
While both the Old and New Testaments are part of our Christian 

heritage, the Old Testament can feel particularly foreign and 

mysterious. Its violence is startling, its heroes � awed, its history complex, 

and its locations a far cry from Kansas. While no one needs to become 

an archeological expert to grasp the message of Scripture, background 

information can deepen our appreciation and understanding as we read.

In this wide-ranging, lively introduction to the world of the Old 

Testament, Sinkinson gives an overview of storytelling techniques, laws, 

people, beliefs, and geography, removing misunderstandings by putting 

details in their historical context.

“With carefully researched facts and enjoyable wit, Sinkinson invites his readers 
into the real history of the Hebrew Bible. . . . � is book will add to Christians’ 
understanding of the world of the Old Testament, and of the God who creates 
and redeems our world through his Son.”
—JON NIELSON, College Pastor, College Church, Wheaton

 “Chris Sinkinson proves a wonderful guide to the long-ago world of the Old 
Testament: sure-footed, interesting, and dispensing up-to-date knowledge with 
a light and humorous touch. He’s aware of just how much we need to know 
to make sense of what we read. Under his expert teaching so much that seems 
di�  cult is opened up.”
—DEREK TIDBALL, former Principal of London School of � eology
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Do you ever get the feeling that, despite all your misgivings, 
there is something you really must do? Reading all the Old 
Testament part of  the Bible is like that for many people. We 
have no enthusiasm for it, because it is so long, complicated, 
out of  date and beyond our understanding. Well, despair no 
longer, for help is at hand. Chris Sinkinson has written this 
marvellous book to give us all the help we need in understand-
ing the big picture and developing a desire for the first part of  
the Bible. We travel through time with a Doctor who needs 
no Tardis to help us traverse the various places we will visit. 
He will show and explain to us many strange and wonderful 
things. So get on board and enjoy the experience of  Time Travel 
to the Old Testament.

—�Clive Anderson, minister, tour leader and author, co-author 
of  Through the British Museum with the Bible

Chris Sinkinson brings to life the sights, sounds and culture 
of  the Old Testament world, giving readers a valuable 
opportunity to enter into seemingly familiar stories and 
explore their riches in a fresh way. Informative, yet very 
readable, this book is a great resource for those who want 
to begin to study the Scriptures in context, gaining a deeper 
understanding of  the biblical story and the roots of  the 
Christian faith.

—�Heidi Johnston, speaker, and author of  Life in the Big Story

In an easy style, Chris Sinkinson shows how the books  
of  the Old Testament are realistic and relevant for today. 
Without avoiding diff iculties, he demonstrates how  
modern archaeological discoveries aid understanding of  
the Bible.

—�Alan Millard, Emeritus Rankin Professor of  Hebrew and 
Ancient Semitic Languages, The University of  Liverpool
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We live in a day when Bible knowledge cannot be assumed. 
In general, children are largely untaught the Bible, and those 
who come to faith in their teens or later (as so many do) have 
a major task on their hands. For such, Dr Sinkinson’s book 
will shine as a bright beacon. When I say that he skips his 
merry way through a remarkably full summary of  Old Testa-
ment life, thought, history and context, I do not imply super-
ficiality but call attention to an enviable lightness of  touch and 
style in a book that nourishes heart and head alike.

—�Alec Motyer, author and Bible expositor

With carefully researched facts and enjoyable wit, Sinkinson 
invites his readers into the real history of  the Hebrew Bible. 
He helps followers of  Jesus Christ remember that the story of  
Abraham, Isaac, Samson, and David is their story too; they 
follow the same God and should be familiar with his work 
throughout history. I commend this book to you, as I believe 
it will add to Christians’ understanding of  the world of  the 
Old Testament, and of  the God who creates and redeems our 
world through his Son.

—Jon Nielson, College Pastor, College Church, Wheaton

I’ve suffered from some travel guides over the years. They 
know too much and bore you by going on and on. But Chris 
Sinkinson proves a wonderful guide to the long-ago world of  
the Old Testament: sure-footed, interesting, and dispensing 
up-to-date knowledge with a light and humorous touch. He’s 
aware of  just how much we need to know to make sense of  
what we read. Under his expert teaching so much that seems 
difficult is opened up. The book is ‘simply wonderful’—and 
both words are important.

—�Derek Tidball, former Principal, London School of  Theology

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT_amended during printer proof stage.indd   2 6/17/14   12:11 PM



TIME TRAVEL
to the

OLD TESTAMENT
An Essential Companion for 

the Christian Explorer

C H R I S  S I N K I N S O N

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   3 6/6/14   3:52 PM



© Chris Sinkinson 2013

First published in the UK by Inter-Varsity Press in 2013 under the title Time 
Travel to the Old Testament: Your Essential Companion

North American edition issued 2014 by P&R Publishing

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, 
mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—except for brief quota-
tions for the purpose of review or comment, without the prior permission 
of the publisher, P&R Publishing Company, P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, 
New Jersey 08865-0817.

