
INTRODUCTION TO THE OLD TESTAMENT

SESSION 2 AUG.
THE PENTATEUCH: FAITH, COVENANT & LAW

I. INTRODUCTION TO THE PENTATEUCH 
A. Authorship: Although the subject concerning the authorship of 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy has a 
complicated history,1  they are remembered in Jewish antiquity 
as being authored by Moses—something to which the internal 
evidence also points (Deut. 1:8; 2 Kings 13:23; 1 Chron. 1; Matt. 
19:8; Luke 16:29; 24:27).

B. Geography: The geography discussed focuses on three regions.
1. Mesopotamia (Persian Gulf to Northwest bend of Euphrates)
2. Egypt (the Nile is the predominant geographical feature)
3. Syria-Palestine (Northwest of Euphrates to the Sinai desert)

C. Archaeological Situation: There are quite a few limitations to 
biblical archaeology in relation to the OT. Only a fraction of 
antiquity has been excavated and recovered in the ancient Near 
East (ANE). Only six-thousand sites have been surveyed (a tell 
has been identified). Only two hundred have been sounded (the 
process by which trenches are dug and acoustic vibrations are 
used to map out an ancient site). Only twenty-eight have had major 
excavations in the ANE.
1. A fraction of what has been recovered / discovered has been 

published. We have approximately five hundred thousand texts 
preserved but only about ten percent have been published. 
Furthermore, many sites are still occupied and there are many 
OT sites that are still unknown.



II. FAITH, COVENANT, AND LAW
A. The reason why the subjects of covenant and law are central to 

our discussion is because the Pentateuch was not given on Sinai 
but rather covenantal law. Covenant and law came long before the 
writing of the Pentateuch. Nonetheless, the religion of Israel and 
their practices are not the main concern in the message of these 
books. In fact, one of the objectives of the Pentateuch is to convey 
that the requirement of the law resulted in “great difficulty” for 
those who desired to live a life of faith among the Israelites (Num. 
20:12; Deut. 31:29).2 Furthermore, “The law given at Sinai neither 
had the same purpose nor carried the same message as the faith 
taught by the Pentateuch.”3  

B. One must remember that the covenant was first established with 
Abraham, who was centuries removed from the giving of the law 
at Sinai. By beginning the subject of covenant with Abraham, 
the author of the Pentateuch is emphasizing the same point Paul 
makes in Romans 4.
Hoping against hope, he [Abraham] believed that he would 
become “the father of many nations,” according to what was said, 
“So numerous shall your descendants be.” 19He did not weaken 
in faith when he considered his own body, which was already as 
good as dead (for he was about a hundred years old), or when he 
considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. 20No distrust made 
him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong 
in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21being fully convinced that 
God was able to do what he had promised. 22Therefore his faith 
“was reckoned to him as righteousness.” 23Now the words, “it 
was reckoned to him,” were written not for his sake alone, 24but 
for ours also. It will be reckoned to us who believe in him who 
raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, 25who was handed over 
to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification. 
Romans 4:18-25 (NRSV; cf. Gen. 15:6; 26:5)

C. What Paul is drawing on here is the comparative message between 
the Pentateuch’s two main figureheads: Abraham and Moses. The 
cardinal intention of the Pentateuch is to narratively admonish one 
to live like Abraham, it is not to educate one on how to live a life of 
obedience through the law given to Moses at Sinai—Abraham was 
not under the law and yet he fulfilled it through a life of faith. It is 
worthy of note that the first sixty chapters speak almost nothing 
about the Mosaic law.4   

D. Western Evangelical Christianity primarily associates the 
Pentateuch with the Mosaic law. They understand all five books 
as part of the covenant that God established with Israel at Mount 
Sinai. Thus, they see its purpose is to teach the Sinai covenant and 
the law. The problem with this approach is that the Pentateuch, 
as seen in our previous session, looks beyond the law to God’s 
eternal hope and grace. 
Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the 
heart of your descendants, so that you will love the LORD your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live. 
Deuteronomy 30:6

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 
Jeremiah 31:31

E. It is not that there was something fundamentally wrong with the 
covenant and God’s law established at Sinai (Gal. 3:21), it is that 
they needed God’s divine presence directly upon their hearts 
to walk in all that God intended (Deut. 30:6; cf. Ezek. 34:24–31; 
36:26–27). Furthermore, the promise of a future union of covenant 
keeping Jews and Gentiles was laid out early on (Gen. 35:11; 48:4; 
cf. Isa. 66:18–24).

