Old Testament
The Old Testament describes the history of Israel. It is divided into the five books of the Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy); the historical books of Joshua through Esther; the books of poetry and wisdom, Job through Song of Solomon, including the Psalms; and the books of the prophets Isaiah to Malachi. In the Old Testament, God is often depicted as full of wrath and less forgiving than He is in the New Testament. However, a close reading of both testaments reveals a God that is holy as well as kind and loving.
 
A 
Abraham – Abraham is one of the most important characters in the Old Testament, considered the father of the Hebrew people and the ancestor of all Jews. His name is often invoked as an image of patriarchal values or wisdom. He can also be considered a symbol of fertility. God tests Abraham’s faith and loyalty by commanding him to sacrifice his only son, Isaac. Abraham obeys, but just as he raises his knife to slay his son, God intervenes and stays his hand. Satisfied that Abraham’s faith is genuine, he provides a ram to take Isaac’s place. Allusions to this story in Genesis 22: 1-19 symbolize an ultimate challenge or sacrifice.

 
Absalom – The archetype of the rebellious son, particularly one who meets with a tragic end. In 2 Samuel 13-18, Absalom is identified as the third son of King David. He was a remarkable beauty, adored by both his father and his people. He sided with  Ahithophel in a rebellion against his own father, and as a result, was slain by Joab after getting his long hair caught in the branches of a tree while attempting to flee. David, grief-stricken, lamented “O my son! My son Absalom! Absalom, my son! If only I had died in your place, my son! Absalom, my son!”

 
Adam and Eve – The archetypal man and woman. According to Genesis 2, they were created by God to inhabit the Garden of Eden. Their names are associated variously with their state of happy innocence before the fall, their nakedness, their fallibility, their disobedience, and their joint guilt for committing the original sin. 

 

The Apple of Knowledge – Also known as the forbidden fruit, it has come to represent something that is tempting but off limits. In Genesis 3:1-16, Adam and Eve are expressly forbidden by God to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. Satan, disguised as a serpent, tempts Eve to disobey God’s order and eat the fruit (commonly depicted as an apple). She does and then tempts Adam to do the same. Upon eating the fruit, both notice for the first time that they are naked and are ashamed. They sewed fig leaves together to cover themselves. That evening, they hear God walking in the garden and hide from him, but he bids them to come forth. He notices that they have covered themselves and asks why, to which Adam replies, “I was afraid and hid from you because I was naked.”

            “Who told you that you were naked,” God asks. “Did you eat the fruit that I told you not to eat?”

            Adam admits to doing so and blames Eve for tempting him. She in turn tells God that the serpent tricked her into eating the fruit. As punishment for their disobedience, God banishes them from the Garden. He declares that all women from this point forward will have pain when giving birth and that they must be subservient to their husbands. He tells Adam that the ground will be under a curse so that he and his descendants will have to toil all their lives in order to make it produce food. Ultimately, all will return to the soil.

 

C
Cain and Abel – Archetype of two brothers whose relationship ends in violent, often irreconcilable disagreement. The story of Cain and Abel appears in Genesis 4: 1-16. Cain, the first son of Adam and Eve, is a “tiller of the ground.” Abel, his brother, is a shepherd. Cain envies Abel and is driven to murder him out of jealousy: “Then Cain said to his brother Abel, ‘Let’s go out in the fields.’ When they were out in the fields, Cain turned on his brother and killed him. The Lord asked Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ He answered, ‘I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?’”

 

Canaan – see PROMISED LAND

 

D 
David and Goliath – David is a humble but pious shepherd boy who alone faces and defeats the Philistine giant Goliath by killing him with a slingshot. The allusion has come to represent any contest in which the two sides are unequally matched, but the underdog wins in spite of unfavorable odds.

E       
Exodus – A mass migration or departure, this word comes from the Greek exodos, or “marching out”. In the Old Testament, the Book of Exodus describes the departure of the Israelites from Egypt (12: 31) under Moses and their subsequent 40 year wanderings in the wilderness before reaching the Promised Land, or Canaan. Refers to a mass migration or departure.

 
F      The Fall – Refers to a lapse from a previously happier, more innocent state and comes from the Book of Genesis, when Adam and Eve disobey God’s order not to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. When they do, they commit the first sin, thus cursing mankind from that point forward. (NOTE: Many characters in literature experience what is known as the fortunate fall. This means that, although they have endured misery and hardship, they are better off for the experience.)

 

The Flood – The original Flood was sent by God to punish the human race, which had fallen into sinful ways. For 40 days and 40 nights, the waters covered the earth, but God allowed Noah and his family to survive by building an ark, in which they preserved every species on earth. As the Flood is recorded very early in the bible, any reference to times before the flood is understood to be during the very earliest of recorded history.

 
Forbidden Fruit – See APPLE OF KNOWLEDGE

 

G     

The Garden of Eden – Represents a paradise or unspoiled, idyllic place; a state of perfect bliss and innocence. It is described in the Book of Genesis: “[T]he Lord planted a garden in Eden, in the East. . . . He made all kinds of beautiful trees grow there and produce good fruit. . . . A stream flowed in Eden and watered the garden” (2: 8-10).