Unless otherwise stated, Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bi-
ble, New International Version® Anglicized, niv® Copyright © 1979, 1984, 
2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. 

Scripture quotation from the New Living Translation is taken from the 
Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright ©1996, 2004, 2007, 2013 by 
Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publish-
ers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 60188. All rights reserved.

ISBN: 978-1-59638-984-7 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-59638-985-4 (ePub)
ISBN: 978-1-59638-986-1 (Mobi)

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sinkinson, Christopher.
  Time travel to the Old Testament : an essential companion for the 
Christian explorer / Chris Sinkinson. -- 1st North American Edition.
       pages cm
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  ISBN 978-1-59638-984-7 (pbk.)
 1.  Bible. Old Testament--Introductions.  I. Title.
  BS1140.3.S56 2014
  221.6’1--dc23

                                                            2014010441

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   4 6/6/14   3:52 PM



Dedicated to the students at Moorlands College,  
for encouraging a tutor to continue to learn

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   5 6/6/14   3:52 PM



Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   6 6/6/14   3:52 PM



CONTENTS

List of  illustrations	 9
Acknowledgments	 11

	 1.	 Preparing to embark	 15
	 2.	 Hebrew storytelling	 33
	 3.	 On location	 53
	 4.	 Going back to our roots	 69
	 5.	 Meet the natives	 87
	 6.	 Among many gods	 109
	 7.	 Laying down the law	 131
	 8.	 War and peace	 151
	 9.	 Back to the future	 173

Further reading	 189
Notes	 193
Scripture index	 203
General index	 205

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   7 6/6/14   3:52 PM



Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   8 6/6/14   3:52 PM



ILLUSTRATIONS

	 1.	 Timeline: The Old Testament story	 12
	 2.	 Map of  ancient Israel’s natural features	 13
	 3.	 Map of  the Fertile Crescent	 14
	 4.	 Qumran cave © Mike Brookbank	 29
	 5.	� Pleiades © NASA, ESA, and AURA/Caltech	 64
	 6.	 Rock badger © Chris Sinkinson	 66
	 7.	 Mountain goat (ibex) © Mike Brookbank	 66
	 8.	� Jericho stone tower © Mike Brookbank	 78
	 9.	� Ziggurat of  Ur: original ruins (1960)  

© Alan Millard	 91
	10.	� Reconstruction of  the Ziggurat of  Ur  

© Ricardo Cook Martins	 91
	11.	� Rosetta Stone – Wikimedia Commons,  

© Hans Hillewaert/CC-BY-SA-3.0	 93
	12.	 Scarab seal © Chris Sinkinson	 95
	13.	 Settler in Canaan (Public domain)	 99
	14.	� The shrine at Dan © Chris Sinkinson	 100
	15.	� Black Obelisk detail – Wikimedia Commons,  

© Steven G. Johnson/CC-BY-SA-3.0	 103
	16.	 Akhenaten © Keith Schengili-Roberts	 115
	17.	� Baby cemetery © Alan Millard	 117

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   9 6/6/14   3:52 PM



	18.	� Dome of  the Rock © Chris Sinkinson	 127
	19.	 Map of  the exodus	 154
	20.	 Stones from Hazor © Mike Brookbank	 157
	21.	 Stones from Hazor © Mike Brookbank	 157
	22.	� Reconstruction of  gates © Ricardo Cook Martins 	 163
	23.	� Assyrian soldiers – Wikimedia Commons,  

© MikePeel/www.mikepeel.net	 166
	24.	� Warrior with sling © Martin Doyle	 166
	25.	� Sumerian chariots (Public domain)	 167
	26.	� Rameses II chariot (Public domain)	 168
	27.	 Assyrian siege engine (Public domain)	 171

All photographs have been reproduced in good faith, recognizing copy-
rights where required. For any mistakes, please contact the publisher so 
that this can be rectified in future editions.

10  |  Illustrations

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   10 6/6/14   3:52 PM



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am very grateful for the many people who have helped me 
to feel at home in the world of  the Old Testament. Bible 
teachers like Rupert Bentley-Taylor and Dale Ralph Davis have 
made the text live as I have heard their sermons. For comment 
on the manuscript, I am particularly grateful to Professor Alan 
Millard and Clive Anderson, and to Marie and Andre Moubarak 
of  Twin Tours in Israel. The students at Moorlands College 
are my persistent assistants in listening to my own teaching 
material and helping me see things more clearly. The good 
people at IVP have helped to shape this manuscript, par
ticularly Eleanor Trotter and Kath Stanton. Kev Jones has 
enthusiastically given his design skills to this project. Any 
mistakes remaining in the text are my responsibility!

