A Summary of Biblical Books for Year 3

Lamentations of Jeremiah

Lamentations is a short book but a hard one to read.  It’s hard not because it’s complicated or has difficult vocabulary.  It’s hard because of the subject matter.  Lamentations contains the sad songs that recall the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 587 BC.  Tradition has it that Jeremiah wrote Lamentations.  This is unlikely, but since he wrote laments elsewhere and because he lived through the terrible events, the book is often attributed to him.  They express the sorrow of a nation.  Because of the beauty of the poetry, this book has attracted the attention of musicians and artists.

Ezekiel

Ezekiel is one of the major prophets.  Like Jeremiah, he lived through the destruction of Jerusalem, though he was living 1,000 miles away when the city fell to the Babylonians.  Ezekiel was already in Babylon.  A temple priest, he was exiled 10 years before the final destruction of the Holy City.  Many of Ezekiel’s visions are quite strange.  He’s the one who gives us the four images – human, lion, ox, and eagle – that became the Gospel writers’ symbols.  The spiritual that begins, “Ezekiel saw the wheel, way up in the middle of the air. . .” records one of the visions.  Another is the famous vision of the Valley of the Dry Bones – “Dem bones gonna rise again.”
Leviticus

Very few people read Leviticus.  It’s the book that usually brings folks to a grinding halt if they decide to read the Bible straight through.  But it is a very important book in the Old Testament.  It describes the various types of sacrifice that priests should offer.  It outlines the kosher diet.  It gives a guide to the various Hebrew holy days.  And it lays out Israel’s legal system.  We’ll read the so-called “Holiness Code”.

Genesis

We looked at Genesis in year one of this class.  All we are going to read this year are the creation stories at the very beginning of the book to see how different they are from one another.

Second Isaiah

We read the first 39 chapters of Isaiah last year.  This year, we move on to Isaiah 40-55, what scholars call Second Isaiah.  Second Isaiah declares the end of God’s wrath and the promise of return from exile in Babylon.  Among the most powerful passages are what are known as the Servant Songs, which we’ll read.
Ezra and Nehemiah

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah were once a single book called Ezra.  Christian scholars in the third and fourth centuries A.D. separated the books based on the two different protagonists.  The books talk about the return from Exile in Babylon, the building of the Second Temple, the problem Samaritans (yes, this is where the problems started that we read about in the Gospels), and other stories about the Jews who returned after their sojourn.

Haggai

The prophet Haggai lived during the Persian period shortly after the first group of Jewish exiles returned to Jerusalem.  His main focus is to encourage the exiles to rebuild the Jerusalem Temple.  Haggai 1:4-8 is often used by preachers when they kick off church restoration campaigns.  You’ll see why!

Zechariah

Zechariah was a contemporary of Haggai and, like him, encouraged people to rebuild the Temple.  He also saw a day when Davidic kings would rule over Israel.  His prophecies figure in the development of Messianic expectations and are quoted or cited in the New Testament.
Third Isaiah

Some scholars believe, because of differences in vocabulary and outlook, that Isaiah 56-66 were written by a third author in the fifth century BC after the exiles have returned to Jerusalem.  No one knows for sure, but we’ll adopt this belief for the purposes of this course.
Obadiah

The shortest book in the Hebrew Bible – only 21 verses long!  Hard to understand what this book is about, but Obadiah is clearly angry with Edom, Judah’s neighbor to the south.  

Malachi

Malachi seems to have lived in Jerusalem during the early 5th century BC.  He points to a future Day of the Lord (where have we heard that before?) where those who are guilty of sin and unfaithfulness to God will be punished.  Malachi predicts that Elijah will return to earth to prepare for God’s coming.  Early Christians saw John the Baptist as the fulfillment of this prophecy.  Jews invite Elijah to Passover meals, setting a place for him, in order to hasten the Messiah’s coming.

Joel  

It’s Joel we usually hear in the first lesson appointed for Ash Wednesday as he calls people to fasting and repentance.  Joel gives no real clues as to when his book was written.  Dates range from the ninth to the fifth century BC.  We read him here, although his message is really timeless.
Psalms  

The book of Psalms is a book of beautiful religious hymns.  We have the words, but not the music, although people have put the psalms to music of all kinds – every from Gregorian chant, to Anglican chant, to Leonard Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms.  We’ll examine the various types of psalms, their structure, and a little about how Hebrew poetry works.

Wisdom Literature: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job

“Wisdom literature” is a category that scholar use for the three books listed above, but the phrase is only partially useful.  What “Wisdom literature” does is to search for order or truth among life’s mysteries: why are we here?  How do we make the most of our lives?  Why don’t things always go according to plan?
Jonah

It’s all about the whale, right?   Well, not really, although that’s the part of the story everyone remembers from this book.  The book recounts the trials and tribulations of a prophet sent to do something he doesn’t want to do, and what happens when he finally does it.

Esther

If you’ve heard about the Jewish festival of Purim, you know something about the Book of Esther.  This is a story about the difficulties of life in Exile for the Jews.  It has become a very important story for the Jews who have experienced persecution for centuries.  Interestingly, God is never mentioned in Esther.

Daniel

This book contains some of the Bible’s most famous and amazing adventures.  The stories were written to encourage people persecuted for practicing their religion.  You’ll recognize some of the stories from church school, and will be wowed by some of the visions.  Where’s Industrial Light and Magic when we need them?

I Maccabees

 This book comes from the Apocrypha, what one writer has called the “bridge between the Testaments.”  It fills in the gaps in Jewish history.  Alexander the Great started things off, and – for the Jews anyway – things went downhill from there.
What we won’t get to:

Nahum – one of the most violent books of the Hebrew Bible

Song of Songs – because it would make me blush to teach it to you!
