
[image: Cover picture]


[image: ]

The Return of
the Kingdom

A Biblical Theology
of God’s Reign

Stephen G. Dempster

[image: Logo AI_IVP_Academic]

I would like to dedicate this book to my daughter, Joanna Ruth,

whose name represents the coming of the kingdom in both testaments.

The birth of this book coincides with the far more amazing birth of

Armaan, the son of Joanna Ruth and her husband, Anwaz.

The meaning of Armaan—hope—constitutes

an essential feature of kingdom life in the present.


Reading the Bible as Scripture is never a matter of handling texts and the relationships between texts. It is above all a matter of being in the presence and open to the handling of the One who, in some sense, is the final “author” of its message, because he is the one whose story it tells, and it is as we know him, as we dwell in his presence, and as he dwells in us that we see and hear what he is saying and showing to us through it.

TREVOR HART
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Series Preface

BENJAMIN L. GLADD


The Essential Studies in Biblical Theology is patterned after the highly esteemed series New Studies in Biblical Theology, edited by D. A. Carson. Like the NSBT, this series is devoted to unpacking the various strands of biblical theology. The field of biblical theology has grown exponentially in recent years, showing no sign of abating. At the heart of biblical theology is the unfolding nature of God’s plan of redemption as set forth in the Bible.

With an influx of so many books on biblical theology, why generate yet another series? A few reasons. The ESBT is dedicated to the fundamental or “essential” broad themes of the grand story line of the Bible. Stated succinctly, the goal of the ESBT series is to explore the central biblical-theological themes of the Bible. Several existing series on biblical theology are generally open-ended, whereas the ESBT will be limited to ten or so volumes. By restricting the entire series, the scope of the project is established from the beginning. The ESBT project functions as a whole in that each theme is intentional, and each volume does not stand solely on its own merits. The individual volumes interlock with one another and, taken together, form a complete and cohesive unit.

Another unique dimension of the series is a robust emphasis on biblical theology, spanning the entire sweep of the history of redemption. Each volume traces a particular theme throughout the Bible, from Genesis 1–3 to Revelation 21–22, and is organically connected to the person of Christ and the church in the New Testament. To avoid a flat biblical theology, these projects are mindful of how the New Testament develops their topics in fresh or unexpected ways. For example, the New Testament sheds new light on the nature of the kingdom and messiah. Though these twin themes are rooted and explored in the Old Testament, both flow through the person of Christ in unique ways. Biblical theology should include how Old Testament themes are held in continuity and discontinuity with the New Testament.

The audience of the series includes beginning students of theology, church leaders, and laypeople. The ESBT is intended to be an accessible introduction to core biblical-theological themes of the Bible. This series is not designed to overturn every biblical-theological rock and investigate the finer details of biblical passages. Each volume is intentionally brief, serving as a primer of sorts that introduces the reader to a particular theme. These works also attempt to apply their respective biblical-theological themes to Christian living, ministry, and worldview. Good biblical theology warms the heart and motivates us to grow in our knowledge and adoration of the triune God.
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Introduction

The Return of the Kingdom

The Biblical Theology of God’s Reign


When contemporary Christians speak of the Return of the King, they are referring to the second coming of Jesus Christ, who came the first time in the middle of history to bring about salvation for the penitent through his life, death and resurrection, and who will come again to finish his mission at the end of history to usher in the new heavens and new earth wherein dwell righteousness and justice. Christians have called this second coming “the blessed hope” (Titus 2:13) and it has been more or less emphasized and deemphasized at various points in the last two millennia. For example, at the end of the first millennium AD there was a great expectation of such an event,1 and at different times in the second millennium and into the third, there has been a flourishing of cults and individuals who target the credulous with their claims about knowing the precise date of an impending apocalypse.2

But the phrase “Return of the King” when used by Jews in the postexilic period and into the period of the first century AD meant the return of David, or more accurately the coming of a Davidic descendant. In this understanding David was eventually going to have a descendant who would rule the world and bring all of Israel’s enemies into subjection, slaying them with the breath of his mouth, and vindicating the righteous.3

But the way I am using this phrase is slightly different. I am arguing that the phrase is a way of comprehending the entire biblical message. The biblical story begins with the creation of the universe by a sovereign King, who creates human beings to be the vicegerents of his creation and to have dominion over the world, to subdue it in such a way that their work brings glory to their Sovereign. They are royal representatives, called as God’s image bearers to extend the divine rule in his vast creation, to have dominion over it for the glory of God. Or to use another image, they are to be priests leading the congregation of creation in one great song to their Creator.