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   11 6/6/14   3:52 PM



Nehemiah

Ezra

Joshua

Northern 
Kingdom 
of Israel

Southern
Kingdom
of Judah

PATRIARCHS
2200–1550 BC

EXODUS
1446–1240 BC

Abraham

CONQUEST &
SETTLEMENT
1200–1020 BC

UNITED
KINGDOM
1020–931 BC

TWO KINGDOMS
931–721 BC

JUDAH ALONE
721–587 BC

BABYLONIAN
EXILE
587–539 BC

RETURN &
RESTORATION
539–333 BC

Creation

David

Judges

Amos
Hosea

Hezekiah

Jeremiah

Moses

Solomon

Isaiah

Josiah

Ezekiel

721
BC

TIMELINE: THE OLD TESTAMENT STORY

586
BC

539
BC

M
ID

-B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E
IR

O
N

 A
G

E
LA

T
E

 B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E Megiddo

MOAB

AMMON

BASHAN

JO
R

D
A

N
   VA

LLEY

PH
IL

IS
TI

A

GALILEE

NEGEV

Dead
Sea

Sea of
Galilee 

Lake 
Huleh

Hebron

Jerusalem
Mt Nebo

Dan

Hazor

Jericho

Beersheba

Jabbok

Yarmouk 

Kishon

Jordan

Arnon

Zered Brook

Mediterranean Sea

Mt Hermon

Mt 
Tabor

Mt Gilboa

Mt
Gerazim

Mt GileadMt Ebal

Mt
Carmel

0 50

kilometres
N

MAP OF ANCIENT ISRAEL’S NATURAL FEATURES

Nehemiah

Ezra

Joshua

Northern 
Kingdom 
of Israel

Southern
Kingdom
of Judah

PATRIARCHS
2200–1550 BC

EXODUS
1446–1240 BC

Abraham

CONQUEST &
SETTLEMENT
1200–1020 BC

UNITED
KINGDOM
1020–931 BC

TWO KINGDOMS
931–721 BC

JUDAH ALONE
721–587 BC

BABYLONIAN
EXILE
587–539 BC

RETURN &
RESTORATION
539–333 BC

Creation

David

Judges

Amos
Hosea

Hezekiah

Jeremiah

Moses

Solomon

Isaiah

Josiah

Ezekiel

721
BC

TIMELINE: THE OLD TESTAMENT STORY

586
BC

539
BC

M
ID

-B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E
IR

O
N

 A
G

E
LA

T
E

 B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   12 6/6/14   3:52 PM



Nehemiah

Ezra

Joshua

Northern 
Kingdom 
of Israel

Southern
Kingdom
of Judah

PATRIARCHS
2200–1550 BC

EXODUS
1446–1240 BC

Abraham

CONQUEST &
SETTLEMENT
1200–1020 BC

UNITED
KINGDOM
1020–931 BC

TWO KINGDOMS
931–721 BC

JUDAH ALONE
721–587 BC

BABYLONIAN
EXILE
587–539 BC

RETURN &
RESTORATION
539–333 BC

Creation

David

Judges

Amos
Hosea

Hezekiah

Jeremiah

Moses

Solomon

Isaiah

Josiah

Ezekiel

721
BC

TIMELINE: THE OLD TESTAMENT STORY

586
BC

539
BC

M
ID

-B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E
IR

O
N

 A
G

E
LA

T
E

 B
R

O
N

Z
E

 A
G

E Megiddo

MOAB

AMMON

BASHAN
JO

R
D

A
N

   VA
LLEY

PH
IL

IS
TI

A

GALILEE

NEGEV

Dead
Sea

Sea of
Galilee 

Lake 
Huleh

Hebron

Jerusalem
Mt Nebo

Dan

Hazor

Jericho

Beersheba

Jabbok

Yarmouk 

Kishon

Jordan

Arnon

Zered Brook

Mediterranean Sea

Mt Hermon

Mt 
Tabor

Mt Gilboa

Mt
Gerazim

Mt GileadMt Ebal

Mt
Carmel

0 50

kilometres
N

MAP OF ANCIENT ISRAEL’S NATURAL FEATURES

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   13 6/6/14   3:52 PM



N

0 1000500

kilometres

Arabian
Desert

MEDIA

LOWER
EGYPT

CANAAN

ANATOLIA

UPPER
EGYPT

BABYLONIA

ASSYRIA

Nubian
Desert

Nile

Jo
rd

an
Jo

rd
an

Euphrates
Tigris
Tigris

Red Sea

Mediterranean Sea

Black Sea Caspian Sea

Persian Gulf

Sinai

Ur

Nineveh

MAP OF THE FERTILE CRESCENT

Sinkinson_Time Travel to the OT.indd   14 6/6/14   3:52 PM



1

PREPARING TO EMBARK

If  I could turn back time

I hardly need to tell you that time travel remains a favoured 
theme of  science fiction writers. From H. G. Wells’s The Time 
Machine to Audrey Niffenegger’s The Time Traveller’s Wife 
more than a century later, our appetites for stories that bend 
the rules of  the universe have shown no sign of  abating. 
Perhaps for some, watching Doctor Who simply reveals a love of  
fantasy and adventure. But I have a feeling that, for everyone, 
there is a deeply held wish to move outside the boundaries of  
time. We would like to see what it was like to have lived in the 
past, marched with a Roman army, viewed the building of  the 
pyramids or listened to the philosopher Socrates as he taught 
his disciples. Particularly with the benefit of  a route back to 
the present, I doubt if  anyone would turn down the oppor
tunity to take a trip in that famous blue police box.

