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Preface and Acknowledgments

S
taying on middle ground is difficult,  like trying to walk along the 

jagged ridge of a mountain.

In this book, I try to find and remain on middle ground when ap-

proaching the Old Testament’s problems. It’s not easy. I have sought, on the 

one hand, to a"rm the sacred status of the Old Testament, as the church has 

done for centuries. I refuse to give up on the Bible, no matter how problematic 

it may be. The Old Testament has been my friend since childhood, and as 

with any good friendship, there are commitments that persist amid di"culties.

On the other hand, I have also sought to be completely honest about the 

disturbing things readers find in the Old Testament. I refuse easy solutions 

that disrespect readers’ honest reactions to the Bible. I will not abandon my 

God-given sense of what’s right and wrong to endorse things like violence or 

sexism in God’s name.

It’s easy to lose one’s footing on the top of a mountain, falling o! one side 

or the other to injury or death. Similarly, it’s easy either to give up on the Old 

Testament or to insist that people accept whatever the Bible says as an act of 

blind faith. But either option is hazardous: If we reject the Old Testament, 

our faith is harmed by abandoning all the riches there. If we accept it blindly 

and simplistically, our conscience is injured.

It’s only on the summit that we see beauty in every direction. This book 

tries to find the Old Testament’s beauty even while dealing with di"cult issues.

This book is written for Christians by a Christian. There are times when a 

scholar needs to address a broader audience. But there are also times when a 

scholar has important words for her or his own faith community.

I try to write in an engaging and accessible style that makes this book 

readable by college students and educated laity. At the same time, I also aim 
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xii  Preface and Acknowledgments

to address issues intelligently so that this book is useful to seminary students 

and perhaps even some scholars.

This book tries to answer questions that naturally arise when Christians 

today open the Old Testament. I don’t address certain questions that result 

from academic study (e.g., how many layers of editing there are in di!erent 

books of the Bible). At the same time, biblical scholarship has resources that 

can answer questions Christians find themselves asking about the Old Testa-

ment. I draw on these resources throughout. Readers wanting to dig deeper are 

invited to study the footnotes and the “For Further Study” sections at the end 

of chapters. The website www.MatthewSchlimm.com has additional resources.

Even with these limitations, this book is far from exhaustive. I don’t focus on 

bizarre onetime happenings in the Bible, like the frightening events of Exodus 

4:24–26 or the account of the nephilim of Genesis 6:1–4 (though I have used 

“Nephilim” as a name for one of my fantasy football teams). I don’t have the 

space to explore issues like election (why God appears to have favorites) or 

how the Old Testament relates to the New. More could also be said about 

matters I deal with briefly, like imprecatory psalms. Perhaps future volumes 

will take up these issues.

A Word about the Words “Old Testament”

It may seem odd that in a book a"rming the Old Testament’s value, I have 

chosen to call it the Old Testament. This title has problems, and some have 

suggested that we instead talk about the first thirty-nine books of the Protes-

tant Bible as either the Hebrew Bible or the First Testament.1

There are good reasons for preferring these alternate titles. Today, “old” 

often means “inferior.” No one boasts, “I get to do all my work on a really 

old computer!” Look up “old” in a thesaurus, and you’re bound to find words 

with highly negative connotations: outdated, obsolete, archaic, senile, decrepit, 

dilapidated, faded, dull, feeble, weak, remote, bygone, extinct, passé, replace-

able, and on the way out.2 Hardly an attractive portrait.

Unfortunately, substitutes like Hebrew Bible and First Testament have 

problems as well. Some parts of the Old Testament were originally written 

in Aramaic, not Hebrew, so calling it the Hebrew Bible is inexact at best. Fur-

thermore, this title isn’t particularly relevant for the vast majority of Christians 

1. For essays on this and related topics, see Brooks and Collins, eds., Hebrew Bible or Old 
Testament?; Knowles et al., eds., Contesting Texts; Bellis and Kaminsky, eds., Jews, Christians, 
and the Theology of  the Hebrew Scriptures.

