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“Atheists don’t understand the overall point of the Bible”.

“Atheists have to read these passages REALLY out of context to come to that conclusion!” 

“There are no unfulfilled prophecies, atheist! You just don’t understand how prophecy works!” 

“If atheists understood the entire picture of the Old Testament – and how it is fulfilled and completed in the New Testament – these passages about slavery, rape, and genocide wouldn’t be so problematic for them”.


Atheists are accused of a lot of things, not the least of which is playing fast-and-loose with the Bible. Cries of “Context! Context! Context!” are waiting around every corner in nearly every debate or discussion between atheist and apologist. Social media provides a wide variety of platforms from which Christian apologists of all shapes and sizes can hurl accusations of sloppy exegesis and malicious “cherry-picking” toward the skeptic.

To be fair, these charges can sometimes be valid; there is no shortage of hot-headed atheist trolls who seem to live only to humiliate their competition. And there is no question that there are many well-meaning atheists who have not yet been equipped with the tools necessary to fully understand some of the nuances of the Old Testament. In cases like these, an apologist with even a general understanding of the narrative of the Bible and a basic grasp of Christian theology can call out an atheist for not knowing the specific background of a passage like 1 Samuel 15 and walk away from the debate with their head held high.

Two things need to be said about these all-too-common occurrences. First, you don’t need to know all of the details of a particular story to have a valid critique of many of God’s commands in the Old Testament. No knowledge of the book of Enoch and the heavenly watchers is necessary to have a problem with God drowning the entire world with a flood. You can lack a detailed comprehension of slave adoption practices at Nuzi, yet still condemn the owning of another human being as property. A firm grasp on the extent of child sacrifice in ancient Palestine is not required to identify the call for mass genocide or forced relocation in the book of Joshua as a bad thing.

While you might not need this contextual understanding, it can certainly help. In fact, that is the point of this publication. The Atheist Handbook to the Old Testament is specifically designed to fill the gap, as it were, between the appropriate criticisms that are made by atheists and skeptics and the contextual details that would bring the Old Testament into greater focus. If you are armed with the literary, historical, archaeological, and even linguistic data involved in a particular passage or topic, your argument is far less likely to be overshadowed by an apologist’s demand for context.

It’s worth taking a brief moment here to note that “Old Testament” is a Christian label for a collection of Jewish texts and is a label used here primarily for the readers’ ease of understanding, many of whom (I anticipate) come from a Christian background – whether or not they are atheists. Indeed, some of the criticisms made by atheists about Christianity were originally criticisms levelled at Judaism and the “Jewish” god by Christians.  

Now, back to our conversation about context! Let’s take 1 Samuel 15. I cannot tell you how many times I have heard the following interaction (or something similar):


Atheist: “Your God is good? He is the ground and basis for morality? Then how do you explain 1 Samuel 15:3? ‘“Now go and strike Amalek and utterly destroy all that they have; do not have compassion on them, but put to death every man, woman, child, infant, bull, sheep, camel, and donkey’” ??”

Christian Apologist: “Do you even know who the Amalekites were? What they did to Israel? Why God commanded that they be punished? Do you know anything about the context of this passage?”

Atheist: “What difference does the context make? God commanded the Israelites to wipe out everyone!”

Christian Apologist: “So you don’t know the context, you don’t know why God commanded this... can I assume you don’t know about war rhetoric in the ancient Near East either?”

Atheist: “This is crazy. Why can’t you just deal with what I am saying?”

Christian Apologist: “I am! If you don’t know the context, you can’t properly understand what is going on in this passage!”


With this short “call for context”, the apologist has successfully moved past the incredibly problematic command of genocide that has been the topic of constant debate among scholars and theologians for millennia. Yet, as you can probably tell, the audience watching this debate would almost certainly feel as though the apologist got the better of the atheist (whether everyone would admit it or not).

What could the atheist have known that might have helped in this interaction? Well, let’s take a look at the context. 1 Samuel 15 is part of the larger story of King Saul, the first king over Israel. Saul has made a number of blunders and is cast in a poor light in the book of 1 Samuel. Here in chapter 15, Saul is told by Samuel that God has ordered him to go conquer the Amalekites. Now, without going into a great deal of detail, the Amalekites were a group of people that had been opposed to Israel since as early as the Exodus from Egypt.

In Exodus 17:8-16, we can see that the Amalekites attacked Israel following their exodus from Egypt. In this famous story, the Israelites succeed in defeating the Amalekites in battle as long as Moses is able to hold his staff in the air above his head. After the battle had been won the text reads:


“And Yahweh said to Moses, ‘Write this as a memorial in a scroll, and impress it upon Joshua, for I will surely wipe out the memory of Amalek from under the heavens’. So Moses built an altar and he called it ‘Yahweh is My Banner’. And he said, ‘Because a hand was against the throne of Yah, Yahweh will be at war with Amalek from generation to generation’” (Exodus 17:14-16, emphasis mine).


Now it makes sense when we read in 1 Samuel 15:2, “Thus says Yahweh of Hosts, ‘I will punish Amalek for what they did to Israel, for how they obstructed them when they came up out of Egypt”. Saul is being ordered by God to exact revenge upon the Amalekites for what had happened generations before, and God’s command to Saul was completely in keeping with Exodus 17.

