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Old Testament in 20 minutes
Luke 4:14-21, Isaiah 1:2-18
Message: We are invited to join God’s big story and his mission
Aim: Inform and engage
Outcome: More informed bible reading
Introduction:
Good morning!  This is the second of your four-week overview of the bible and today we are going to take a bird’s eye view of the whole of the Old Testament so fasten your seat belts.  We do tend to neglect the Old Testament because much of it is difficult to read and foreign to us and it throws up a lot of really challenging questions.
But I hope to show that the Old Testament which Jesus used as scripture is foundational to our faith and in continuity with the New Testament and well worth reading even in the 21st century.  It is full of treasures.
The bible was written over a long period of time and by many different authors and editors; and although it is made up of a variety of literary forms such as history, poetry, law, story-telling (both stories of real people and stories that are like parables), prophecy (God speaking directly into the lives of his people) and philosophising - it actually holds together as a single book.  All those parts of it put together present to us a grand narrative stretching from creation at the beginning to the new creation at the end of time.  It is not all set in the past – some of it is yet to take place so we discover ourselves to be of that same story which is not yet finished and we are related then to those who have gone before us.  
A key skill in reading the bible is to grasp that overview of the story as a whole so that we can see where a particular book or passage fits into the ‘big picture’. So the aim of our overview of the Old Testament is; 
	To help us see the stories of the bible in their larger context and how they connect with each other.  This will help us makes more sense of them – it should help our understanding of the bible.
	See our own lives in the context of that big story – where we fit in.  It should help us make more sense of our lives too; just as delving into our family history helps us to understand who we are.

The first thing to know about the bible is that it is the story of God.  He is both the author and the hero of it – God the source of life and love; on Trinity Sunday we remember that from eternity – from before what we might think of as ‘the beginning’, God Father Son and Spirit has lived in unbounded love in perfect community and that he brought us into being to share that love and that life with him.  With God, I think there can never be too many beings to exhaust the overspill of his love, his desire for joyful community or his powerful creativity. He is a relational and sociable God.
So God creates the world and everything in it.  As part of that creation he makes human beings who differ from the rest of his creation in that he makes them ‘in his own image’ and for the specific purpose of governing or caring for the world he has made (Genesis 1:26).  They are in relationship with God as no other creature can be, and he entrusts to them his world so that they can participate with him in the joy of creating and of caring responsibly and of relating just as God creates, relates and cares for them.
Here is a health warning for us as we read the account of creation and this applies to any other part of the bible.  As we read any part of the bible we need to be aware of what kind of writing we are looking at.  Is it a letter, a story, a poem or a history? We will read each of them differently. If we read those chapters as a scientific account of creation or as a news report from an eye witness they will become very confusing. 
The purpose of the creation narrative is to show us why we were made and what our relationship to God should be; it is one of worship, of obedience and of service.   We were made in co-operation with his world and his ways and for the good of the world - if you think of an orchestra; to tune ourselves to his note and to follow the score he has written – to be part of his music.  That is Creation.
Now the story continues.  As part of being made in the image of God, Adam and Eve were given the gift of responsibility and of choice.  With the privilege and responsibility of governing the world came the possibility of choice – to do things in God’s way or maybe to experiment with deciding for themselves how to live – to leave the score of the music God had written and to play their own tune instead.
The choice they made brought disharmony into the music of the world.  It fractured their relationship with God and began at once to damage their relationship with the created order and with each other.  
To choose independence from God, to choose to decide for ourselves what is right and wrong, good and evil, without reference to God, is death. All relationships are damaged. The first eleven chapters of Genesis tell of how the world became quarrelsome and out of joint through the story of Noah’s flood (catastrophic fall out between people, God and nature) and to the tower of Babel where communication between people broke down altogether and they went their separate ways. It was cacophany. Theologians call that ‘the fall’.
It was not that God had gone from the world; he was still very much involved but the people did not recognise him very well anymore and had forgotten his ways.  They all played their own tunes without listening to any of the other music around them.  It was a flawed and frustrated world.
Chapter 12 of Genesis brings us to the next landmark in the Old Testament.
God begins here what will be the long, messy and painful process of re-building the relationship between himself and people with the ultimate aim of restoring all things to their proper harmony.  He does not throw the whole thing away and start again but chooses to work with the broken pieces to re-build a people and a world that will not only choose voluntarily to follow his ways but will delight to follow him.
That gives us the beginning and the end of the story – a cosmic view of the whole of history but the way the story works out in between; the way God works himself back into the world is very particular.  He calls Abraham – one person, one single family.
Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. ... in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’ So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; 
Just a couple of things to notice about this; the first is that the initiative is God’s.  It is always God who makes the first move towards reconciliation.  The second is that God still intends blessing for the world and still intends his human people to be involved in that plan – to have another chance to live up to their intended purpose and humanity.  The third is that Abraham was obedient to the call of God – God invited Abraham to live in tune with him and Abraham went as the Lord had told him – he chose to.
There was now an agreement or covenant between Abraham and God.  Abraham and his family were now God’s people; and their purpose was to bring blessing to all the families of the earth.
