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Jesus and the Hebrew Scriptures 

Mr Jesus (of Nazareth) was nothing if not a 
consummate storyteller and teacher. But he was no 
mere spinner of yarns. The stories (or parables) which 
Jesus told were meant to yield a greater understanding 
of the Hebrew Scriptures (our Old Testament) which he 
often quotes. However, for Jesus, there was nothing 
‘old’ (in the sense of passé) about the Scriptures; his 
teaching was informed by those Scriptures and he knew 
them well. But what mattered most to Jesus was how 
the ethic or ‘heart’ of the Scriptures was ‘lived out’ (or 
embodied) in the lives of his hearers and disciples. For 
example ...

Luke 10:25-37

Here Jesus is put to the test by a lawyer: “Teacher, 
what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (v. 25). Jesus 
responds by directing him back to the Torah (Jewish 
law), which means so much more than English ‘law’. 
The lawyer recites for Jesus what in Judaism is known 
as the Sh’ma (‘Hear!’ in Hebrew) (Deuteronomy 6:5): 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and 
with all your mind; and your neighbour as yourself”.

Jesus commended the lawyer; but the lawyer, “wanting 
to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my 
neighbour?’” Jesus’ response, in the form of a parable, 
is the well-known Good Samaritan. However, the 
parable – without a good grasp of the Hebrew scriptures 
– loses its power. So what if a priest and a Levite 
passed the wounded man by? So what that it was a 
Samaritan who stopped and helped him? If we are truly 
to understand Jesus and his teachings, then we need 
to recognise that Jesus was not a Christian! But he 
was the Messiah (or Christ), but even that only makes 
sense if we understand the whole Jewish concept of 
being God’s ‘anointed one’ (Hebrew = Messiah/Greek 
= Christ; Hebrew kings and priests were anointed with 

oil as part of their initiation into office). The Samaritan’s 
exalted status in the parable only really works when 
we understand his lowly status in comparison with 
the Jewish priest and Levite. And all of this requires a 
knowledge of the Old Testament. 

Matthew 22:34-40

Jesus is asked (v. 36), “What commandment in the law 
is greatest?” He responds (vv. 37, 39) by quoting part 
of the Sh’ma (see above): “‘You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your mind’… And a second is like it, ‘You shall love 
your neighbour as yourself’” (Leviticus 19:18).

But in this instance, Jesus adds: “On these two 
commandments hang all of the law and the prophets” 
(v. 40). Although many Christians will know that the ‘law’ 
means the first five books of the Bible (the Pentateuch 
or Torah), most will not know that the ‘prophets’ 
encompasses Joshua, Judges, 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 
Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and The Twelve (minor 
prophets) – ie most of what is our Old Testament! So 
Jesus is saying that the love of God, neighbour and self 
is the sum total of Scripture! Only by understanding 
the Scriptures as Jesus – or any first-century Jew – 
did, can we really begin to plumb the depths of Jesus’ 
teaching. Understanding Jesus means understanding 
the Scriptures to which he refers.

Some methods for reading the Hebrew Scriptures

So with all that said, let’s now turn our attention to 
tackling texts from the Old Testament and how we 
might go about reading them. As with any good story, 
try asking basic questions such as: ’Who speaks in this 
narrative?’ ‘Who acts in this story?’ ‘Who is passive 
or doesn’t speak?’ – and add to all of these: ’Why?’. 
(The parable of the Good Samaritan begs all of these 
questions.) The Old Testament writers use all kinds 
of literary devices to catch our eyes and ears (gaps in 



information, pun, repetition and more), so in order to 
capture the various levels of meaning, we have to ask 
the same sort of questions that we might ask of any 
story today.

A reluctant prophet

To modern ears, Jonah can just sound like a silly fable: 
a prophet ducks his responsibility, does a runner and 
gets swallowed by a big fish. But in order to reach a 
deeper level of understanding, try asking questions 
such as these:

l	 	Why does God’s prophet think he can ‘escape’ 
from the God “who made both the sea and the dry 
land” (Jonah 1:9)? (See also Psalm 139:7-10.)

l	 	Why does God’s prophet invite the sailors to 
participate in what would constitute assisted 
suicide at best and murder at worst, when he says: 
“Throw me into the sea” (Jonah 1:12)? (If he were 
so important a man in God’s sight, would you throw 
him overboard?) 

l	 	Have you ever heard of cows, sheep and goats 
donning sackcloth to repent (Jonah 3:8)? What 
message are we to take from that? 

l	 	Jonah’s preaching to the Ninevites is so successful 
that – from man to beast – they are all converted. 
With that result, we’d expect a jubilant Jonah – but 
instead, he wants to die! (For those of you who 
preach – is this your experience after a particularly 
wonderful worship service?) What is Jonah’s 
problem?

l	 	Finally, with regard to Jonah, we know from 
historical documents that Nineveh (capital of 
Assyria, enemy of Israel) never converted to 
worship the God of Israel. So, in the context 
of ancient Israel, why and for whom was Jonah 
written?

Sex, lies, murder and kingship:  
David and Bathsheba

In 2 Samuel 11 we encounter one of the more 
disturbing narratives in the Old Testament: David’s affair 
with Bathsheba – but we cannot really call it an ‘affair’, 
because ‘affair’ usually denotes two willing partners. 