But what about the question of ancient Near Eastern war rhetoric? I’m going to save that one for later (come on, I can’t give everything away in the introduction!). But you see my point: it wouldn’t take a great deal of research and reading to come away with a solid, overall understanding of the context of this passage. This knowledge would have allowed the atheist to respond, “Actually, I do know the context... now, how do you explain this call for genocide?”

The problem, of course, is trying to find a resource that brings together information about the narrative of the Old Testament, wider ancient Near Eastern history and culture, archaeological methods and data, and specific examples of commonly debated topics between atheists and apologists.

Oh, wait... you’ve already found it.

This publication is specifically written to give you the information and tools that you need to properly understand the Old Testament, particularly in the context of debates or discussions, be it with strangers online, friends, or even your own family. The goal is not to enable you to be arrogantly combative or antagonistic, but rather to be able to speak as a well-informed non-specialist with respect to some of these highly debated topics.

Each volume in this set will seek to provide the reader with information that takes into account at least four aspects of the Old Testament; the narrative of the Old Testament, the broader historical background, the archaeological data, and debated passages. 

The books in this series will have the following layout: first, I will explain the actual narrative of the Old Testament: what is the story that the canonical or final form of the Hebrew Bible is trying to tell? From the creation of the world to the events following the return from the Babylonian exile, the Old Testament has a story all its own. In this regard, the point is not to challenge the historicity of the Exodus from Egypt or the conquest of Canaan; these are issues that will be addressed in other chapters. Instead, we want to understand the content and flow of the story on its own terms, much like we would study the storyline of the Epic of Gilgamesh without worrying about whether he was actually able to kill a giant bull from heaven.

Second, I will cover the broader background of the ancient Near East, both with respect to its history and culture. What can we say about the history of the ancient Near East? What was their religion like? Was their culture so different from what we know about ancient Israel? A broad understanding of the wider ancient Near East can place the events described in the Old Testament into an overarching framework, making it easier to assess and contextualize its claims. This book will focus on the history of Mesopotamia, while volume II will cover other aspects of ancient Near Eastern culture, as well as Egyptian history.

Third, I will discuss the importance of archaeological evidence, including an overview of how archaeologists excavate, and examples of how archaeological data can help to illuminate questions about the biblical text. 

Finally – and perhaps most importantly to the reader – we will encounter the chapters specifically discussing some of the more debated topics in the Old Testament.  I will cover issues like the authorship of the Pentateuch, Ezekiel’s prophecy against Tyre, homosexuality, violence and genocide, and slavery, just to name a few. The goal is to properly evaluate the relevant texts, archaeological evidence, and secondary literature (i.e., what scholars have written about the topic), comparing them to what apologists often argue with respect to these issues. At the time of writing, there are two volumes planned for this publication. The first – the one you are in possession of – will be laid out in a way that follows the four goals mentioned above. This brings up an important point: I will be citing a LOT of scholars. If you have read my book Did the Old Testament Endorse Slavery?​[1] you have seen that I am bound and determined to let you know what scholars in the field say about these issues. Because of this, you will find that I quote scholars liberally in the body of the text. The rationale for this is actually quite straightforward: I am not an expert in all of the areas that I will be discussing in this series. While I am well trained in both the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament and the ancient Near East, there are people that dedicate their academic careers to the topics that we will be discussing. Thus, we want to see not only what the original texts and archaeological data say, but how the scholars in the field interpret that material, and what the consensus is among them.

What do I mean by “consensus”? Scholarly consensus refers to what mainstream scholars in a particular field agree to be the case concerning a particular topic.​[2] This isn’t to say that consensus is always correct, or that academics always agree on everything; indeed, rigorous scholarly debate is a crucial part of the academic process. However, by adhering to consensus scholarship, I am ensuring that the reader is not inadvertently steered towards fringe, or disproven theories. 

Chapter one lays out a detailed summary of the story of the Old Testament from creation, through the time of the patriarchs, to the Exodus from Egypt and the wanderings in the wilderness, ending at the death of Moses. The second half of the narrative will be covered in volume II.

Chapter two will provide the reader with a general overview of ancient Near Eastern history, from the beginning of the 3rd millennium B.C.E. until the conquest of Alexander the Great.

Chapter three will cover the topic of archaeology, beginning with how archaeology actually works, as well as the history of “biblical archaeology”, describing its development from the early 19th century to the present day. We will then examine two well-known people groups from the Old Testament that are illuminated by archaeological evidence: the Canaanites and the Philistines.

Finally, chapters four through seven present detailed analyses of four important and oft-debated topics in the Old Testament. Chapter four looks at the question, “Did Moses write the Pentateuch?”. Through the investigation of contradictions and inconsistencies in the narrative of the Pentateuch, I will consider whether it was written by one person, or if the process was more complex than that. 

Chapter five covers the dating of the book of Daniel, laying out in detail the evidence for a late date of composition, along with the most common apologetic arguments and what scholars have to say about them. 

Chapter six moves on to the topic of slavery in the Old Testament, including an analysis of data from the New Testament and from the Antebellum South. 

Finally, chapter seven deals with the failed prophecy against Tyre found in Ezekiel 26, including information on the history of the period, linguistic evidence on the text itself, and some of the more common theological interpretations that are presented by apologists to reconcile the glaring problems that exist with this prophecy.