2. Rodale, Synonym Finder, 805.
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xiii

today, who read a translation rather than the original Hebrew. Some Jewish 

interpreters have even found the term Hebrew Bible to be more problematic 

than Old Testament. (See “A Jewish Perspective on the Term ‘Old Testament.’”)

The title First Testament, meanwhile, lacks currency. It has a biblical prec-

edent (Heb. 8–9), but with so few people using it, it creates confusion. Those 

who have never heard the term before might even assume that it refers to 

something outside of Protestant and Catholic Bibles, like the Book of  Mor-

mon, which is subtitled Another Testament of  Jesus Christ.

In the end, I have chosen to keep using the term Old Testament, because, 

despite its problems, Christians tend to know what I mean when I use the 

term. This name doesn’t match what it describes especially well. (While the 

Old Testament is old, it speaks in new ways to faith communities today.) It’s 

important to remember that names rarely do justice to the complexities of 

what they describe. My last name, for example, is a German word that means 

bad, nasty, awful, and naughty.3 I have no idea what my ancestors did to earn 

that name! Nevertheless, I hope that when German-speakers meet me, they 

recognize that my name’s meaning may not be the best description of who I am. 

In a similar way, the term “the Old Testament” doesn’t describe the contents 

of its books especially well. Yet we can still use that term for convenience’s 

sake, just as people can use my last name.

Acknowledgments
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A Jewish Perspective on the Term “Old Testament”

“At least for Christian seminaries and churches, the term Old Testament is not 

only appropriate but also desirable. I further contend that terms like Hebrew Bible 

. . . serve ultimately either to erase Judaism (since ‘Jews’ are not ‘Hebrews’ . . .) 

or to deny Christians part of their own canon. . . . The so-called ‘neutral’ term 

is actually one of Protestant hegemony.”

Amy-Jill Levine, “Jewish-Christian Relations,” 297
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1

Is the Old Testament an Enemy, Stranger, 
or Friend to the Christian Faith?

A 
deep tension exists  at the heart of the Christian faith. On the one 

hand, the church a"rms the sacred nature of the Old Testament. We 

claim it as God’s word. It forms three-quarters of our Bibles.

Yet the Old Testament is utterly strange. It’s the last thing we would expect 

God’s word to say. It remains foreign, even when translated into English. It’s 

filled with bizarre stories, laws, and poetry. (See “Strange, Unfamiliar, and 

Surprising.”)

Right at the outset, readers find talk of the world’s origins, and it has noth-

ing to do with what modern scientists have found.

As if this stumbling block weren’t bad enough, the chapters that follow 

depict the legendary figures of our faith engaging in all sorts of sordid be-

havior. Abraham has multiple wives. The first thing Moses does as an adult 

is kill someone. David, supposedly the greatest king of Israel, is actually the 

sleaziest of politicians—someone who has his own friend killed after sleeping 

with the friend’s wife.

Even if we can stomach the debauchery of Old Testament characters, we face 

a new set of challenges when confronted with the Old Testament’s violence. 

Warfare appears in nearly every book of Old Testament. We cannot escape it. 

Perhaps most disturbing of all, God sometimes commands the Israelites to kill 

everything that breathes. Why has the church kept such writings in its Bibles?

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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2

Or, to turn to an equally pervasive problem, why does the Old Testament 

give so little attention to women? Why do some texts devalue women? Obvi-

ously the Old Testament came from an ancient culture that was biased in 

favor of men, but can we say anything positive about the Bible and women?

The Old Testament’s strangeness takes center stage in its law codes. What 

do we do with these never-ending lists of rules and regulations? How could 

anyone possibly keep them all straight? Why would anyone want to? Why do 

these laws command people to do weird things like sacrifice animals at the 

place of worship? Why does the Old Testament forbid pork (including bacon!), 

but then allow people to eat locusts?

If readers stick with the Old Testament long enough, they begin to notice 

that one text will say something completely contrary to what’s said elsewhere. 

To name one of many possible examples, some passages say that people get 

what they deserve in this lifetime (e.g., Deut. 28), while other texts are certain 

that the wicked prosper while the righteous su!er (e.g., Eccles. 8:14). Which 

one is it? How do we handle the contradictions of the Old Testament?