For religious people, there is an added reason for this desire. 
Most of  the major world religions were founded long ago and 
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16  |  TIME TRAVEL TO THE OLD TESTAMENT

relate to events in ancient history. Did those miracles really 
happen? What were those religious founders actually like? 
And, given how much a religion influences present life, how 
important is it for us to be sure that we have not been mistaken 
or misled?

For Christians and Jews, the books described variously as 
the Old Testament or the Hebrew Bible provide a rich itinerary 
for the would-be time traveller. What happened in and around 
the land called Canaan in the ancient world? Who were the 
Israelites, and did God really speak to them?

There is good news. Time travel is possible. At least, with 
a bit of  communication from the past and imagination in the 
present, we can enter the world of  ancient history. This kind 
of  time travelling has been going on since people first learned 
how to write down their thoughts and histories. And the 
people of  the ancient world have travelled into the future 
too—we still hear their words today.

Keys to the past

So here are the tools for a Christian time traveller. First, a 
Bible. We are going to explore the ancient world of  the 
Israelites through their records. This will involve carefully 
considering the meaning of  what they wrote, thereby 
avoiding superficial interpretations. Secondly, we will need 
an imagination. We don’t just read their words as if  they 
wrote them yesterday. We recognize the need to take an 
imaginative leap into another place and time. We are not 
imagining things that are not there, but things that are 
there. By using our imagination, we gain sympathy and 
empathy with the characters. We start to see things a little 
like they did and understand a little better what their 
world looked like.
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Preparing to embark  |  17

However, the tools of  Bible and imagination need to be 
supplemented by other guides. There is the important issue 
of  language. Three languages are evident in the Bible: Hebrew, 
Aramaic and Greek. To understand the text, we will need 
either a brilliant, personal grasp of  these languages or an 
accurate translation. Thankfully for non-linguists, accurate 
translations are easily accessible!1 Then there is the issue of  
geographical and historical context. What do we know from 
outside the Bible that will help us understand the numerous 
references to places and events from the ancient world? The 
fact is that we know a great deal, and much of  this will enrich 
our grasp of  the Bible.

These additional guides are not hard to find. Exploring the 
world of  the ancient Israelites is not the preserve of  experts. 
With a little assistance, anyone can do it. Indeed, even without 
knowledge of  biblical languages or the archaeology of  the 
Ancient Near East, any thoughtful reader can still make 
plenty of  headway. They can understand the main plot of  the 
Old Testament and grasp the meaning of  the individual 
stories. This is what Christians mean by a doctrine called  
‘the perspicuity of  Scripture’. This doctrine affirms that the 
Bible is not essentially very complex and mysterious, but 
deliberately clear and accessible. If  it is the Word of  God, 
then that is exactly what we should expect. Not a book that 
is intentionally hard to understand, but writings that aim to 
be understood and convey important information to future 
generations.

However, the perspicuity of  Scripture does not imply that 
this is always easy, or that everything in Scripture is equally 
clear, or that we will never get confused. After all, even the 
apostle Peter said this of  the New Testament letters of  Paul: 
‘His letters contain some things that are hard to understand’ 
(2 Peter 3:16). So we should be encouraged, both that the Bible 
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18  |  TIME TRAVEL TO THE OLD TESTAMENT

is not being deliberately obscure and that even people far 
more knowledgeable than we struggled at times!

The last thing I want to do is make the Bible seem more 
complex to you than it seemed at first. I want us to make use 
of  any and every helpful guide to unlock its meaning. But I 
also want to be clear that this can be a demanding process. 
Sometimes we forget or ignore just how different the ancient 
world can be. Let’s face it, those who try reading the Bible 
from cover to cover, starting in Genesis, often get bogged 
down by about Leviticus in a system of  obscure sacrificial 
rules and regulations that have little apparent bearing on our 
lives today.

Obstacles in our way

How many factors conspire to make the Old Testament, in 
particular, seem obscure to us? There are a number, and I will 
elaborate on a few here.