A few final points are worth noting before we dive in. First, unless otherwise indicated, all translations from the Bible are my own. Second, in order to keep the technical aspects of the book to a minimum, I tend to use simple transliterations when representing foreign words. For example, instead of writing the Hebrew word for “slave” as עבד, I will write it eved. While this lacks some precision, I think the benefits of this type of simplicity outweigh the costs, particularly for the reader. Finally, I have opted to use endnotes in place of my more common footnotes, primarily because I am leaving the majority of the quotations in the body of the text. This will keep the main pages of the book from being cluttered with short citations. 

It is my sincere hope that this series will be immensely helpful to the atheist/skeptic community, Christian apologists, and anyone who is interested in the study of the Old Testament.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Story of the Old Testament:
From Creation to Moses
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Introduction


Lily Sloan: “You broke your little ships. See you around, Ahab”.

Jean-Luc Picard: “‘And he piled upon the whale’s white hump the sum of all the rage and hate felt by his whole race. If his chest had been a cannon, he would have shot his heart upon it’”.

Lily Sloane: “What?”

Jean-Luc Picard: “Moby Dick”.

Lily Sloane: “Actually, I never read it”.​[3]


This brief exchange upon the Starship Enterprise speaks volumes to us, not about the Borg or resisting the urge to seek revenge, but about being familiar with the content of things that you discuss. In this scene, Lily knew enough about Moby Dick to make reference to its basic plot but was unable to recognize or contextualize the actual content of the story. Unfortunately, this is an all-too-frequent occurrence in discussions about the story of the Old Testament.

The analogy actually works in two ways. On the one hand – as we just saw – you can be caught off-guard by the context of a story if you haven’t actually read or studied it. However, as was the case with Lily, you can be absolutely right about the overall point that you are making, even if you are unfamiliar with the whole story. Similarly, if you find yourself in a debate on the topic of violence and genocide in the Old Testament, as we saw in the introduction, you might bring up God’s command to slaughter the Amalekites in 1 Samuel 15. However, if someone asks you a particular question about the context of the passage, or who the Amalekites were and why they were being punished, unfamiliarity with the story will make your valid point fade into the background.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the first part of an overview of the narrative of the Old Testament. From the creation of the world to the return of the exiles from Babylonia, the Old Testament has its own storyline. Familiarity with the overall story will allow you to place particular passages and events into their appropriate narrative settings, giving you the confidence to address cries of “Context! Context!” in debates and discussions. In this chapter, we will cover the Old Testament story from creation to the death of Moses; in volume II, we will pick up the narrative with Joshua’s conquest of Canaan and conclude with the events following the return of the exiles from Babylon.

This chapter is not intended to address the veracity or historicity of the claims of the Old Testament. Whether there was a “Tower of Babel”, or if Daniel’s three friends were actually thrown into a fiery furnace is irrelevant here. Our only objective is to “tell the story” of the Old Testament. As there are accurate historical details in the Hebrew Bible – particularly events that are chronologically later – there will be some overlap between the story and actual historical events. Again, however, the focus is on knowing what the Old Testament story is, and how the authors painted the picture of human history in the text.

The Primeval History

“WHEN GOD BEGAN TO CREATE the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). While the creation story found in Genesis 1:1-2:4a differs significantly from what we see in Genesis 2:4b-25, the basic idea is the same: Yahweh, the God of the Israelites, was the creator of this world. In Genesis 1, the world’s initial state was watery chaos, and by the power of his word, God speaks things into existence, giving them their proper place in the cosmos. For six days, God creates all that is. On the first day, God creates the light and separates it from the darkness. On day two, he creates a dome in the sky, which holds water above it. The third day sees the dry land, seas, and vegetation created. On the fourth day, he creates the sun, moon, and stars. On the fifth day, God creates the animals in the sea and the birds. Finally, on day six, he creates the animals that live on the land, along with humans, who are quite distinct from the animal kingdom. On the seventh day, God rests.

The second creation story in Genesis 2:4b-25 is much more animated and begins with the earth as a dry place that God then provides with water. God creates one man – Adam – and places him in the Garden of Eden to care for it. Noticing that Adam should not be alone and failing to find a suitable partner for him in the animal kingdom, God creates Eve from a rib that he took from Adam.

Chapter three opens on a new character, the serpent, who sets about to cause Adam and Eve to disobey the direct command of God. Although God allowed the two humans to eat from any of the trees in the garden, he forbids them to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In spite of this, the serpent successfully tempts Eve with the fruit of the tree, and after she and Adam eat, God curses the serpent, the woman, and the man for their actions. They are ultimately thrown out of the Garden of Eden to make their way in the world.

Following their banishment, Adam and Eve have two sons – Cain and Abel – who grow crops and tend flocks, respectively. Abel brings an offering that God accepts, while Cain’s offering is rejected. Cain then becomes angry and murders his brother. Because of this, Cain is cursed by God and driven from his presence. The remainder of Genesis 4 and 5 are primarily dedicated to showing the genealogy that ran from Adam down to Noah, the man who would be the righteous survivor of the worldwide flood.

Genesis 6 opens with an odd bit of information concerning angels mating with human women, and the complete wickedness that accompanies these events. “And Yahweh saw that the evil of mankind was great in the earth, and every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5). Because of this wickedness, God decides to send a worldwide flood to destroy all living creatures, save for Noah and his family, the only righteous people left on the earth.

