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Introduction
Reading the Bible is an exciting spiritual, emotional, and intellectual adventure. It is an 
invitation to walk alongside God’s people in Scripture and meet an awe-inspiring God. 
God invites us to have an intimate relationship with him. Through the Holy Spirit and 
the Scriptures, we get to know a loving, compassionate, graceful, stern, holy, and just 
God. Knowing God is a life-long journey. It is not an easy journey—as Israel’s journey 
through the wilderness, for example, shows, or Paul’s ministry in the book of Acts. 
However, God has promised to be with us through the journey: “My Presence will go 
with you, and I will give you rest” (Ex. 33:14), and “Surely I am with you always, to 
the very end of the age” (Matt. 28:20).

Whether you travel on your own or with other fellow travelers, Bible Overview is 
a tool to help you in your journey through the Bible. If you are teaching the Bible, 
Bible Overview is a fully reproducible book that you can share with those traveling 
alongside you.

Traveling through the Bible is similar to visiting a foreign, exotic country. Many things 
are familiar, while many others seem too strange for us to understand them. However, 
the experience leaves us transformed. Reading the Bible is a transformative experience. 
Gradually, the Holy Spirit renews our inner beings so we mature and grow in grace 
before God and other people. Sometimes on this journey we will face opposition and 
setbacks. Don’t be discouraged; remember and be “confident of this, that he who 
began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 1:6).
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How Bible Overview Will Help You
∎∎ Bible Overview provides you with the background of each biblical book, so you can 

become acquainted with the lands and the cultures in the Bible. It’s the who, what, 
where, and when of each book. 

∎∎ We also explore the purpose of the biblical book. This section is similar to a 
compass that helps you navigate a trek through the mountains. It does not show 
the final destination, but it helps you get there. 

∎∎ The outline of each book gives you a way to travel through the book, so you can 
enjoy the richness and beauty of the Scriptures. 

∎∎ Knowing the major themes in each biblical book will also help you grasp the main 
message of each book. Keeping in mind the main message of the book will help 
you stay on the path as you travel.

∎∎ Recognizing the key people in the books of the Bible—particularly in the narrative 
books—helps us follow the story line. When we can follow the plot of the story, we 
begin to discern the way God interacts with people and nations. As you read the 
Bible, focus on the main characters. Humbly learn from their shortcomings, and 
gratefully recognize the wonderful things that God did in and through them.

∎∎ Key verses are nuggets of truth in each book that sum up the message of the book, 
contain important prophecies and words of Jesus, and help us focus our attention 
squarely on who God is and what he has promised. 

∎∎ The section Being God’s People is a reminder that one of the main functions of  
the Bible is to provide an identity to God’s people. It helps us know who we are  
in Christ: a new creation, God’s holy nation, and a royal priesthood (2 Cor. 5:17;  
1 Peter 2:9). It helps us know about God’s intense love for his creation, his 
compassion, and his merciful plan of salvation. 

∎∎ Finally, recognizing that Jesus is the center and star of God’s revelation, Bible 
Overview shows the way Jesus is present in each book of the Bible. Like the 
northern star that has guided sailors for hundreds of years, the light of Jesus 
guides us so we can understand God’s plan of salvation.
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How We Got the Bible
To begin this journey, knowing a few important facts about the Bible will give us the 
proper starting point. 

1. God inspired the whole Bible (2 Tim. 3:16–17; 2 Peter 1:20–21).

2. The Bible is made up of 66 different books that were written over 1,000 years, by 
more than 40 individuals. The Old Testament has 39 books, and the New Testament 
has 27 books. The Hebrew Bible has the same text as the English Bible’s Old 
Testament. However, the Hebrew Bible has different divisions and arrangements  
of the books.

3. The Old Testament was written mainly in Hebrew, with some Aramaic. The New 
Testament was written in a dialect of ancient Greek that merchants and travelers used.

4. The books of the Bible were collected and arranged and recognized as inspired 
sacred authority by councils of rabbis and councils of church leaders based on 
careful guidelines.

5. Before the printing press was invented, the Bible was copied by hand. The Bible was 
copied very accurately, in many cases by special scribes who developed intricate 
methods of counting words and letters to ensure that no errors had been made.

6. The Bible was the first book ever printed on the printing press with moveable type 
(Gutenberg Press, 1455, Latin Bible).

