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4. PENTATEUCHAL NARRATIVE STRATEGIES: A LARGE-SCALE EFFECT

Against this background, let me now illustrate briefly just one large-scale effect of reading the
Pentateuch as narrative. There would be others, at least one of which we shall have opportunity to
explore in our final session; but here I wish to offer a few remarks about the effects of narrative reading
on one of the most troublesome questions in biblical understanding, namely, the relevance of the Old
Testament or Mosaic law to the Christian. My specific purpose is to demonstrate that what we have been
discussing goes far beyond literary aesthetics and readerly enjoyment. Whether and how we read the
Pentateuch as narrative has enormous interpretive value with equally large theological and practical
effects. In the same breath, let me underscore that narrative concerns are not the whole picture, but one
important aspect of the question of the Law and the Christian.

Of course, the question of the Christian’s relationship to the Old Testament law is complicated
by the apparent ambivalence of the New Testament on the matter, the writers of which sometimes seem
unable to make up their minds. There are, for example, many apparently negative or disparaging
comments which seem to highlight the discontinuity of the law and the New Testament (e.g., Jn 1:17;
Rom 3:19-20; 6:14; 10:4; 14:14; 1 Cor 6:12; 9:20-21; 2 Cor 3; Gal 3-5, esp. 3:23-25; 5:1; Eph 2:15; Phil
3:9; portions of Hebrews: 7:18-19; 8:13; 10:9). These are balanced or even countered, it would seem,
with an almost equally impressive list of apparently positive verses highlighting the continuity between
the Old Covenant law and the New Testament (e.g., Matt 5:17-20; 22:34-40; Lk 16:17; Rom 3:31; 7:10-
14,22,25; 8:3-4; 13:8-10; 1 Cor 7:19; 9:9; 2 Cor 8:15; Gal 5:14; Eph 6:2; 2 Tim 3:16-17; frequent use in
Hebrews to substantiate key points).

The best place to begin responding to this question is from within the Old Testament itself
where, perhaps surprisingly, this apparent ambivalence already exists. There is the obviously positive
assessment, on the one hand: torah, is itself a perfectly fine and positive word, meaning “instruction” or
“guidance” (nothing approaching the modern burdensome connotation of ‘law’); and, of course, clearly
many Old Testament passages sing the praises of torah (e.g., Deut 4:1, 8, 40; 5:28-33; 6:1-3; 10:13;
32:47; Pss 1; 19; 119:2, 24, 29, 32, 35, 45, 47-48, 54, 72, 77, 93, 97, 103, 111, 129, 164, 167;  Neh 8). But
the Old Testament is not without its negative, or at least qualified, assessment of the law given at Sinai;
in fact, one gets the overall impression from reading the Old Testament that something in the
arrangement at Sinai did not work out so well: (1) It failed to restore the blessing lost in the fall and
promised through Abraham as intended, so that another covenant is needed, and of a fundamentally
different sort (cf. Deut 29-30; Jer 31:31-34), raising the question: If this one was so wonderful, why
should another be needed? (2) The Old Testament, even the Pentateuch itself, appears to judge the Sinai
Covenant a failure of sorts with weaknesses of some kind. There are early hints of this already in the
Pentateuch, and repeated reminders later, that God’s true intention from the start was for a relationship
based on simple faith and obedience from the heart, not law-keeping, or at least not of a merely external
kind (e.g., Gen. 26:5; Exod 3:12; 19:5; cf. 1 Sam 15:22; Isa 1:10ff.; Jer 7:22-23; Hos 6:6; Amos 5:21-24;
Mic 6:1-8; Pss 40; 51). (3) There are Pentateuchal indications of another Mediator-Prophet coming, one
like Moses but superior to him (Deut 18; 34), suggesting that God’s word through Moses would not be
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the last word. And (4) in certain places it even appears that the law at Sinai is explicitly judged
unfavorably (e.g., Exod 34:10; Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 20:21-26, esp. v. 25).

