Meeting the Old Testament

[image: image1.wmf]
נביאים וכתובים  תורה
A project by 10-13 year olds 

St John the Baptist Anglican Church, Northcote

S  We have been doing a project on ‘Meeting the Old Testament’.
    We began by learning about the Jewish Bible, which is the same as the Old Testament in the Christian Bible, except for the order of some of the books.  The Jewish Bible was written hundreds of years before the Christian New Testament. It was the Bible that Jesus used because he was a Jew. 
 The Jewish Bible is also called the Hebrew Bible because it was written in Hebrew. 

C  The 39 books of the Jewish Bible are divided into three main divisions: the Law, the Prophets and the Writings.  The Hebrew names for Law, Prophets and Writings are Torah, Nevi’im v’Kethuvim.  Tanak is another name used for the Jewish Bible.  Tanak is made up of the first letters of those three Hebrew words – T for Torah., N for Nevi’im and K for Kethuvim; two vowels were added to make it a word that can be pronounced – Tanak.  .  This is what the three words look like in Hebrew.  Hebrew is written from right to left – Torah, Nevi’im and Kethuvim. 
N  We then looked at examples of the books in the three divisions, and started with the Torah, which is the first five books of the Bible.  The word Torah is translated ‘law’ in English, but it means how God’s people should live; it is not only laws as we tend to think of them.  There are some laws like that.  We read Leviticus 24:17-18, which sets out the punishment for anyone who kills someone or who kills another person’s animal.
S   We looked at examples of the other kinds of ‘laws’.  Leviticus 11:1-8 is about the kinds of animals which were all right for the Israelites to eat, that is, those that both chewed the cud and had cloven feet.
 In the next chapter, Leviticus 12:7b-8 explains how a woman must make an offering after she has given birth to a baby.  If she couldn’t afford a lamb she could bring two doves or two pigeons.  We then read Luke 2:22-24 in the New Testament, and found that when Mary brought the baby Jesus to offer him to God she gave two doves, which tells us that Joseph and Mary were not well off. 
 We read the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:1-7.  They include both kinds of laws – three that bring a punishment if they are broken (murder, adultery and stealing), and the other seven that are about how the people of Israel should behave towards God and towards other people.

C   We then read the two laws that the Gospels tell us are the most important ones in the Old Testament: Deuteronomy 6:4-6, which includes the words ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.’  The other law is in Leviticus 19:18: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’  We looked up the Gospel story in Luke 10:25-29, where these two laws are quoted.

 The last passage in the Torah we read was Leviticus 19:9-10, which gives an example of ‘loving one’s neighbour’ – how when farmers are harvesting their crops they should leave the grain at the edges of the fields for poor people and foreigners to gather.

N   In the Prophets, the second division of the Hebrew Bible, we heard about two prophets: Amos and Jeremiah. Amos is called a Minor Prophet, not because he is less important, but because he is one of the 12 prophets whose books were short, and they all fitted on to one scroll.  The Book of Jeremiah is much longer, and so Jeremiah is called a Major Prophet.
 The Israelite prophets were people who believed that they were called by God to speak out, especially when God’s commands were not being obeyed.  They were often unpopular because people didn’t want to hear what they were saying.
S  Amos lived in the 8th century BCE, that is, Before the Common Era.  He was a shepherd who lived in Judah, a kingdom in the southern part of the country.  He travelled to the Northern kingdom and stood in the market place.  He criticised the market traders and the wealthy people who lived a life of luxury and didn’t care about the poor people.  We read Amos 8:4-7: This is what it says: ‘Listen to this, you that trample on the needy and try to destroy the poor of the country.  You say to yourselves, “We can hardly wait for the holy days to be over so that we can sell our grain.  When will the Sabbath end, so that we can start selling again?  Then we can over-charge, use false measures, and fix the scales to cheat our customers.  We can sell worthless wheat at a high price.  We’ll find a poor man who can’t pay his debts, not even the price of a pair of sandals, and we’ll buy him as a slave.’. .  We decided that Amos might say the same things if he came here today!

C  Jeremiah lived in the 7th century BCE, about a hundred years after Amos.  

 We read Jeremiah 7:1-7, part of ‘Jeremiah’s Temple Sermon’.  It includes these words: ‘The Lord sent me to the gate of the Temple where the people of Judah went in to worship.  He told me to stand there and announce what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel had to say to them: “Change the way you are living and the things you are doing, and I will let you go on living here.  Stop believing those deceitful words, “We are safe!  This is the Lord’s Temple, this is the Lord’s Temple, this is the Lord’s Temple.”. .   Jeremiah accused the people of claiming that they were safe because they worshipped God, but that would not save them unless they changed the way they were living. 

 Jeremiah was unpopular because people did not want to hear what he was saying – that the kingdom of Judah would be conquered by the Babylonians because of their sins.  He was persecuted, and once he was thrown into a pit to die.  We read Jeremiah 38:6-13a, which tells of this incident and how Jeremiah was rescued by an African man. 
N  The final section of the Hebrew Bible is called the Writings.  It is made up of a collection of very different kinds of writings, most of which were written after the Torah and the Prophets had been closed.  
    One of the Writings is the Psalms, which would have been sung in worship, probably in the Temple in Jerusalem.  There are 150 of them, divided into five books, like our hymn books. We read the last verse in each of the books: Psalms 41, 72, 89, 106 and 150.  We found that each book ended with a similar verse of praise to God; for example, in Psalm 41:  ‘Praise the Lord, the God of Israel!  Praise him now and forever!  Amen!  Amen!’. . .  And the last Psalm – 150 – is a whole Psalm of praise; every verse starts with praise to God.  From this we can see that great care was taken when the Psalms were collected to be part of the Jewish Bible.  
    The Psalms became a very important book for Christians.  We found an example of the way Christians use the Psalms when we read Psalm 23 – ‘The Lord is my shepherd’ – and then read the Christian hymn – ‘The Lord’s my shepherd’.