While there are two different flood stories intertwined in the narrative, causing some confusion in the details, the overall story is generally comprehensible. God tells Noah to build an ark and to take on board every species of animal in order to repopulate the earth following the flood. Noah obeys, and when the flood comes, it returns the earth to its primordial state of watery chaos (just like in Genesis 1). Once the waters subside, Noah sacrifices to God, who swears that he will never destroy the earth again with a flood. God commands Noah and his family to repopulate the earth in a manner quite similar to what we saw in Genesis 1.

A somewhat strange story follows, in which Noah plants a vineyard and gets drunk on the wine. His son Ham has an encounter of some kind with his father, who lies naked in his tent. Whatever the nature of the encounter, it leads Noah to curse, not Ham, but Ham’s son (Noah’s grandson) Canaan. Noah then blesses his own two sons, Shem and Japheth. Noah lives another 350 years and dies at 950 years of age.

Chapter 10 presents another series of genealogies, including the lines of Japheth, Ham, and Shem. In chapter 11, we see that the “whole world had one language and a common speech” (Genesis 11:1). Humanity decides to build a city, including a tower that would reach to heaven. God is displeased with their decision, and in order to keep them from working together to complete the tower, he confuses their languages, causing them to call off the work and go their separate ways. The place where this occurred was thus called Babel, “because there Yahweh confused the languages of the earth, and from there Yahweh dispersed them over the surface of all the earth” (Genesis 11:9b). Chapter 11 then closes with a continuation of the line of Shem, which makes its way down to Abram (later called Abraham). Abram lived in Ur – in southern Mesopotamia – with his father, two brothers, their wives, and his nephew. They all left Ur and traveled north to the city of Harran, where Abram’s father died.

The Patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob

THE BULK OF THE BOOK of Genesis is taken up with the story of the patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. By God’s command, Abram leaves his home to come to Canaan, wanders about, and gains a great deal of wealth. He is promised by God that he will have a child, and his numerous descendants will inherit the land of Canaan. This is fulfilled in Abram’s son, Isaac, and grandson, Jacob. Jacob then has twelve children, who become the twelve tribes of Israel. Chapter 11 closes on Abram and his relocation out of Ur to the city of Harran.

Abraham

CHAPTER 12 OPENS WITH God’s command to Abram to “‘Go out from your land and from your relatives and from the house of your father to the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1). Abram responds immediately, taking with him his wife, Sarai, and his nephew, Lot, traveling to the land of Canaan. He stops at the city of Shechem, where God confirms the blessing that will come to him; Abram responds by building an altar to Yahweh. He travels farther south near Bethel and builds another altar. Finally, he goes far south into the Negev.

A famine strikes the land of Canaan, so Abram goes even farther south into Egypt. As he travels, he realizes that, because Sarai – his wife – is so beautiful, the Egyptians will kill him and take her. Because of this, he tells her to lie and say that she is only his sister. In that way, not only will he not be killed, but they will treat him well for her sake. Of course, because they lie about their relationship, the Pharaoh feels free to take Sarai into his harem, providing Abram with a great deal of wealth in return. However, to ensure that Sarai remains pure, God causes the Pharaoh and his family to become ill. When the Pharaoh realizes what has happened, he scolds Abram and sends him away, but allows him to keep the wealth he had given him.

Abram returns to the Negev desert much wealthier than before and gives his nephew the option to settle wherever he sees fit. Lot chooses the area of Sodom and Gomorrah (before it had been destroyed), and Abram continues to live in Canaan. After Lot’s departure, God appears to Abram and again confirms his promise to bless him. Abram moves north to Hebron and settles there, building another altar to Yahweh.

Genesis 14 involves the story of Lot being captured by a coalition of four kings from the east, and Abram valiantly taking just over 300 men to rescue him. When they return, the enigmatic Melchizedek king of Salem comes out to meet them, to whom Abram gives “a tenth of everything” (Genesis 14:20b). Abram then refuses to accept any gifts from the king of Sodom in return for his brave actions, so that only God would be able to get the credit for making him wealthy.

In Genesis 15, we get the first account of the covenant that God made with Abram, by which he would know for certain that he would receive the land of Canaan as an inheritance. As part of a covenant ritual, Abram is instructed to cut various animals in half and place the halves opposite one another, creating a type of aisle between them. Abram expects that he and God will somehow pass between the pieces in order to swear the covenant. In other words, the ritual essentially indicates that, if one were to break the covenant, they would die like those animals had. However, when the moment comes, God causes Abram to fall asleep, and God alone passes through the animal carcasses, indicating that the covenant was laid on God alone, making it unconditional in nature. We learn that Abram’s descendants would become enslaved in a foreign country and remain there for four hundred years.

The promise had been given and the covenant had been made; Abram was going to be the father of many nations, and his descendants would inherit the land of Canaan. Abram, however, was still childless. In Genesis 16, Sarai comes up with her own plan to remedy the situation: Abram is to sleep with Hagar, her slave, and have a child through her. The plan works, at least as far as Abram and Sarai were concerned: Hagar becomes pregnant. It instantly backfires when Sarai becomes infuriated and complains to Abram: “‘My wrong be upon you; I set my female slave in your lap, and she sees that she is pregnant, and I am now belittled by her! May Yahweh judge between me and you!’” (Genesis 16:5). Abram’s solution: “And Abram said to Sarai, ‘Your female slave is in your power; do to her what is pleasing in your eyes’” (Genesis 16:6). Hagar is then mistreated by Sarai, and she runs away. But the angel of Yahweh comes to Hagar and tells her to return to Sarai and submit to her, with the promise that Hagar would have many descendants through her son, whom she is to name Ishmael. Hagar returns home and gives birth to Ishmael.