7. There is much evidence that the Bible we have today is remarkably true to the 
original writings. Of the thousands of copies made by hand before the year 1500, 
more than 5,900 Greek manuscripts from the New Testament alone still exist today. 
The text of the Bible is better preserved than the writings of Plato or Aristotle.

8. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls confirmed the astonishing reliability of some 
of the copies of the Old Testament made over the years. Although some spelling 
variations exist, no variation affects basic Bible doctrines.

9. As the Bible was carried to other countries, it was translated into the common 
language of the people by scholars who wanted others to know God’s Word.  
By ad 200, the Bible was translated into seven languages; by 500, 13 languages; 
by 900, 17 languages; by 1400, 28 languages; by 1800, 57 languages; by 1900, 537 
languages; by 1980, 1,100 languages; by 2006, 2,426 languages have some portions 
of the Scripture. Today there are still 2,000 people groups with no Bible in their 
own language. (Source: The World Christian Encyclopedia; Wycliffe, International.)
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Reasons to Study the Bible
To know God. God created the heaven and the earth and everyone in it (Gen. 1–3).  
To know God is to have eternal life (John 17:3).

To enjoy and love God. Meditate on God’s character, principles, and promises. 
Rejoice in his love, care, and forgiveness (Ps. 119:12–18, 160–162; 1 Tim. 6:17).

To know God’s Word. The Scriptures were inspired by God. They teach us the truth 
and show us what is wrong in our lives. They straighten us out (2 Tim. 3:16).

To understand the Word. Jesus is called the Word because he is the ultimate 
communication from God. He existed from the beginning with God, he is God, and he 
created everything. He said that those who have seen him have seen the Father  
(John 1:1–3; 10:30; 12:44, 45; 14:7–9).

To learn direction in life. The Bible shows us what to do (Ps. 119:11).

To find comfort and hope. The Scriptures give us encouragement (Rom. 15:4).

To let God expose our innermost thoughts and desires. God’s Word helps us see 
ourselves as we really are and convicts us of sin so that we repent and change  
(Heb. 4:12–16).

To become pure and holy. Jesus prayed this for all believers that they would be set 
apart for God and his holy purposes (John 17:17–23).

To obey the Great Commandment. The more we know God, the more we can love 
him. The Great Commandment is to love God with all of our being and our neighbor 
as ourselves (Mark 12:29–31). And Jesus gave us a new commandment to love one 
another (John 13:34–35).
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How to Study the Bible
Plan a study time. Decide on a quiet time and place to study God’s Word and make 
it a daily habit, like eating. Some people get up early to spend time with God. Others 
study during the day or evening.

Pray. Ask God to help you understand his Word. Pray using your own words or 
something like this: “Lord, thank you for the Bible so that we will know who you are 
and what you want for our lives. Please help me understand it and do what you want 
me to do.”

Read and re-read It. The Bible is the most important letter you can ever receive— 
a message from the God of the universe who made you, loves you, and wants to 
communicate with you. Open your “love letter” every day. Re-read each chapter and 
verse several times.

Know the author. Read Genesis to learn about God who created the world. All 
Scripture is inspired by God. God actually visited earth in the form of man—the man 
Christ Jesus. Jesus said, “I and my Father are one.” Read the Gospel of John to learn 
about God’s plan for you.

Take notes. Write notes about what you read. Use a specific notebook or “spiritual 
journal” especially for Bible study. You might want to underline key verses or write 
notes in the margin of your Bible.

Make the Bible your authority. Accept and believe that what the Bible says is true. 
You may not understand everything in the Bible, but obey and apply what you do 
understand.

Find a group. “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another” (Prov. 27:17). 
God gave his Word to his people. When you share what you are learning with other 
fellow believers, God will do amazing things. It will also help you to be accountable 
to someone.
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Basic Principles of Bible Study
Look for God’s over-all plan. The Old Testament reveals God’s loving plan of 
salvation, from creation to prophecies of the future Messiah (the Savior). The New 
Testament reveals God’s salvation of sinful humanity by the suffering, death, and 
resurrection of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, and reveals the everlasting kingdom of God.

Find the background of the books. Find out who wrote the books, the reason for 
writing, and the themes of the books. Ask “Who, What, Where, When, Why, and 
How?” Usually this information is in the first chapter or in the introduction of the 
book.

