
The Torah/Chumash/Five Books of Moses 
 
Genesis/Bereshit 

● Two systems of dividing the text: Parsha/sidra vs. chapter and verse 
● The name ‘Genesis’ 
● Early translations: Septuagint (Greek) Targums (Aramaic) 
● In passing: the relationship of the haftarah to the Torah reading on Shabbat and Yom Tov 
● Structure of the book: 

○ 1:1-2:3 – Creation of the world and the animals 
○ 2:4-11:26 – The Birth of Humanity: The creation of people; 2 creation stories 

about Adam and Eve; Gan Eden and the forbidden fruit; Cain and Abel (and 
Seth!); 10 generations to Noah; the flood and the ark; the tower of Babel 

○ 11:27 – 50:26 – Matriarchs and Patriarchs: 10 generations to Abram (and Sarai); 
the promise of land and progeny; Sarai and the king version 1; Abram and Lot; 
Abram as warrior; God appears to Abram; the names Abraham and Sarah; Hagar 
and Yishma’el; three visitors and the promise of Yitzhak’s birth; Sodom and 
Gomorrah; Lot and his daughters; Sarah and the king version 2; the birth of 
Yitzhak; the banishment of Hagar and Yishma’el; two stories of endangered sons, 
including the Akedah; Sarah’s death and the purchase of land in Canaan for her 
burial; the search for a wife for Yitzhak; Rebekah; Abraham remarries and has 
more children; Abraham’s death; Jacob and Esau, the theft of the birthright and 
the blessing; Jacob’s flight from Esau; Jacob, Rachel, Laban and Leah; the birth 
of Jacob’s children; the flight from Laban; Jacob’s struggle in the night; Jacob 
and Esau reconcile; the assault on Dinah; the story of Joseph (long) 

  
Evidence for Bereshit’s antiquity, compared to the Torah’s other books 

● Divine Names that do not recur in other, later books the Torah 
● The Stone Pillar/Matzevah and the planting of a tamarisk, both of which were later 

prohibited 
● Family Life: marriages which were later prohibited are in evidence here 
● Angelology: A high incidence, which later diminishes and is replaced by references to the 

centralized shrine 
● Personal names: Many of which do not recur in later books 
● Place names: differences with later books 
● Ethnographic and Historical Data: local peoples are mentioned here and not in later 

books; positive relationships related here with later enemies 
  



The Torah/Chumash/Five Books of Moses 
Matriarchs and Patriarchs 

  
Abraham/Hagar 
 Yishmael 
  
Abraham/Sarah 
 Isaac 
  
Isaac/Rebekah 

Jakob/Esau  
  
Jacob/Leah 
 1 Reuven 
 2 Shimon 
 3 Levi 
 4 Judah 

9 Isakhar 
 10 Zevulun 
 11 Dinah 
  
Jacob/Bilhah (Rachel’s handmaid) 
 5 Dan 
 6 Naftali 
  
Jacob/Zilpah (Leah’s handmaid) 
 7 Gad 
 8 Asher 
  
Jacob/Rachel 
 12 Josef 
 13 Benjamin 
 
 
 
  



The Torah/Chumash/Five Books of Moses 
  
Exodus/Shemot 

● Names of the book 
 

● The Israelites in Egypt; a new pharaoh who fears the Israelites; servitude in Egypt; the               
birth of Moses; Moses in the Nile; Pharaoh’s daughter; Moses kills an Egyptian; the              
flight of Moses to Midian; Moses marries; God appears to Moses at the burning bush; the                
call to return to Egypt; Moses and Aaron appear before Pharaoh; the 10 plagues; the               
flight from Egypt; the Sea of Reeds; the Song of the Sea; complaints for food answered                
with manna; water from a rock; battle with the Amalekites; the establishment of the              
judiciary; the revelation at Sinai; the 10 commandments; the details of the law; the              
creation of the furnishings of the mishkan; the priestly clothing; the creation of the              
mishkan; the Golden Calf incident; the destruction of the tablets; the second set of tablets;               
the holiday cycle. 