More than a decade later, God returns to Abram and reminds him of the covenant that was made with him and changes his name from Abram to Abraham, “because I have made you a father of a multitude of nations” (Genesis 17:5b). There is an additional stipulation set in place by God: all of the males in the household must be circumcised. God then changes Sarai’s name to Sarah and promises that she will bear a son. Abraham responds to this in disbelief: “And he said in his heart, ‘Will a son be born to a hundred-year-old man? And will Sarah give birth at ninety?’” (Genesis 17:17b). God promises that he will accomplish it, and in response, Abraham circumcises all the males of his household.

Chapter 18 tells the story of three divine visitors who come to Abraham and promise that Sarah will have a son the following year. As the men prepare to leave, Yahweh (one of the three visitors) tells Abraham that Sodom and Gomorrah – where his nephew Lot is living – has become so wicked that God is about to destroy it. Abraham pleads with God, who eventually agrees that if he finds ten righteous people in the city, he will not destroy it. No such group of ten is found.

Two angels arrive in Sodom in the evening, and Lot urges them to come in and reside with him for the night. However, the men of the city surround the house and demand the two individuals be brought out so that they might have sex with them. Lot steps out, locking the door behind him, and attempts to persuade the men to reconsider their actions, offering instead his two daughters in the guests’ place. When they refuse and begin to try to force their way in, the two angels open the door, pull Lot inside, and strike all the men there with blindness.

The two angels then warn Lot to take his family and leave the city, as God is about to destroy it. After some prodding, they leave the city (only his wife and two daughters with him) and head toward the city of Zoar. Although they were commanded not to look back, as God rains burning sulfur upon the city, we see, “But his wife looked back, and she turned into a pillar of salt” (Genesis 19:26).

In Zoar, Lot and his two daughters take up residence in a cave. The two daughters, fearful that they will not find a husband with whom to have children, plot to get their father drunk and have their way with him. Their plan is successful, and the older daughter gives birth to Moab, while the younger gives birth to Ben-Ammi, forefather of the Ammonites.

A familiar story reappears in chapter 20, as Abraham is again on the move, going south into the Negev, taking up residence in Gerar. While there, Abraham tells Abimelek, the king of Gerar, that Sarah is his sister; thereupon, Abimelek takes Sarah into his harem. God comes to Abimelek in a dream and tells him that he is going to die because Sarah is married. Abimelek awakes, confronts Abraham, gives him a wealth of sheep, cattle, and slaves, and allows him to choose to live wherever he likes. He then gives Sarah 1,000 shekels of silver (that’s a lot of silver). Abraham then prays for Abimelek, and God removes his curse from the king and his household.

Isaac

AS GOD HAD PROMISED, Sarah gives birth to Isaac. Again, however, there are problems with Hagar and her son, Ishmael, who begins to mock Isaac. Abraham sends Hagar and Ishmael away into the desert, and when they exhaust their water supply and are about to die, God comes down and rescues them. The chapter continues with a short etiological story about how Beersheba got its name (“well of seven” or “well of oath”). 

We now come to one of the most famous stories in the patriarchal narrative: the sacrifice of Isaac. God comes to Abraham in Genesis 22 and commands him to sacrifice Isaac to him as a burnt offering. Given the narrative build up from Genesis 12 concerning the importance of Abraham having a son, this is an incredibly dramatic point in the narrative. Abraham immediately complies, taking Isaac on the journey to the region of Moriah. Isaac and Abraham go up to the mountaintop alone, and just as Abraham takes the knife and is about to kill his son, the angel of Yahweh stops him, saying “‘Do not stretch out your hand against the boy, and do not do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, as you have not withheld your only son from me’” (Genesis 22:12). God provides a ram to be offered in Isaac’s place, and Yahweh reconfirms his promise to Abraham.

Sarah dies in Hebron at 127 years of age. In order to obtain a place to bury his wife, Abraham approaches the Hittites, among whom he is residing as an alien in Canaan, purchasing from them the cave of Machpelah and the surrounding field – where he will inter Sarah’s body – for 400 shekels of silver.

Abraham then commissions his servant to return to his relatives in Harran and find a wife for his son Isaac, in order that Isaac might not marry a Canaanite woman. When the servant arrives, he stops at a well and prays that the woman he is to choose for Isaac would come out to the well and offer him and his camels a drink. Before he can finish his prayer, Rebekah comes out (the granddaughter of Nahor, Abraham’s brother) and draws water for him and the camels, even offering them a place to stay for the night.

When they arrive at Rebekah’s home, the servant tells her brother, Laban, about his mission and his prayer to God for a sign, which Rebekah fulfilled. “Laban and Bethuel answered saying, ‘The word has gone out from Yahweh; we are not able to speak to you bad or good. Here is Rebekah. Take her and go, and she will be a wife for your lord, just as Yahweh has said’” (Genesis 24:50-51). In the morning, when the servant was preparing to return with Rebekah to Canaan, her brother and mother ask for her to remain for at least 10 days before setting off.