Read verses in context. Read the surrounding chapters and the verses before and 
after the verse you are studying. Get the whole picture. Don’t study verses out of 
context. Look at the outline of the book.

Get the whole message of God’s Word. Take the whole Bible as God’s Word. Don’t 
just concentrate on one verse or one idea. See if the teaching is explained more fully in 
other parts of the Bible. If you are using a study Bible, look at the small cross references 
in your Bible to help you find other verses on the same subject.

Discover the intended meaning. As you read the Bible, look for the author’s 
intended meaning. What did the author want to say? What did it mean in that culture? 
What does it mean now? What are the main ideas? If you have questions, write them 
down, pray for insight, and discuss your ideas with others.

Learn the history and geography. Use a time line to learn about the history of the 
Bible. Use maps to learn about the geography of where the events took place.

Pay attention to figurative language. Figures of speech are word pictures that  
help us understand a truth. “Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path”  
(Ps. 119:105) is a metaphor that helps us picture the Bible enlightening our minds and 
actions and giving us direction. “As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul 
pants for you, my God” (Ps. 42:1) is a simile that compares ideas with the words “like” 
or “as.” Similes occur over 175 times in the Psalms. Jesus used personification when he 
said if the people did not declare the mighty works they had seen God do, the stones 
would cry out in praise (Luke 19:40). Hyperbole (exaggeration) is found in Matthew 
5:29–30 when Jesus speaks of eyes and hands causing one to stumble.

Know the forms of literature. The Bible contains various forms of literature: history, 
narrative, poetry and wisdom, prophecy, parables and letters. Recognizing each form 
will help you interpret the meaning. For example, parables explain a spiritual truth 
by means of a story or analogy. The parable of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15 does not 
refer to a specific historical person, but teaches that God is a loving father who joyfully 
welcomes back prodigal or rebellious children who later repent and return to him.
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The Old Testament
Reading the Old Testament
Reading the Old Testament can be an intimidating activity. However, making the effort 
to read and understand the Old Testament produces great fruit in our lives. In the 
many stories, poems, prophecies, songs, prayers, wisdom, and instructions of the Old 
Testament, we see the way God relates to humanity, both his people in particular and 
the nations in general. 

Here are some things to keep in mind when reading the Old Testament: 

1. The Old Testament is as much the Word of God as the New Testament. 
Though the Old Testament was compiled over hundreds of years and written by 
many different authors, it all originated with God. It is his Word to his people. The 
apostle Peter reminds believers, “We also have the prophetic message as something 
completely reliable.... No prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own 
interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but 
prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy 
Spirit” (2 Peter 1:19–21). 

2. The Old Testament helps us understand the New Testament. The Old Testament 
deals with events and teachings hundreds—and even thousands—of years before 
Jesus was born. All of those events and teachings give us the background to all that 
happened when Jesus was born and during his life. For example, understanding 
the Old Testament sacrifices sheds light on what Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross means. 
Knowing about the Old Testament prophecies of a coming Messiah helps us see 
how Jesus is that Messiah (the “Christ”) who fulfills God’s promises given long 
ago. The Old Testament laws, customs, and religious traditions help us make sense 
of Jesus’ interactions with the Jewish religious leaders of his day. 

3. God’s grace for humanity is seen throughout the Old Testament. As we 
read the Old Testament, we begin to understand the gracious and powerful 
God who created all things. We also understand the need for God’s grace as we 
contemplate human folly and sin. Because of God’s grace, rather than destroying 
humanity, God planned to save us. We see this plan unfold in the pages of the Old 
Testament. It is not always a straightforward telling of God’s plan. Often, we must 
carefully find God’s plan in the stories of people who, just like us today, experience 
the goodness of creation, the corruption of a good creation, the terrible distorting 
power of sin, and the sad consequences of our separation from God.
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4. Old Testament people and stories serve as examples for believers today. 
The apostle Paul tells us that the things that happened to people in the Old 
Testament “happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings 
for us, on whom the culmination of the ages has come. So, if you think you are 
standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” (1 Cor. 10:11–12). Even the most 
faithful people in the Old Testament, like Moses and King David, fell into sin and 
were disciplined by God. Yet we see in the Old Testament how God continued to 
redeem and restore his people even after terrible sin and tragedy.  