Prayers are another oddity in the Old Testament. Rather than being calm 

and collected, people praying in the Old Testament display their fiercest anger 

toward God. They scream with rage at the Creator, hurl insults at God, ques-

tion God’s ways, and demand that God get back to work. Who dares to talk 

to their Maker with such animosity?

Even more bothersome are texts where God speaks with animosity toward 

Israel. The God of the Old Testament strikes many readers as cruel, vindictive, 

Strange, Unfamiliar, and Surprising

“There is something very strange about the biblical story—something that we 

cannot reduce to the categories of our experience, something that cannot be 

domesticated within our world. There is a ‘scandalous,’ offensive dimension to 

the biblical story.”

Bernhard W. Anderson, Living Word of the Bible, 82

“Because the Bible is, as we confess, ‘the live word of the living God,’ it will not 

submit in any compliant way to the accounts we prefer to give of it. There is 

something intrinsically unfamiliar about the book, and when we seek to override 

that unfamiliarity we are on the hazardous ground of idolatry.”

Walter Brueggemann, in Brueggemann, Placher, and Blount, Struggling with Scripture, 5

“The Bible is essentially surprising in all its parts.”

Ellen F. Davis, Wondrous Depth, 4
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3

vengeful, and destructive. They see little resemblance between this wrathful 

deity and the forgiving God of the New Testament.

The Old Testament is seriously strange Scripture. (See “If We Wrote the 

Bible.”)

The Old Testament as Enemy: Marcion and His Children

Faced with so many troubling features, many people have rejected the Old 

Testament’s sacred status. About a hundred years after the death of Jesus, an 

influential leader named Marcion did just that. He firmly believed that the 

wrathful God of the Old Testament couldn’t also be the loving God revealed 

by Jesus Christ.1

Although the church in Rome kicked Marcion out in 144 CE, his ideas 

spread quickly. Some historians estimate that around 170 CE, the followers 

of Marcion outnumbered those opposed to him.2

In time, church leaders like Irenaeus and Tertullian mounted attacks against 

Marcion’s thinking. Among other things, they showed that Jesus himself did 

not come to destroy the Old Testament (cf. Matt. 5:17).3 Marcion’s movement 

1. Cf. Tertullian, Against Marcion 1.25–26 (ANF 3:290–93); Moll, Arch-Heretic Marcion, 
47–64, esp. 54, 59, 62–64. I use the term “Old Testament [OT]” for convenience’s sake, not 
because Marcion used it.

2. Clabeaux, “Marcion,” ABD 4:514–15.
3. Irenaeus deals with Marcion in Against Heresies, e.g., 1.27; 3.4; 3.12.12; 3.25.3; 4.27–32 

(ANF 1:309–567, e.g., 352, 417, 434–35, 459, 498–506). Tertullian deals with Marcion in Against 

If We Wrote the Bible

If God had put any of us in charge of writing Scripture for billions of believers 

in future generations, surely we would have come up with something quite dif-

ferent. Our account of the world’s beginnings would match the latest scientific 

findings. The characters in our Scripture would avoid evil in fun ways that inspire 

others to do the same. Violence would recede to the background while blessings 

of peace showered down on everyone. Women and men would be treated as 

equals without inequalities that make no sense. Laws wouldn’t ramble for very 

long, and they certainly wouldn’t command strange behaviors. Every contradiction 

would be ironed out before things went to print. The prayers would be beautiful, 

and God’s love would always be self-evident.

However, God didn’t charge us with writing Scripture. So what do we do with 

the Old Testament, which is so different from what we expect God’s word to be?

 Is the Old Testament an Enemy, Stranger, or Friend to the Christian Faith?
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eventually lost popularity. However, even while many details of his thinking have 

faded away, his basic impulse to devalue the Old Testament persists across time.

