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This present work attempts to track the key turning points in the histo
ry of Israel and the recurrent themes that grow from them. Victor Mat
thews highlights eight key points in the history of Israel that help to 
form the foundation for their story. Understanding that this is not pre
cisely a hook on Old Testament themes, but rather an examination of 
moments in time that changed the course of a nation somewhat helps to 
explain the noteworthy absence of the impact of prophecy on the na
tion. However, since the title suggests that the book examines narra
tives that shaped a nation, the inclusion of the concept of redemption 
(messianic hope) would strengthen the work. 

On a positive note, Matthews does a good job with the historical 
background of the narratives. Also, within each chapter, Matthews 
highlights a number of motifs that grow out of the main narrative being 
addressed. These motifs, Matthews suggests, are the means by which the 
story is imparted. Matthews does a good job of providing supplemen
tary material to substantiate the chapters. Charts are frequent and gen
erally helpful for the reader. Additionally, Matthews works hard to 
portray Israel in its cultural and geographical context, which is admira
ble. At times however, the connections to the Ancient Near East seem 
stretched. The works cited section, while extensive, fails to interact with 
some of the more noteworthy authors within the field. Instead, by far 
the most often cited author in the notes is Matthews himself. He cites 
his own works more than twenty times in the book. 

Matthews tends to minimize the role of God's providence in the text 
and history of Israel. For example, the author does not interpret the 
serpent in Genesis 3 as Satan, but simply "another of the animals that 
populate the garden," who simply gives Eve the opportunity to investi
gate her own "intellectual curiosity." Similarly, he views the response of 
Adam and Eve to the question raised by the serpent not as sin, but sim
ply a "rite of passage from childhood to adulthood." Thus, he concludes 
that the response of the man and woman has actually prepared them for 
"life outside Eden, where clothing is a mark of status, gender, and eco
nomic conditions." Moreover, the author concludes that Eden was an 
improper and "unsuitable place" for Adam and Eve and had they "never 
been expelled from Eden, then the effort tha t is the basis for most 
human achievement as well as good and bad actions, would not exist." 
In other words, their sin was beneficial to both them and mankind. 
Finally, Matthews is subtly critical of the God-ordained roles of Adam 
and Eve. He claims that "peace and contentment can be found in . . . a 
personal effort to rise above the need for dominance over others, either 
politically, economically, or sexually." In a similar manner, Matthews 
minimizes the role of divine sovereignty in his explanations of the tran
sitions of authority from Saul to David and David to Solomon, the role 
of the Ark of the Covenant, and the reforms of Ezra and Nehemiah in 
favor of more anthropocentric explanations. 
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Mat thews ' s modera te view on the au tho r sh ip of t h e books appears in 
near ly every chapter , arguing for mul t ip le au thor sh ip of t he Pen ta t euch , 
Kings , and Chronicles and ques t ion ing t h e t r a d i t i o n a l view of a u t h o r 

sh ip on o t h e r p a s s a g e s . More egreg ious ly , a t t i m e s , t h e a u t h o r even 
quest ions the accuracy of t he t e x t . He accuses t he au tho r s of the t e x t of 

being inaccura te (63, 76, 84, 105), agenda-driven (84), biased (111), and 
not r epor t ing t h e events accura te ly (139). 

Overall , t he book is a t t imes bo th in teres t ing and f rus t ra t ing to read. 
As far as t r a c k i n g t h e even t s t h a t c h a n g e d t h e course of h i s t o r y for 

God's people, Mat thews does an adequa te job . However, w h a t ' s missing 

is t h e acknowledgement of t he sovereign, guiding h a n d of God th rough

ou t I s r ae l ' s h i s to ry . T h a t one t r u t h assures r eade r s t o d a y t h a t God ' s 

people were no t j u s t s tumbl ing t h r o u g h o u t t h e Middle E a s t looking for 

a home, b u t in fact were superna tu ra l ly led by a loving God who is guid
ing t h e m to an u l t ima te hope in Christ . 

Deron J. Biles 

Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 

The Original Story: God, Israel, and the World. By John Barton and 

Julia Bowden. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004. 334 pages. Softcover, 

$20.00. 

"All features considered, The Original Story is one of t he best guidebooks 
t o t h e H e b r e w Bible now ava i l ab le . " T h a t is t h e q u o t e offered by t h e 
publ i shers of t h i s survey Old T e s t a m e n t . Unfor tuna te ly , t h a t pra ise is 
hyperbol ic . 

The book is wr i t t en for beginning s tuden t s and does have some help
ful componen t s . S idebars , p ic tures , and i l lus t ra t ions are a b u n d a n t and 
t h e g lossary is helpful for anyone new t o t h e s t u d y of t h e Old Tes ta 
men t . 

However, a t t imes , t h e a u t h o r s seem to s t ruggle w i th t h e a t t e m p t t o 
w r i t e t o a n e l e m e n t a r y a u d i e n c e a b o u t c o m p l e x t o p i c s . T h e book is 
m a r k e d b y s i m p l e v o c a b u l a r y a n d c o l l o q u i a l i s m s ( w i t h w o r d s l ike 
"dogged , " "fuzzy," "g loomy," " tu s s l ed , " " sc rappy ," and " p e t e r s o u t " ) , 
reading like i t was wr i t t en by someone wi th more t r a in ing in educa t ion 
t h a n in theology. The au tho r s do not in te rac t wi th m a n y noted Old Tes
t a m e n t scholars , especially those who hold differing views. Often t h e y 
approach difficulties wi th a bias t h a t leaves l i t t le room for belief in t h e 
absolute t r u t h of the t e x t , and in fact , t h e y seem to discount t he possi
b i l i ty . Sadly , t h i s re fe rence gives i m p r e s s i o n a b l e s t u d e n t s l icense t o 
make sweeping theological assumpt ions wi thou t proof and wi thou t con
sidering evidence to t h e contrary. 

By far, t h e mos t common ingred ien t s in t h e t e x t are t h e s t a t e m e n t s 
quest ioning the accuracy of t he Bible. The au tho r s ques t ion the au thor 
ship of t he P e n t a t e u c h (40, 44, 60, 82), Job (74), Psa lms (33), Proverbs 
(32), and I sa i ah (44, 192-96) in general ; and Genesis 1-11 (122), A d a m 
and Eve (121-22), the stories of Noah (61 , 121-22), A b r a h a m (61), Moses 