 S  We then looked at a very different kind of writing: the Book of Daniel.  It was probably the last book in the Old Testament to be written.  It is thought that it was a code book, written at a time when a foreign ruler ordered all his subjects to worship the image he had set up, or face death.  It is a story about faithful Jews living in a foreign country, and refusing to worship any god other than the God of Israel.   We read the story, in Daniel 3, of the three young men who were thrown into a burning fiery furnace, and in Daniel 6, of Daniel being thrown into a den of lions.  This book was probably written to help Jews who were being persecuted to remain faithful to their religion.
 There is a long gap between the Old Testament and the New Testament – about 200 years, but the religion of the Jewish people didn’t stop developing.  For example, there are no Pharisees or Sadducees in the Old Testament, and no belief in a resurrection of the body, and no belief in a devil, but they are all in Judaism and Christianity in the first century CE,

C   In the last part of our project we looked at a time-line of the Christian Bible, and found what a long time the Old Testament covered compared with the New Testament.  Each number represents a hundred years.  Our time-line includes only the people – on this side of the line, and the writings – on this side, which we have been learning about.  
 The history of the people of Israel begins with Abraham, probably in the 17th century BCE.  Abraham’s story is found in Genesis 12-23.  The people were called Hebrews in those days, and they were nomads.  They moved round the Fertile Crescent, which we looked at on a map, from Mesopotamia (in the area of modern Iraq) to Canaan, where God made a promise to Abraham.  We read about the promise in Genesis 13:14-17; it includes these words: ‘After Lot had left, the Lord said to Abram, “From where you are, look carefully in all directions.  I am going to give you and your descendants all the land that you see, and it will be yours forever”.’  That is why the land where the Israelis and the Palestinians live today is called the Promised Land.  
N  Moses lived about 400 years after Abraham.  The Hebrews had migrated to Egypt when there was a famine in Canaan, and one of the Egyptian Pharaohs made them slaves.  We read Exodus 3:7-8a and 10-12 – God’s call to Moses to lead his people out of Egypt and to the land that had been promised to Abraham.  Their escape from slavery is called the Exodus.  It was during a long period in the wilderness that a covenant was made at Mount Sinai; the people were to be God’s people and he would be their God.  It was round about this time that the people came to be called Israelites, a name with religious meaning.

S  Another important person in Old Testament history was David, the shepherd boy who became a king, in the 10th century.   We read 1 Samuel 16:11-13, the account of David being anointed king.  We also read Psalm 132:11-12 in which the psalmist reminds God that he had promised that one of David’s descendants would be king for ever.  Hundreds of years later, when they no longer had a king they looked to the future for the coming of a Messiah, a king who would be a descendant of David.  In Matthew 1:1 we read: ‘This is the list of the ancestors of Jesus Christ, a descendant of David, who was a descendant of Abraham.’
 Two centuries after David, the prophet Amos lived, and a century after him Jeremiah warned the people of Judah that they would be conquered by the Babylonians unless they changed the way they were living.  They took no notice of what he was saying, and in the 6th century the Babylonian army destroyed the city of Jerusalem and the Temple and took most of the leading people of Judah into exile, and they were not allowed to return for 50 years. It was from this time that the Israelites also came to be called Jews, because the people in exile were from Judah.

C  On the other side of the time-line there are the approximate dates when the biblical books came to be written down.  For about a thousand years the people of Israel passed on their stories and laws by word of mouth, but gradually they began to write things down, though the prophets still did all their teaching by speaking.  That is why their teaching is called ‘oracles’, from the Latin word for ‘mouth’.

 When the Jews were in exile in Babylon they decided it was important to write down the laws and the prophets’ teachings.   About 400 BCE they said that the five books in the Torah were not to be changed, so the Torah became sacred writing – scripture.  About 200 BCE the books of the three Major and 12 Minor Prophets also became scripture.  
N  The third section – the Writings – was not said to be scripture until about 100CE, that is AD100, so in the first century both Judaism and Christianity had a Bible which consisted of only the Law and the Prophets.  One main difference was that the Christian Church used a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible which had been made by Jewish scholars living in Egypt, because Greek was the common language in the countries round the Mediterranean.  This translation is called the Septuagint, which means 70, and is often referred to by the Roman numerals for 70: LXX.
 At the end of the project we were asked to write down one or two things that had surprised us.  Christina wrote: 

C  I found it interesting that the Old Testament books had been divided in sections – the Law the Prophets and the Writings.  
I was intrigued by reading from right to left in Hebrew; I thought it must be hard to do if you weren’t used to it.  
I was fascinated that Moses lived till he was 120, and that he had so much written about him
Nathan wrote:

N  What surprised me about the Old Testament is how it’s got so many stories and how long it is, and I found it difficult sometimes finding the stories.  
What I found interesting is how the miracles of God happened.  
Also using BCE – Before the Common Era – for BC.  
It was also interesting that the Psalms are written like poems. . . 
Stanton wrote:

S  What I found interesting is how the Jews worshipped God even though they were being persecuted.  
I was also interested that Moses died on the mountain, and couldn’t go into the Promised Land.  I was surprised was that there is no devil in the Old Testament; so we don’t know if it’s true or not.

 The Old Testament is such a large book, or rather 39 books, covering more than a thousand years, so we have been able to learn about only some aspects of it.  There is a lot for us to learn in the future, but this has been a start.  
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