5. The Old Testament helps us recognize God’s actions. Although we are not 
of the world, Jesus has sent us to the world to be witnesses of his love, grace, and 
sacrifice. As long as we are in the world, we must learn to recognize the way God 
moves and acts in the world, through people, and sometimes in extraordinary 
ways that do not require people. The more we read the Old Testament, the more 
we learn to recognize God’s ways in the world. 

Geography and Cultural Context
The Old Testament covers the life of a people through a large expanse of space and 
time. From the fertile Delta of the Nile in Egypt, through the barren wilderness of the 
Sinai peninsula, the rugged terrain of Edom and Moab, to the lands east and west of 
the Jordan River, to the wealthy Fertile Crescent of the cities between the two mighty 
rivers the Tigris and the Euphrates, the Old Testament unfolds the story of God and 
God’s people in wonderful, dramatic, and often sad ways. Through it all, however, 
God’s grace shines through, illuminating the plan of the One who would give an 
answer to the greatest human problem of sin and death.

Knowing the cultures in and around Israel helps us to more fully grasp the meaning of 
the stories and songs of the Old Testament. Many practices in the Old Testament seem 
very strange to us. Some of them are beyond our understanding. (For example, the 
prohibition to eat pork continues to puzzle scholars.) However, many other practices 
we can understand by looking at the historical and social world of the Old Testament. 
An important example of this is the concept of royalty and covenants.

The ancient world was very familiar with the concept of royalty. In our day, we have 
lost the sense of what it was like to have a king. We do not fully understand how 
difficult it was for people to relate to someone so lofty. “Regular” people did not have 
contact with royalty. A covenant was often the only way to relate to royalty. There 
were two main kinds of covenants for that purpose: conditional and unconditional 
covenants. 

∎ In conditional covenants, the king claimed complete authority over his subject. In 
return, the king pledged to offer protection and provision on condition of the 
subject’s loyalty. The subject, on the other hand, pledged loyalty and service to the 
king, and expected in return the king’s protection and favor. 
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∎ Then there are the unconditional covenants. In these, the king pledged a royal 
favor on behalf of a subject, perhaps to reward a special service to the king. The 
favor could take different forms; a common form was a royal grant of land. 

One of the main metaphors used in the Bible to speak about God is that of the king. 
God is the Great King, the King of kings. He chose to relate to humans in terms that  
we could understand. The concept of kingship is an important metaphor to 
understand our relationship with our Creator.

In the Old Testament we see both kinds of covenants between God the King and 
his people. For example, the covenant God revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai was 
conditional. In this covenant, God promised to make Israel his people and he expected 
Israel to obey and keep the covenant (Ex. 19:5–6). God’s covenant with David however 
was unconditional. God promised to preserve David’s descendants upon the throne 
of Israel (2 Sam. 7:11)—a promise that found its fulfillment in the Messiah Jesus, a 
descendant of David.  

Books of the Old Testament
The Old Testament is made up of thirty-nine books, divided into four main sections.

Pentateuch Historical Books Poetry &  
Wisdom Books

Prophetic Books

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Esther

Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs

Major Prophets:
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel

Minor Prophets:
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi
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Books of the Bible

KEY
	 Time span marker

•	 Year marker

 	 10 years 
	 between lines

c.  	C irca (about)

• Joseph becomes and official  
in Egypt c. 1884 

• Jacob and his family 
move to Egypt c. 1876 

Abraham c. 2166-1991

Isaac c. 2066-1886

u	 Genesis

Jacob (Israel) c. 2005-1859

Joseph c. 1914-1805
Some scholars place Abraham’s birth at 1952 bc. 
In this case, biblical events through Joseph would 
slide to the right 214 years.

• Abrahamic Covenant

Ishmael c. 2080-1943

		  Abraham to the Sojourn in Egypt

Old Testament Time Line

Judge & Prophet Samuel c. 1060-1020

King Solomon c. 971-931

Eli, Priest in Shiloh c. 1100-1060
• Kingdom divides into Northern Kingdom 

(Israel) and Southern Kingdom (Judah) 931

Prophet Elijah 
c. 870-845

Prophet Elisha 
c. 845-800

• Solomon’s temple (first temple) completed 960

King David c. 1011-971

King Saul c. 1051-1011

United Kingdom Erau 	             Era of Judges Divided Kingdom Era

(Kings listed by dates of reign)

1 Samuel 2 Samuel

1 Chronicles 	        2 Chronicles

1 Kings         2 Kings

Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes (dates uncertain)
u  	     Judges

The period for each book of the Bible shows its historical setting, 
not the date the book was written. Many dates listed are 
approximate and may vary according to different scholars.

