


ADAM & EVE NOAH ABRAHAM MOSES JESUS

Pyramids built 2500s B.C. 
Hinduism gains influence in India 1100s B.C.
Buddhism founded in India 500s B.C. 
Alexander the Great begins rule 336 B.C. 
China begins construction on The Great Wall 214 B.C. 
Rise of the Roman Empire 28 B.C.

Israel 722 B.C. 
Judah 586 B.C. 

Kings begin ruling 
ca. 1000 B.C. 
Saul
David
Solomon

Life of Christ 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John tell the historical 
life of Jesus from different 
perspectives.

ADAM & EVE NOAH ABRAHAM MOSES JESUS

Pyramids built 2500s B.C. 
Hinduism gains influence in India 1100s B.C.
Buddhism founded in India 500s B.C. 
Alexander the Great begins rule 336 B.C. 
China begins construction on The Great Wall 214 B.C. 
Rise of the Roman Empire 28 B.C.

Israel 722 B.C. 
Judah 586 B.C. 

Kings begin ruling 
ca. 1000 B.C. 
Saul
David
Solomon

Life of Christ 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John tell the historical 
life of Jesus from different 
perspectives.

Sample from The Invitation / ISBN  9781600062339 
Copyright © 2008 NavPress Publishing. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, come back to www.navpress.com.



The Old Testament
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The Books of Moses
Stories and Signposts

An enormous authority and dignity have, through the centuries, 
developed around the first five books of the Bible, commonly 

known as The Books of Moses. Over the course of many centuries, 
they account for a truly astonishing amount of reading and writing, 
study and prayer, teaching and preaching.

God is the primary concern of these books. That accounts for the 
authority and the dignity. But it is not only God; we get included. That 
accounts for the widespread and intense human interest. We want to 
know what’s going on. We want to know how we fit into things. We 
don’t want to miss out.

The Books of Moses are made up mostly of stories and signposts. 
The stories show us God working with and speaking to men and 
women in a rich variety of circumstances. God is presented to us not 
in ideas and arguments but in events and actions that involve each of 
us personally. The signposts provide immediate and practical direc-
tions to guide us into behavior that is appropriate to our humanity 
and honoring to God.

The simplicity of the storytelling and signposting in these books 
makes what is written here as accessible to children as to adults. But the 
simplicity (as in so many simple things) is also profound, inviting us 
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into a lifetime of growing participation in God’s saving ways with us.
An image of human growth suggests a reason for the power-

ful pull of these stories and signposts on so many millions of men, 
women, and children to live as God’s people. The sketch shows the five 
books as five stages of growth in which God creates first a cosmos and 
then a people for his glory.

Genesis is Conception. After establishing the basic elements by 
which God will do his work of creation and salvation and judgment 
in the midst of human sin and rebellion (chapters 1–11), God con-
ceives a People to whom he will reveal himself as a God of salvation 
and through them, over time, to everyone on earth. God begins small, 
with one man: Abraham. He said to Abraham, “I am The Strong God, 
live entirely before me, live to the hilt! I’ll make a covenant between us 
and I’ll give you a huge family” (Genesis 17:1). The embryonic People 
of God grow in the womb. Gradually details and then more details 
become evident as the embryo takes shape: Sarah, Isaac, Rebekah, 
Jacob and Esau, Rachel, Joseph and his brothers. The pregnancy devel-
ops. Life is obviously developing in that womb, but there is also much 
that is not clear and visible. The background history is vague, the sur-
rounding nations and customs veiled in a kind of mist. But the pres-
ence of life, God-conceived life, is kicking and robust. 