To name an extreme example, in the eighteenth century the British philoso-

pher Thomas Morgan spoke with vehement hatred about the Old Testament, 

saying its authors were a “miraculously stupid People [who] were always in-

spired and prepossessed with the Spirit of the Devil.”4

Similar examples can be found, especially in the decades leading up to the 

Holocaust, when many German scholars spoke comparably. They called for 

a return to Marcion’s ideals while ridiculing the Old Testament’s contents. 

(See “Paving the Way for Nazism.”)

The Old Testament as Stranger: The Church Today

Today, few Christians want to go as far as Marcion or the Nazis. Yet the Old 

Testament is so strange that Christians have a much easier time ignoring it 

than wrestling with all the issues it presents.

In other words, we don’t openly oppose the Old Testament, but then again, 

we don’t go to great lengths to emphasize its importance either. We may 

recognize it as useful background for understanding Jesus and Paul, but we 

tend to stick to the New Testament. We treat the Old Testament less as an 

enemy and more as a stranger, a mere acquaintance, or a superficial friend. 

(See “The Situation Today.”)

Marcion (ANF 3:269–475); see esp. 7.7 (ANF 3:352). See the useful discussion of these and other 
ancient works in Moll, Arch-Heretic Marcion, 48–54.

4. Morgan, Moral Philosopher, 2:71.

Paving the Way for Nazism

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many prominent thinkers 

in Germany devalued the Old Testament. Both the theologian Friedrich Schleier-

macher and the church historian Adolf von Harnack expressed deep sympathy for 

Marcion.a In biblical studies, the famous Old Testament scholar Friedrich Delitzsch 

emphasized, “The Old Testament is full of deceptions of all kinds.”b Meanwhile, the 

world-renowned New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann wrote, “To the Christian 

faith the Old Testament is not in the true sense God’s word.”c It’s not difficult to 

imagine how such assessments contributed to a society willing to persecute Jews.

a. Schleiermacher, Christian Faith, 608–11; Harnack, Marcion, esp. 134, 137–38, 142–43.
b. Delitzsch, Die grosse Täuschung, 2:52 (trans. Kraeling in Old Testament, 158).
c. Bultmann, “Significance of the Old Testament,” 32; see also 34–35. For more on this topic, see 

S. Heschel, Aryan Jesus.
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Thus many churches do very little with the Old Testament during Sunday 

morning worship. Some congregations avoid reading the Old Testament al-

together. Others read from it but then focus on the New Testament in preaching.5

My sense is not that these churches hate the Old Testament. Instead, people 

in these congregations are painfully aware of all the di"cult issues the Old 

Testament raises. They recognize that these issues are too complex to address in 

the middle of a worship service. They realize that people often feel stupid when 

the Bible doesn’t make sense—as though there’s something wrong with them 

for not knowing what’s going on. And so, it simply becomes easier to lay the 

Old Testament aside, to treat it as a stranger, rather than fix our attention on it.

The Old Testament as Friend in Faith

The problem with ignoring the Old Testament is that we make ourselves 

deaf to all the incredible things that God has to say to us through it. For 

thousands of years, Jewish and Christian readers have cherished the words 

of these Scriptures. People from across the world in di!erent ages have made 

the audacious claim that they experience the one true God as they read and 

study the incredibly odd Old Testament.

In this book I argue that, even in the face of perplexing questions, we can 

still see the Old Testament as our friend in faith.6 This idea needs some un-

packing. How can the Old Testament, or any other book, serve as a friend?

5. R. Hays, “Can the Gospels Teach Us?,” 405.
6. Many books exist that wrestle with questions raised by the OT. Two recent examples are 

Lamb, God Behaving Badly; Copan, Is God a Moral Monster? A key di!erence between these 
other books and mine is my emphasis on seeing the OT as a friend in faith.

The Situation Today

“It would be more correct to speak not of a rejection of the Old Testament but 

of an apathy towards it, a feeling that it does not matter greatly, a sense that, 

while no doubt theoretical arguments for its importance can be advanced, the 

whole matter remains remote and lacking in immediacy.”

James Barr, “New Crisis,” 29

“Few Christians today would take as extreme a negative view of the Old Testa-

ment as Marcion, Harnack, or the Nazis, but one need not officially and explicitly 

decanonize the Old Testament in order to achieve practically the same effect.”

