
OLD TESTAMENT OVERVIEW 

The 9 Eras of Old Testament History 

 

1. CREATION & PRE-HISTORY (Genesis 1 – 11) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Adam & Eve are created by God but sin, destroying God’s 

original plan for humankind 

 

Four Main events 

 

⇒ Creation – Humankind created in the image of God (Gen 

1 – 2) 

⇒ Fall – Sin enters the world (Gen 3 – 5) 

⇒ Flood – Judgement for sin (Gen 6 – 10) 

⇒ Tower of Babel – Beginning of the nations (Gen 11) 

 

2. PATRIARCHS (Genesis 12 – 50) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Abraham & his descendants are chosen by God to ‘father’ 

a people to represent God to the world 

 

Four Main characters 

 

⇒ Abraham – Father of the Hebrew people (Genesis 

12 – 23) 

 

God’s plan for the redemption of humankind is focused on 

the creation of a people through whom he can work to pro-

duce a reflection of himself, and from whom will one day 

come the Messiah. He chooses Abraham, and promises him a 

country (land), countless descendants (seed), and a global 

and timeless impact (blessing). God leads Abraham from Ur 

to Canaan, where he settles and has two sons, Ishmael 

(ancestor of the Arabs) and Isaac (ancestor of the Jews) 

 

⇒ Isaac – Second Father of promise (Genesis 24 – 26) 

 

Fathers two sons, Esau & Jacob 



 

⇒ Jacob – Father of the nation of Israel (Genesis 27 – 

35) 

 

Jacob begins life as a rogue, being gradually transformed by 

his relationship with God. Has 12 sons, each of whom be-

comes the father of one of the 12 tribes of Israel 

 

⇒ Joseph – Leader in Egypt (Genesis 37 – 50) 

 

Joseph, sold by his brothers into slavery in Egypt, becomes a 

great leader in Egypt. A severe famine brings Jacob & Jo-

seph’s 11 brothers to live in safety in Egypt. After Joseph’s 

death, the Hebrews are gradually reduced to the status of 

slaves. 400 years pass, during which the people cry out to 

God for deliverance 

 

 

3. EXODUS (Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Under Moses’ leadership, God delivers the Hebrew people 

from slavery in Egypt. The central feature of this period 

comes when God gives Moses ‘THE LAW’ (the 10 Com-

mandments plus other regulations for the people’s life, 

government and worship) on Mount Sinai 

 

Four Main events 

 

⇒ Deliverance – Freedom from slavery in Egypt 

(Exodus 1 – 18) 

 

God calls Moses to be his spokesman to the Egyptian Phar-

aoh, who refuses to allow the Hebrews to leave for the coun-

try God has promised them. God visits a series of terrible 

plagues on Egypt, and Pharaoh relents. After the Hebrews 

have left, Pharaoh again changes his mind and pursues 

them. God parts the Red Sea to allow the Hebrew people 

through, closing it again to swamp the Egyptian army. God’s 

destination for his people is Canaan, the land first settled by 

their ancestor Abraham. 



⇒ The Law – God’s commandments at Mount Sinai 

(Exodus 19 – 40) 

 

The Hebrews journey south to the bottom of the Sinai penin-

sula and camp around Mount Sinai. God summons Moses up 

the mountain and there delivers the Law which is to govern 

the people as they become a nation. Leviticus, a sort of rec-

ipe book for worship, is also delivered at this time. 

 

⇒ Kadesh Barnea – Place of rebellion against God 

(Numbers 10 – 14) 

 

Israel leaves Mount Sinai and migrates north to an oasis, 

Kadesh Barnea, the southern gateway into the ‘Promised 

Land’ (Canaan). From this vantage point, twelve spies (one 

from each tribe) are sent into Canaan to report on the pros-

pects of conquest. 10 report that there is no chance. 2, 

Joshua and Caleb, exhort the people to believe God and go 

for it. The people follow the majority report, and refuse to 

follow Moses into the Promised Land. 

