


I will expound a theme,
hold forth on the lessons of the past,
things we have heard and known,
that our fathers have told us.
We will not withhold them from our children,
telling the coming generation
the praises of the Lord and His might,
and the wonders He performed 
that they might put their confidence in God,
and not forget God’s great deeds,
but observe His commandments.

(Psalm 78,2-4.7)
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Do you know someone who picks up a book and always starts reading at the end? I’m sure you do. Now, do you 

also know someone who reads NOTHING but the end? That is a bit strange, isn’t it? 

There is ONE book which is read almost exclusively like that: our Bible. It has two parts. The first part is quite 

long, and the second part is much shorter. People usually read only the second part. The last fifth. The New 

Testament. It is very obvious that those who only know the end of a book can only understand a little bit about 

the entire book. They’ve missed the most important part: the beginning—the basis—on which everything else 

is built.

Now, is it possible that our Bible is an exception? Will we really miss something if we don’t read the first part? 

Well, I would think so! Otherwise, we will never understand why Adam and Eve had to leave Paradise, how Noah 

saved the animals from the Great Flood, who Abraham (the ancestor of Jesus) was, why the Ten Commandments 

were given to man, and so forth and so on...   

 

I have therefore written a book for you with many stories from the beginning of our Bible. Each story is accom-

panied by a work of art. You should take your time with the works of art. Besides, you will come across picture 

puzzles now and then, so if you don’t pay attention, you will be completely lost! 

The first part of our Bible is called the “Old Testament.” However, this title sounds very negative, as if everything 

in it is antique, outdated, and of no interest. That’s why many people nowadays prefer to call it the “First Testa-

ment.” In this way, no one will think of ignoring it any longer.  

To make sure your parents and grandparents get started, too, I have written an introduction and several com-

mentaries which they will find below each text. YOU will find explanations alongside the pictures. Sometimes, 

however, I’ll leave you on your own. I want to make sure you keep thinking independently and keep asking many 

questions. Curiosity is the basis of all knowledge and progress! It is better to embark on a journey filled with 

questions than to remain at home with your own opinions. 

Have fun reading, looking, and discovering (start on page 29)!                            
                                                                                                                                                       Suzanne E. Lier

 

                                                                                                                                

Children’s Preface
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An Introductory Word to the Adults

There is a deeply rooted prejudice held by nearly everyone: the Old Testament, the first part of the Christian 

Bible, can be ignored. If we want to understand something about Christianity, all we need to do is turn to the 

New Testament. The Old Testament is viewed as obsolete. Hasn’t it long been superseded by the New? The terms 

“Old“ and “New“ seem to make it unmistakably clear. So why work through the bulky Old Testament? 

Results in biblical research over the past few years, however, have shown how remote such thinking is from the 

core of Christian belief. We cannot understand the New Testament unless we know the Old. The New has its 

roots in the Old: it is one possible continuation of the Old which stands as an equal next to other alternatives 

such as the rabbinic tradition of exegesis in Judaism. Frank Crüsemann, a German Old Testament scholar, re-

cently pointed out that there is no Christian truth which has not been gained by the Old Testament (Crüsemann 

2011, 137). The wonderful “music“ of the ONE Christian Bible can only start playing when the Old Testament 

serves as the sounding board for the New. 

Therefore, it is very important for us to really know the Old Testament! What a great source of cultural wisdom 

would become lost, along with texts of wonderful poetry und valuable testimonies from various ages! We should 

not deprive our children of these profound stories about God and the people who sought to discover Him. Thus, 

this storybook, which will be published in three parts, is meant to be a family book. It aims

• to introduce the most important texts of the Old Testament in an intelligible way, book by book, in English  

 translations close to the original texts; 

• to accompany each text with a work of art as encouragement for family discussion; 

• to provide theological background information through introductions, discussions, and text commentaries; 

• to help children understand the works of art through easy-to-understand explanations; 

• to be a read-aloud and picture book for the younger children from age five and up; 

• and especially to be a book which helps open up the precious treasures of the Old Testament, a book which  

 touches us deeply and can help us to enhance our hopes and beliefs! 

So I now welcome you and your children on an exciting journey through the (perhaps) still unknown world of 

the Old Testament!        