In Psalm 148, the elements of creation are called on to praise the Lord, starting with the high heavens and the angels and working down from the heavenly inanimate elements such as the stars and sun and moon to the earth with its sea creatures, and land animals, to human beings—kings and princes, and men and women, both young and old. Finally, there is mention of Israel, a people close to God’s heart. As James Luther Mays mentions,

How are sun and moon, heavens and water, storms and mountains, animals and birds, to answer the call to praise? How can they fulfill their obligation? One might attribute the call to them to poetic license, but that would miss the theological seriousness behind the hymnic joy. Perhaps there is the hint of an answer in verses 5-6 and 8. The celestial lights and firmament and the waters are the work of the Lord’s command, and they are maintained in their place and purpose by his power. The stormy wind fulfills his command by being a stormy wind.4


Israel, however, is mentioned last since it alone knows the exalted name of the Lord, and “they are given the voice to express the unspoken voice of all creation. . . . In the praise of the people of the LORD, the name that is the truth about the entire universe is spoken on behalf of all the rest of creation.”5 Thus humanity is not only regal but priestly since they have a mediatorial role toward the rest of creation, not only ruling it but mediating God to it and articulating its praise to the Lord.

Humanity is made to be a royal priesthood, a thought that coheres aptly with the call of Israel in Exodus 19:5-6 and blends well with the idea that Genesis 1 is the writing of someone with priestly concerns, and of course with the thought that permeates the Bible and the ancient world of the temple being a microcosm of the cosmos, the preeminent place of the divine presence.

This can be seen in numerous places in Scripture. When Isaiah has his vision in the temple after his earthly monarch, Uzziah, dies, he sees the heavenly king, surrounded by the chanting heavenly beings, seated on a throne, robed in a royal garment whose train fills the temple. The micro-universe (the temple on earth) filled with the train of the divine robe is a striking analogy of the macro-universe (the temple of creation) filled with the glory of God, as the heavenly beings recognize resoundingly in their chant: “Holy, Holy, Holy is the LORD of Hosts; the entire earth is filled with his glory” (Is 6:3). This is a vision of the kingdom of God in its fullness as the true King of the universe is sitting on a throne!

A similar evocation of praise happens when Israelites perceive the glory of God in the thunderstorm, and “in his temple all cry, ‘Glory!’” (Ps 29:9). The temple in this context is the world, as it is in the holy chant of the seraphic angels. In both cases it is the enthronement of Yahweh as King and his divine glory throughout the world that is being praised (Ps 29:10). This is in fact also the case when God’s future reign over the earth is celebrated. The created elements of his universe break out in song praising his kingship. No longer is it enough for worshipers to sing in the physical sanctuary—the inhabitants of the cosmic temple must cry out:

Let the sea roar and its fullness, the world and all its inhabitants! Let the rivers clap their hands; together with them let the mountains sing for joy. Before Yahweh, for he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the earth in righteousness and the peoples in equity. (Ps 98:7-9)


I have used as the title of this book The Return of the Kingdom, because it captures in one succinct phrase the storyline of the Bible. Instead of human beings fulfilling their royal calling to rule the creation on behalf of their Sovereign, they decided to rebel and live for themselves, plunging the world into enslavement under the rule of a dark, serpentine Lord. Human beings became his miniature despots, tyrannizing and destroying their relationships and their environment. Instead of the world being filled with the glory of Yahweh it became replete with violence, sin, and death (Gen 6:5-6, 11-12). At the same time God, the sovereign King, promised through a human being to restore the rightful rule of humanity over creation by defeating the dark Lord and sin and death, establishing a world where peace and justice would reign, where the lion would lie down with the lamb, where a little child would lead them, and every serpent would shed its harmful nature (Gen 3:15; Is 11:1-10, 65:17-25). The Isaianic passages recall the pristine beginnings of creation and the Edenic imagery prominent there. They make known that God’s final intent for human beings not only echoes but even surpasses his original intention. The biblical narrative is an “enormous rescue plan,”6 and the world awaits the return of the kingdom of God, and its rightful heirs—human beings crowned with glory and honor!


DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	1. How does viewing the world around you as a sacred temple change the way you think about it?


	2. What are some practical applications about your view of the natural environment, the use of natural resources, the treatment of animals?


	3. The English poet George Herbert wrote (“Providence”) that if humans as the royal priests of God refuse praise they “doth commit a world of sinne in one.” What do you think he means?
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Chapter One

The Big Picture

The Bible’s Bookends


Although the Bible is a collection of books, it is remarkable that it constitutes a coherent story. In fact, there are signs of this in its various collections.1 Even in the early church there was the idea of a plotline to the biblical story: the analogy of faith. Irenaeus spoke of how heretics would rearrange the Scriptures to suit their needs and thus create the image of a fox or dog instead of a king.2 But one way to make sense of a book is to study its beginning and its end. The beginning sets the stage and introduces major themes, and the end provides closure for the story. In the Bible the first few chapters provide an introduction not only to the book but to the world, and the last two chapters provide a conclusion for both. So in a sense in this book the world and the story are intimately woven together; some scholars would say that the Bible contains the true story of the whole world.3

In the first chapters there is a world that is created by a transcendent God, a world of life and beauty, wild and wonderful, and in it human beings are placed as rulers to have obedient dominion over the creation (Gen 1:26-28). They are God’s image bearers in the earth. As those image bearers they are priest-like to represent God to the rest of his creation, and to represent creation to God. They have a mediatorial role.

At the end of the Bible, Jesus, the Ruler of the kings of the earth, by his salvation has constituted Christians to be a kingdom, to be priests for God, to reign on the earth (Rev 1:6; 5:10). When the new heavens and new earth finally arrive, Christians reign with Christ, and like the high priest in the ancient temple, they each have the divine name on their foreheads (Rev 22:3-5). The last chapters of the Christian Bible emphasize the beginning to show not only the repetition of the beginning but the superiority of the ending. In fact, the end is not just a return to the beginning but a greater and more wonderful new start. Several scholars have highlighted some of the correspondences between the beginning of the story in Genesis 1–3 and its culmination in Revelation 21–22.4 Yet, a dire situation occupies the middle and throws into relief the fundamental difference between the beginning and the end. The end not only forcefully echoes the beginning but resolves the peril in between.


Table 1.1. The biblical story from beginning to end









	
BEGINNING

GENESIS 1–2


	
IN BETWEEN

GENESIS 3–REVELATION 20


	
END

REVELATION 21–22






	Creation of heavens and earth (Gen 1:1)

	Sin, death, oppression

	New creation of heavens and earth (Rev 21:1)




	Creation of seas (Gen 1:2, 9-10)

	Seas are often wild and unruly (cf. Ps 93)

	No sea (Rev 21:1)




	No human death (Gen 1:31; 2:17)

	Death pervades

	No death (Rev 21:4)




	No pain and tears (Gen 1:1–2:25)

	Pain and tears

	No pain and tears (Rev 21:4)




	Creation of sun and moon (Gen 1:14-19)

	Presence of sun and moon

	No sun and moon (Rev 21:23)




	All is darkness (Gen 1:2) and then darkness is restricted (Gen 1:3-5)

	Darkness (restricted) and spiritual darkness pervades

	No darkness (Rev 21:25)




	River of life with one tree of life (Gen 2:8-14)

	Tabernacle/temple (in which there is water and garden imagery)

	River of life with trees of life (Rev 22:1-4)




	No curse (Gen 2:17)

	Curse everywhere (except tabernacle/temple)

	No curse (Rev 22:3)




	No sin (Gen 2:17)

	Sin everywhere (except tabernacle/temple)

	No sin




	Divine rule (Gen 1–2)

	No divine rule except in tabernacle/temple and in covenants

	Divine rule (no temple)




	Humans as divine image bearers and as co-rulers (Gen 1:26-28)

	Humans as distorted image bearers, redeemed to image God

	Humans as image bearers and as co-rulers (Rev 22:4)









There is thus a description of the old creation, the heavens and the earth at the beginning and a new creation of the heavens and earth at the end. At the beginning humans rule as the image of God, and at the end they rule as well. The exact phrase “image of God” is not used of humans in Revelation 22:4 but they are described as having the name of God on their foreheads, which means that they in effect reflect the character of God, and they reign forever.5 There is no sin and death at the beginning and end, no pain and tears. The rule of God over the universe, which began in Genesis, finally returns to earth through his imagers but in a more glorious manner.