  
I 
Isaac – Son of Abraham. 

 
Ishmael – A social outcast. In the Old Testament, Ishmael is the son of Abraham and Hagar, who was the Egyptian maidservant of Sarah. According to Genesis 16-25, Sarah, believing herself to be barren, permitted Hagar to sleep with Abraham and become pregnant. The two women quarreled, however, and once Sarah gave birth to Isaac she threw Hagar and Ishmael out of the house and banished them to the desert. The name Ishmael and the term Ishmaelite stand for anyone who is expelled from society.

 
J 
Job – Job is a symbol of endless patience in the face of extreme suffering or difficulty. Job is a faithful man, who has seven sons, three daughters, and a great deal of wealth. As the story goes, God sees Satan roaming the earth and remarks on His loyal servant Job. Satan challenges God, asking Him if He thinks Job would remain His most loyal servant if he got nothing out of it. A bet of sorts ensues. God kills his children and destroys his wealth, but still Job proclaims, “I was born with nothing, and I will die with nothing. The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away. May His name be praised!” Although God is satisfied, Satan is not, declaring, “A man will give up everything in order to stay alive. But now suppose you hurt his body—he will curse you to your face!” God tells Satan that Job is his to do with what he likes, provided he does not kill him. Satan plagues his body with boils, but despite his pain and suffering, all Job says is, “When God sends us something good, we welcome it. How can we complain when he sends us trouble?” Goaded by Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, however, Job does come to curse the day he was born and asks God why he is being treated so badly. God responds in part by saying, “Who are you to question my wisdom with your ignorant, empty words?” In the end, however, God blesses the second half of Job’s life even more than he did the first. Job owned 14,000 sheep, 6,000 camels, 2,000 head of cattle, and 1,000 donkeys. He also fathered seven sons and three daughters and lived long enough to see his grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

 

L    
Lot’s Wife – Lot’s wife has come to represent any person who brings about his or her own demise through disobedience. The reference comes from Genesis 19: 26. According to the story, Lot, his wife, and his family were forewarned by the angels of God’s destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah because Lot was a good man. Lot and his family were given time to leave under the condition that not look back as the cities were laid waste with fire and brimstone. Lot’s wife disobeyed this command, perhaps already missing the worldly pleasures Sodom and Gomorrah offered, and she was turned into a pillar of salt as punishment.

   

Lucifer – Lucifer is identified in the Bible as the leader of angels who rose in rebellion against God and consequently fell: “King of Babylon, bright morning star, you have fallen from heaven! In the past you conquered nations, but now you have been thrown to the ground. You were determined to climb up to heaven and to place your throne above the highest stars. You thought you would sit like a king on the mountain in the north where the gods assembler. You said you would climb to the tops of the clouds and be like the Almighty. But instead, you have been brought down to the deepest part of the world of the dead” (Isaiah 14: 12-14).

 
M  
Moses – According to Exodus 2: 3, the infant Moses’ mother placed him in a basket among the reeds of the Nile to conceal him from Pharaoh’s soldiers, who were under order to kill all male children of Jewish parentage. The Pharaoh’s daughter found him when she came down to the river to bathe, and he was entrusted to the safekeeping of a nurse. Later, Moses becomes the biblical prophet who, with God’s help, leads the Israelites out of captivity in Egypt, which has been visited upon by 10 plagues. Outstanding leaders who have successfully led their people in times of trouble are sometimes compared to the biblical patriarch, who is the archetype of a wise, venerable, old man. 

 

Mount Sinai – The hill where Moses received the Ten Commandments. The allusion implies a place or situation where a person or group of people come face to face with some revelation or challenge.

 
N    
Noah – See NOAH’S ARK.

 
Noah’s Ark – An ark is a large boat or other vessel intended to rescue people or animals under the threat of annihilation. According to the Book of Genesis (6: 14), Noah built an ark as ordered by God. On it, he preserved his family and two of every species of animal on earth when the world was inundated by the Flood.

 

O   
Original Sin – A state considered to be the innate condition of man since the fall of Adam. In other words, man, because of Adam’s sin, has fallen out of grace with God.

 

P    
The parting of the Red Sea – Refers to a miraculous escape, especially one made with divine assistance. Under the guidance of Moses, the Israelites crossed the Red Sea from Egypt into Sinai. According to the story, the Red Sea parted at Moses’ command and then closed behind them, preventing the Egyptians from pursuing them.

 
The Plague of Locusts – Refers to a mob of people who eat or strip everything in sight. The allusion is to the biblical plague of locusts (Exodus 10: 4-19), which was the eighth plague inflicted by God on the Pharoah of Egypt. The locusts consumed all the food they could find.

