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II. The Story of the Sacred Writings: The Old Testament 

A. Metanarrative: The Big Picture
1. The “Old Testament” is a part of a larger story, a metanarrative that stretches from the

beginning of time to its end, and which attempts to explain the meaning and
significance of one particular portion of human history, which is determinative for
understanding the point of human existence, and thus, for understanding the rest of
human history.
a. The temptation is to jump into the Old Testament at the beginning, and read

through to the end, which is almost always a road to frustration, confusion, and
even misunderstanding.

b. Understanding the larger story helps us to understand the place of the Old
Testament within the larger framework, and therefore to understand it in its own
context better.

c. The Old Testament has a counterpart in the New Testament, which must be taken
into consideration, not only for its part in the metanarrative, but in its relationship
with the Old Testament.

2. We begin with a people–the Jews–who are the keepers of the story as well as the
group whose history constitutes the majority of the story.
a. They are monotheistic–alone among all of the peoples of the world in the ancient

Near East (ANE).
(1) There is only one God, who is personal, rather than simply a force, or the total

of the universe.
(2) God is the creator of all the universe, including the spiritual realm, in which

the angelic and demonic hosts exist.
(3) God is active in history, intervening when he chooses to do so, and

communicating with people, who are the culmination of his creation.
b. They are the recipients of a covenant, by which they are constituted a people, and

through which they may know God and be related to him.
c. The covenant includes a promise, which has several aspects:

(1) They are given a land.
(2) They are promised that God himself will dwell with them in their land; his

presence sets them apart from every other people on the earth, and requires of
them a particular obedience.

(3) They are granted an identity–they are God’s chosen people, upon whom he
looks with favor, and through whom he intends to reveal himself to the rest of
the world.

(4) They are given a task: they are to live in such a way as to reflect God’s ways,
so as to make God’s ways known to those who do not know him, and to tell

4



others about him, so that they may also come to know him and to be in
covenant relationship with him.

(5) They are to be a vessel of God’s blessing to the world, a means through which
God reveals and brings his love and goodness to the other peoples of the
world.

(6) The greatest blessing which God will give through them is the Messiah–the
Priest-King who will reconcile all people to God through his own person and
sacrifice.

d. God has acted and spoken in a unique way through the history of this people, and
has communicated to them and through them by means of specially inspired
individuals to whom God spoke directly or revealed himself by other means,
people who were called by God and enabled to know him especially intimately.
(1) In particular times and ways, God has intervened and acted in human history,

and has thereby revealed himself through the events of history, especially
through the history of this people.

(2) He has also supplied a divine interpretation of his actions through the inspired
words of prophets, in order to explain the meaning of his actions and reveal
something of his purposes, his nature, his character, his ways, his
requirements, and his wisdom.

(3) The result of this communication was the development of a body of sacred and
authoritative literature which chronicles and interprets this history of God’s
actions and his interaction with his people, so that it communicates God’s
word to his people. It includes:
(a) Laws governing their life as God’s people;
(b) Narratives of history, especially pertaining to the history of Israel and the

promise of a Messiah;
(c) Oracles from prophets which communicated God’s pleasure or displeasure

with his people (and with other peoples), his call for them to return to the
covenant, and the attendant promises of blessing or judgment;

(d) Teaching of sages, who expounded upon living according to God’s
wisdom and ways;

(e) Songs and prayers of their worship.1

(4) This authoritative body of literature shaped the people’s understanding of God
and his ways, and told them how to live as his people.

3. We come then to a particular Jew who lived during a time we call the first century of
the common era, who claims to be the promised Messiah, and whose followers
proclaim to be the Son of God, God in human form, the rightful King of Israel and
Lord of all people.
a. He claims that what was written before in the sacred scriptures of Israel is all

intended to point to him, that he somehow fulfills its promises, predictions, and
inner intentions.2

b. He further claims that he alone has the correct interpretation of those scriptures,
and has the unique authority to declare its meaning.3
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c. He supplies evidence validating his claims (and those of his followers’
proclamation) by working miracles, healing people, casting out demons, and
ultimately by being resurrected from the dead.

4. His followers, who initially were all Jews, adopt his understanding of the scriptures,
and interpret them through the filter of his person and teaching.
a. Like their Jewish brethren, they regard the scriptures as uniquely inspired of God,

authoritative, and wholly true.4

b. Unlike their Jewish brethren, they base their beliefs on what Jesus taught, placing
his teaching above that of the Jewish scriptures in authority.

c. They collect a second set of sacred writings, comprised of four accounts of Jesus’
life and teachings, a history of the early church, letters from certain leaders chosen
by Jesus, and an apocalyptic work with numerous visions pertaining to the cosmic
battle between God and his enemy and the end of human history.
(1) The second set is regarded as equally inspired of God and wholly true.5

(2) This second set is distinct from the first set, but is joined to it as the
completion of the first set: it describes, and in some way is itself, the
fulfillment to which the first set pointed.6

5. The Church, consisting of the followers of Jesus, recognizes the unique status of the
entire Bible, consisting of the two sets of scriptures, which we call “Old Testament”
(or “First Covenant”) and “New Testament” (or the “New Covenant”). 
a. Together they comprise the written Word of God.
b. Together they tell the divine metanarrative of God’s actions in history which

culminated in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, and the subsequent birth and
growth of the church.

c. The Bible, especially the New Testament, gives us God’s authoritative directions
for  how to live as God’s people, through whom he is still actively speaking and
working in the world, as we await the final consummation of the story after
Christ’s return.7

d. Protestants recognize 66 books in the Bible (Old Testament:39, New
Testament:27); Catholics acknowledge an additional seven books along with
additions to some books of the Old Testament.8

e. When we read the Old Testament, therefore, we do not read it without reference to
the New Testament, but always through the filter of Jesus Christ.
(1) We begin by reading the Old Testament in its own contexts (historical,

linguistic, literary, and theological).
(2) But we also read it in terms of how it is fulfilled in the New Testament, which

places the Old Testament in a larger theological context that contributes to its
understanding.9

(a) Some parts of the Old Testament are directly prophetic: 
i) They speak of future events/persons and predict what will happen and

interpret their significance. 
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ii) Some of these predictions are clarified in the New Testament itself,
while others are known by comparing the Old Testament predictions
with the New Testament events or persons.