                                                                     
                                                                              Suzanne E. Lier
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The Expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael

But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had 
borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. So she said to 

Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of 
this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 

The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. 
But God said to Abraham, “Do not be distressed because of the boy 
and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as 
she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for 
you. As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him 
also, because he is your offspring.” 

So Abraham rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of 
water, and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the 
child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered about in 
the wilderness of Beer-sheba.

This next story leaves us dumbfounded. Can you understand Abraham? It is not easy. Abraham repudiates his slave Hagar 

and her son though the boy is his own son, too. He places them in mortal danger by sending them away with only some 

bread and water to keep them going. You can see Hagar’s desperation. She wipes away her tears with a cloth and is already 

on her way. Ishmael, too, with his back turned to us, is on his way into the unknown. Abraham raises his hands tentatively 

as if he wants to bless them before bidding them farewell. He stands between his wives and children. Rembrandt illustrates 

Abraham’s inner conflict: he loves both women, but has to decide on one of them. He looks depressed. This is not the case 

with Sarah behind him: she watches their farewell, relieved, almost mockingly. Isaac peeps around the door. He is the reason 

for all the trouble. And how about the dog? Will he accompany the outcasts? Rembrandt illustrated no other scene more 

often than this one: more than a hundred times! How deeply he must have been touched by this narrative! Take a look at 

Rembrandt’s drawing on the next page. Its mastery shows with only a few strokes how a human being can be pulled from the 

depths of despair and open up to a divine voice! 

The merciless behavior of      
Abraham and Sarah casts a 
bad light on them. What was 
going on in Abraham’s mind 
when he sent Hagar and 
Ishmael into the wilderness 
with hardly anything to eat     
or drink to their almost certain 
death? To brighten up this   
negative picture of Abraham, 
a few verses (21:11–13; 2nd 
paragraph in our account) 
were later inserted in the    
Postexilic Period. Abraham is 
portrayed as a compassion-
ate human being. He only re-
luctantly acquiesces to Sa-
rah’s demands and is deeply 
troubled for he loves his son. 
And only after God makes the 
comforting promise that a 
substantial future is awaiting 
Ishmael, does Abraham send 
Hagar and their son away the 
next morning. His action is    
divinely justified. 

Genesis 21:9–14

Rembrandt, The Expulsion of Hagar, 1637.
Etching and dry-point, 12.6 x 9.7 cm. Hamburg, Hamburger Kunsthalle, Kupferstichkabinett.
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Jacob’s Dream

Jacob left Beersheba and went toward Haran. And he came to a 
certain place and stayed there that night, because the sun had set. 

Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and 
lay down in that place to sleep. And he dreamed, and behold, there 
was a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven. 
And behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on it! 
And behold, the LORD stood above it and said, 

“I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of 
Isaac. The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your off-
spring. Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and in you 
and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed. Be-
hold, I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will 
bring you back to this land. For I will not leave you until I have done 
what I have promised you.” 

Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in 
this place, and I did not know it.” And he was afraid and said, “How 
awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and 
this is the gate of heaven.” 

So early in the morning Jacob took the stone that he had put under 
his head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. He 
called the name of that place Bethel. Then Jacob made a vow, saying, 
“If God will be with me and will keep me in this way that I go, and 
will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, so that I come again 
to my father’s house in peace, then the LORD shall be my God, and 
this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God‘s house. And 
of all that you give me I will give a full tenth to you.”

The notion of a staircase or 
ladder leading to heaven may 
be derived from the architec-
ture of the pyramid temples in 
Mesopotamia (so-called “zig-
gurat”). A series of ramps and 
stairways allowed access to 
the top. It is assumed that 
there was a shrine on the top, 
a “cella,” the holiest place 
where God would appear and 
talk to devout visitors. The 
sig-nificance of the sacred 
place of Bethel, 20 kilome-
ters north of Jerusalem, was 
a matter of fierce debate in 
Israel’s history. Whereas 
some regarded it as a legiti-
mate YHVH sanctuary (the    
prophet Amos and various 
passages in the Book of      
Judges), others denounced    
it as an illegitimate idola-  
trous sanctuary (cf. 1 Kings 
12:25ff), especially after Jero-
beam I, the first king of the 
northern realm of Israel, had 
established it as a rival sanc-
tuary to Jerusalem and had 
set up a golden calf. King     
Josiah supposedly destroyed 
Bethel around 620 B.C. (2 
Kings 23:15). 