 
The Plagues of Egypt – The 10 disasters by which God punished the Egyptians for oppressing the Israelites and failing to acknowledge His power (Exodus 7-12): 1) the plague of water turned to blood; 2) the plague of frogs; 3) the plague of gnats; 4) the plague of flies; 5) the plague on livestock; 6) the plague of boils; 7) the plague of hail; 8) the plague of locusts; 9) the plague of darkness; and 10) the plague of death on the firstborn. After the 10th plague, Pharaoh released the Israelites from bondage.

 

Philistine –  See 1 Samuel 17. An uncultured, ignorant person. The original Philistines were warlike, non-Semitic people who in biblical times inhabited ancient Philistia in close – often hostile – proximity to the Hebrews. Two notable Philistines from the Old Testament were Goliath and Delilah. 

 
The Promised Land – In the Old Testament the land of Canaan was promised by God to Abraham and his descendants, and as a result, it was referred to as the Promised Land: “And the Lord appeared unto Abraham and said, ‘Unto thy seed will I give this land’ (Genesis 12: 7). In other contexts, the term is also applied to heaven. It is also referred to as the Land of Milk and Honey and now symbolizes a place or situation believed to offer happiness, fulfillment, and security.

 
R  
Rose of Sharon – An flower whose beauty is taken to represent love or loveliness, especially as a description of Jesus Christ. The image of the rose of Sharon occurs in the biblical Song of Solomon 2: 1-2, in which it is put into the mouth of the bride. The flower in question has been variously identified as the autumn crocus, asphodel, or narcissus, which flourished on the plain of Sharon, a fertile area on the coast of ancient Palestine.

 
Ruth – The Book of Ruth tells the story of a Moabite widow named – coincidentally enough – Ruth, who promises never to desert her mother-in-law: “Whither thou goest, I will go” (Ruth 1:16). Her kindness to her mother-in-law impresses a wealthy man named Boaz, and he and Ruth eventually marry. Ruth subsequently appears in the genealogy of Matthew 1: 5 as the great-grandmother of King David. She has become the archetype of the devoted, loyal woman.

  

S  
Samson and Delilah – The biblical Samson was a judge of Israel, renowned for his great strength, the source of which was his long hair. He is brought down by Delilah’s feminine wiles. She cuts off his hair and gouges out his eyes.

 
The Serpent – Represents and evil influence or source of trouble and comes from the Book of Genesis. In the Garden of Eden, where Adam and Eve dwell, the serpent tempts Eve to eat the forbidden fruit that grows on the Tree of Knowledge. The identification of the Serpent with the devil is based on Revelation 20: 2: “He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent – that is, the Devil, or Satan – and chained him up for a thousand years.”

 

“The sins of the fathers” – The misdeeds of one generation must be atoned for in the next (and perhaps those that follow). The phrase comes from the second of the Ten Commandments, which warns that those who offend God may find that their descendants must pay for their offenses: “I bring punishment on those who hate me and on their descendants down to the third and fourth generation” (Exodus 20: 5).

 
Sodom and Gomorrah – These cities are described in the Book of Genesis as places of corruption. For this reason, God destroys them: “Suddenly the Lord rained fire and brimstone on the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and destroyed them and the whole valley, along with all the people there and everything that grew on the land” (Genesis 19: 24). The allusion refers to a place that is notorious for depravity and vice, especially of a sexual nature. The term sodomy comes from the name of Sodom, whose inhabitants were known for the practice. 

 

T    
The Ten Commandments – A set of rules that must not – under any circumstances – be broken. The original Ten Commandments were the laws revealed to Moses by God on the top of Mount Sinai. Their purpose was to guide the Israelites. They are as follows: 1) I am the Lord your God; thou shalt have not other gods before me; 2) Thou shalt not worship false idols; 3) Thou shalt not take the Lord’s name in vain; 4) Thou shalt remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy; 5) Honor thy father and thy mother; 6) Thou shalt not kill; 7) Thou shalt not commit adultery; 8) Thou shalt not steal; 9) Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor; 10) Thou shalt not covet anything that belongs to thy neighbor.

 

The Tower of Babel – A reference to a scene of general confusion and noise. According to the Book of Genesis, 11: 4-9, the Tower of Babel was built with the intention of reaching heaven, which angered God. He thwarted the efforts of the Babylonians by making them speak different languages so that they couldn’t understand one another. The word Babel means “gate of God.”

 

The Tree of Knowledge – Appears in the Book of Genesis, where it is identified as the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Adam and Eve eat the forbidden fruit that grows on the Tree of Knowledge and are expelled by God from the Garden of Eden. In literature, this allusion often symbolizes the truth that knowledge and experienced can only be gained through a loss of innocence, or a fall. 

 

W   
Wandering in the Wilderness – This phrase, which now means to languish as an outcast while out of office (political), in exile, or otherwise out of favor, appears several times in the bible but is best known in reference to the period the Israelites, led by Moses, spent wandering in the wilderness after their flight from Egypt. In Numbers 14: 33, Moses is quoted as warning his people that it would be many years before their exile came to an end: “Your children will wander in the wilderness for forty years, suffering for your unfaithfulness, until the last one of you dies.”

 