F. The subject of the law is the subject of the covenant. This is 
because it is covenant law—something that was not unique to 
the Hebrews in the ANE. Although there were varying types 
of treatises, the ones chiefly discussed in the Bible are of the 
lord-vassal type. The stipulations of which are essentially a lord 
dictating terms to a vassal.5 The biblical covenants are more a 
declaration of God’s will for His people, therefore the subject 
of God covenanting with humans is more of a pronouncement. 
Nonetheless, the people are to actively obey and keep God’s 
covenant. Thus, it is this latter point that establishes the covenant 
as being both bilateral (two-sided) and asymmetrical (lopsided).6 
As noted by Bill T. Arnold, “Covenants were always asymmetrical, 
emphasizing the role of one party over the other (either promise 
or obligation), but never totally unilateral. Implicitly, the passive 
party always had some obligation or promise to uphold, otherwise 
we have only a promise and no real covenant at all. In the Bible, 
the covenants of Abraham and David stress the promises of the 
powerful party (God), while the Mosaic stresses the responsibilities 
of the weaker party (Israel). But none is totally unilateral.”7   
See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and 
destruction. 16For I command you today to love the Lord your God, 
to walk in obedience to him, and to keep his commands, decrees 
and laws; then you will live and increase, and the Lord your God 
will bless you in the land you are entering to possess. 17But if your 
heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn 
away to bow down to other gods and worship them, 18I declare to 
you this day that you will certainly be destroyed. You will not live 
long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 
19This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against 
you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. 
Now choose life, so that you and your children may live 20and that 
you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to 
him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the 
land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
Deuteronomy 30:15-18

1. The divine biblical covenants are not equivalence or parity 
agreements. Promises do not make a covenant. God had made 
promises to Abraham (e.g., Gen 12) but it was not until his covenant 
with Abraham that he was assured God’s promises would be 
fulfilled (Gen 15, 17).8  



III. STRUCTURE
A. The beginning of the Pentateuch begins with the account of 

creation, not with laws and covenants. There are two decisive 
theological points being made with this opening: (1) God chooses 
to reveal Himself within reality, and (2) He acted freely to create 
(something that He called “good” [Gen. 1:4]). Thus, the entirety of 
God’s salvific plan is first and foremost wrapped up and grounded 
in biblical realism—i.e., tangible reality with biblical purpose. 
Creation and redemption follow the same path in God’s plan (cf. 
Gen. 1:1–2; 8:20–21; Isa. 51:13, 16; 65:17–18).9 They are both an act 
of God’s unmerited favor and grace. Thus, we must see that the 
Pentateuch grounds the Abrahamic promises, the law, and nature 
itself in God’s desire to dwell in the midst of His creation (Gen. 3:8). 

B. The end of the Pentateuch leaves one still looking for the 
fulfillment of the patriarchal promises (e.g., Israel is not in the 
Promised Land; Deut. 34). Thus, the need for God’s creative/
redemptive act to move yet again among His creation was needed. 
To emphasize this point, at significant locations four of the 
Pentateuchal books give a promise of a coming messianic king. 
Genesis 49 (concludes Patriarchal history), Exodus 15 (concludes 
the Israelites exodus from Egypt), Numbers 23–24 (concludes 
wilderness wandering), and Deuteronomy 32–33 (concludes 
conquest of the land of Canaan) are all summative sections of what 
has transpired in Israel’s history but they also look to the “last 
days” and the time of the Messiah (Gen. 49:1; Num. 24:14; Deut. 
31:29; Exod. 15:18).

C. The easiest way to think about the Pentateuch is to divide it 
between Gen. 1–11 and Gen. 12–Deut. 34. The result of the fall of 
humanity and the ensuing fractured relationship between them 
and God is Gen. 1–11 ending with the question, “What can be done 
to restore the intended bond between the two parties?” 

D. It is in Gen. 12–Deut. 34 that the dilemma presented in Gen. 1–11 
is decidedly answered through the covenant between Abram and 
God in Gen. 12:1–3; esp. 15:1–21. It is in these verses that the pillars 
of the Pentateuchal narrative are introduced: the ratification of 
God’s covenant, the particularity of the Abrahamic lineage, the 
institution of divine election and blessing, and the boundaries of a 
promised land are set.