• Job (date unknown)



1600 bc
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1400 bc

400 bc

1300 bc1700 bc

700 bc

		  Abraham to the Sojourn in Egypt

The "high" date for the exodus is 1446 bc. For a 
"low" date of the exodus at 1290 bc, the events 
from the exodus to the beginning of the era of 
the Judges would slide to the right 156 years 
compressing the dates of the Judges.

Ruth marries Boaz 
    (date unknown) •

Moses  c. 1526-1406

Aaron c. 1529-1407

• Joshua leads the Israelites into Canaan

• Tabernacle built

• The Exodus c. 1446

• Ten Commandments and other laws given

Slavery in Egypt (dates uncertain)

• Era of the Judges 
begins c. 1350

Moses, Exodus & Wilderness  Conquest

Exodus

Wilderness Wanderings

Leviticus, Numbers, 
& Deuteronomy

Joshua      Judges            u

Divided Kingdom Era

	        2 Chronicles

        2 Kings

• Israel (Northern Kingdom) 
falls to Assyria 722

King Hezekiah of Judah 716–687

Zechariah c. 520–518

Amos c. 760–753

Hosea c. 752–722

= Minor Prophet (listed by dates of ministry)

King Josiah of Judah 641–609

• Ezra sent to Judah 457

Nehemiah governs 
Judah 444–432

Exile

• First exile of Jews to Babylon 605

• Judah (Southern Kingdom) falls to 
Babylonia; temple destroyed 586

• Cyrus’s edict allows Jews to return 538

Ezra & Nehemiah

Esther

Daniel

Isaiah Jeremiah

Lamentations

Ezekiel

Restoration of Jerusalem

Micah c. 738–698

Nahum c. 663–612

Zephaniah c. 641–628

Habakkuk c. 609–598

   Era of Judges    u

Jonah c. 783–753

King Hoshea of Israel 732–722

Obadiah c. 586

Haggai c. 520

Malachi (date unknown)

• Second exile of Jews to Babylon 597

• Fall of Nineveh, Assyria 612

Rebuilding of temple 536–516

Joel (date unknown)

King Manasseh of Judah 
697–643

King Jeroboam II of Israel 793–746

Zerubbabel and Joshua lead the Jews to 
finish rebuilding the temple 520–516
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God’s Instructions for God’s People

Pentateuch

What Is the Pentateuch?
The Pentateuch refers to the first five books of the Bible. The word Pentateuch comes 
from a Greek word that means “five vessels or scrolls.” In Hebrew, this section is known 
as Torah. Commonly translated as “law,” torah is better translated as “instruction.” 
This way, the Torah is not limited to legal sections, but it includes everything in the 
Pentateuch: genealogies, stories, laws, discourses, and songs.

On one level, the Pentateuch is a collection of books. On a deeper level, the Pentateuch 
is God’s gracious provision for his people. It provides an identity for God’s people. It 
provides the answers to the questions, what does it mean to be God’s people, and how 
can we be God’s people? The Pentateuch is God’s instructions for a nation learning to 
be God’s people while living in the world.

For this reason, the Pentateuch lays the basis for the rest of the Bible. It 
explains the origin of the universe, of the nations, and of God’s people. 
It explains the need for God’s direct intervention in human history—
human sin. The stories show how God acts in the lives of his people. 

Who Wrote the Pentateuch?
This is a difficult question. Some scholars argue that Moses wrote the whole of the 
Pentateuch, and they offer good arguments in favor. Other scholars argue that the 
collection of books underwent a long writing process, which ended centuries after 
Moses’ life. Still others will grant that Moses wrote a portion of the material. Scholars 
still debate how much of that material Moses wrote—and how much was written in 
a long process of editing and rearranging of the material. 

The two main arguments for recognizing Moses as the author of the Pentateuch are:

∎ We know that God ordered Moses to write (Ex. 17:14; 24:3, 4, 7; 32:7–10, 30–34; 
34:27; Lev. 26:46; 27:34; Deut. 31:9, 24, 25). 

