Hebrew was spoken less and 
less in the Jewish community, a group of scribes referred to as “Masoretes” 
began to add vowel marks and other paratextual elements to aid the Jewish 

37 Craig G. Bartholomew, Introducing Biblical Hermeneutics: A Comprehensive Framework for Hearing God in 
Scripture (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2015), 499.
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community in reading the text. "e MT comes to us most completely in the 
form of medieval manuscripts, but as Emmanuel Tov writes, “Although the 
medieval form of [the MT] is relatively late, its consonantal framework re&ects 
an ancient tradition that was in existence more than a thousand years earlier 
in many sources, among them many Judean Desert texts from places other 
than Qumran, copied in the period between 50 234 and 115 34.”38 Tov also 
states that twenty-!ve texts found in the Judean desert outside of Qumran 
dating between 50 BC–AD 30 “display almost complete identity with codex 
L.”39 While the evidence is scant, archaeological discoveries such as the silver 
scroll discovered at Ketef Hinnom (which contains the Hebrew text of Num 
6:24, likely dating to the sixth century BC40) also reveal that the consonantal 
Hebrew text goes back much farther than the !rst- and second-century BC 
dates of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Another Hebrew witness includes the Samaritan Pentateuch, which con-
tains the text of the Pentateuch written in an early Hebrew script and  likely 
originated sometime between the !fth and second centuries BC. Finally, since 
1947, hundreds of fragments and sections of Hebrew texts have been un-
earthed in the Judean desert. "e main collection was found at a community 
called Qumran and is frequently referred to as the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS). 
"e eleven caves around Qumran eventually o#ered up 930 biblical and non-
biblical scrolls.41 With the amount of scholarly attention devoted to the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, sometimes the actual hermeneutical payo# seems a bit under-
whelming. With regard to their signi!cance for our understanding of the !ner 
points of the textual transmission of the Hebrew text, the scrolls testify to the 
profound use, reuse, and interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures by a unique 
Jewish community during the time frame of Second Temple Judaism. Beyond 
any doubt, the historical vista of the Hebrew text was expanded with the dis-
coveries at Qumran, but many of the texts come to us in literal pieces and 
require some signi!cant conjecture at times as to what the fragments represent 
in the way of a textual tradition. Some questions have been aided through the 
analysis of the DSS, but numerous others remain.

Aside from Hebrew witnesses to the Old Testament text, we also possess 
ancient translations of the Hebrew text.42 "e Septuagint (LXX) or Old Greek 
is the translation of the Old Testament, which likely took place between the 
38 Emmauel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 2012), 25.
39 Tov, 29.
40 Gabriel Barkay, “"e Priestly Benediction on Silver Plaques from Ketef Hinnom in Jerusalem,” TA 19 
(1992): 139–92.
41 Tov, 94.
42 See the helpful summary of the non-Hebrew sources for Old Testament criticism in Paul D. Wegner, 
A Student’s Guide to Textual Criticism of the Bible: Its History, Methods & Results (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic 2006), 166–203.
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third and second centuries BC, with continued revisions taking place until AD 
566. "e Vulgate is the translation of the Hebrew text into Latin, and the main 
version was produced by Jerome from AD 789 to :6;.” Two other signi!cant 
translations include the Syriac Peshitta (Syriac being a dialect of Aramaic) 
and the Aramaic Targums. Both of these translations originated sometime 
around the third to fourth centuries AD. While these translations do not di-
rectly bear witness to the ancient Hebrew text, they do represent what scholars 
call a Hebrew Vorlage, or parent text, that was obviously used by the translator. 
Working with these various translations, Hebrew witnesses, and knowledge 
of scribal practice, the !eld of text criticism seeks to establish the best textual 
witnesses of the Word of God, revealed through the prophets and transmitted 
by ancient scribes.
Linguistics to Literary Genre
Having explored concepts of meaning with regard to authorship, we must look 
at meaning with regard to the textual discourse—that is, what the text says. 
"e popularity of word studies in evangelical circles can often lead readers 
of the Old Testament to believe that the words of the Bible have individual 
meanings in and of themselves, and by adding up the meanings of biblical 
words, we can arrive at the meaning of the text. However, words have meaning 
only in relation to the words surrounding them. "e unintuitive and clumsy 
act of looking up Hebrew words leads us to do silly things that we would 
never do in our own native tongue. In fact, singular words or lexemes rarely 
carry the freight of meaning in a particular discourse. "ink about the last time 
you spoke with a person and they said, “I think I would understand you if I 
just knew what that word meant.” Unless we are using a word as a technical 
term, sentences—or even paragraphs—are the level at which we communicate 
meaning. Larger units of text, especially in narrative texts, must be examined 
to understand the text. Discourse analysis, close readings, and structural analy-
sis have aided readers of the Old Testament by opening their eyes beyond a 
word-by-word, or even sentence-by-sentence approach to exegesis (see James 
M. Todd’s chapter, “ ‘"at You May Do "em’: Legal Motive Clauses and the 
Law’s Normative Function in Ancient Israel”). For too many readers of the 
Old Testament, a textual unit is either determined by versi!cation (that can be 
rather arbitrary at times) or how much you can make yourself read at one time 
(a time frame shrinking in our social media age). Instead, readers should pay 
attention to discourse markers that indicate the opening or closing of a portion 
of the text, look for elements of structure that point toward the sense the au-
thor is communicating, and explore repetitions. We might !nd that books such 
as Esther, Jonah, Ecclesiastes, and even Job make a good bit more sense when 
read through and evaluated as a whole (see Robert B. Chisholm Jr.’s chapter, 
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“"e Fear of the Lord/God: A "ematic Key to the Unity of the Wisdom 
Books”).