Genesis 28:10–22
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José de Ribera (1591–1652), Jacob’s Dream, 1639. Oil on canvas, 179 x 233 cm. Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado.

Jacob lies still, sleeping. His head is supported by his left arm, behind him a knobby trunk of a tree. He doesn’t look very 

comfortable with the rough ground underneath him. But he doesn’t seem to mind. Jacob’s face is steeped in bright light. 

Behind him we see a light yellow weave of clouds contrasting with the dark brown colors beneath. If you look closely, you will 

see angels in the clouds. Jacob is dreaming. He dreams that he can see God way up on the stairs talking to him. It must be 

a wondrous dream! Jacob is suffused by his dream. The calmness he emits shows us that God is surely close to him. The 

ground can be as uncomfortable as it may be. Whoever senses God in himself can become light inwardly and cast off all 

heaviness, like Jacob here. 
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Digression

Biblical Art in Spite of the Ban on Images?

A true work of art will always have something of         
infinity in it to our minds, as well as a work of nature. 
We contemplate it, we perceive and relish its beauties, 
it makes an impression, but it cannot be thoroughly      
understood, nor its essence nor its merit be clearly       
defined by words.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (“Observations on the Laocoon,” 1798;                                    
                anonymous translation, Goethe on Art 1980, 78)

Do we need pictures in the Bible? And if yes, what kind of pic-
tures? Or should we say that pictures are more harmful be-

cause they insinuate that the ineffable God can be defined and all the 
events described in the Bible are historically true?  

Without a doubt, pictures have a formative influence, especially for 
children. The younger our children, the more intensely they absorb 
and memorize the text through the presented image. Their notions 
of biblical subjects are guided by what they perceive visually. It is all 
the more important to select pictures of high value, pictures which 
mirror the great biblical treasures in their artistic quality and sty-     
listic variety. 

Great masterpieces of art possess an infinite quality in themselves 
and therefore embody to some extent divine essence; any explana-
tion will always fall short of its full meaning. Art as “Language of the 
Unspeakable” (Kandinsky, according to Goecke-Seischab 2010, 12) 
is excellently suited to express biblical content without destroying 
its transcendent value and aura of mystery. Children will intuitively 
grasp the precious beauty of the images and will be deeply touched.

306



307

Nevertheless, these pictures won’t prevent stereotypes from being 
passed on. One of the most momentous stereotypes is the represen-
tation of God as a grandfatherly figure with a long gray beard, which 
emerged in art around the 12th century. It is possible that this image 
has positive connotations with young children at first, but it soon 
has fateful consequences. These images defraud the absolute other-
ness of God; they assign God to the archetype of the “dignified old 
man” and exclude all female aspects. They turn God into a human 
being who, furthermore, is foolish and frail. If such an early image 
is conveyed and memorized, it can later lead to a complete rejection 
of God. An adult will indignantly turn away from such a ridiculous 
notion of God and put his faith aside if he never has the opportunity 
to have his notions of God reassessed (Lange 2002, 49–67).

Once it is clear that we can’t define God through an image and that 
He can only be understood indirectly, we will read the Bible with 
different eyes. As humans, we can only talk about God figuratively. 
No one has ever seen God. So why did He put up a strict ban on 
images in the first of His Ten Commandments (“You shall not make 
for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on 
the earth beneath or in the waters below”, Ex 20:4, Dt 5:8)? How is 
this divine injunction consistent with the wealth of figurative biblical 
language and especially the need of our children to see biblical con-
tent illustrated? 

To answer this, we must first make a distinction: the ban on images 
referred to tangible objects, not to verbal images. The perceptible 
image itself was not to be revered. The ban on images did not entail 
a general ban on works of art, nor did it exclude the didactic use of 
them in teaching children. In the end, says Old Testament scholar 
Dohmen (1987, 22), the ban on images is only related to art indirect-
ly, since it is primarily concerned with the question of the definition 
of the proper relationship between God and man. It guarantees that 
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people keep the proper distance from God and respect His unfath-
omable otherness. 