Places can seem strange to us, even if  we have a modern 
Hebrew background. Take, for example: ‘Now Abraham 
moved on from there into the region of  the Negev and lived 
between Kadesh and Shur. For a while he stayed in Gerar . . .  ’ 
(Genesis 20:1). Exactly where are these places and why do they 
matter? Too many unusual names or locations, and the text 
quickly becomes a little blurred. We will tend to skim-read 
the words. But what if  we can identify those places? And what 
if  we can imagine what it is like to stand in the hot, parched 
Negev desert, knowing that we are not among the rolling sand 
dunes of  the Sahara, but among the grey rocks and chalky 
canyons of  southern Israel? What if  we know that the Hebrew 
word ‘Negev’ shares a common root with the word for 
dryness? Then we know that this is a desert where it is possible, 
though difficult, to eke out a living. A little rain in the winter 
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Preparing to embark  |  19

is enough to ensure that flowers will bloom there in the 
spring, and the stunted acacia trees will slowly grow, resisting 
the intense heat of  the day and the cold of  the night. With 
this kind of  background knowledge, places quickly come to 
life, and we find that simple Bible words carry us far away 
from the park bench where we are reading them.

The legal codes of  the Old Testament are particularly per-
plexing. OK, so some, like most of  the Ten Commandments, 
will seem quite obvious. Do we really need to be told not to 
steal, for example? But others take us by surprise: ‘Do not 
wear clothes of  wool and linen woven together. Make tassels 
on the four corners of  the cloak you wear’ (Deuteronomy 
22:11–12). Try as I might, it is hard to shop at the local super-
market and avoid some kind of  polyester mix, and even harder 
to source something with tassels on each corner. Of  course, 
it is easy just to ignore these words and skate over them, 
muttering, ‘These words don’t apply to us today.’ But why 
don’t we say that about the command not to steal? And even 
if  some don’t apply to us today, why on earth did they apply 
to the Israelites at that time? I would not have wanted my 
neighbour to be a thief, but why would I have worried about 
his sense of  fashion?

However, if  I had read my Old Testament more widely, I 
might have remembered that God explained to Moses that a 
tassel on the hem of  a garment was never a fashion statement: 
‘You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember 
all the commands of  the Lord, that you may obey them’ 
(Numbers 15:39). With that reference in mind, I can now 
imagine an Israelite considering those tassels a pleasure, a 
physical aid to remembering that the whole of  life is lived in 
worship. I can imagine him standing in a crowded market-
place, waiting to buy from a stall, curling those tassels in his 
fingers. It looks as if  he is just fidgeting in impatience. But 
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20  |  TIME TRAVEL TO THE OLD TESTAMENT

perhaps he is being reminded of  the commands of  God. As 
his fingers touch the tassels, he remembers that it is good to 
pay properly for goods bought at the market stall, and not  
to steal or cheat, for this is what pleases the Lord. We worship 
God at the checkout, as much as in the chapel. Don’t those 
tassels make a little more sense now? And might this not  
cast some light on why people wanted to touch the fringe or 
hem of  Jesus’ garment (Matthew 14:36)? As for the prohibition 
on mixed fabrics, we will return to that in chapter 7, but 
obscure laws on mould, eggs, pigs and snakes may leave us 
bewildered.

But perhaps the greatest obstacle to our appreciation of  the 
ancient world is its apparent barbarity and violence. Indeed, 
the Hebrew Bible raises some perplexing moral issues. 
Provision for a slave trade, the treatment of  women and the 
way the land of  Canaan was captured all present difficult 
questions. While the fall of  Jericho to the marching band of  
Israel might seem like a suitable story for a children’s Sunday 
school talk, a closer look at the details makes it clear that this 
is adult-rated material. The destruction of  the walls and the 
death of  the inhabitants cause some to dismiss these events 
as examples of  genocide. It leads to the almost proverbial 
saying that the God of  the Old Testament was a God of  wrath 
and anger, replaced by the New Testament God of  love and 
mercy. But such a distinction is deeply misleading. The God 
revealed in the New Testament remains a God who will bring 
judgment (Acts 5:9–11; 1 Corinthians 11:29–30; 2 Thessalonians 
1:6–9, Revelation 20:11–12). There is no need to drive a wedge 
between the Testaments, but moral issues remain that can 
leave us feeling distinctly ill at ease.

And poems can be confusing. Imagery and poetry rely  
on shared conventions to draw our emotions and feelings  
into what we read. A simple metaphor, ‘Love is blind,’ can 
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communicate a great deal. Generally, we know when we  
are reading a poem or a newspaper article. Within those 
different texts, we can distinguish between a literal descrip-
tion and an emotive metaphor. But when we travel back in 
time to the ancient world of  the Israelites, these distinctions 
are harder to make. What is Genesis chapter 1? Is it an 
extended psalm or a poem? Is it a historical or scientific 
record of  creation? When we turn to a book like the Song 
of  Songs, we easily recognize it as a form of  love poetry 
rather than a historical book. But what do the images and 
metaphors mean? When I was courting my wife, never once 
did I describe her teeth as being like ‘a flock of  sheep just 
shorn’, or her neck ‘like the tower of  David, built with 
courses of  stone; on it hang a thousand shields’ (Songs of  
Songs 4:2–4). I’m not sure she would have been best pleased 
if  I had done.