Focusing on the author’s discourse requires attention to the form of the 
discourse. "e author determined the shape of what was said, and this shape 
or form is inseparably linked to meaning and sense. For instance, imagine the 
di#erence in sense the words “having a hard time breathing” would carry if 
read on a medical chart or as a lament in a lover’s poem. "e meaning of words 
is determined by the words around them, and the shape of those words places 
certain expectations on the reader. "ese expectation-laden textual shapes are 
frequently referred to as literary genre, such as narrative, law, poetry, prophecy, 
wisdom, and apocalyptic. Such categories can serve a pedagogical purpose as 
we begin reading the biblical texts, but we must always remember that these 
categories are later labels used to describe what we see in the biblical text. "at 
is, the genre descriptor “wisdom literature” is a descriptive term developed by 
modern scholars to describe resemblances found in a certain group of books, 
often referred to as wisdom books.43 Again, this generalization serves a purpose 
and is not disingenuous, but we must remember that genre categories are de-
scriptive generalizations about patterns in texts.

We come to experience genre as a recognition of shared correspondences 
and patterns within a body of literature, and it is clear that the author recog-
nized and intended certain characteristics in writing within these genre pat-
terns. When we write a business letter today, or even an email, we assume 
certain genre expectations and conform our writing to these patterns. Very 
few business letters contain allegorical stories, !gurative language, or rhyming. 
Why? We simply intuit that these features would be inappropriate for the 
genre. So, while genre is a literary feature, is it also a historical and cultural phe-
nomenon. To explore and analyze Old Testament genre is to engage in both 
literary and historical-cultural analysis, and growing in sensitivity and famili-
arity with the various genres observed in the Old Testament is an important 
part of learning the “language of Old Testament.”44

!e Old Testament Canon
"e Old Testament is one book that is comprised of multiple books. "ese books 
were not written simultaneously, but they came together over the period of  nearly 
a thousand years. "e arrangement of these books has taken di#erent forms in 
history, and the word used to describe the authoritative list and order of the 

43 See Will Kynes, An Obituary for “Wisdom Literature”: !e Birth, Death, and Intertextual Reintegration of a 
Biblical Corpus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).
44 For a helpful introduction to Old Testament genre, see D. Brent Sandy and Ronald L. Giese Jr., Cracking 
Old Testament Codes: A Guide to Interpreting the Literary Genres of the Old Testament (Nashville: B&H, 
1995).
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Old Testament is canon (see Jason S. DeRouchie’s chapter, “"e Hermeneutical 
Signi!cance of the Shape of the Christian Canon”). "e Hebrew canon includes 
the same books as our modern English canon, but it has them arranged in a 
di#erent order. "e Hebrew canon is divided into three parts: Torah (“Law”), 
Nevi’im (“Prophets”), and Khetubim (“Writings”), thus the Jewish acronym 
for the Scriptures—TaNaK. While a disputed book such as Esther took lon-
ger to settle into place (see John D. Meade’s chapter, “"e Disputed Reception 
of Esther: A Case Study in the Formation of the Canon”), the earliest textual 
witness to this three-part structure is found in a second-century BC apocry-
phal text, Sirach, but likely extends back further to the fourth–!fth century BC. 
Old Testament theologian Rolf Rendtor# writes, “"e sequence of the three 
parts of the canon corresponds to their theological signi!cance. "e Torah, the 
Pentateuch, forms the basis for the life and thought of Israel: for its understand-
ing of God and the world.”45 "e structure of the Hebrew canon reveals the 
historical and theological connectedness of Israel’s story and Scriptures.