The servant presses them, and the decision is ultimately left up to Rebekah whether she will leave immediately or insist on the traditional ceremonies involved in the betrothal process. Rebekah agrees to leave immediately. When Rebekah and the servant come close to their destination, Isaac sees them at a distance from a field where he was meditating. Their eyes meet in dramatic fashion, and Isaac takes her home to become his wife and comfort him after the death of his mother.

In chapter 25, Abraham dies at 175 years of age, but not before fathering several more children with a new wife, Keturah. After giving gifts to the children of his concubines, he sends them to live in the east, and leaves everything else to Isaac. He and Ishmael bury their father in the cave of Machpelah, where Sarah had been buried.

Rebekah then faces the same problem that Sarah had faced: she could not conceive. Isaac prays to God on her behalf, and she gives birth to twins, Jacob and Esau. Esau, the firstborn, is an outdoorsman and hunter, while Jacob is more of a homebody. Esau comes in from the field one day, absolutely famished, and begs Jacob for some of his stew. Jacob sells him a bowl in exchange for Esau’s birthright (quite an expensive meal!).

Now, you might not believe it, but Isaac falls into the same trap that his father had twice before. There is a famine in Canaan, and Isaac goes to Abimelek, the king of Gerar, and – just as his father did – lies about his wife, Rebekah, saying that she is his sister. This time, Abimelek happens to see Isaac and Rebekah caught in an intimate physical embrace and determines that she is actually his wife. Abimelek is enraged, but after scolding Isaac, he decrees that Isaac should be protected, and they are allowed to stay among the Philistines, where they ultimately become quite wealthy (see a pattern here?).

Eventually, Isaac’s great wealth becomes a problem for the Philistines, who request that he leave. After a brief stay in the valley of Gerar – and some arguments about wells – he moves to Beersheba. God appears to him and promises to bless him; in response, Isaac builds an altar. Abimelek then comes to Isaac and they swear a peace treaty.

Jacob

IF YOU HAVE HEARD OF Jacob and Esau, you have probably heard the story about Jacob stealing his older brother’s blessing away by tricking their father, Isaac. In Genesis 27, Isaac is getting old and is close to death. He instructs Esau to go kill a wild animal and prepare a meal for him from it; Isaac would then bless Esau. Rebekah overhears the conversation and – because she prefers Jacob to Esau – comes up with a plan to trick Isaac into blessing Jacob instead of Esau. She cooks a meal for Isaac and covers Jacob with goat skins in order to make him hairy like his brother.

The ruse works, and Isaac blesses Jacob as the firstborn son. When Esau returns and learns what has happened, he is enraged and plots to kill Jacob after he mourns the death of his father. When Rebekah finds out about this, she sends Jacob away to her brother Laban in Harran to keep him safe, and perhaps to find a wife. Somewhat oddly, in chapter 28, Isaac calls Jacob to himself and blesses him. He then instructs him to take a wife when he goes to Harran.

On his way to Harran, Jacob stops for the night and has a strange dream about a stairway to heaven. In the dream, God affirms – as the God of Abraham and Isaac – that he will extend the promises that he made to his father and grandfather to him. Jacob arrives at Harran and falls in love with Laban’s daughter, Rachel. A deal is struck between Laban and Jacob: Jacob would serve seven years in order to marry Rachel. However, at the end of the seven years, Laban tricks Jacob, giving him Leah (the older sister) instead of Rachel. Laban eventually gives Jacob Rachel as a wife as well, and Jacob works for Laban a further seven years.

Because Jacob loves Rachel more than Leah, God causes Leah to conceive, but not Rachel. This begins a competition of sorts between the two sisters to produce more children for Jacob. Leah bears children, and because Rachel cannot conceive, she (in the same manner as Sarah) gives Jacob her maid, Bilhah, who then gives birth to two sons. Leah does the same, giving Jacob her maidservant Zilpah, who also bears sons. Leah gives birth to more children, and God finally allows Rachel herself to bear a son: Joseph.

After Joseph’s birth, Jacob seeks to leave Laban and return to Canaan. As payment for his work, Jacob proposes that he take Laban’s flocks out to pasture, and all of the spotted or speckled animals that return with him are to be his. Jacob, of course, does not leave this process to chance, and works a form of sympathetic magic (magic involving symbolic associations between objects), strategically growing his flock in size and strength. “So the man became very, very wealthy, and he had great flocks, and female and male slaves, and camels, and donkeys” (Genesis 30:43).

This does not sit well with Laban. God commands Jacob to leave for home. After loading up his family and possessions, Jacob leaves, but as they depart, Rachel steals some household idols from Laban. Laban learns of their departure and chases after them. Before Laban reaches them, God comes to him in a dream and warns him not to harm Jacob. When Laban overtakes Jacob, he accuses him of fleeing and stealing his household gods. As Jacob knows nothing about Rachel’s actions, he denies having stolen them. When Laban checks the tents, Rachel pretends to be menstruating, so that she can stay seated on the camel’s saddle, where she had hidden the idols. 

Having not found the idols, Jacob and Laban argue, ultimately swearing an oath to one another using a heap of stones. Laban declares, “‘This heap is a witness, as is the pillar, that I will not cross over to you past this heap, and you will not cross over to me past this heap and this pillar for evil’” (Genesis 31:52). The next morning Jacob and Laban depart from one another.