J. J. M. Roberts, “Old Testament for the Church,” 18
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In a Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, Calvin waits for the school bus along-

side his do-gooder neighbor and classmate Susie Derkins. Holding up a text-

book, she remarks, “I love my schoolbooks. Just think! Pretty soon we’ll have 

read all this!” In the next frame, she continues: 

“I like to read ahead and see what we’re going 

to learn next. It’s so exciting to know stu!. 

Having a book is like having a good friend 

with you.”

Calvin then lifts his own textbook, which he 

has obviously spent considerable time doodling 

in. He replies, “If  you flip the pages of my 

book, an animated T. Rex drives the Batmobile 

and explodes!”

The strip ends with Susie staring blankly 

into space while remarking, “Sometimes I think 

books are the only friends worth having.”7

This idea of literary friendships has been around for centuries. In the Italian 

Renaissance, Niccolò Machiavelli described his friendship with books. After 

facing imprisonment and torture, Machiavelli went into exile. He spent his 

days as a farmer and his nights reading great books. He writes:

I take o! my work-day clothes, filled with dust and mud, and don royal and 

curial garments. Worthily dressed, I enter into the antique courts of men of 

antiquity, where, warmly received, I feed upon that which is my only food and 

which was meant for me. I am not ashamed to speak with them and ask them 

the reasons of their actions, and they, because of their humanity, answer me. 

Four hours can pass, and I feel no weariness; my troubles forgotten, I neither 

fear poverty nor dread death. I give myself over entirely to them.8

Machiavelli’s sense that books could be companions has become increas-

ingly common in our own day. The great literary critic Wayne Booth says 

that literary friendships o!er “loves of a kind that make life together worth 

having.”9 (See “Caring for Books.”)

At the heart of this book is the basic idea that The Old Testament is 

our friend in faith.10 As we get to know its characters and authors, we are 

drawn into their worlds. They teach us about the di"culty of the moral life, 

7. Watterson, There’s Treasure Everywhere, 25.
8. Quoted in Marriott, “Biographical Note: Nicolò Machiavelli,” in The Prince, x.
9. Booth, Company We Keep, chap. 6, esp. 174.
10. My mentor Ellen F. Davis describes how the OT can be our friend in faith in “Losing a 

Friend,” 83–94; cf. Lancaster, Women and the Authority of  Scripture, 169.

Caring for Books

“People care for the books they 

read; and they are changed by 

what they care for—both dur-

ing the time of reading and in 

countless later ways more dif-

ficult to discern.”

Martha Nussbaum, 

Love’s Knowledge, 231
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the wonder of worship, and the longings of the God who created the universe. 

As we embrace the Old Testament, we embrace its God. As we become close 

to the Old Testament, we also become close to the God who showed up at 

Abraham and Sarah’s tent, the God who heard Hannah’s desperate prayers, 

the God who stood beside Daniel in a foreign land.

“Without friends,” Aristotle observed, “individuals would not choose to 

live, even if they possessed all other goods.”11 There are many reasons why 

Aristotle thought so highly of friendship, and each reason can help us see the 

value of the Old Testament as our friend in faith.

First, friendship dispels loneliness. Many Christians today feel very alone. 

Our secular culture teaches us to act as though God doesn’t exist. And so, we 

need people in our lives who tell us we aren’t crazy for believing in God. We 

need friends who admire rather than question self-sacrifice. The Old Testa-

ment does precisely this. It reminds us that people of faith are not alone. We 

are joined by a great cloud of witnesses—

as the author of Hebrews puts it (12:1)—a 

community of Old Testament heroes who 

cheer for us even when the world tries 

to shoot us down. (See “Breaking Down 

Isolation.”)

Second, friends are fun to be around. 