But it is clear that in the major part of the book—the great “in between”—something drastic has happened—a horrific disaster. This world collapsed downward into a place of darkness and death. Some parts of the Bible refer to this period as an epoch of death and sin (Eccles 1–12; Rom 5:12-17). No longer the place where everything is very good (Gen 1:31), this world has become filled with violence (Gen 6:5-7, 11-12; 8:21). Human beings, once alive with the Spirit of God, are now dead in trespasses and sins, inspired by a dark Lord, who holds them captive to evil lusts and desires (Eph 2:1-3).


CREATION, FALL, RESTORATION

Many scholars use a U shape representing creation, fall, and restoration,6 or in similar terms as a grand rescue project,7 to diagram the message of the Bible.

[image: The top left part of the U is labeled creation, the rounded bend is labeled fall, and the pointy top right is labeled restoration.]

Figure 1.1. The traditionally understood U-shaped message of the Bible


In the words of F. Buechner, the novelist, “God creates the world; the world gets lost; God seeks to restore the world to the glory for which he created it.”8 Thus “eschatology is like protology,” the end like the beginning.9 The second world, however, at the end is superior to the first creation as the second has no sea, no darkness, and has many trees of life as opposed to only one—and significantly, there is no tree of knowledge of good and evil. It is a grander creation—better than the original. So rather than a U shape, the message of the Bible should be drawn as a checkmark, with the second line higher than the first.

[image: A shaded drawing resembling the letter V, with the right side slightly higher than the left.]

Figure 1.2. The superiority of the restoration in the message of the Bible


One of the crucial points in these depictions of the beginning and the end is that in the first world before the collapse, humans were made to rule the world on God’s behalf. Thus, this was a place of divine kingship. It was the place where the kingdom of God was to be prominent. And at the end humans are ruling with God forever and ever.

Moreover, the “in between” exhibits clear adumbrations of the beginning and the end. For example, the tabernacle and temple, designed to be the location of God’s rule, were miniature worlds in contracted space and were meant to reflect the cosmos.10 A similar universal thrust is also found in the call of Abraham. Through his seed the entire world would one day be blessed and restored. The covenants God makes with the people of Israel, the seed of Abraham, establish a holy nation and a priestly kingdom, offering a glimpse of the future for the entire world, a world again brought under God’s rule. Thus, there is in the “in between” the beginning of the end, the pathway from tragedy to glorious destiny. That pathway marked through the Bible is not straight ahead but more like a long winding road that goes forward, curving off to the side, tracking backward, zigzagging in another direction before advancing again.

There is no better place to start reading a book than at the beginning. The beginning of a story often lays out the key framework for understanding the book. The key players, the key scenes, the key elements of the plot—all essential for understanding the development of the story—are found here. It is certainly the case with the Bible. Here are introduced God and his image, and an anti-God/anti-human enemy, key players in the biblical narrative. The stage on which this drama is played is the earth.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	1. What do you think the impact on your understanding of Scripture is by not reading it as a story, with a beginning, a middle, and an end?


	2. Jesus criticized some of the religious leaders of his time for treating all the details of the law (tithing the smallest herbs, justice, mercy, and faith) all on the same level. How can an understanding of the complete Story—the big picture—help rectify this error?
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Chapter Two

The Kingdom Begun

Genesis and Kingship


The beginning of the Bible is the Torah and it consists of five books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. But it can also be subdivided into two divisions: Genesis 1–11 and Genesis 12–Deuteronomy 34. The first section is often called the Primeval History, and the second can be termed a National History. The Primeval History deals with universal concerns, such as creation and fall, and all peoples as shown by the Table of Nations in Genesis 10. The National History concentrates on one family and its evolution and growth into the nation of Israel. The universal problems and curses encountered in the Primeval History are going to be addressed by the National History. Indeed, the mission of Israel is to begin the process of reestablishing God’s kingdom begun in Genesis 1–2 but thwarted in Genesis 3. As has been aptly described by one scholar: “God so loved the world that he chose Abraham and called Israel.”1