(b) Some parts of the Old Testament are typological: 
i) They describe people, events, places, or things which become

illustrative or analogous representations of later people, events, places,
or things. 

ii) Some of these types are explained in the New Testament, while others
may be seen by comparing the Old Testament examples with the New
Testament fulfillment.10

(c) All of the Old Testament in some way points to and is fulfilled in/by
Christ.

B. Themes and Main Events/Developments in the Metanarrative
1. The metanarrative can be seen in the following main events/developments:

a. Creation–the creation of the universe by God ex nihilo, and of human beings as
the highest of all created beings (Paradise)

b. Fall–the introduction of sin into human history (Problem/Promise)
(1) Loss of innocence
(2) Loss of spiritual life
(3) Loss of right relations with God

c. Flood–the universal judgment of humankind for its wickedness (Punishment)
(1) The selection of Noah and his family pictures both God’s love for humans and

his provision of salvation for them.
(2) The severity of the judgment points to the severity of the problem

d. Call of Abram–selection of a man to become the progenitor of a people
(People/Promise)
(1) Covenant with God
(2) Promise of a land

e. Enslavement in Egypt (Predicament)
(1) Temporary solution to natural disaster
(2) Loss of knowledge of God

f. Exodus (Picture of salvation)
(1) Deliverance from slavery
(2) Creation of a nation, a people
(3) Revelation of Yahweh

g. Promised Land (Provision and Prophets)
(1) Conquest
(2) Failure

h. Monarchy (Prototype of the King)
(1) Davidic Kingdom
(2) Divided Kingdom

i. Exile (Punishment)
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(1) Expulsion from land
(2) Loss of sovereignty
(3) Destruction of Temple

j. Restoration (Patiently waiting)
(1) Return to the land
(2) Rebuilding of Temple

k. Coming of Christ (Passion)
(1) Incarnation
(2) Life
(3) Death
(4) Resurrection
(5) Ascension

l. Establishment of the Church (Peace /People)
(1) Jews and Gentiles brought into one Body
(2) The people of God of the New Covenant

m. Growth of the Kingdom of God (Power)
(1) God’s redemptive mission to the world
(2) Making disciples of all peoples

n. Consummation of human history (Parousia and Perfection)
(1) Return of Christ
(2) Final Judgment
(3) New Heavens and New Earth

2. There is an important theme that is developed throughout this metanarrative: the locus
of the presence of God. Note these seven successive stages in this progression.11

a. Eden (Creation of people with whom God would dwell)
b. Covenant (God making a covenant with Abraham)
c. Exodus (God taking Israel as his people)
d. Tabernacle/Temple (Locus of God’s presence in the midst of his people)
e. Incarnation (Immanuel: God present in the person of Jesus of Nazareth)
f. Pentecost (God’s presence within people, within his Church)
g. New Creation (All barriers between God and his people are removed)

3. Thus we can see that the central idea that is developed in the metanarrative of the
Bible focuses on God and his people and the relationship between them.
a. “God’s plan from the beginning was to create a people among whom he could

dwell and with whom he could be in relationship.”12

b. This relationship is characterized and governed by another central
idea–“covenant.”

c. The covenant is God’s mechanism for revelation and relationship.13
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1. See William Sanford LaSor, David Allan Hubbard, and Frederic William Bush, eds., Old Testament
Survey: The Message, Form and Background of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Eerdmans, 1996), 586. 

2. John 5:37-40; Luke 4:16-21.

3. See Matthew 5:17-48; 12:1-8.
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5. 1 Corinthians 14:37; 2 Peter 3:14-18; Revelation 22:18-19.
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7. This is not to deny that God is also working outside of and apart from the church. As the sovereign
Lord of the universe, God is well able to work and speak independently of any human agency. I simply
mean to affirm that it is through the church, the covenant people of God, that God is revealing himself to
the world as the story of God’s relationship with people continues to its end point.

8. These additions to the Old Testament scriptures are known as the Apocrypha (1 Esdras, 2 Esdras,
Tobit, Judith, Baruch, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, the Letter of Jeremiah, the Prayer of
Mannaseh, 1-2 Maccabees, and the additions to Daniel, Ezra, and Esther). Protestants acknowledge that
they can be useful for reading or study, but, following the example of the Jews, do not regard them as
divinely inspired. Some Catholic scholars acknowledge the separate status of these books and will term
them “deutero-canonical,” in recognition of the different quality of the writings. Other books or portions
of books which have occasionally been included in certain manuscripts, such as the “Prayer of
Manasseh,” are regarded as apocryphal by all parties today. See the chart in LaSor, Old Testament
Survey, 605. See also further below.

9. This perspective is not unique to Christians. The Qumran community, among others, viewed the Old
Testament Scriptures in terms of their fulfillment in the lives and future of their own community.
Christians simply argue that the New Testament better fulfills the Old Testament promises and
predictions than other claimants.

10. In the latter case, however, since there is no authoritative declaration from the New Testament itself
of the typological connection between the two items, it is incumbent upon the interpreter to demonstrate
the validity of his or her claim.

11. Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2009), 23-24. 

12. Hill and Walton, Survey of the Old Testament, 23.

13. Ibid., 26.
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