While some parts of the Old Testament are 

certainly di"cult and require discipline to 

read, other parts are a joy to spend time 

with. For example, the story of  Joseph 

and his brothers (Gen. 37–50) has been 

recognized as one of the great stories of  world literature.12 While it has 

much to teach us about God and ourselves, this learning is an innately 

pleasurable activity: we travel with Joseph amid his reversals of  fortune 

and watch in suspense as he encounters his brothers later in life. Other 

parts of the Old Testament are similarly a joy to read, whether we think 

of the dazzling visions of hope in Isaiah 40–55, the intimate sexual imag-

ery in Song of Songs, or the thrilling moments as Esther saves her people. 

When we read the Old Testament, it’s like we’re listening to a friend who 

knows how to capture our imaginations, whisper juicy secrets, and tell great 

stories.

11. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 8.1 (trans. Rackham, LCL 73:450–51, alt. for gender 
inclusivity).

12. As Speiser (Genesis, 292) puts it, “For sustained dramatic e!ect the narrative is unsur-
passed in the whole Pentateuch.”

Breaking Down Isolation

“Reading the Old Testament will 

lead us to community. The Old Tes-

tament breaks down our isolation 

and teaches us that we enter into 

the life of promise by joining our-

selves to God’s people.”

Michael Duggan, 

Consuming Fire, xiv
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Third, in addition to bringing us happiness, friends are also useful to have 

around. They provide valuable information and ideas that allow us to navigate 

life more easily. The Old Testament provides us with equipment for faithful 

living (cf. 2 Tim. 3:16–17). Readers of the Old Testament receive prayers for 

crying out to God, stories that speak to our hearts, and prophetic speeches 

that challenge our ways of living. Ultimately, reading the Old Testament brings 

us into the presence of God.

Finally, the best of  friends make us better people. Friends shape our at-

titudes, desires, and character. We become like our friends. When the Old 

Testament is our friend, we become more holy, more aware of God’s presence 

in the world, and more concerned with justice and righteousness.

Many of us do things we wouldn’t otherwise simply because a trustworthy 

friend recommends them. The Old Testament, similarly, inspires us to try 

new things. It gives us new ways of being 

and acting—ways of life that we never would 

have considered otherwise. (See “The World 

Anew.”)

Even while inspiring us to try new things, 

good friends know who we truly are. At 

times, they even know us better than we know 

ourselves. We need these sorts of close friends 

in our lives because all of us are prone to 

self-deception. Sometimes we fail to see sin 

as harmful to ourselves and all we love. Other 

times, we su!er from low self-esteem, feeling worthless and unlovable. Like 

a good friend, the Old Testament reminds us of the dangers of sin, as well as 

how we are made in the very image of God (Gen. 1:26–28). It artfully holds 

in tension the worst of human nature and our worth in God’s eyes. The Old 

Testament reminds us of all that really matters.

Being a Good Friend to the Old Testament

Lasting friendship doesn’t just happen. Certain elements must be present, 

like trust, respect, and vulnerability. We won’t develop a deep friendship with 

the Old Testament if we are suspicious of it or somehow biased against it.13 

Similarly, we won’t get very far if we assume we know what it will say before 

we’ve listened carefully. (See “Reading with Trust.”)

13. Davis, “Losing a Friend,” 86, 88.

The World Anew

“Friends create the world anew 

each day. Without their loving 

care, courage would not suffice 

to keep hearts strong for life.”

Helen Keller, via Seymour, 

Treasure of Friendship, 8
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Because the Old Testament is such a 

quirky friend, it requires extra work. We can-

not relate to the Old Testament on the basis 

of a shared culture or common age. The cul-

tural, geographic, and temporal barriers are 

too great. Our friendship with the Old Tes-

tament is like a long-distance relationship.

Communication mishaps are bound to 

happen. We will need a peaceful persis-

tence as we deal with all the di!erences be-

tween our world and the world of the Old 

Testament.

Unfortunately, patience doesn’t come eas-

ily for most of us. Our culture teaches us 

to read things as quickly as possible. With 

the Old Testament, we instead need to slow 

down. (See “Looking Closely.”) Sometimes, 

passages make sense only if we’re willing to read, reread, and read yet again, 

dwelling on particular words and phrases with much reflection. Talking about 

Scripture, an early rabbi said, “Turn it this way, turn it that way, everything is in 

it; keep your eye on it, grow old and aged over it, and from it do not stir—for 

you have no better portion than it.”14 These words apply as much to us today 

as they did centuries ago.

