
Brown Bag Bible Study : Episode 3

Hello there, I'm Simon Rafe and welcome to Brown Bag Bible Study, the Bible study you can do in 
your lunch break! This is an introduction to Scripture, which will give you some information you might 
not have known and encourage you to read the Bible. Most importantly it is presented in bite-size 
pieces, perfect to fit in with our busy lifestyles!

Every week, I'll be concentrating on a small part of Scripture – either one of the seventy-three books of 
the Bible, or a group of related books – and will bring you interesting facts and information to help you 
understand it. I'll also be including links to further reading, articles, books and so forth which will help 
you learn to love Sacred Scripture even more.

Last time, I talked about the division of the Bible into the Old and New Testaments. This week, I want 
to talk about how we can further break the Old Testament down into related groups of books.

Now, there are two ways of breaking down the books which make up the Old Testament. There is the 
Christian way, and the Jewish way. And, as surprising as it may seem, the Jewish way is actually a 
newer way of doing it; this was an understanding which grew out of Jewish scholarship after the 
destruction of the Temple and the rejection of Jesus as the Messiah by the Jews. It is a useful and 
interesting way of dividing the Old Testament books up, but isn't what I want to focus on today.

The Christian way of grouping the Old Testament is to break it down into four major sections; the 
Pentateuch, the Historical books, the Wisdom books, and the Prophetic books.

“Pentatech” means “five books” and this section is the first five books of the Bible; Genesis, Exodus, 
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy. These books are called the Torah or Law by the Jews, because they 
contain the details of the Jewish law. Traditionally, these books are considered to have been written by 
Moses himself. These books contain the most familiar Old Testament stories – the creation narrative, 
Cain and Abel, the flood, the escape of the Jews from Egypt and so forth.

There are 16 Historical books. As the name implies, these books describe the history of the Jewish 
people prior to Christ. Although the Pentateuch contains historical information these books are where 
we get most of our knowledge of the Jewish people's history. These books are written in a variety of 
styles and with varying degrees of historical fidelity – some of them are written with a fair degree of 
dramatic license, although the core of the historical narrative is clear and correct.

There are 7 Wisdom books. These books are not really narrative stories as we understand them. Rather, 
they are sources of wisdom and understanding, presented in a variety of poetic and proverbial styles. 
These books include the Psalms, Proverbs, Wisdom and the Song of Songs.

Finally, there are the prophetic books, or the Prophets. These books are the life stories and prophecies 
of the prophets of Israel. Although they contain some narrative and historical structure, the main focus 
of these books is their prophetic warnings to the Jewish people and their foretelling of the coming of 
the Messiah. There are 18 books, further divided into 6 major prophets and 12 minor prophets. The 
division of minor and major is not based on importance of prophecy, but rather on the length of the 
book. A major prophet wrote enough to have his own scroll, while the minor prophets were grouped 
together on a single scroll.

There is, of course, more to the division of the Old Testament in the Christian understanding, so please 



take a look at this week's document to learn more. You can also find out something about the Jewish 
division of the books of the Old Testament. And don't forget you can also check out the Where Did The 
Bible Come From? series and also my Basic Training Biblical Context class.

That's all for this week. Until next time, I'm Simon Rafe and God bless.