Exodus is Birth and Infancy. The gestation of the People of God 
lasts a long time, but finally the birth pangs start. Egyptian slavery 
gives the first intimations of the contractions to come. When Moses 
arrives on the scene to preside over the birth itself, ten fierce plagues 
on Egypt accompany the contractions that bring the travail to com-
pletion: at the Red Sea the waters break, the People of God tumble 
out of the womb onto dry ground, and their life as a free People of 
God begins. Moses leads them crawling and toddling to Sinai. They 
are fed. God reveals himself to them at the mountain. They begin to 
get a sense of their Parent. They learn the language of freedom and  
salvation — a word here, a word there, the Ten Words (command-
ments) as a beginning, their basic vocabulary. The signposts begin to 
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go up: do this; don’t do that. But the largest part of their infant life 
is God, the living God. As they explore the deep and wide world of 
God, worship becomes their dominant and most important activity. 
An enormous amount of attention is given to training them in wor-
ship, building the structures for worship, mastering the procedures. 
They are learning how to give their full attention in obedience and 
adoration to God. As a result, “The Cloud [of God’s presence] covered 
the Tent of Meeting, and the Glory of God filled The Dwelling. Moses 
couldn’t enter the Tent of Meeting because the Cloud was upon it, and 
the Glory of God filled The Dwelling” (Exodus 40:34-35).

Leviticus is Schooling. As infancy develops into childhood, formal 
schooling takes place. There’s a lot to know; they need some structure 
and arrangement to keep things straight: reading, writing, arithmetic. 
But for the People of God the basic curriculum has to do with God and 
their relationship with God. Leviticus is the McGuffey’s Reader of the 
People of God. It is an almost totally audiovisual book, giving a pic-
ture and ritual in the sacrifices and feasts for the pivotal ways in which 
God’s people keep alert and observant to the ways their relationship 
with God goes awry (sin) and the ways they are restored to forgiveness 
and innocence (salvation). Everyday life consists of endless and con-
crete detail, much of it having to do with our behavior before God and 
with one another, and so, of course, Leviticus necessarily consists also 
of endless detail which God took very seriously, saying, “Keep all my 
decrees and all my laws. Yes, do them. I am God” (Leviticus 19:37). 

Numbers is Adolescence. The years of adolescence are critical to 
understanding who we are. We are advanced enough physically to 
be able, for the most part, to take care of ourselves. We are devel-
oped enough mentally, with some obvious limitations, to think for 
ourselves. We discover that we are not simply extensions of our par-
ents; and we are not just mirror images of our culture. But who are 
we? Especially, who are we as a People of God? The People of God in 
Numbers are new at these emerging independent operations of behav-
ing and thinking and so inevitably make a lot of mistakes. Rebellion 
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is one of the more conspicuous mistakes. They test out their unique 
identity by rejecting the continuities with parents and culture. It’s the 
easiest and cheapest way to “be myself” as we like to say. But it turns 
out that there isn’t much to the “self” that is thus asserted. Maturity 
requires the integration, not the amputation, of what we have received 
through our conception and birth, our infancy and schooling. 
The People of God have an extraordinarily long adolescence in the  
wilderness — nearly forty years of it. 

Deuteronomy is Adulthood. The mature life is a complex opera-
tion. Growing up is a long process. And growing up in God takes the 
longest time. During their forty years spent in the wilderness, the 
People of God developed from that full-term embryo brought to birth 
on the far shore of the Red Sea, are carried and led, nourished and 
protected under Moses to the place of God’s Revelation at Sinai, taught 
and trained, disciplined and blessed. Now they are ready to live as free 
and obedient men and women in the new land, the Promised Land. 
They are ready for adulthood, ready to be as grown up inwardly as they 
are outwardly. They are ready to live as a free people, formed by God, 
as a holy people, transformed by God. They still have a long way to go 
(as do we all), but all the conditions for maturity are there. The book 
of Deuteronomy gathers up that entire process of becoming a People of 
God and turns it into a sermon and a song and a blessing. The strongest 
and key word in Deuteronomy is love. Moses told the people, “Love 
God, your God, with your whole heart: love him with all that’s in you, 
love him with all you’ve got!” (Deuteronomy 6:5). Love is the most 
characteristic and comprehensive act of the human being. We are most 
ourselves when we love; we are most the People of God when we love. 
But love is not an abstract word defined out of a dictionary. In order to 
love maturely we have to live and absorb and enter into this world of 
salvation and freedom, find ourselves in the stories, become familiar 
with and follow the signposts, learn the life of worship, and realize our 
unique identity as the People of God who love.
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The Books of Moses are foundational to the sixty-one books that 
follow in our Bibles. A foundation, though, is not a complete build-
ing but the anticipation of one. An elaborate moral infrastructure is 
provided here for what is yet to come. Each book that follows, in one 
way or another, picks up and develops some aspect of the messianic 
salvation involved in becoming the People of God, but it is always on 
this foundation. This foundation of stories and signposts has proved 
over and over to be solid and enduring.