IN THE BEGINNING

An overview of the beginning of Genesis shows that it is structured in the form of a genealogical tree, stressing the importance of human descent and lineage. One of the purposes of a genealogical structure within the Bible is not just a tracing backward but a pushing forward to a divine goal. There are essentially ten of these branches to the genealogical tree in Genesis, which start in Genesis 2:4 and continue. Each one emerges out of a previous section (Gen 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1; 37:2).2

The beginning of Genesis 1:1–2:3 functions as a prologue to the whole, introducing some of the main themes to follow, almost providing a type of overture for a musical performance. It is distinguished by being written in a distinctive style of elevated prose narrative. It is almost poetic prose, a proem. Its symmetrical structure and precise wording compose a majestic introduction to the book of Genesis and the Bible. Every word counts.3 The sequence using the number seven is stressed throughout: the initial verse consists of seven words, creation occurs over seven days, God sees the goodness of creation seven times (Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31), the title of God appears thirty-five times, and thirty-five words describe the events of the seventh day, which also contains three sentences consisting of seven words each (Gen 2:2 and the first part of Gen 2:3). This sevenfold emphasis in this liturgical production can hardly be fortuitous, along with the tenfold repetition of the creative word (Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 28, 29), the climactic creation of the divine image, and the “Sabbath” day conclusion.

In a series of actions described as a human work week of seven days, God creates the universe. The world is created for the flourishing of its creatures, ruled by human beings under the divine rule. After creating the universe, the focus shifts to the earth as a place of order and harmony, shaped from unformed matter described as an abyss of water enveloped in darkness. Two triads of organization occur, where a habitat is formed, and then filled with inhabitants. The first triad (days 1-3) consists of light, the heavens separating waters above from waters below, then the land emerging from the waters below, complete with vegetation (Gen 1:3-13). The second triad (days 4-6) comprises the inhabitants of these habitats: the sun and moon rule the sphere of light, the fowl the sky and the fish the water, and finally animals and humans live on the earth and humans rule the whole (Gen 1:14-31).

Significantly, only darkness and water occupy the beginning. This is totally uninhabitable space, and both the darkness and the water are preserved in the creation. The darkness is separated from the light and is preserved as a recurring period—day and night—in which light alternates with darkness. The waters are then separated into seas and oceans and partially subside as dry ground appears, making space for future plants, animals, and human habitation. Both darkness and water are restricted and serve as reminders of the very beginning and reflect God’s grace in providing light and land. Each day, in a sense, is a reminder of the original creation.




CREATION, ENTHRONEMENT, AND HUMAN DOMINION

But there are three more salient points to consider about this world. First, the entire account reflects the sovereign power of the Creator. Unrivaled, his word is sovereign. The command-response sequence is automatic. From ancient Near Eastern creation accounts we learn that creation means enthronement.4 Other creation texts in the Bible highlight this: “The Lord has become king; he is robed in grandeur; the world stands firm, it cannot be shaken” (Ps 93:1); “For the Lord is a great God, a great king above all gods. In his hand are the depths of the earth, the peaks of the mountains are his. His is the sea, He made it, and the land which his hands have fashioned” (Ps 95:3-5). Creation is a function of the reign of God.5

Second, despite the vast plethora of creation during this sequence of seven days, there is a climactic buildup to the creation of humanity on the sixth day. Some of the key differences between the creation of humans and the other creations are as follows. First, every other animal creation is created en masse, but humanity is created as male and female. Second, this creation of humanity is set apart since there is a pregnant pause before the creation of human beings as God ponders and reflects before their creation. As von Rad clarifies, the previous creations happen from a distance as there is a bond between the creatures and their environment, as they are brought forth from the earth or the seas in a simple command-consequence sequence. But human beings originate “from above, from God, in absolute immediacy.” Thus “God participates in this creation more intimately and intensively than in the other works of creation.”6 Third, where all previous creations emerge from the earth or water and produce after their kind, this creation emerges from God, is patterned after God’s kind, and is therefore in God’s image. Finally, because humans are made in God’s image, they have a different relation to the rest of creation and a different relation to God. They rule the rest of creation and have an immediate relation to God.