"ere is also good reason to believe that the three-part structure of Law, 
Prophets, and Writings shaped the way that Jesus re&ected on the Old Testament 
as well. In Luke 11:50–51 Jesus describes the persecution of the prophets in the 
Old Testament, saying, “"e blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation 
of the world, may be charged against this generation, from the blood of Abel 
to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar and the sanctuary” 
(ESV). "e reference to Zechariah appears to be speaking about the death of 
Zechariah in 2 Chron 24:20–21, and the book of 2 Chronicles is the last book 
of the Writings in the Hebrew canon. So Jesus is summarizing their rejection 
of the prophets by referencing the !rst martyr in the canon, Abel, and the last 
martyr in the canon, Zechariah. Later in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus alludes two more 
times to the three-part Hebrew canon (Luke 24:27, 44). In Luke 24:44 the 
post-resurrection Christ addresses his disciples saying, “"ese are my words 
that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me 
in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be ful!lled” (ESV). 
"is should not create in us a sense of panic about the order of our Bibles, but 
it does reveal the theological value of re&ecting on the Old Testament within 
its ancient canonical shape. Consequently, the structure of this volume also rep-
resents the canonical structure of the Hebrew canon.

THE OLD TESTAMENT AND ITS READERS
In this !nal section, we turn our attention to the reader of the Old Testament. In 
the previous section on authorship and meaning, the topics of reader response 
45 Rolf Rendtor#, !e Canonical Hebrew Bible: A !eology of the Old Testament, trans. David E. Orton, Tools 
for Biblical Study 7 (Leiden: Deo, 2005), 5–6.
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and ideologically driven approaches to the text were brie&y discussed, but here 
we turn to address the canonical concerns of reading the Old Testament as 
New Testament Christians. How has the Old Testament been read by those in 
the Jewish and Christian community? How do we as Christians come to un-
derstand Israel’s Scriptures in relation to the revelatory work of God in Christ?
Two-Testament Bible
Calling the !rst thirty-nine books of our Christian Bible the Old Testament 
is so commonplace for many that very little thought goes into the name “Old 
Testament.” However, the name itself is quite signi!cant in what it presumes. 
As stated earlier, the canon of the Hebrew Scriptures (a portion of which is also 
written in Aramaic) was !xed well before the dawning of the New Testament 
era and the incarnation of Christ. "at said, these Scriptures were the sacred 
Scriptures of the Jewish community for hundreds of years before they ever 
were the “Old Testament,” and the Jewish community still refers to these books 
as the TaNaK. To call these books the “Old Testament” necessarily implies 
that they are one part of a larger canon comprised of an accompanying “New 
Testament.” "us, the name “Old Testament” is fundamentally a Christian title 
used within the Christian community.

"e !rst time the Hebrew canon is referred to as the “Old Testament” is by 
the second-century church father Melito of Sardis in his canon list included 
in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History. "ere is no explicit biblical reference to the 
compiled books of the Hebrew text as the “Old Testament,” but it is received as 
a title within the early Christian community. "e word testament in English is 
an antiquated translation of the Greek word įȚĮșȒțȘ, which is normally trans-
lated “covenant” in our modern translations. "e New Testament does describe 
the covenant established in Christ as the “new covenant” (țĮȚȞ� įȚĮșțȘ; 
1 Cor 11:25; 2 Cor 3:6; Heb 8:8; 9:15), and describing the covenant of Christ 
as the new covenant naturally assumes that the previous covenant is the “old.” 
Without a doubt, the New Testament speaks of an old covenant, which is of-
ten associated with the covenant mediated through Moses at Sinai, but does 
it equate this covenant with the corpus of the Old Testament Scriptures? "e 
answer seems to be no. "e old covenant is found in the Old Testament, but 
the Old Testament does not equal the old covenant.46 To be sure, the Old 
Testament Scriptures are largely shaped by Israel’s covenant relationship to 
YHWH established through Moses. However, the Old Testament speaks to 
God’s plan of redemption before and after the covenant through Moses. "e 
apostle Paul directs the Galatians’ attention to Abraham and writes, “And 