∎ The Old and New Testaments recognize the Pentateuch as “Moses’ Law” (Josh. 
8:31, 32; 1 Kings 2:3; Jer. 7:22; Ezra 6:18; Neh. 8:1; Mal. 4:4; Matt. 22:24; Acts 15:21).

However, even supporting Moses as the author, many scholars still recognize that 
Moses did not write everything in the Pentateuch. 

∎ Moses probably didn’t write about his own death (Deut. 34). 

∎ Other passages that use names for cities that don’t fit the times (Gen. 11:31; 14:14) or 
that talk about Moses’ humility (Num. 12:3) were probably written by a later author.

Pentateuch
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
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∎ The text itself names ancient sources that were used in the books of the Pentateuch: The 
Book of the Wars of the Lord (Num. 21:14) and the Book of the Covenant (Ex. 24:7).

Other scholars have taken the idea of ancient sources beyond those two mentioned in 
the text itself. Although earlier scholars took their critical views too far and with little 
support, many scholars today continue to see an important history of composition of 
the books. Despite of how we think the collection was written, the Pentateuch is the 
Word of God and lays the theological groundwork for the rest of the Scriptures.

Characteristics of the Pentateuch
Literature: Most of the Pentateuch is prose narrative of a high literary quality. That 
means that besides being divinely inspired books which teach us truths about God 
and the world he created, the books of the Pentateuch are also beautiful writings. The 
Pentateuch has two main kinds of literature: stories and laws. The laws—Exodus 20, 
for example—are framed with stories. The stories help us make sense of the laws, 
and the laws give boundaries to our lives so we can be God’s separate people. This 
way, we come to understand that the Pentateuch is not about Moses; it is not a Moses 
biography. Rather, the Pentateuch is about God and God’s people. 

Main Characters: 

∎ God: God is the Pentateuch’s main interest. The Pentateuch does not tell us all or 
most of what there is to know about God. Rather, the importance of everything 
that happens depends on how it relates to God: God caused or allowed it, it 
reveals something about God’s character—his goodness, holiness, justice, love, 
compassion—or it helps us understand how God works in and through history.

∎ Abraham: God’s calling of Abraham shows God’s initiative to rescue humanity from 
sin and death. The Pentateuch illustrates the beginning of the fulfillment of God’s 
promises to Abraham: Abraham’s descendants were many, through Joseph they 
were a blessings to all the nations of the world, and God remained with them.

∎ Israel: God decided to work his plan of salvation in and through Israel, a chosen 
people. Israel becomes central in the great drama of salvation. 

∎ Moses: Moses was perhaps the most important person in the Old Testament. His 
life was bound to the life of God’s people and to God himself. Learning about 
Moses means learning about God’s people and about God.

∎ The Promised Land: The Promised Land becomes a character in the Pentateuch and 
the whole of Scripture. The land is the concrete representation of God’s promises 
to Abraham. The relationship of God’s people with the land becomes a constant 
theme in the Pentateuch and beyond.
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The Story of Beginnings

Genesis

Purpose 
The book of Genesis is a book about beginnings. It narrates 
the beginning of all things, of the nations, and of God’s 
people, Israel. Genesis spans many hundreds of years—
more years than any other book of the Bible. These years 
encompass the very beginning of the universe to a time 
when Abraham’s descendants flee to Egypt escaping a 
famine around the 1800s bc. Genesis tells us about the good 
beginning of creation, the beginning of all human problems, 
and the beginning of God’s solution to those problems.

Genesis
The name Genesis comes 
from the Greek word 
gignesthai, which means “to 
be born” or “to be produced.” 
The Hebrew title of the book 
is bereshit, the first word of 
the book that is translated as 
“in the beginning.”

2000 bc2100 bc 1900 bc 1800 bc

• Joseph becomes and official  
in Egypt c. 1884 

• Jacob and his family 
move to Egypt c. 1876 

Abraham c. 2166-1991

Isaac c. 2066-1886

u	 Genesis

Jacob (Israel) c. 2005-1859

Joseph c. 1914-1805Some scholars place Abraham’s birth at 1952 BC. In this case, biblical 
events through Joseph would slide to the right 214 years.