Nevertheless, fierce debates have ensued about the question of how 
exactly the biblical ban on images should be interpreted. Thus, in 
the 8th and 9th centuries many Byzantine religious images were de-
stroyed, and countless precious works of sacred art violently demol-
ished in the iconoclasm of the 16th century Reformation. One side 
referred to the ban and rejected images categorically as idolatry and 
superfluous accessory, whereas others emphasized its educational be-
nefit in particular. 

Today, there is still a strict ban on images in Judaism and Islam, and 
Protestant Christians also tend to be skeptical of religious images 
because of the ban on creating images and prefer a plain interior in 
churches. 

The following quotes are exemplary of the arguments of those who 
oppose sacred images and for those who support them (quotations 
taken from Lange 2002, 341–349): 

308



348

What colorful chaos! Exuberant life wherever we look! As if we are dreaming! Everything seems thrown together at random. 

The artist Chagall was carried away by a boundless, childlike joy. What does it matter if the rules of perspective and order 

were abandoned? Whoever loves God and keeps his commandments will gain untold happiness and an abundance of life. 

Only one thing matters: delight in God and the wealth of His blessings! However, you may still have many questions. It is far 

from easy to understand these little scenes, icons, and symbols! It helps to know a little bit about Chagall’s life. He liked to 

instill his paintings with important events from his life. Here, for instance, you can see his wedding with Bella, recognize his 

preference for the circus and music, and enjoy scenes from his stays in Paris. He also depicted important events from Jewish 

history: on the bottom you will find Jews as fugitives with all their belongings. Flight and persecution were the destiny of Jews 

throughout history. A little pictorial symbol on the top near the fish should be very familiar to you by now. No doubt you will 

know who the man with the Tablets of the Law is by now!  

Marc Chagall (1887–1985), La Vie, 1964. St-Paul-de-Vence (Provence), Museum Fondation Maeght. 
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Choose Life

And Moses went on: “Surely, this Instruction which I enjoin upon 
you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach. 

It is not in the heavens, that you should say, ‘Who among us can go 
up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may 
observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who 
among us can cross to the other side of the sea and get it for us and 
impart it to us, that we may observe it?’ No, the thing is very close to 
you, in your mouth and in your heart, to observe it.

See, I set before you this day life and prosperity, death and adversity. 
For I command you this day, to love the LORD your God, to walk in 
His ways, and to keep His commandments, His laws, and His rules, 
that you may thrive and increase, and that the LORD your God may 
bless you in the land that you are about to enter and possess. 

But if your heart turns away and you give no heed, and are lured into 
the worship and service of other gods, I declare to you this day that 
you shall certainly perish; you shall not long endure on the soil that 
you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 

I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day: I have put 
before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life—if you and 
your offspring would live—by loving the LORD your God, heeding 
His commands, and holding fast to Him. For thereby you shall have 
life and shall long endure upon the soil that the LORD swore to your 
ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give to them.”

The joyous undertone which is 
connected to keeping God’s 
commandment among the 
Jews is expressed in the litur-
gy of the synagogue in a       
moving prayer just before the 
recitation of the Shema: “With 
an eternal love have You loved 
the House of Israel, Your na-
tion. Torah and command-
ments, decrees and ordi-
nances have You taught us. 
Therefore LORD, our God, upon 
our retiring and arising, we will 
discuss Your decrees and we 
will rejoice with the words of 
Your Torah and with Your com-
mandments for all eternity. 
For they are our life and the 
length of our days and about 
them we will meditate day and 
night. May You not remove 
Your love from us forever. 
Blessed are You, O LORD, Who 
loves His nation Israel.”*

*http://wisdomintorah.com/wp-

content/uploads/ebooks/english/

Siddur1.pdf (as of: April 19, 2012)

Deuteronomy 30:11–20
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The following list cites all books and essays which I have used to write 
this book. I wanted to be sure you can trace all the information, influ-
ences, and points of view I have put forward. Maybe there is one or 
two books on my list which you might want to read to deepen your 
understanding of a subject you are especially interested in. 