Good friendships require not only pa-

tience but also ways of dealing with dif-

ferences fruitfully. In the course of  any 

friendship, unanticipated challenges arise. 

Even close friends are bound to have fun-

damentally di!erent perspectives on some 

matters. An aspect of authentic friendship 

is that the relationship does not cease amid 

such di!erences. Instead, good friends are 

willing to be humble, to consider di!erent 

perspectives, and to be open to new ways 

of living.

At times, friends say upsetting things. How-

ever, friendship means that these challenges 

14. Goldin, ed., Living Talmud, 223, alt. to update the language. Ellen Davis first drew my 
attention to this quotation.

Reading with Trust

“I must subordinate my mind and 

heart to the book if I am to enjoy 

it to the full.”

Wayne Booth, 

Rhetoric of Fiction, 137–38

“No poem will give up its secret to 

a reader who enters it regarding 

the poet as a potential deceiver, 

and determined not to be taken 

in. We must risk being taken in, 

if we are to get anything.”

C. S. Lewis, 

Experiment in Criticism, 94

Looking Closely

“Movies and television, even 

modern novels have taught us to 

expect dramatic scene painting, 

psychological probing, explosive 

exchanges. But the Bible tells a 

story like Rembrandt etches one. 

You have to slow down and look 

closely to see much of anything 

at all, and then let your heart 

dwell on what you see.”

Ellen F. Davis, 

Getting Involved with God, 57
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do not end the relationship. Friends stay committed to others even when they 

do not understand each other. We may question our friends. We may challenge 

them. We may playfully engage and entertain our di!erences, even joking about 

our contrary perspectives. However, we don’t reject friends simply because they 

aren’t what we expected. The Old Testament holds much that’s unexpected, 

and friendship with it requires a willingness to deal with di!erences between 

ourselves and the text.15

Christians have many friends in faith: not just the Old Testament, but also 

the New Testament, the church’s rich tradition, the church’s teachings today, 

and fellow believers (i.e., literal friends). The Holy Spirit can even use our 

experiences, reason, and emotions to serve as friends in faith.16 While this 

book focuses on reclaiming the Old Testament as our theological companion, 

I hope that the Old Testament joins a great company of friends who together 

bring us into God’s presence and help us discern to God’s will.

Conclusion

Some of the most life-changing friendships are those we develop with people 

unlike ourselves, people who come from other cultures, people who don’t 

belong to our age or demographic. As our worlds collide, new realities crack 

open. We are no longer stuck with the same old boring existence. We are 

transformed by the renewing of our minds. Despite its age, the Old Testament 

can give the church fresh ways of thinking about God, humanity, and creation.

For Further Study

Other books also foster deep friendship with the Old Testament, whether they 

use friendship imagery or not. The books below were written by two of the 

best seminary professors today, and each one o!ers many ways of growing 

closer to God’s Word.

Davis, Ellen F. Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament. Cambridge, MA: 
Cowley, 2001.

Ellen Davis does a masterful job while carefully studying a variety of passages from the Old 

Testament. This book has led many to fall in love with the Old Testament.

15. Davis, “Losing a Friend,” 88.
16. The Wesleyan tradition upholds the Bible as the primary source of theological authority, 

but it also recognizes the importance of tradition, reason, and experience (see Gunter et al., 
Wesley and the Quadrilateral). Additionally, one could make a case for adding emotions and 
fellow believers to the mix.
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Fretheim, Terence E. About the Bible: Short Answers to Big Questions. 1999. Rev. and exp. ed. 
Minneapolis: Augsburg, 2009.

Terry Fretheim excels at concisely and clearly explaining a host of questions people bring to the 

Bible, such as: Why do Bible translations di!er? How does the Bible relate God to su!ering? Do 

prayers change the future?

The website www.MatthewSchlimm.com has additional resources, including 

group discussion questions.
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