
Introduction to the Bible [series 3]

Torah [Law] or Pentateuch [Five books of Moses]

The first five books of the Old Testament are called the Law or Torah [in Hebrew] and 
Pentateuch=hē pentateuchos biblios [in Greek]-the fivefold book. Torah means instructions or 
teachings. First century Jewish historians Josephus and Philo mention the five books of Moses: 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. They were also known as books of 
Moses. All the laws of Israel were believed to have been given through Moses, therefore the 
entire corpus of Israel’s law came to be known as Book of Moses. This doesn’t mean Moses 
actually wrote these books but many of the traditions and laws in these books came from 
Moses. Multiple authors took centuries to codify these traditions into book form. It was ancient 
tradition to attribute important literary works to great historical figures.

These five books are interconnected and the narrative begins with creation and early history of 
humanity [Genesis 1-11]. The central event in this section is the story of the Flood [Deluge] after 
which the descendants of Noah were scattered around the earth. Abraham appears on the 
scene, 10 generations after the Flood. Abraham was called by God to leave his homeland 
[Mesopotamia] for a new land. The history of Israel’s ancestors is traced through four 
generations with particular focus on Jacob [also called Israel]. Jacob’s family emigrates to 
Egypt; eventually the Hebrews became numerous in Egypt and a new Pharaoh started a 
genocidal campaign against them. Here emerges the leadership of Moses after his 
extraordinary encounter with God in the desert [Midian]. God spoke with Moses as God of the 
ancestors [Exodus 3]. He was sent on a mission to rescue the Hebrews from Pharaoh’s 
oppression. About 600,000 people came to the Sinai valley led by Moses and there Moses 
received the Law [Ten Commandments: Exodus 20] from Yahweh [I am who I am], followed by 
a covenant ritual and the revelation of the plan of constructing a sanctuary for Yahweh. 

Moses commissioned Joshua as his successor before his death in Moab [Deuteronomy 34]. 
These events in Pentateuch unfold over a period of 2700 years. According to scholars the 
Pentateuch would be more of a complete unit with the book of Joshua. Deuteronomy is 
considered as a preface to I & II Kings. The Pentateuch contains materials from successive 
periods in the history of Israel. The story of the ancestors begins with the command to Abraham 
to go to a land in which his descendants would become a great nation [Gen 12:1-3], which ends 
in the conquest of Canaan [Israel’s Promised Land: Joshua 21:43-45].
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