A note on translating the name of God. In the original Hebrew text of 
the Old Testament, the generic name for divinity used by both Israel 
and its neighbors is translated God (or god). But the unique and dis-
tinctively personal name for God that was revealed to Moses at the 
burning bush (Exodus 3:13-14) I have translated as “God.” The Jewish 
community early on substituted “Lord” for the unique name out of 
reverence (our lips are not worthy to speak The Name) and caution 
(lest we inadvertently blaspheme by saying God’s name “in vain”). 
Most Christian translators continue in that practice.
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Genesis
God Firs t  an d La s t

First, God. God is the subject of life. God is foundational for living. If 
we don’t have a sense of the primacy of God, we will never get it right, 
get life right, get our lives right. Not God at the margins; not God as an 
option; not God on the weekends. God at center and circumference; 
God first and last; God, God, God. 

Genesis gets us off on the right foot. “First this: God” (Genesis 
1:1). Genesis pulls us into a sense of reality that is God-shaped and 
God-filled. It gives us a vocabulary for speaking accurately and com-
prehensively about our lives, where we come from and where we are 
going, what we think and what we do, the people we live with and how 
to get along with them, the troubles we find ourselves in and the bless-
ings that keep arriving. 

Genesis uses words to make a foundation that is solid and true. 
Everything we think and do and feel is material in a building operation 
in which we are engaged all our life long. There is immense significance 
in everything that we do. Our speech and our actions and our prayers 
are all, every detail of them, involved in this vast building operation 
comprehensively known as the Kingdom of God. But we don’t build the 
foundation. The foundation is given. The foundation is firmly in place. 

Jesus concluded his most famous teaching by telling us that there 
are two ways to go about our lives — we can build on sand or we can 
build on rock. No matter how wonderfully we build, if we build on 
sand it will all fall to pieces like a house of cards. We build on what 
is already there, on the rock. Genesis is a verbal witness to that rock: 
God’s creative acts, God’s intervening and gracious judgments, God’s 
call to a life of faith, God’s making covenant with us. 
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God spoke: “Let us make human beings in our image, make them 
reflecting our nature

So they can be responsible for the fish in the sea,
the birds in the air, the cattle,

And, yes, Earth itself, 
and every animal that moves on the face of Earth.”

God created human beings; 
he created them godlike, 

Reflecting God’s nature. 
He created them male and female.

God blessed them: 
“Prosper! Reproduce! Fill Earth! Take charge! 

Be responsible for fish in the sea and birds in the air,
for every living thing that moves on the face of Earth.” (Genesis 1:26-28)

But Genesis presents none of this to us as an abstract, bloodless 
“truth” or “principle.” We are given a succession of stories with named 
people, people who loved and quarreled, believed and doubted, had chil-
dren and married, experienced sin and grace. If we pay attention, we find 
that we ourselves are living variations on these very stories: Adam and 
Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and his sons, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and 
Rebekah, Jacob and Rachel, Joseph and his brothers. The stories show 
clearly that we are never outsiders or spectators to anything in “heaven 
and earth.” God doesn’t work impersonally from space; he works with 
us where we are, as he finds us. No matter what we do, whether good 
or bad, we continue to be part of everything that God is doing. Nobody 
can drop out — there’s no place to drop out to. So we may as well get 
started and take our place in the story — at the beginning.
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