Other obstacles to seeing the world through the eyes of  an 
ancient Israelite include the complexity of Old Testament 
history and the odd behaviour of  some of its heroes. If  
Samson really is such a man of  faith, why does he sleep with 
a prostitute? And how can a Spirit-anointed leader of  Israel be 
so completely stupid? Doesn’t he realize that Delilah is just 
trying to get him killed, or does he think it’s a coincidence 
that her friends keep trying to murder him?

History or mythology?

So the Bible can be a very strange place. But it can also be very 
familiar. For all the problems above, there are many things 
that we can relate to. The Bible’s concern with time and place 
still matters to us. When we are told that Abraham travels to 
the oak trees of  Mamre (Genesis 18:1), we may not be sure 
where that is, but we can imagine the oak trees. We get the 
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sense of  a real person travelling to a real place among real 
vegetation. With some careful study and reflection, the Old 
Testament can become a portal leading into the very real 
world of  ancient history.

History is an important word. It describes a science of  
recording events and making sense of  them in a coherent 
narrative. The classical Greek writer Herodotus (c.484–420 bc) 
was named the ‘father’ of  modern history by Cicero. How- 
ever, the Bible lays claim to being history too. This is a striking 
fact because religious texts in the ancient world did not 
normally lay claim to being historical. They were generally a 
type of  literature called mythology, and a myth can be a story 
or epic tale of  great inspirational significance, but not one set 
in time and place.

Early creation epics from the Ancient Near East, or the long 
religious epics of  Hindu literature, like the Bhagavad Gita, do 
not share this concern with historical dates. Yes, they are great 
stories that reflect universal themes, but they lay no claim to 
historical accuracy.

Myths do not generally come in the form of  a linear account 
of  events. By contrast, the Old Testament offers a linear story, 
which begins at the beginning, pursues an ancestral line down 
through the centuries and ties into the more recent history of  
the first century ad. In fact, while the history of  God’s reve
lation in Scripture ceased around the time of  the death of  the 
last apostle, history itself  continues. There are history books 
that will pick up where Luke left off at the end of  the book of  
Acts and continue the story towards the present. While these 
are not part of  the Bible as revelation, such books are con
tinuing historical accounts, sharing similar concerns with many 
of  the Bible writers.

It is fashionable to point out that it’s naïve to assume the 
Old Testament to be historical. Inexplicable miracles, alleged 
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contradictions and Hebrew folk tales are all used as evidence. 
We should, we are told, enjoy the Old Testament as literature, 
much as we would a work of  fantasy, rather than imagining 
it as a historical textbook.

But this objection itself  is naïve. It relies on a false 
dichotomy, in which we must choose between the Bible as 
history or the Bible as fiction. Without question, some of  the 
Old Testament is not in the style of  a historical textbook—
there are songs, poems, proverbs and parables scattered 
throughout. But a song can still convey historical infor- 
mation, and it must have a social setting in which it was 
composed and sung.

The objection can also be a distraction. By discussing which 
stories are historical and which are parable, we can quickly 
lose sight of  a more obvious bigger picture, which is that the 
Old Testament has a linear, historical movement from creation 
to new creation.

However old the universe may be, it did have a beginning. 
The earth was formed, and Adam and Eve were created from 
the dust of  the ground. The process described in Genesis  
1–2 provides an opening for the epic story of  Scripture. The 
initial state of  Adam and Eve in the garden of  Eden is one of  
harmony and purpose. There is work to be done and a world 
to be explored. Within the garden grows the tree of  life, which 
ensures an everlasting life, and the visible presence of  the God 
who can walk there in the cool of  the day. Eve is mother of  
the living, and all people will be able to lay claim to her as 
their ancestor.

Adam and Eve’s disobedience in the garden leads to the 
event described by Christians as ‘the fall’. When they are 
tempted by the mysterious talking serpent into eating from 
the tree of  the knowledge of  good and evil, the relationship 
between them and God is broken. They leave the garden, the 
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tree of  life and the visible presence of  God. Life east of  Eden 
will be hard and painful, and will lead to death.

The family trees of  Genesis may be dull reading, but they 
are important for giving us the sense of  a flowing history: a 
genealogy for the peoples of  the ancient world. This is not 
intended to be comprehensive and it leaves many unanswered 
questions, but it does have direction. History is on the move. 
We watch old people die and new children arrive. The import-
ance of  following a family tree may reflect the heads-up we 
were given by God’s words at the fall. He promised Eve that, 
for all the damage the serpent had done, the solution would 
come from her own descendants. Speaking to the serpent, 
God says,

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.

(Genesis 3:15)

Exactly who is this mysterious serpent crusher? Do these 
words simply describe a never-ending struggle between the 
human race and poisonous snakes, or are they referring to a 
cosmic conflict between the descendants of  Eve and the forces 
of  evil? At this stage, we are not told, but we are being directed 
to watch the linear flow of  history, as we leave the garden  
far behind.2

So how do we relate this account of  history to the secular 
historical timelines evident in museums and referenced by 
television documentaries?