E. Summary of the Pentateuch
Genesis 1–11: Creation, fall, and judgment.
Genesis 12–50: Covenant promise, election of Abraham, and the 

providential preservation of his lineage.
Exodus: Miraculous deliverance of Yahweh’s people from bondage 

in Egypt, covenantal relationship expanded to Israelites at 
Sinai, law given as a theocratic charter.

Leviticus: Expansion of law of the covenant so people understand 
how to live holy since God desires to dwell among them.

Numbers: Testing and purifying of the covenant people while 
walking in the wilderness. 

Deuteronomy: The renewal of the covenant and the second giving 
of the law to prepare the wilderness wanderers for passage 
into the Promised Land—this was the second generation of 
those who left Egypt. 

1 The progressive expansion of Pentateuchal sources among liberal scholars is as 
follows (each letter is representative of a hypothetical source): E & J (H. B. Witter and 
Jean Astruc; Johan Gottfried Eichorn) g E, J & D (Wilhelm Martin Leberecht de Wette; 
Heinrich Ewald) g E1, E2, J, & D (Hermann Hupfeld) g E2, J, D & E1 (=P) (Johann Karl 
Wilhelm Vatke and Karl Heinrich Graf) g J, E (=E2), D, P (=E1) (Julius Wellhausen). This 
all results in what is known as the documentary hypothesis—i.e., that the sophisticated 
doctrines found in the Pentateuch were not truth revealed by the living God but rather 
ideas that evolved from lower arenas of thought and documented by dozens of authors 
over large amounts of time. Nonetheless, the title is revealing—i.e., it is nothing more 
than a hypothesis—one, for that matter, that has disproven multiple times. For an 
excellent introduction to the authorship and formation of the Pentateuch, see Andrew 
E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2009), 57–75; for a summary of OT criticisms, cf. Mark S. Gignilliat, A Brief History 
of Old Testament Criticism: From Benedict Spinoza to Brevard Childs (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2012).
2 John H. Sailhamer, The Meaning of the Pentateuch: Revelation, Composition and 
Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: IWP Academic, 2009), 13.
3 Ibid., 13. 
4 In Exod. 12:1 the first Passover is instituted, which is the first clear piece of the 
Mosaic law in the Pentateuch. 
5 This most likely explains why diathēkē instead of synthēkē is used to translate 
berit (covenant) in the LXX because the latter is a covenantal term used to convey 
a mutual agreement between two equal parties. For a more thorough analysis of 
this discussion, cf. Ben Witherington III, Biblical Theology: The Convergence of the 
Canon (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 288–305. Specifically, the 
Hittite suzerain covenants parallel most closely to the content of the Covenant Code 
in Exodus 20–24 and the book of Deuteronomy. Hill and Walton clarify the nature of 
the suzerain-vassal covenant by saying, “The suzerain covenants were granted by 
independent and powerful overlords to dependent and weaker vassals, guaranteeing 
them certain benefits including protection. In return, the vassal was obligated to keep 
specific stipulations certifying loyalty to the suzerain alone” (Survey of Old Testament, 
63).
6 Pay attention to Gen. 15 where it is God who initiates, stipulates, and confirms the 
covenant and its sanctions. Gen. 15:18 describes the entire scene as a covenant. 
7 Bill. T. Arold, Genesis, NCBC (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
160.
8 The differing types of laws found in the OT are as follows: civil law (e.g., marriage, 
family, inheritance, property, salves, debt, taxes, and wages), ceremonial law (e.g., 
murder, adultery, theft, sexual sin, lying, and assault), and cultic law (sacrifices, 
purification, mode or object of worship, and festival observance).
9 E.g., Seven times in the wilderness God speaks to Moses atop Sinai: The Lord said 
to Moses… (25:1); The Lord said to Moses… (30:11); The Lord said to Moses… (30:17); 
The Lord said to Moses… (30:22); The Lord said to Moses… (30:34); The Lord said to 
Moses… (31:1); The Lord said to Moses… (31:12). Scholars have consistently tied this to 
the seven days of Creation in Gen. 1. Cf. Terrence E. Fretheim, God and Word in the Old 
Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005).
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