It was the spring of the year, “when kings go out to 
battle”, but then the narrator says, “David remained at 
Jerusalem” (v. 1). It could be mere coincidence, but I 
believe the narrator is giving us a ‘red flag’, to make us 
ask questions:

l	 	If “kings go out”, what is David (the quintessential 
Israelite king) doing at home?

l	 	David just happens to espy Bathsheba enjoying her 
bath—is he a voyeur or peeping Tom?

David, who obviously couldn’t be bothered to lead his 
army into battle, now goes into action: enquiring about 
Bathsheba (and finding out she is married), sending 
“messengers” (a kidnap squad?) to fetch her for him, 
and once she is with him “he lay with her” (verses 3-4).

l	 	Was Bathsheba willing? Did Bathsheba enjoy her 
time with David? After all, he was king. (The text 
doesn’t tell us.)

l	 Did David rape Bathsheba? (The narrator is silent.)

l	 	Why has Bathsheba – who will become Solomon’s 
mother – no voice? (Read the story of Tamar, two 
chapters later, to gain a possible clue of how 
Bathsheba might have felt: 2 Samuel 13:1-19.)

l	 	Aren’t we – the readers – meant to know Israel’s 
moral code regarding adultery and covetousness?

David then discovers that Bathsheba is pregnant and 
seeks to cover his sin by bringing her husband, Uriah, 
home from the battlefield. Uriah is described as a 
Hittite (ie not an Israelite). He is encouraged by David to 
eat and get drunk with the hope that Uriah will go sleep 
with his wife, but nothing happened. Uriah won’t take to 
his marital bed when his fellow soldiers are in the field 
(verses 5-13).

l	 	Isn’t it ironic that the foreigner, Uriah the Hittite, is 
more conscientious than David, the Israelite king?

As Uriah won’t play David’s ‘game’ David sends him 
back to war – but carrying a letter which orders his 
death! (Shakespeare uses this same ploy in Hamlet 
(albeit humorously) with regard to Rozencrantz and 
Guildenstern.)

l	 	Once more, isn’t it extreme irony that Uriah so 
trusts his commander, David, that he doesn’t peek 
at the message? Rather, he faithfully carries his 
own execution order to Joab.

l	 	How does it make you feel that the honest and 
loyal man, Uriah, dies, but David, the self-indulgent 
and sinful king, survives?

l	 	The prophet Samuel refers obliquely to David as “a 
man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14). 
This was before the events described in 2 Samuel 
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11. With the gift of hindsight, how should we 
interpret this verse now?

l	 	What does it say about Scripture, that such 
‘warts and all’ narratives of biblical ‘heroes’ have 
both survived and become part of the canon of 
Scripture?

And back to Mr Jesus

You would be forgiven for asking what the above two 
narratives from the Hebrew Bible have to do with 
our understanding of Jesus. (And it’s an obviously 
impossible task to encapsulate in this short space the 
integral relationship between Jesus and the Hebrew 
Bible!)

But, with regard to King David and the prophet, Jonah, 
it is important to remember that Jesus is reckoned to 
be a descendant of David (Matthew 1:1), and is often 
taken for a prophet such as Elijah or Jeremiah (Matthew 
16:13-16; Mark 8:27-29; Luke 9:18-20). Even Jesus 
refers to himself as a prophet (Matthew 13:57). If 
Jesus’ contemporaries saw him in the vein of ‘king’ and 
‘prophet’, isn’t it important for us to understand these 
roles in Israelite society?

And finally, the culmination of Jesus’ life and ministry 
comes through his death on the cross as “the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). 
Why the ‘Lamb’? Why the sacrifice on the cross and the 
spilling of blood? And why should a slaughtered ‘Lamb’ 
and spilt blood bring about the forgiveness of your sins 
and mine? For us Christians, this is a theme that runs 
straight through the Hebrew Bible: from God’s covenant 

with Abram (sealed by animal sacrifice (Genesis 15)), 
through the blood of the Passover lamb (Exodus 12), 
the Day of Atonement (the repairing of humanity’s 
relationship with God (Leviticus 16)) and into the New 
Testament. Certainly, the writer of the Letter to the 
Hebrews understood that! (See Hebrews 9.)

And as it was for the author of Hebrews, so it is for us: 
we can only really begin to understand the idea of a 
‘new’ testament or covenant (cf. Jeremiah 31:31) once 
we grasp the themes and ideas that run through the 
first or ‘old’ testament/covenant. Give it a try – you’ll be 
amazed at what you discover!

Going Further 

For further reading on approaches to the Hebrew 
Scriptures, check out the following books:

l	 	Robert Alter, The art of biblical narrative (Basic 
Books, 1981)

l	 	Herbert Chanan Brichto, Toward a grammar of 

biblical poetics (Oxford, 1992)

l	 	Phyllis Trible, God and the rhetoric of sexuality 

(Fortress, 1978)

l	 	Geza Vermes, Jesus in his Jewish Context (SCM, 
2003)

If you’d like to explore these issues further, Jack Lawson 
also offers a series of workshops exploring ways to 
read the Hebrew Bible – go to www.jacknlawson.com/
joyoftexts.