‘Prehistory’ refers to the time when historical records were 
not being kept. The dominant material technology was stone, 
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so it was also called ‘the Stone Age’. In some ways this is a 
misnomer, as the people of  this time actually used a lot more 
wood than stone and also had access to some metals. But 
stone is more durable than wood, and so Stonehenge is better 
preserved than the Woodhenge that preceded it. Stone flints 
and axes can be found in abundance. And forget those images 
of  bearded men grunting to one another in ignorance. There 
is evidence of  culture, art, civilization and intellectual thought 
from the Stone Age. It may not be quite Fred Flintstone, but 
neither is it a story of  barbaric savages. However, because we 
have no written records, we can only guess at what was 
happening among these people. The opening chapters of  
Genesis cast light on a prehistoric setting, beyond the reach 
of  secular historians.

However, from the time of  Abraham onwards, we find 
ourselves in the historic period. Developments like bronze, 
and later iron, aided technological change. But the develop-
ment of  writing and the invention of  the alphabet may be 
even more important still. Written records from across the 
ancient world preserve information that helps us under- 
stand not just historical events, but the lives of  ordinary 
people too. Carved on stone and inscribed in clay is the  
information that forms the basis for what we call history. 
Reading the Bible, we witness the linear development of  a 
people over time.

Abraham lives as a nomadic shepherd in the wild lands of  
Canaan during the Bronze Age. Moses, a later descendant  
of  Abraham, becomes an important figure in what is called 
the New Kingdom of  Egypt, long after the time of  the 
pyramid builders. The exodus of  the Israelites from Egypt and 
the settlement of  the Promised Land took place during an 
important period of  technological change. We move from a 
time known as the Late Bronze Age into the Early Iron Age. 
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To understand why this matters, we will need to understand 
something of  the significance of  these metals.

Bronze is a good, hard metal, so bronze artefacts from  
the ancient world survived well. It is an ‘alloy’, or mixture,  
of  copper and tin. How anyone got the idea of  mixing these 
two metals we do not know, but it gave them a strong, mal- 
leable metal for making tools and weapons. However, the 
discovery of  iron was a step even further forward. There was 
a kind of  iron that humans had known about since the Stone 
Age, one that could be found in meteorites. But it was only 
of  limited value. To refine the kind of  iron useful for tools 
and weapons, humans had to work out how to generate 
enormous temperatures in ovens. And, with enough regulated 
heat, iron could be smelted and bent to all kinds of  purposes.

Iron tools and weapons allow for sharper points and lighter 
equipment, so an army using iron weapons would have a clear 
advantage over one relying on bronze.

As the Israelites begin to settle in the land, they arrive as a 
Bronze Age people. But another group are arriving who are 
technologically more advanced. The Philistines had begun to 
make use of  iron, and this seems to have given them the upper 
hand. We will find on our journey that this kind of  reference 
to wider world history will help us make sense of  what we 
discover in the Bible.

As time goes by

The ancient world is marked by empires that rose and fell, and 
were in time replaced by successors. The Egyptians, Assyrians 
and Babylonians all take turns at controlling the region of  
Canaan. During their rise and fall, the descendants of  Abraham 
continue to multiply, appointing kings and forming alliances. 
And the books of  the Bible fit with these different periods.
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Some Bible books are obviously in the genre of  annals  
or chronicles of  history. Others, like collections of  psalms or 
proverbs, are not historical writings in that sense, but they still 
have a cultural setting within that historical flow. The psalms 
that David wrote do not belong to the period of  Abraham, 
and their images and ideas would be misunderstood if  we 
misplaced them in time. Judges belongs to the earliest of  these 
times, when Egypt dominated the region, and 2 Kings will 
witness the much later fall of  Assyria and the rise of  Babylon. 
The book of  Daniel will chart the decline of  Babylon, and 
Ezra will take place in the new world order of  the Persians.

As the Old Testament draws to a close, the Israelites are only 
a small rump of  a people group, with a territory that is rarely 
independent of  the control of  other powers. It will pass from 
the Persians, to the Greeks, to the Romans, and so the social 
historical backdrop for the Gospels will be significantly different 
from that of  the Old Testament. Greek and Roman culture 
have little bearing on our interpretation of  Old Testament  
literature, but they are certainly pivotal in our interpretation 
of  the New Testament. After the collapse of  the Roman 
Empire, other powers will arise and show an interest in this 
historic land, even right down to the modern age. This forms 
the backdrop to the modern tensions and struggles, for we 
cannot understand global contemporary politics without 
understanding the ancient religious traditions.

So the Old Testament follows a linear timeline, with a 
beginning, a middle and a journey towards an end. For the 
Christian reader, that end has not yet been reached, but it is 
glimpsed in the vision of  John called the book of  Revelation.