46 See James M. Todd III, Sinai and the Saints: Reading Old Covenant Laws for the New Covenant Community 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2017).
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the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached 
the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’ ” 
(Gal 3:8 ESV). Paul sees the word of God to Abraham as gospel. We also see 
the prophets pointing Israel toward an eschatological vision that extends be-
yond the covenant established through Moses, and Jeremiah describes this new 
cove nant (! �f �� �%�=' �: �C) as “not like the covenant that I made with their fathers 
on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of 
Egypt” ( Jer 31:32 ESV). Given the nearly 2,000-year history of Christians refer-
ring to the Hebrew Scriptures as the Old Testament, or Old Covenant, as a way 
of making a theological statement about the signi!cance of the New Testament, 
there is little reason for renaming the corpus. However, the group of books we 
generally refer to as the “Old Testament” does not equal the old covenant.

A proper Christian interpretation of the Old Testament must consider its 
relationship with the New Testament. "is is the fundamental goal of what 
is frequently referred to as “biblical theology.” How does our two-testament 
Bible reveal unity as a canonical whole and a witness to the progressive na-
ture of redemption in Christ (see Daniel S. Di#ey’s chapter in this volume, 
“"e ‘Problem’ of the Old Testament Law: "e Old Testament’s View of the 
Mosaic Covenant”)? Christians have approached the question of the relation-
ship between the testaments in various ways for centuries, and for people in 
the church these views are not so much crisp theological systems as they are 
inherited intuitions concerning interpretation and scriptural priority. Some 
have seen the New Testament as the predominant Christian canon and the 
Old Testament as theologically passé. Some have seen the Old Testament as 
the predominant voice in the Christian Scriptures and the New Testament as 
a mere addendum to what God started with Israel. Still others have fought 
for equality between the testaments, seeking to allow a “discrete witness” in 
proclaiming God’s message for God’s people through the ages.47 "ere is little 
doubt that these struggles will continue in Christian circles, but I agree heartily 
with Daniel Timmer’s words, “"e Old Testament cannot be fully understood 
without the New Testament, nor can the New Testament be fully understood 
without the Old Testament. Yet, the New Testament, due to its later location 
in the process of God’s inspired revelation and in the accomplishment of his 
saving plan, does have a particular role with respect to the Old Testament.”48 
After the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the Old Testament Scriptures 

47 For a helpful typology of major twentieth-century approaches, see David Baker’s Two Testaments, One 
Bible: A Study of the !eological Relationship between the Old and New Testaments, rev. and enl. (Leicester, UK: 
Apollos, 1991).
48 Daniel C. Timmer, “"e Old Testament as Part of a Two-Testament Witness to Christ,” in Interpreting the 
Old Testament !eologically: Essays in Honor of Willem VanGemeren, ed. Andrew Abernethy (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2018), 100.
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can never be read the same way again. "is certainly seems to be the case for 
the apostle Paul. N. T. Wright has argued that Paul’s encounter with Christ 
transformed his theological understanding of Israel’s faith by rede!ning his 
ideas of monotheism, Israel’s role as the chosen people of God, and the escha-
tological future for God’s people.49 For Paul, Israel’s law became a focal point 
of the Christian understanding of the Old Testament. He believed that anyone 
wishing to continue to live under the old covenant law—now that Christ has 
come—is simply wanting to live in the wrong era of redemptive history (e.g., 
Gal 3:10–29; 5:3). As a result, we also must wonder if our interpretations of the 
Old Testament fail to orient the meaning of the Scriptures within the progres-
sive, redemptive movement of what God has done and is doing in Christ. May 
we not be “foolish ones” and “slow of heart,” in need of our Savior’s instruction 
(Luke 24:25 ESV).
!e Old Testament as Witness to Jesus
If we take Luke 24:27 seriously (“And beginning with Moses and all the 
Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning 
himself ”; ESV), we must concede that in some way the Old Testament bears 
witness to Christ (see Erika Moore’s chapter, “Messianic Readings of the 
Psalter: How the Psalms Bear Witness to Christ”). "e question is, how? "e 
Old Testament does not prophetically mention Jesus by name, as it does Cyrus 
(Isa 45:1). However, the text paints a messianic picture that Jesus steps into in 
the Gospels. When John the Baptist asks Jesus if he is the messiah or should 
he look for another, Jesus answers by quoting the prophet Isaiah’s portrait of 
the messianic kingdom (Matt 11:2–6; Isa 35:5–6; 61:1). "e only way we can 
come to understand the Old Testament as witness to Christ is after we see 
how he steps into the Old Testament portrait of the messiah.50 As discussed 
earlier, Christ’s ful!llment of Israel’s Scriptures is demonstrated to us by the 
New Testament writers quoting and alluding to the Old Testament, revealing 
Christ as the culmination of God’s work with Israel: “For all the promises of 
God !nd their Yes in him” (2 Cor 1:20 ESV). Walther Zimmerli describes the 
New Testament ful!llment of the Old, saying:

Here the old covenant is !nished in that the new covenant is established in the 
midst of Israel in the sacri!ce and Resurrection of Christ; now, however, the 
covenant is established in a freedom which involves the extending of an invita-
tion to those who stand without. Here every prerogative of Israel according to 

49 N. T. Wright, Paul and Faithfulness of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 609–18.
50 See Philip E. Satterthwaite, Richard S. Hess, and Gordon J. Wenham, eds., !e Lord’s Anointed: 
Interpretation of Old Testament Messianic Texts (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995).
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the &esh is ended, in order that the Israel of God may take shape in the body of 
the Resurrected One.51

A theological vein of promise and ful!llment runs through the Christian Bible 
so that we see the Old Testament promises of God ful!lled in Jesus.

Yet the Old Testament is a large book and !lled with much more than 
explicit promises made by God to his people. "ere are historical narra-
tives, prophetic oracles, laments, and worship poems. How do these types of 
non-promissory texts bear witness to Christ? First, we must recognize that by 
saying the Old Testament bears witness to Christ, we are not insisting that 
every single verse has a hidden Christological meaning. Richard Longenecker 
describes the New Testament’s exegetical approach to the Old Testament: “"e 
Old Testament contained certain speci!c messianic predictions. But more than 
that, it was ‘messianic prophecy’ and ‘messianic doctrine’ throughout when 
viewed from its intended and culminating focal point.”52 "e Old Testament 
Scriptures, in their canonical shape and redemptive progression, eschatologi-
cally point toward Christ. "is forward-leaning movement is characterized 
by covenant (Noah-Abraham-Moses-David-new) and promise of salvation 
and blessing. Reading the Old Testament in light of the Christ-event also 
means that at times we see how Jesus typologically ful!lls the Old Testament. 
Typologically, the New Testament presents Jesus as a new Adam (Rom 5:12–
21), the ful!llment of Israel (Matt 1–5), a greater Moses (Heb 3:1–6), and an 
eternal high priest (Heb 7:18–25). "e Old Testament does not explicitly give 
promises about how these aspects of Israel’s faith will be “ful!lled,” yet the 
New Testament authors interpret these Old Testament realities !guratively, or 
typologically, showing how the Old Testament pattern is perfected in Jesus.53 
In essence, one might read in the Old Testament about the nation of Israel 
leaving Egypt in Hos 11:1 and not necessarily come away with the idea that 
this will be “ful!lled” by Jesus coming out of Egypt shortly after his birth. 