On the journey back, Jacob sends messengers ahead to his brother Esau, who return and inform Jacob that Esau is coming out to meet him. Fearful for his safety, he divides his company into two groups, ensuring that at least one group would remain safe. As he approaches Esau, he sends gifts ahead of him, instructing the messengers to say that he will be along shortly.

That night, after Jacob sends the rest of his party across the river, “a man wrestled with him until the break of day” (Genesis 32:24b). This divine being changes his name from Jacob to Israel, “‘because you contended with God and with men and you overcame’” (Genesis 32:28b). This rather enigmatic passage ends with Jacob limping, having had his hip injured, which explains why “the children of Israel do not eat the socket of the hip joint” (Genesis 32:32a). 

Finally, the moment arrives when Jacob is confronted by Esau. Much to his surprise, Esau is elated to see him. He attempts to return all of the gifts that Jacob had sent ahead to him, but Jacob insists that he keep them, and Esau eventually relents. Jacob tells Esau that he must move slowly with his young flock and that Esau should go ahead of him back to Seir. Jacob ultimately makes it back to Canaan, to the city of Shechem, but camps outside of it. He purchases land and builds an altar to God.

We then read the story of Jacob’s daughter Dinah, who is raped by Shechem, the son of Hamor the Hivite. Shechem then tells his father Hamor to get Dinah for him as a wife. Dinah’s brothers are incensed, but Hamor pleads with them to intermarry with his people and to settle among them. The brothers seek revenge and trick the people of the city into being circumcised. While they recover from their circumcisions, Simeon and Levi (two of Jacob’s sons) kill all the men of the city. Jacob scolds Simeon and Levi for bringing potential retribution upon them from the Canaanites and Perizzites living in the land.

God then commands Jacob to go to Bethel and build an altar. Jacob removes all of the foreign gods from his household that were brought from Harran, then sets out for Bethel and builds the altar. After leaving Bethel, Rachel dies giving birth to her son, whom she names Ben-Oni (“son of my trouble”) as she dies. Jacob, however, calls him Benjamin (“son of the right hand”). Rachel is buried between Bethel and Ephrath. They then move to just beyond Migdal Eder, and Reuben sleeps with Bilhah, Jacob’s concubine. Finally, they arrive back at Hebron. Isaac then dies, and Jacob and Esau bury him.

Joseph

THE NARRATIVE THEN turns to Joseph, Jacob’s favorite son. His brothers’ jealousy, coupled with Joseph’s dreams about ruling over his family, cause his brothers to plot his murder. Joseph goes to see how his brothers are doing as they are tending the flocks, and upon his arrival, they throw him into a pit. Although there are different versions of the story in Genesis 37, each one ends with Joseph being sold into slavery in Egypt.

Genesis 38 interrupts the story of Joseph in Egypt to describe the life of one of his brothers, Judah. Judah marries a Canaanite woman who bears him three sons: Er, Onan, and Shelah. Er marries a woman named Tamar, but because of some wicked behavior, God kills him. Judah instructs Onan to sleep with his brother’s wife to ensure his dead brother’s name gets passed on. However, whenever Onan has sex with her, he ejaculates on the ground. Because of this wicked act, God also kills him.

Judah promises Tamar his third son, Shelah, but asks her to wait some time so that Shelah can grow up. Secretly, however, he fears that God will kill Shelah as he did his first two sons and so he delays giving Shelah to Tamar. Tamar gets tired of waiting and pretends to be a prostitute so that Judah will sleep with her. He does, and Tamar becomes pregnant and gives birth to twins.

After this interlude, the story returns to Joseph, who is sold to Potiphar, one of the Pharaoh’s officials. God blesses Joseph while he is there and he gains Potiphar’s favor. However, Potiphar’s wife attempts to sleep with him, and when Joseph refuses, she accuses him of trying to rape her. As a result, Potiphar throws Joseph in prison. While in prison, he meets a baker and a cupbearer, who each have dreams that Joseph correctly interprets. He reveals that, according to the dreams, the cupbearer will be restored to his former position, but the baker will be executed. This, of course, is what happens.

Two years later, the Pharaoh himself has a dream, and the cupbearer remembers that there is a man in prison that can interpret dreams. The Pharaoh calls for Joseph, who interprets the dream, telling him that there will be seven years of plenty followed by seven years of famine. Thus, the Pharaoh should store up grain during the first seven years in order to prepare for the years of famine. The Pharaoh is so impressed that he elevates Joseph to a high administrative position to oversee the collection and storage of the food. Joseph is 30 years old and is given a wife by the Pharaoh, who bears him two sons: Manasseh and Ephraim. After the seven years of plenty, the famine strikes the land, and people from all over the world come to Egypt to get food to survive.

Jacob, still in Canaan, sends his sons to go get grain from Egypt. When they arrive, Joseph recognizes them, but they fail to recognize him. Keeping his identity a secret, he accuses them of being spies. They deny it and say that their family – including their youngest brother – is back in Canaan. Joseph demands that they bring their youngest brother (Benjamin) to Egypt; he will keep one brother in prison while the others go and get Benjamin in order to verify their story.

After the brothers return to Canaan, Jacob refuses to let Benjamin go, fearing he will die like Joseph did. Ultimately, however, he relents, and sends the brothers back with Benjamin, along with precious gifts. When they arrive, after having a meal with Joseph, they are provided with grain; however, a silver cup is hidden in Benjamin’s grain sack at Joseph’s request. As the brothers make their way back to Canaan, Joseph sends his steward to stop and search their bags, knowing that the cup will be found in Benjamin’s bag. They are brought back to Joseph, accused of stealing the cup, and this time Joseph demands to see their father, saying that he will keep Benjamin hostage until he arrives. 