 

⇒ Forty Years Wandering – consequences of rebelling 

against God (Numbers 20 – 36) 

 

Because of their rebellion, the ‘exodus’ generation are con-

demned to wander in the wilderness until everyone who was 

21 years or older at the time dies. A new generation 

emerges, willing to follow their leaders into the Promised 

Land. Moses leads them to the north of the Dead Sea near 

Jericho, the eastern gateway to Canaan, encourages them, 

gives them additional instruction found in the book of Deu-

teronomy, and then dies. 

 

 

 

 

4. CONQUEST (Joshua) 

 

Storyline Summary 

 

⇒ Joshua leads the conquest of the Promised Land 

 



Four Main Events 

 

⇒  Jordan – a miraculous parting of water (Joshua 1 – 5) 

After Moses’ death, God hand-picks Joshua to succeed him. 

The people cross the Jordan river, God parting the waters as 

he did at the Red Sea. 

 

⇒ Jericho – conquest of a city (Joshua 6) 

 

Jericho, a fortified city straddling the eastern gateway to Ca-

naan, poses a major threat to Israel. God instructs him to 

march around the city seven times, and the city’s walls col-

lapse, leading to its defeat 

 

⇒ Conquest – the defeat of Canaan (Joshua 7 – 12) 

 

The land is ruled by individual kings, each with his own city 

and surrounding area. Joshua cuts through the midsection 

towards the Mediterranean Sea. Having divided the land, he 

then sets about conquering it from south to north. The initial 

defeat of Canaan takes about 7 years 

 

⇒ Dominion – Finalising the conquest (Joshua 13 – 20) 

 

The 12 tribes are each allotted an area of land, and made 

responsible for finalising dominion over it. The 12 tribes are 

linked in a loose federation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. JUDGES (Judges – Ruth) 

 

Storyline Summary 

 

⇒ Various individual leaders (called ‘Judges’) are appointed 

by God to govern the people for 400 rebellious years, 

during which time Israel was in a state of almost contin-

ual warfare with its neighbours, notably the Philistines 



Four Main Subjects 

 

⇒ Judges – the leaders of Israel (Judges) 

 

The judges are political-military leaders of Israel who exer-

cise almost absolute power because of their office and abili-

ties. The four major judges were 

 

i. Deborah 

ii. Gideon 

iii. Samson 

iv. Samuel (a transitional character, both the last ‘judge’ and 

the first ‘prophet’) 

 

⇒ Rebellion – the breaking of God’s law (Judges) 

 

Just before Moses died, he instructed Israel to do three 

things (Deut 7. 1 – 5) 

i. destroy all the inhabitants of Canaan 

ii. avoid intermarriage with the Canaanites 

iii. shun worship of the Canaanite gods 

Judges records one of the darkest periods of Israel’s history, 

as the people fail to fulfil all three commands, and descend 

into spiritual and moral sin 

 

⇒ Cycles – repetition of Israel’s misfortunes (Judges) 

 

Much of this era is occupied with a series of seven cycles, 

each with five parts 

i. Israel ‘sins’ 

ii. God disciplines them through military defeat by a 

neighbouring country 

iii. Israel repents and cries out to God for deliverance 

iv. God raises up a judge who delivers them 

v. God frees the land from military oppression for the re-

mainder of that judge’s life 

Then, as each judge dies, the cycle begins again 

 

⇒ Ruth – a model of faithfulness (Ruth) 

 

Set in the time of the judges, Ruth stands out in refreshing 

contrast to the general tenor of Israel at this period. Ironi-



cally, she is a foreigner, but when her Jewish husband dies, 

she pledges allegiance to the true God, and travels back to 

the land with her mother-in-law. Her story is one of love, loy-

alty and commitment. 

 

 

 

 

 

6. KINGDOM (1 Samuel – 2 Chronicles) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ David & Solomon, the greatest kings in the new monar-

chy, are followed by a succession of mostly unrighteous 

kings, the nation divides into two (north & south) and 

God eventually judges both halves by sending them sepa-

rately into exile (the north in 722 BC & the south in 586 

BC). 