Now we will have to move faster.  Time goes on and Abraham’s family grows and through the story of Joseph (of Technicolour coat fame) this large family moves to Egypt where they go to escape famine but end up as the slaves of the Egyptian people.  God sees and hears and knows their suffering and moves to rescue them and to complete his promise to Abraham.  He calls Moses and Moses is obedient too (after a bit of arguing) and leads that bunch of slaves out of Egypt.
One of their first stops is at Mount Sinai. And it is there that something incredibly significant happens. God renews and expands his agreement or covenant with his people.
He says; ‘I have brought you out of Egypt and now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’. Ex 19
‘I have chosen you to be my people,’ he says, ‘a kingdom of priests and a holy people.’ And I will be your God. And if you’re going to be my people, a people whose lives reflect my character to the world, then this is how you must live and he gives them the Ten Commandments and other very practical instructions about how to model the character of God in their family life and in their society so that the world can see what life in tune with God looks like.  
Living in tune with God brings flourishing but if they abandon his ways, relationships and the world will be discordant.  Well, the people agree though they are not good at keeping their part of the agreement and there is a lot of trouble even before they reach the land that God had promised them.  
But they do get there but things get ugly pretty quickly as you will know if you have read the book of Judges. The final sentence of that book sums up the situation: ‘In those days Israel had no king; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.’ They just played their own tune – with one or two notable exceptions – the book of Ruth reveals the beautiful things that can happen when people live in God’s ways. 
At this time God speaks to the people periodically through Judges to remind them of the agreement they had made and try to get them back on track but soon the people find it impractical to have God in charge and they decide they need a king instead like the other nations even though they are warned that kings will make their lives difficult in many ways and so it turns out.
The first king, Saul, is not a great success but the following two kings, David and Solomon, rule over the golden age of Israel when their borders expand, their enemies are vanquished and there is prosperity.  However, it is not long before the kingdom is split because the sons of Solomon fight over the throne.  The Northern half of the kingdom begins to lose its identity as God’s people but the Southern half continues to be ruled by descendants of David though many of the Kings abandon the ways of God.  
Here’s another note about reading the Old Testament:  Even if you are reading a ‘history’ book in the Old Testament (like the books of Kings or Chronicles) you need to remember that they are theological interpretations of history, not just a listing of events – they are the story of God’s interaction with his people so although it is good to use every resource of archaeology, history of the surrounding nations, cultural back ground and accurate translation that we can so as to understand the text better, these are not like ordinary history books.
The next few hundred years are a period of fluctuating fortunes for both kingdoms. Sometimes there is peace, but more often there is conflict with the surrounding nations. Mostly the kings in both kingdoms fail to live up to the example of David. They do not remain faithful to the covenant, they either allow, or engage themselves, in the worship of pagan gods. The kingdoms decline morally. Injustice and inequality abound. 
God speaks to the people at this time through his prophets, people like Hosea and Isaiah – the words of our reading are a good example of the kind of things they said - whom God sends to call his people back to the covenant, to be again his people so that they can be a blessing to the nations.  This is all to no avail and in 587 BC (to cut a long story very short) Jerusalem falls to the Babylonians and amidst all the horrors of siege and war, the people are deported, killed or scattered.
The shattering events of the exile become a stimulus for deep reflection and heart searching by the survivors.  They wonder if God’s promises to them are now at an end??  It is probably during the exile that many of the books of the OT took their final form and the story they tell is clear: Israel has not kept her side of the covenant, but God has kept his.
It looks like the end of the road but with God there is always a way forward.  He never gives up with his people and a remnant of them return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple though only a smaller version of it.  It is a bit disappointing and they are still an occupied country but they begin to hope for and dream of a king who will set them free and rule as God intended and make their nation great in the eyes of the world. The prophets had hinted at a time when God’s Spirit would be given to all people and of a time when he himself would rule, his laws would be written into people’s hearts. 
But then there was silence from God.  There is a gap of 400 years between the last prophet of the Old Testament (Malachi) and the arrival of John the Baptist announcing the coming of someone extraordinary. That is the end of the Old Testament but it is not the end of the story by any means. And, the answer, as James Leach say, is Jesus, and Cassa will be addressing that for you next Sunday.
The Bible is a story of new beginnings, it is the story of a God who will not give up on his people but continues to woo them back to himself through thick and thin. 
The Old Testament plays us the music of God – his faithfulness, love, patience, generosity, creativity and holiness and shows us how out of tune we have become.  
The Old Testament is about hope and the fulfilment of promise – there is always a way forward with God through all the mess and the failure and the pain and the disappointment, even when things are at their bleakest.
The OT is about a personal response to God – the story line may be big but it is worked out through individuals who chose to join in with the music of God.  It offers us the privilege and responsibility of being God’s people and taking part in his mission to bless the whole world and draw it back to God’s ways – to make God king.
This is the way Moses knew God - ‘The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.’ (Ex 34) This is the God who still wants to work in and through us today. Amen.