We cannot resolve all the issues here, but at least we can appreciate how various attempts have
arisen over the centuries to address the difficulties–from Marcionism’s radical discontinuity with its
complete dismissal of the Old Testament, including the God of the Old Testament; to Lutheranism’s
polarizing of law and gospel, the former’s principal if not exclusive role being to point out and condemn
sin and thereby drive a person to Christ; to the classical tripartizing of the law in moral, civil, and
ceremonial categories, with only the former continuing in any normative way; to dispensationalism’s
contrived dichotomizing of Israel and the Church, parceling out the Scriptures accordingly (this for
Israel, that for the Church). In my judgment, none of these approaches offers a satisfactory solution to the
problem. In some cases the proposal actually falters on a reading failure–a failure to read the Pentateuch
properly as narrative.

I am referring specifically to the differentiation we developed earlier between text and event,
word and world, thought and thing. Remember the apple and Abraham! Getting right to the point, there is
a world of interpretive difference between the law at Sinai (event) and the Pentateuch as Scripture (text),
and between the recipients of the law given at Sinai and readers of the story about that law. This should
be easy enough to clarify: To whom was the law given at Sinai? Obviously, to the redeemed people of
Israel having just exited Egypt (so Exod 1-18 => 19ff.). These are the addressees within the Pentateuch.
But for whom was the canonical Pentateuch as Scripture intended? Just as obviously, for readers–
readers clearly later than Moses, readers able to understand why that arrangement (the one at Sinai) was
but for a time, anticipating a new covenantal arrangement to which the Pentateuch and the Prophets
looked forward. The dominance of legal material in the Sinai pericope (Exod 19–Lev 27) does not alter
the fact that the law itself is narratively framed and inset as a constituent part of a larger story. The
Pentateuch, in other words, is not a legal document per se, but a story in large part about such a
document, its one-time enactment, and its intrinsic shortcomings. There is a difference between
addressees within a story (remember Noah and the ark) and intended readers of a story. It seems that we
have little trouble comprehending that God’s instructions to Noah are part of a story written for readers,
they are not God’s instructions to readers to go and do likewise. When it comes to the story of Sinai and
God’s instructions to Israel there and then, however, we suddenly forget that we are reading a story about
them and begin to think that these instructions are addressed directly to us, a collection of laws intended
to guide the daily life of readers. This is a reading problem, but one regularly missed in the discussions
on this issue.

Let me get right to my conclusion. The author of the Pentateuch is not necessarily saying to the
reader, “See these laws? Go now and obey them,” although that is certainly what God was saying to the
generation who heard them. Rather, the Pentateuchal author is saying something like, “Read this story
about these laws, the God who gave them, and the people who received them, and discern the story line
with its intended message, including why such an arrangement did not work.” To ask, for example, why
certain animals were declared clean and certain animals unclean, certain foods permitted and others
prohibited (Lev 11), and to ask further whether we are to follow the same dietary regulations is to ask an
entirely wrong set of questions. The right question is: What meaning relative to worship and holiness is
the author weaving around such elements in the fabric of his narrative, and why is it important for us to
understand these in light of the larger story? In this regard, the meaning/message of the book is
authoritative for us, but that meaning/message may not be the same as a particular addressee-specific law
that forms part of the story. There is a difference, we could say, between revelatory meaning and
regulatory manifestation–between the theology that is being taught and the specific application of that
theology for a certain time, place, and people. It is entirely possible that in the end God’s people in Christ
will not be under the law in the sense that the nation at Sinai was under the law, but will be under what
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the Pentateuch means to teach, i.e., its intended message. In other words, the New Testament statement
that Christians are “not under the law” (qua law, or law per se) should not be understood to mean that
Christians are not under the Old Testament as Scripture. The discontinuity of Old Covenant / New
Covenant is not the same as a discontinuity of Old Testament / New Testament. Living under the old
covenant is not the same as living under the Old Testament, and rendering the Old Ccovenant obsolete
(Hebrews) is not the same as rendering the Old Testament obsolete! The Pentateuch is sacred text,
Scripture, Torah–as instructive for God’s people as Romans or Ephesians or James. Read properly–
attending to the meaning/message bound up in the narrative–it will be a delight, sweeter than honey and
drippings of the honeycomb (Pss 1; 19).