 

Four main periods 

 

⇒ United kingdom – a new monarchy (1 & 2 Samuel) 

 

The 12 tribes of Israel, jealous of the other nations around 

them, demand a king of their own. God allows Samuel to 

anoint Saul as king, but he is later rejected by God because 

of his unrighteousness. His successor David, although far 

from perfect, does seek to rule under God, and Israel pros-

pers. David’s son, Solomon, rules wisely and righteously at 

first; but later drifts away from God. 

 

⇒ Divided kingdom – a civil war (1 Kings) 

 

As a result of Solomon’s spiritual drifting, civil war erupts on 

his death, leading to two separate kingdoms, each with its 

own king 

i. a northern kingdom (Israel), with 10 tribes, with its 

capital in Samaria 

ii. a southern kingdom (Judah), Judah & Benjamin, with its 

capital in Jerusalem. 

 



⇒ Northern kingdom – the unrighteous kingdom (2 

Kings) 

 

At the start of the civil war which splits the kingdom, Jero-

boam is king of Israel (the northern kingdom). He is un-

righteous and each of the 19 kings who succeed him during 

the 250-year life of the northern kingdom is also unrighte-

ous. Because of this, the Lord raises up Assyria to conquer 

the northern kingdom (722 BC) and take the people captive. 

The northern kingdom is never restored. 

⇒ Southern kingdom – the inconsistent kingdom 

 

Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, is the first king of the southern 

kingdom. He is also unrighteous. The southern kingdom lasts 

longer than the north, its 400-year life prolonged by 8 right-

eous kings out of a total of 20. But Judah’s sins finally catch up 

with her, and God raises up Babylon (which had conquered As-

syria) to conquer Jerusalem (586 BC) and take her people to 

captivity in Babylon. 

 

 

 

 

7. EXILE (Ezekiel – Daniel) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Daniel & Ezekiel give leadership, model & encourage 

faithfulness, and maintain hope of God’s restoration 

through the 60 or so years of the Exile. 

 

Four main divisions 

 

⇒ Prophecy – warning of impending captivity 

(Jeremiah) 

 

The northern kingdom (Israel), has been conquered by Assyria 

and taken into captivity in 722 BC. During the time of events 

described in 2 Kings, the southern kingdom (Judah), receives a 

warning of impending doom through Jeremiah (the ‘weeping 

prophet’) who prophesies that the nation will be taken into 

captivity by the Babylonians. This happens in 586 BC. 



⇒ Prophets – Encouraging faithfulness among the ex-

iles (Ezekiel & Daniel) 

 

Two prophetic books survive from this period. Not much is 

known about Ezekiel, as his book has hardly any detail about 

its author. His main theme is that judgement will be over-

turned by God’s saving act, and he therefore encourages the 

exiles to be faithful. Daniel’s book is more autobiographical – 

he becomes an important government official, much like Jo-

seph in Egypt. Daniel’s personal life is an example to his peo-

ple; his prophecies focus on future kingdoms such as Persia, 

Greece & Rome, and look far ahead to the coming of the Mes-

siah and to the end of the world. 

 

⇒ Exiles – assimilated into the culture of Babylon 

(Daniel) 

 

The book of Daniel also gives us insight into the life of the 

Jews exiled to Babylon. They experience discrimination, 

which has been true of displaced Jews. Yet they do seem 

fairly well integrated into society, and some of them (such as 

Daniel himself), achieve positions of national prominence. 

 

⇒ Power change – the Persian Empire expands 

(Daniel) 

 

During the Jewish Exile, Persia rises to become the world’s 

dominant military power. Persia conquers Babylon (which 

had conquered Assyria) and therefore rules the whole land 

from the Tigris River to the Mediterranean Sea. The Persians, 

under their first king, Cyrus, were, for their day, enlightened 

rulers – in particular, they encouraged peoples taken captive 

by previous empires to return to their homelands. The stage 

is set for the Jewish return to Jerusalem. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8. RETURN (Ezra – Esther) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Ezra & Nehemiah lead God’s people back from captivity in 

Babylon. 

 

 

Four main subjects 

 

⇒ Disrepair – destruction from war and neglect 

(Nehemiah 1. 1 - 3) 

 

During the 50 years of Exile, Jerusalem falls into disrepair – 

to the initial  ravages of the military conquest is added the 

erosion of neglect. By the time of the Return, its walls and 

temple in ruins, Jerusalem is in a state of abject desolation. 