All this shows that the Bible is not a mythical fairy tale set 
outside time and place. Whether people believe it to be 
accurate or not, it was written with attention to historical 
changes and an unfolding plot. This kind of  history writing is 
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sometimes called ‘historiography’, and many scholars identify 
aspects of  the records that are far from neutral or unbiased 
accounts. The writing reflects the concerns of  the authors and 
makes moral judgments on the events described. Sometimes 
this is dismissed as pre-critical propaganda, but such an 
objection is unfair. The Bible never claims to be a neutral 
history of  Israel or world events. It is prejudiced in favour of  
a divine perspective on history. And is that such a bad thing? 
To turn this point around, can any historical writing avoid all 
bias or prejudice? The modern historian claiming objectivity 
must also be selective in what he or she chooses to record or 
ignore, and must also make judgments about what matters. 
History is not a view from nowhere, but a view from some 
particular window on the world.

So the Bible has a timeline, and no time traveller should 
leave home without it. This timeline helps us to locate 
ourselves in history. Unless we grasp where events and char-
acters fit into it, we will misunderstand the stories. We may 
find universal truths, but we will miss their key place in one 
unfolding story. And the timeline will also help us relate 
secular history to what we read.

Trusting the transport

Everything we have said so far is built on one important 
assumption: that the Bible is a reliable text for discovering 
history. Can we trust it for this purpose? Furthermore, can we 
be sure that the text we are using has not been distorted over 
the centuries? If  errors crept in 500 years ago, then what hope 
is there for us accessing the history of  3,000 years ago?

These two objections are not to be lightly dismissed. The 
first concerns the content of  the Bible: is it an accurate record? 
The second concerns the transmission of  the Bible: has it been 
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reliably copied? Thankfully, we can answer both of  these 
questions with a resounding ‘yes’.

Regarding the first objection, the Old Testament has consist-
ently been shown to be a reliable guide in those areas where it 
can actually be tested. The accounts of  personalities and conflicts 
are often corroborated by sources outside the Bible. Some events 
that we read about are also described by non-biblical writers or 
have even left material remains in the archaeological record. Of  
course, the further back we go, the less evidence remains, but 
there is still enough to remind us that we are dealing with some 
form of  history, even in its earliest writings.

The second objection, that the Bible may have been 
corrupted over the years, can easily be tested. There is a vast 
number of  manuscripts and fragments going back over 
centuries that we can compare with the manuscripts we use 
today. These comparisons enable us to state categorically that 
Jewish scribal tradition had a genuine commitment to preserv-
ing the text, even when it might have been tempting to revise 
or rewrite it. The discovery of  the Dead Sea Scrolls from 

Cave 4 at Qumran near the Dead Sea, where many of the longer 
scrolls were found.
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about 1947 onwards provided us with material remains of  
Scriptures copied over 1,000 years earlier than some of  those 
known at the time. A solid confirmation of  the reliability of  
the copying process.

However, for a Christian there is an even more fundamental 
reason for trusting the Old Testament Scriptures and spending 
time in that ancient world, namely that this is the world from 
which Jesus came. The nation of  Israel provided the context 
for his ministry. He was born a Jew, knew the Hebrew 
Scriptures and was brought up in its traditions and theology. 
The New Testament itself  assumes this backdrop and is in 
many ways a commentary on the Old Testament and its rela-
tionship to Jesus Christ. Jesus brought the promises and 
expectations of  the Old Testament to fulfilment, but did not 
devalue its words in the process: ‘In the past God spoke to our 
ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various 
ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son’ 
(Hebrews 1:1–2). Open any New Testament book and start 
counting the references to the Old Testament. Nowhere are 
those writings devalued or downgraded, but everywhere we 
find them held up as true, as having authority and as being 
directly relevant to the follower of  Christ.3

Many Christians carry around a slim New Testament 
volume. It is a practical item, fitting easily into a pocket or 
backpack. It doesn’t seem so heavy or religious. When a new 
believer wants to start reading the Bible, we usually suggest 
they start with the Gospels rather than in Genesis. All very 
sensible, but it’s a temporary measure. Sooner rather than 
later, we will need to immerse ourselves in the Hebrew Bible, 
upon which the New Testament is founded. Not to do so is 
to risk stunted growth and a shallow faith. I know it can seem 
a strange place at first, but the Old Testament is our home. 
So as we travel back in time, we won’t find ourselves moving 
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further into obscurity, but further into clarity and a deeper 
understanding of  our New Testament faith.

Bible field trip

Reading: Genesis 1:1–2:3
Date: Creation
Destination: Planet Earth

1.	 What truths about creation do we learn from this chapter?

2.	 How would you describe God’s relationship to creation?

3.	 What is the purpose of  humankind in this creation 
(1:26–30)?

4.	 See Revelation 21:1–4 and 22:1–5 to glimpse a regenerated 
creation.
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