51 Walther Zimmerli, “Promise and Ful!llment,” in Essays on Old Testament Hermeneutics, ed. Claus 
Westermann and James Luther Mays (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1969), 113–14.
52 Richard N. Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 
188.
53 "e di#erence between allegory and typology is often debated. Some have argued that the distinction is 
nearly indiscernible, seeing that both are analogical and !gurative readings of the Old Testament in light of 
later revelation. John Goldingay writes, “Typology goes beyond the literal approach to events, allegory goes 
beyond the literal approach to texts.” Approaches to Old Testament Interpretation, rev. ed. (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 107. While Goldingay’s comment may oversimply the history-versus-word 
understanding of the two categories, it remains a helpful way of thinking through the distinctions of the ap-
proaches. What can complicate things is that there are some allegories that are typological (i.e., correspond-
ing to historical patterns, events, and people) and some that are not (concerned only with the ideational 
correspondence between words).
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However, Matthew makes this connection clear with his ful!llment formula 
and quotation of the Hos 11:1 in Matt 2:15.

"e pressing question for Christians interpreting the Old Testament is 
should we read the Old Testament the way Jesus and the apostles read the 
Old Testament? In his book Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, Richard 
Longenecker argues that the New Testament writers read the Old Testament 
from the Jewish hermeneutical framework of the !rst century, and it would 
be a mistake for us to replicate such !gurative or typological readings of the 
Old Testament today.54 Longenecker goes on to assert that when the New 
Testament reads the Old in a historical-grammatical fashion, we can emulate 
it, but when the authors begin using !gurative interpretations associated with 
the Jewish interpretative practices of pesher, midrash, or allegory, we should 
not follow. However, the New Testament not only reveals the way that Jesus 
ful!lled the Old Testament Scriptures, it instructs the people of God in how to 
read them as well. From a canonical and redemptive-historical framework, we 
can read the Old Testament recognizing ways that it speaks to Christ, even in 
places where the New Testament doesn’t. "is is not to open the door to a her-
meneutical boundary-less theological interpretation. Such !gurative or typo-
logical readings must be demonstrable from a contextual reading grounded in 
the Old Testament text, the biblical canon, and redemption history, or they are 
merely word associations lacking the gravity and substance of biblical teaching.
!e Old Testament and Christian Discipleship
As stated in the beginning of this chapter, the Christian Scriptures are liv-
ing words that continue to speak in transformative ways for the Christian 
 community—and indeed, the world. "e interpretation of the Old Testament 
as Christian Scripture demands a certain posture and life response to the re-
vealed Word of God (see Daniel J. Estes’s chapter, “"e Ethics of Proverbs and 
the Imitation of Yahweh”). Certainly, the Pharisees, Sadducees, and scribes that 
Jesus often interacted with and rebuked in the Gospels should give us pause 
in viewing textual literacy as equal to faithful interpretation. Two texts in the 
New Testament drive us to the conclusion that the Old Testament demands 
our attention for thinking about how those Scriptures transform who we are in 
relationship to God. In 2 Tim 3:14–16, Paul writes to Timothy, saying:

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have !rmly believed, 
knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been 
acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salva-
tion through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

54 Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, 193–98.
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pro!table for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteous-
ness. (ESV)
"e !rst thing to notice in this passage is that the sacred writings with 

which young Timothy was acquainted were the Old Testament Scriptures. Paul 
then goes on to describe the Old Testament as “able to make you wise for salva-
tion through faith in Christ Jesus.” "is is remarkable! Paul  wanted Timothy to 
continue to study and grow in his understanding of the Old Testament because 
it is able to make one “wise for salvation through faith.” "e Old Testament 
reveals the saving work of God bearing witness to Christ in such an organic 
and discernible way, that the apostle Paul did not have di+culty proclaiming 
the good news of the kingdom using the Hebrew Scriptures (cf. Acts 28:23). 
Reading the Old Testament faithfully produces a salvation-rooted wisdom 
that comes to recognize the correspondence between the Word of God and 
world of God. Vanhoozer calls this “canonical competence.” He writes:

“Canonical competence” signi!es the ability to relate biblical sentences vis-à-vis 
external reality and social world as their authors intended: to grasp the illocu-
tionary point of warnings as warnings, of promises as promises, of truth claims 
as truth claims, of histories as histories. Canonical competence refers, in short, 
to the reader’s ability to follow the text from sense to reference.55

Sound Old Testament interpretation is always moving toward theological 
wisdom that witnesses the sense of the text, the intentions of the author, the 
Christocentric nature of the Old Testament, the God and world to which the 
text refers, and !nally to faithful and proper orientating of ourselves to God 
and his world.