 

⇒ Temple – rebuilding the temple (Ezra 1 - 6) 

 

God prompts Cyrus, king of Persia, to initiate the financing 

and rebuilding of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem. Under the 

direction of Zerubbabel, an important Jewish figure in Persia, 

the rebuilding of the temple is begun. This draws consider-

able opposition from Gentiles living around Jerusalem. But at 

the urging of Haggai & Zechariah, two prophets who have 

also returned to Jerusalem, the restoration of the temple is 

completed. 

 

⇒ People – Spiritual rebuilding (Ezra 7 - 10) 

 

Just as the temple needed rebuilding physically, so God’s 

people need rebuilding spiritually. There has been no temple 

worship for decades. Most of the Jews returning to Jerusalem 

have not seen or heard the law of Moses. Ezra begins a na-

tional programme of re-education. First, he sets his own 

heart to study the law of the Lord and to practice it; then he 

teaches the people God’s statutes and ordinances. As the 

people rebuild the temple and the city, so God’s word, pro-

claimed by Ezra, rebuilds his people. 

 

 



⇒ Walls – restoration complete (Nehemiah) 

 

Not all the Jews return from Exile (see the book of Esther, 

which records events during this period, and records an attempt 

by certain elements within the Persian government to destroy 

the Jews remaining there). But many have returned, and the 

temple stands again as the dominant feature of the city. Yet the 

walls are still broken down – a serious security risk as well as a 

national humiliation. God causes Nehemiah (another high-

ranking Jew within the Persian government, a servant of the 

new king Artaxerxes) to feel a burden to rebuild the walls. Ar-

taxerxes gives him permission, protection and finance to do so. 

Within a remarkably short period of time, the walls of Jerusalem 

once again surround the city. Restoration – of people, temple 

and walls – is complete. 

 

 

 

9. SILENCE (between the Old & New Testaments) 

 

Storyline summary 

 

⇒ Pharisees, Sadducees and other religious bigwigs entomb 

the Jews in religious legalism for the next 400 years. 

 

Four main subjects 

 

⇒ The changing guard – the march of nations 

 

At the close of the Old Testament, Jerusalem is ruled by Persia. 

Alexander the Great defeats the Persians in 333 BC, and estab-

lishes Greek culture and language as a unifying force across his 

vast empire. When Alexander dies, his kingdom divides into 4, 

but Greek (or Hellenistic culture) remains the dominant influence. 

When Rome conquers that part of the world, Roman influences 

are introduced, but Greek influence remains strong. 

 

⇒ Political sects – the Maccabeans & the Zealots 

 

Throughout the 400 ‘Silent Years’, a number of militant Jewish 

groups attempt to revolt against foreign rule, especially against 

the Romans. Their desire is to establish Jerusalem and its sur-



rounding territory as an independent state again. The most well 

known of these groups are the Maccabeans and the Zealots. 

 

⇒ Religious sects – Pharisees and Sadducees 

 

These are the two primary religious groups which govern Jewish 

spiritual life during this period. Sadly, neither offers true spiritual 

guidance, as both are more concerned to promote a religious le-

galism of adherence to external regulations and practices, while 

ignoring the Old Testament insistence on the need for inner 

transformation. This legalism was enshrined in a huge number of 

laws which were rigorously enforced, especially by the Pharisees, 

who saw themselves as exclusively orthodox & conservative – 

they sought to separate themselves from ‘secular’ society and the 

people they were supposed to serve. The Sadducees are more 

liberal, the party of the Jerusalem aristocracy, seeking compro-

mise with the Romans to protect their own wealth and influence. 

A ruling board, the Sanhedrin, is made up of conservatives from 

both parties. 

 

⇒ Messianic hope – longing for a Saviour 

 

The Old Testament prophesies the coming of a ‘Messiah’ or 

‘Saviour’. During the Era of Silence, this longing grows, although 

it is often interpreted in military and political terms. When Jesus 

of Nazareth announces himself as Messiah, it is an event which 

grips the entire Jewish community – some rejoice, others oppose 

him.  