• Abrahamic Covenant
Ishmael c. 2080-1943

                                                                  Abraham to the Sojourn in Egypt                                                                        u
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Outline
1.	 Origin of the World (1:1–2:3)

a.	 Seven days of creation

2.	 Origin of the Nations—These are the generations of:
a.	 The heavens and the earth (2:4–4:26)

∎∎ Adam and Eve, and the fall
∎∎ Cain and Abel

b.	 Adam (5:1–6:8)
∎∎ Genealogy from Adam to Noah

c.	 Noah (6:9–9:29)
∎∎ The flood and God’s covenant with Noah

d.	 The sons of Noah (10:1–11:9)
∎∎  Tower of Babel

3.	 Origin of Israel—These are the generations of:
a.	 Shem (11:10–26)

∎∎  Genealogy from Noah’s son Shem to Abram’s father Terah
b.	 Terah (11:27–25:11)

∎∎ Call of Abram and the covenant with Abram
∎∎ Hagar and her son Ishmael
∎∎ Isaac born to Abraham  
and Sarah

c.	 Ishmael (25:12–18)
∎∎ Genealogy of Ishmael

d.	 Isaac (25:19–35:29)
∎∎ Isaac’s sons Jacob and Esau
∎∎ Jacob and his wives Leah  
and Rachel

e.	 Esau (36:1–37:1)
∎∎ Genealogy of Esau

f.	 Jacob (37:2–50:26)
∎∎ Jacob’s twelve sons
∎∎ Joseph in Egypt
∎∎ Jacob and his family  
move to Egypt

Origin of a Nation 
The book of Genesis is most 
naturally divided by the 
repetition of the Hebrew 
expression elleh toledot, 
which means, “these are the 
generations” (sometimes 
translated as “begat”). The 
word toledot is related to a 
word that means “to father, 
to give birth.” It refers to the 
origin of a family or a nation.

Abraham’s Journey from Ur to Canaan  
by József Molnár
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Sections 
of Genesis

Themes People

Origin of the World 
(1:1–2:3)

∎∎ Creation
∎∎ Sovereignty
∎∎ Humans as God’s image
∎∎ Human responsibility

∎∎ God
∎∎ Human beings

Origin of the Nations 
(2:4–11:9)

∎∎ Human failure and sin
∎∎ Death
∎∎ Sin and punishment
∎∎ Promise and grace

∎∎ Adam and Eve
∎∎ The Serpent
∎∎ Cain and Abel
∎∎ Noah

Origin of Israel 
(11:10–50:26)

∎∎ Covenant
∎∎ God’ plans of redemption
∎∎ God’s people
∎∎ God’s work through a family
∎∎ God’s work through the nations

∎∎ Abraham and Sarah
∎∎ Hagar
∎∎ Lot
∎∎ Isaac and Rebekah
∎∎ Jacob, Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, Zilpah
∎∎ Jacob’s 12 sons
∎∎ Tamar
∎∎ Potiphar

In Genesis we see that: 

∎ God is the creator of all things, the world, the nations, and Israel. Creation begins a 
story of relationships. God wants to relate to his creation, especially to humans.

∎ Although God created all things good and was pleased with them, humans abused 
their freedom and, because of sin, broke their relationship with God, with each 
other, and with nature. 

∎ However, God’s grace extended to humanity. Instead of leaving them in their 
rebellion and corruption, God promised to act directly to solve the human 
predicament. He announced the coming of the One who would crush the head of 
the deceiving serpent (Gen. 3:15). On the cross, Jesus crushed Satan’s head. 

∎ God began his plan of restoration by choosing the family of Abraham to start over. 
God made a covenant with Abraham. God relates, guides, rescues, and provides 
for the family he has chosen.

Background
Author: Although the book of Genesis does not name its author, Jewish and Christian 
tradition has accepted the author of Genesis (and the other four books of the 
Pentateuch) to be Moses.

Date: Moses would have written Genesis (and the rest of the Pentateuch) between  
1446 bc (a possible date of the exodus) and 1406 bc (the date of Moses’ death). 
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Setting: In chapter 12, God calls Abraham to leave his hometown of Ur to travel to the 
land of Canaan, the Promised Land. The city of Ur, located in southern Iraq, was an 
important cultural center in the second millennium (2000s) bc. Archaeological remains 
attest to the glory and importance of the city. Among the documents, many names 
were found that resemble the names of Abraham’s family. As with many cities of the 
ancient world, Ur was a center for many deities including the main god of the city, the 
moon god Sin. 