1. Bible Translations

In the old days, only one English translation of the Christian Bible 
was considered standard: The King James Version (KJV). It came to 
be the first version of Scripture authorized by the Protestant Church 
and commissioned by England’s King James I. It is a very beautiful, 
elegant, literary translation and contributed a lot to the formation 
of the English language as we know it. However, at the time of its 
translation in 1611, very few Hebrew and Greek manuscripts were 
available; meanwhile, thousands of additional manuscripts have been 
discovered. Furthermore, the English of the KJV is not at all the same 
language spoken today. Both the vocabulary and the grammar have 
changed considerably, and for many people, reading the KJV is like 
reading a foreign language. A book which has children among its     
readers will definitely have to look for more modern translations to 
make sure the texts can be understood and cherished. There is no such 
thing as a “perfect” translation; the KJV was not an infallible transla-
tion either, even though it is believed by millions. It is obvious that 
texts written by different people over a period of many centuries, in 
ancient languages, cannot be conveyed from one language to another 
without changes and deviations in meaning. 

My selection of today’s more recent translations covers a wide range 
of the choices we have; the objective was to have you get to know 
modern standard translations which are widely used and help develop 
an ecumenical spirit. We might all be partial to the version given to us 
by our parents. But this should not prevent us from looking at other 
versions; the biblical language has a decisive influence on our accep-
tance or refusal of its contents. To be sure: one can learn the Truths of 
God from ANY translation! 

There are basically two primary approaches to translations: Those 
which present a word-for-word translation (a more literal transla-
tion) and those which primarily translate thought-for-thought (a freer 
translation); many translations combine both approaches. My choice 
entails examples of both. The different Bible translations will be intro-
duced according to their sequence in my book. The year in the bracket 
indicates the edition used.

1. The Jewish Publication Society Tanakh Translation (NJPS Ta-
nakh, 1999), commentaries and text in: The Jewish Study Bible, TA-
NAKH Translation, ed. by Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler, Oxford 
2004. 

The NJPS is a completely fresh translation directly from the Masoretic 
text of the Hebrew Scriptures into modern English, independent of 
any earlier one. Commissioned and published by the Jewish Publi-
cation Society, it was begun in 1955, completed in 1982, and then 
revised several times. The translation emerged from a team of Jewish 

scholars and rabbis representing the Conservative, Reform, and Or-
thodox branches of organized Jewish life. They strove for a faithful 
idiomatic rendering of the original scriptural languages, yet avoided 
obsolete words whenever possible and rendered Hebrew idioms by 
means of their normal English equivalents. Intelligibility and correct-
ness were their utmost goals. The NJPS translation is the best and 
most widely read Jewish translation for contemporary English-speak-
ing Jews. Christian readers should consider using this superb trans-
lation of the Hebrew Bible (containing all the books of the so called 
“Old Testament,” except for the Apocrypha) into English more often. 
Who could better translate and understand the Hebrew original than 
its first addressees? The NJPS should become the preferred text for any 
Christian studying the Old/First Testament! 

2. New American Standard Bible (NASB, 1995) 
This translation, completed in 1971, is highly respected as the most li-
teral English translation of the Bible. It strictly adheres to the original 
languages, and is therefore very literal in vocabulary and word order 
reflecting the grammar of the original. Nevertheless, it seeks to use 
contemporary English where possible and is more readable than the 
King James Version. It is very useful for Bible study.

3. New Revised Standard Version (NRSV, 1989)
This is an update of the highly regarded Revised Standard Version 
(RSV) of 1952. Its goal was to preserve the best of the older versions 
while incorporating modern English. The NRSV is published by the 
National Council of Churches. It is a translation by Bible scholars 
from many denominations; it received the endorsement of over thirty 
Protestant churches, the American and Canadian Catholic bishops 
and the Greek Orthodox Church. The language of the NRSV has 
much of the archaic language eliminated and uses gender-inclusive 
pronouns. 

4. English Standard Version (ESV, 2001)
The ESV is a new literal translation developed by an international 
translation team of 95 outstanding evangelical Bible scholars and 
teachers representing nearly 20 denominations. Their goal was to 
combine faithfulness to the text and accuracy with literary excellence 
and beauty. It is a very readable translation and has become quite 
popular. 

5. New American Bible, Revised Edition (NABRE, 2010)
This Catholic Bible was released only a year ago; it is the culmination 
of nearly 20 years of work by a group of nearly 100 scholars and the-
ologians. The NABRE is an update of the meaning-based New Amer-
ican Bible (NAB), originally published in 1970, and includes a newly 
revised translation of the entire Old/First Testament; it is the official 
standard American Catholic edition of the Bible (incorporating the 
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