This discussion invites many questions: If the Pentateuch is not saying to its readers “Do all
these laws,” what exactly is it saying, what is its revelatory and abiding word (its message), what is the
will of God it declares for our obedient response, and how does one go about determining such things? 
We are only pointing in the direction of an answer, we are not supplying the answer. The joy will be in
the journey as we begin to think more clearly about what the Pentateuch is and how to read it. It might
even turn out that this will be a key focus in our seminar one year from now where we may have
opportunity to pursue the rest of the story.

5. CONCLUSION: READING THE PENTATEUCHAL NARRATIVE IN CONTEXT

Interpreting narrative, like interpreting any genre or part thereof, depends in considerable
measure on the larger context or environment within which one reads a given account. That each part of a
narrative derives its meaning from its place within the whole seems self-evident at the level of
composition. The Balaam story reported in Numbers 22-25, for example, depends for its meaning and
significance in the plot upon its location relative to what has preceded and what will yet follow in the
Pentateuchal story. One can understand the details of these chapters properly only within their context.
The same could be said for the Noah narrative of Genesis 6-9, the exodus story of Exodus 1-18, the
sacrificial offerings discussion of Leviticus 1-7, and so on. This much is self-evident and should require
no argumentation. I would hope that anyone in this room will understand these things and that Scripture
grab-bagging, of the sort that plucks a story from its authored context, is irreverent, unethical, and reason
for repentance; for it cares more about our agendas than about listening submissively to God’s.

The more difficult issue arises when we raise the question of interpretive context for the
composition as a whole–or, in other words, context at the level of canon. How, for example, should one
interpret the Pentateuch in light of the interpretive commentary given it in the rest of the canon? With the
walls of historical criticism finally crumbling, we are now free to ask such questions. Indeed, we must
ask these questions, that is, unless we are willing to disregard the inspired commentary itself on force of
a misguided hermeneutic now exposed at long last for what it is. The only reasons I can think of for not
letting the rest of Scripture inform our interpretation of the Pentateuch depend on flawed presuppositions
about how the Bible relates to itself, yielding a resultant methodology that self-evidently favors the
hermeneutical constructs of post-Enlightenment scholarship over those of God himself. If God interprets
his own Sacred Scripture in a certain way, only arrogance would proceed in any other way. In short, the
Pentateuch fixes and articulates the thematic story line of the Bible, which the Historical and Prophetic
books focus and elucidate, which the Psalms and Wisdom books further and anticipate, which the New
Testament fulfills and culminates–each division a divine commentary of sorts upon the one(s) that
precede.

So it is, for example, that if later Scripture quotes Jesus as saying that Torah is written about him
(Lk 24:27,44; Jn 5:46), then that must be the actual meaning and message to be read off the authored
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pages of Torah. In other words, when we read the Pentateuch as God reads it, we are to read it as bearing
witness to Jesus. Again, if our reading of the Pentateuch does not lighten the path leading to Christ, then
our way of reading is not God’s way of reading. Moreover, if the final chapters of the Apocalypse
(Revelation) close the grand canonical inclusio which the early chapters of Genesis opened–and they
demonstrably do–then to interpret the beginning of the canonical journey in keeping with its divinely
ordained destiny is not to go awry methodologically, but to follow the hermeneutical lead of One who
already has the end in mind from the beginning. What I am saying is that on every exegetical warrant,
including its narrative features, from the first word of Genesis 1:1 to the last word of Deuteronomy
34:12, the Pentateuch is thoroughly messianic and eschatological–the early story of God’s blessing plan
centered in his promised Messiah about whom one reads all the way to the distant shores of the 
VApoka,luyij VIhsou/ Cristou/, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:1). That the later canonical
Scriptures read messianic meaning off the text of Torah tells us that we must do the same. The manner in
which the writers of those later Scriptures did so, and what it means to follow their lead, has very much
to do with “receiving the text on the right wavelength” (Fokkelman). And that, after all, is the whole
point of our being together in this seminar.
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