The land of Canaan was surrounded by powerful kingdoms: the Mesopotamian 
kingdoms—Assyria and Babylonia—to the north, and Egypt to the south. The book of 
Genesis ends with Abraham’s descendants no longer living in Canaan, but in northern 
Egypt in the land of Goshen.

God tells Abram to go to Canaan. 
Abram travels from his home in Ur 
in Sumer to Canaan, the Promised 
Land. God promises to give the 
land to Abram’s descendants 
(Gen. 11:31–12:7).

Abram’s Journey  
from Ur to Canaan

	  
1. From Ur to Haran (Gen. 11:31) 
2. From Haran to Shechem 
    (Gen. 12:1-6)

 ●          Jerusalem

Haran ● 

 ●      Shechem

● Nineveh
● Calah

 ● 
Babylon

      ● 
Ur 
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 ●          Hebron

Euphrates River
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 1

 1
 2

 2

Key Verses
And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers;  
he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.—Gen. 3:15

The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people and your father’s 
household to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless 
you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, 
and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 
—Gen. 12:1
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	 ABRAM and SARAI
	 To Canaan (Gen. 12)

The Land Promised (Gen. 15)

					             Hagar (Egyptian handmaiden)

	         Renamed			       and SARAH

						    

						      Mount Moriah
					             (Gen. 22)

						      Married Rebekah

						      Fled to Haran
						    
						      Married Leah
		   Married Rachel
        Bilhah (handmaiden)						      Zilpah (handmaiden)

ABRAHAM

ISAAC

JACOB

ISHMAEL

Cast out (Gen. 21)

Father of Arabs (Gen. 25)

ESAU

Father of Edomites (Gen. 36)

 1-REUBEN
 2-SIMEON
 3-LEVI
 4-JUDAH

  9-ISSACHAR
10-ZEBULUN

5-DAN	
6-NAPHTALI 7-GAD

8-ASHER
11-JOSEPH

12-BENJAMIN

Married Asenath

MANASSEH
EPHRAIM

Joseph sold into 
slavery in Egypt

Moved to Egypt

Pharaoh gave Joseph 
power over Egypt

Jacob
renamed
ISRAEL

The Royal Standard of Ur
The Bible mentions Ur as 
Abraham’s home (Gen. 11). 
Archaeological exploration 
has shown Ur as a powerful 
cultural center in the time 
of Abraham (2100s bc). The 
Royal Standard of Ur (shown 
here) was discovered in an 
ancient cemetery in modern 
Iraq, south of Baghdad.
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Being God’s People
Then: In Genesis, God reveals himself as the Creator and King, who loves his creation. 
He plans to redeem humanity through a person and a family, so all the nations, and 
creation itself, will be blessed. God chose Abraham and his descendants to be blessed 
and to be a blessing to others. Even though each person—like Isaac, Rebekah, Judah, 
an even Joseph—had their shortcomings, God still used them to fulfill his promises.

Now: God is on a mission to redeem his creation. As he called people in ancient times 
to be part of that mission, he continues to call believers today. Hebrews 11:8 tells us 
that “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his 
inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.” As 
in Old Testament times, it still takes faith for us today to let God to lead us where he 
wants us to go—especially when, like Abraham, we don’t know what lies ahead.

Jesus in Genesis
As a book of origins, Genesis shows the origin of humanity’s greatest predicament: 
sin. It also shows that God’s mercy promised his own solution to this quandary: “And 
I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; 
he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel” (Gen. 3:15). In addition, God 
promised Abraham, “I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will 
make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, 
and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through 
you” (Gen. 12:2–3). All of these promises point to God’s final and perfect solution for 
humanity’s fallen state: Jesus, God’s own Son.

Nuzi Tablets  
Excavations of the ancient 
city of Nuzi, located 
southwest of Kirkuk near the 
Tigris River, revealed over 
5,000 baked clay tablets. The 
tablets contain official 
documents and letters 
exchanged between Assyrian 
kings and Egyptian pharaohs. 
They reveal many previously 
unknown customs that agree 
with the biblical portrayal of 
the patriarchs. The tablet 
shown here is from a royal 
archive and lists the workers 
on the royal estate and the 
rations they were given.
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