Paul goes on in 2 Tim 3:16 to state that Scripture is “pro!table for teach-
ing, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” Allowing 
the Scriptures to grow us in wisdom for salvation, witnessing the redemptive 
work of God in Christ, is certainly “pro!table.” However, in 1 Cor 10:6 Paul 
describes what this “correction” and “training in righteousness” might look like 
more speci!cally. "e chapter begins with Paul describing the woeful ways of 
the wilderness generation recorded in the book of Numbers, and then says to 
the Christians in Corinth, “Now these things took place as examples for us, 
that we might not desire evil as they did” (1 Cor 10:6 ESV) and again in 1 Cor 
10:11, “Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were writ-
ten down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come” (ESV). 
How does the Old Testament make us “wise for salvation through faith,” and 
“correct,” and “train in righteousness”? One way it does this is by o#ering up 
55 Vanhoozer, “Language, Literature, Hermeneutics, and Biblical "eology,” 40–41.
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examples from Israel’s feckless history with the Lord. Paul encourages us to 
grow in faith by learning from their general lack of faith and the judgment that 
ensued. Elsewhere, Paul o#ers us Abraham as a faithful example and illustra-
tion of what salvation by faith looks like (Rom 4:9–25). "e Old Testament 
illustrates the life of faith, good and bad.

Unfortunately, reading the Old Testament as an example has led some 
to mistakenly approach the text as a moral handbook, always ready to o#er a 
compelling story or life lesson. Such moralizing might o#er up catchy sermon 
series, but it has the potential to remove the gospel from our Old Testament 
interpretation and teaching. We can navigate this issue by coming back to the 
authorial discourse in the text. Are there clues in the text that lead us to see the 
character or the events surrounding the character from an ethical standpoint? 
I !nd very few people wondering whether the life of Samson is to be emulated 
or not. However, we must recognize that the text does not always give us all 
of the information we would like in determining whether a certain situation 
is morally instructive—sometimes the text is simply descriptive of what took 
place. "e best approach is to recognize that the Old Testament speaks to the 
Christian community as a testimony of the redemptive work of God among 
his people that ultimately bears witness to Christ, and as a record of Israel’s 
faith journey with YHWH, that provides divinely inspired insight into the life 
of faith.

CONCLUSION
As this is an “elementary grammar” to the “language of the Old Testament,” it 
is my hope that what has emerged from reading this introduction is a greater 
awareness of important issues facing any Christian who sits down to read the 
Old Testament. While this introduction has covered various topics, such as 
historical criticism, historiography, biblical authorship, typology, text criticism, 
and the theological interpretation of Scripture, under the headings of history, 
author, text, and reader, I agree with V. Philips Long’s foundational commit-
ment to reading the Old Testament historically, literarily, and theologically. He 
writes:

Biblical literature tends to exhibit three basic impulses: theological (or ideologi-
cal), historical (or referential), and literary (or aesthetic). "e presence of the one 
or the other may be more pronounced in some biblical passages than in others, 
but there are relatively few places in the Bible, at least in the Bible’s narratives, 
where one of the three is entirely absent.56

56 V. Philips Long, !e Art of Biblical History, Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation 5 (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 167.
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Andreas Köstenberger and Richard Patterson have helpfully &eshed out 
these “impulses” in their volume Invitation to Biblical Interpretation: Exploring 
the Hermeneutical Triad of History, Literature, and !eology.57 While this chapter 
and the essays that follow push the interpretive issues a bit deeper than these 
three impulses of the biblical text, the categories of history, literature, and the-
ology do provide a hermeneutical terra (rma upon which we can !nd a !rm 
place to stand.

James Orr titled his book !e Problem of the Old Testament, but is there a 
problem with the Old Testament? Or is there a problem with the readers of the 
Old Testament? "e Old Testament raises important questions that should not 
be glossed over in the name of faith, but neither is it a problem to be solved nor 
a knot to be unraveled. To take the Old Testament at its word, we might say: 
it is a lamp by which we see (Ps 119:105), a mouthful of honey to be savored 
(Ps 19:10), and a divine Word to hear (Ps 105:8–10). O God, let us walk, taste, 
and listen!

57 Andreas J. Köstenberger and Richard D. Patterson, Invitation to Biblical Interpretation: Exploring the 
Hermeneutical Triad of History, Literature, and !eology (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2011).
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