  
● Major themes 

○ Redemption from Egyptian bondage 
○ The centrality of God role as redeemer, initiator of events, lawgiver 
○ Monotheism vs. monaltry 
○ Monotheism vs. paganism 
○ Divine law 
○ Moses as prophet 
○ The sacrificial system and the priesthood 

  



Leviticus/Vayikra 
Animal and grain sacrifice; sin and guilt offerings; the consecration of the priesthood; the laws of                
kashrut – kosher and non-kosher animals; purification of a new mother; purification of skin              
diseases; purification from sexual flux; purification of the mishkan; kashrut – the prohibition             
against consuming animal blood; sexual prohibitions; a miscellany of laws; laws for the             
priesthood; the festival calendar; blasphemy and other serious crimes; the sabbatical year            
(shemita); debts and indenture; the Jubilee year; the tokhekhah (blessings and curses); valuating             
people to fund the mishkan; 
  
 

● Leviticus as a manual for priestly training, “Torat Kohanim” is an early rabbinic name for               
the book 

● Less prose history than Genesis or Exodus; more rules for purification and offerings to              
God 

● The relationship of the people to the land 
● The theme of holiness, kedushah 
● Funerary rites: the absence, and the prohibition of priestly officiants 

  
  



Numbers/Bemidbar: 
The tribal census; the arrangement of the camp; the census of the Levites; the roles of the                 
Levites; purifying the camp; the suspected adulteress (sotah); the nazirite; the priestly blessing;             
tribal gifts to the mishkan; initiating the mishkan; age limits for the Levites; defilement through               
contact with the dead; the fire cloud; the march through the wilderness; complaints about manna;               
complaints by Aaron and Miriam against Moses; the scouting of Canaan; the defeat in battle; a                
miscellany of laws; the complaints of Korah; the rewards of the Kohanim (priests) and Levites;               
the red heifer; the death of Miriam; complaints for water and the second rock; the transfer of                 
authority from Aaron to his son Eleazar as High Priest; the death of Aaron; complaints about                
food; battle against Sihon; battle against Og; Balak and Bilaam; battle against the Midianites;              
genealogies; the daughters of Zelophehad; the transfer of authority from Moses to Joshua;             
offerings: daily, weekly, monthly and at festivals; vows and oaths; another battle against Midian;              
assignment of territory in Canaan; Levitical towns; cities of refuge; homicide and manslaughter;             
marriage requirements for heiresses. 
 

● Title Bemidbar/In the Wilderness; English title Numbers may derive from Greek title            
arithmoi, but Greek itself may be a translation of an old Hebrew title, Homesh              
haPekudim, ‘the fifth of those mustered,’ i.e. the fifth of the book concerning those              
counted in the census. 

● Whereas the Levites, as a clan supporting the Tabernacle, were absent in the book of               
Leviticus, they appear frequently in that role in Numbers. 

  
  



Session 4: Deuteronomy/Devarim 
English name is from Greek for ‘second law.’ Much of the book repeats the story of the exodus 
from Egypt and many of the laws from the previous books, including a second version of aseret 
hadibrot, the Ten Commandments, as well as the first two passages of the Shema and passages 
that found their way into the Pesakh haggadah. It concludes with the Song of Moses and the 
death of Moses. 
 
Key Themes of Devarim: 

● True monotheism; loyalty to God; God as universal divinity 
● God’s transcendence: unlike earlier books, it is God’s name that resides in the mishkan, 

not God ‘personally,’ this version of asesert hadibrot does not mention God resting 
● Covenant: like other books of the Torah, Israel and God are in a relationship bound by 

certain expectations of both parties; in Devarim, this covenantal language appears 
frequently, and in forms that are strikingly similar to that of other Near East king-vassal 
treaties. The difference between those other treaties and the covenants in the Torah is that 
God’s covenant also refers to God’s character as a loving, caring God 

● The connection to the land of Canaan, provisional on the people’s behavior 
● Law is a focus, but in a rather selective form 
● Centralization of the sacrificial cult 
● Similar to the other books, but more pronounced in Devarim, concern for the 

disadvantaged 
● Modern scholarly theories on Devarim 