The brothers plead with him to not do this, and finally Joseph can no longer hold out. He reveals himself to them, and they all embrace. The Pharaoh instructs Joseph to have his family come down to Egypt to live. The brothers return home and they all, including Jacob, make their way down to Egypt. Along the way, at Beersheba, Jacob offers sacrifices to God. As the family approaches Goshen in Egypt, Joseph races out to meet them and embraces his father. The family then settles in Egypt.

The famine continues to worsen, and eventually Egypt itself runs out of food. The Egyptians come to Joseph and sell all that they have to him in order for him to sell it and buy food with the proceeds. Eventually, they have to sell themselves as slaves, along with their land, to Joseph. However, Joseph is able to sustain the people.

Jacob lives in Egypt for 17 years, until the age of 147. Before he dies, he makes his sons promise to bury him with his fathers in Canaan. When Jacob falls ill, Joseph brings his two sons to him to be blessed by their grandfather. Genesis 48 and 49 are mostly taken up with Jacob blessing Joseph’s two sons, along with Joseph and his brothers. Finally, Jacob dies, and Joseph and his brothers take him back to Canaan and bury him in the cave of Machpelah.

Fearing that Joseph will now seek retribution against them, his brothers plead for mercy. Joseph, however, reassures them that he holds no grudge. They all live in Egypt, where Joseph dies at 110 years of age. He is embalmed and buried in Egypt as the book of Genesis ends.

The Exodus from Egypt

FOLLOWING THE DEATH of Joseph and his family, the Israelite population increases in Egypt. However, the memory of who Joseph and his family were is lost on the new Pharaoh, and he enslaves the Israelites, fearing that they might side with an enemy if Egypt is attacked. Under the oppression of slavery, the Israelites multiply even more. Thus, Pharaoh implements a new policy: the midwives are to kill all the newborn Hebrew males. When the midwives fail to carry out their responsibility, the Pharaoh gives a blanket order to the Egyptians to kill all Hebrew newborn males.

A couple from the tribe of Levi then have a son; his mother hides him for three months, eventually placing him in a reed basket and setting him adrift on the Nile. He floats down the river to where the Pharaoh’s daughter is bathing, and she takes the child and adopts him, naming him Moses. Moses’s sister, meanwhile, is secretly watching all of this transpire and suggests – at precisely the opportune moment – that she bring a Hebrew woman in to serve as a wet nurse. The Pharaoh’s daughter agrees, and his sister goes and gets her mother, who comes and nurses him (and is even paid for her efforts!).

When Moses grows up, he sees an Egyptian beating an Israelite. Moses kills the Egyptian and hides his body. He then flees from Egypt out of fear and goes to live in Midian, where he marries Zipporah. While he is living outside of Egypt, the Pharaoh dies, and God determines that it is now time to bring his people out of Egypt.

God appears to Moses in the form of a burning bush and instructs him to go down to Egypt and lead the people out. Moses protests, but God insists, ultimately allowing Moses to bring along his brother, Aaron. God promises that the people will listen, and that – after some miraculous persuasion – the Pharaoh will also relent and let the people go.

Fearing that the people will not believe him, God gives Moses supernatural aids, including a staff that will turn into a snake, the ability to turn his own hand leprous, and the ability to turn the water of the Nile into blood. Moses returns to his father-in-law and states his plans. On the way back to Egypt, we see an interesting episode where God plans to kill Moses. However, his wife Zipporah circumcises their son and Yahweh relents. Moses and Aaron arrive in Egypt and speak to the Israelite elders, performing the supernatural signs for the people, who then believe their message.

Moses and Aaron go to Pharaoh and deliver God’s message. Pharaoh refuses to release the people, and instead orders that straw no longer be provided for making bricks, making the Israelites’ jobs even harder. The people complain to Moses and Aaron about what they have brought on them. Moses then laments to God, which sets in motion the acts of God against the Pharaoh. Aaron performs the sign of changing his staff into a snake; Pharaoh responds by summoning his own sorcerers, who perform the same thing. However, Aaron’s staff swallows the staffs of the sorcerers. Nevertheless, Pharaoh continues to refuse to let the people go. Moses and Aaron then turn the Nile river to blood; yet again, the Egyptian sorcerers are able to perform this miracle, and again Pharaoh does not budge.

God then sends plagues of frogs, gnats, and flies. He causes the Egyptian livestock to get sick and die, and causes boils to break out upon all the people and animals. He sends hail, which strikes everywhere but Goshen, where the Israelites live. He brings locusts, a plague of darkness, and finally the death of all the firstborn children of Egypt. Only those who put the blood of the Passover lamb on their doorposts and lintel live.

The final plague causes Pharaoh to relent, and he orders the Israelites to leave Egypt. The Israelites ask the Egyptians for goods to take with them on their way, and God causes the Egyptians to respond favorably. “Now the residence of the children of Israel when they resided in Egypt was 430 years. And it came to pass at the end of the 430 years that – on that very day – all





























Wandering the Wilderness



























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Atheist
Handbook
to the

Lestament

Volume 1 Joshua Bowen





d2d_images/image012.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image015.png
]





d2d_images/scene_break.png