The terms that capture this unique relationship are image and likeness. It used to be thought that these were essentially synonyms, a distinct theological vocabulary found only in the Bible. But a recently discovered bilingual inscription in Akkadian and Aramaic in northern Syria, dating to the ninth century BC, uses these terms in a way that helpfully expresses their distinct nuances. The inscription appears on the back and front of a large statue of a governor named Hadad-yithi,7 indicating that he ruled in a certain place, and his image proclaims his rule and his likeness his homage to his god. In a sense he faces outward to the world in his image while he faces inward to his god in his likeness. While the words in the Hebrew texts do overlap in meaning, this nuance of rule and dominion of the world (facing the world as his image) on God’s behalf as his obedient servant (facing God as his likeness) provides some insight. Put another way, “As the human creatures faced God in communion, they can now face the world in dominion.”8 This way of putting the matter is crucial, for if they do not face God in communion, their dominion will be distorted into domination.

There is unmistakably a royal dimension to humanity, as it now is called to rule the world on God’s behalf. One could say that in their distinct role they are to image the divine rule over all creation. Peter Gentry and Steven Wellum draw this very conclusion about the ancient Near Eastern idea of the image of God:

To sum up, the term “image of god” in the culture and language of the ancient Near East in the fifteenth century B.C. would have communicated two main ideas: (1) rulership and (2) sonship. The king is the image of god because he has a relationship to the deity as the son of god and a relationship to the world as a ruler for the god.9


The third salient distinctive of Genesis 1 is the absence of death or curse. Animal predation may be present, but the text is silent about this (cf. Ps 104:20-21). There is a sense of everything being good, fulfilling the divine purpose and intention. This cannot be overemphasized since the word good is repeated seven times, concluding with the emphatic verdict “very good” (Gen 1:31).

Before leaving this chapter, it is worth noting two other texts where the terms image and/or likeness are used to describe human beings, as well as a passage from the Psalms that reflects on humanity’s role in Genesis 1. Genesis 5:1-3 repeats Genesis 1:26 where the terms describe the creation of humanity in the divine likeness, after the divine image. The terms here are found in reverse order with different prepositions, which suggest semantic overlap.


Table 2.1. Image and likeness in Genesis 1 and Genesis 5









	GENESIS 1:26

	GENESIS 5:3




	God said, “Let us make humanity in our image (bǝṣalmēnû), according to our likeness (kidmûtēnû).”

	When Adam had lived 130 years, he had a son in his own likeness (bidmûtô), according to his own image (kǝṣalmô).









What is crucial is that Adam has a son in his own image and according to his own likeness. This text deals with the transmission of the image. The English phrase, “like father like son,” essentially captures the import of the meaning. This is like the English expressions that a child is a “chip off the old block” or is the “spittin’ image” of their parent. A clear physical resemblance is meant as well as a character likeness. The son presents to the world the image of his father as he faces the world, and the likeness of his father as he faces him. However understood, as long as the child is alive, the father in a sense is not dead. His image lives on. But the son most effectively communicates his father’s image to the world if he not only shows the physical likeness but displays the father’s character as well. The latter, of course, depends on the son’s relationship with his father.

The other example is found in Genesis 9:6 after the flood. God implements laws that will restrict the rampant violence of humanity, instituting a death penalty for murder.10 Humans are now given license to kill, responsibly, members of the animal kingdom to procure food, but they must not eat the blood (Gen 9:1-5). In a sense the flesh of the animal belongs to humans, and they can take control of it but not its life source—the blood—since it belongs to God. But humans are prohibited from killing each other because they are made in the image of God. Indeed, if a human sheds the blood of another human, the blood of the killer must be shed because humans are made in God’s image (Gen 9:6). It is interesting that the specific word image is used here and not likeness. This is probably due to two reasons. First it is as God’s image that human beings represent God to the world as dominion bearers and rulers. Homicide is an assault on the divine rule. Second, only God’s representative, God’s ruler, has the authority to execute the death penalty on another human being. Thus, the term dǝmût (“likeness”) is avoided here since it places the emphasis on the relationship between God and the human being—communion, rather than dominion.11

These two texts support the strong bond between the deity and humanity. The relationship resembles that of a father and son, almost like a blood bond between the creature and the Creator. In effect, the bond between the Creator and his image is a matter of kinship, and it is incumbent on the relative of a homicide victim to avenge the death. God is a kinship redeemer!12

Psalm 8 is essentially an exegesis of Genesis 1:26-28 that highlights several features. First, it is a hymn in which God’s name is displayed throughout the earth and in the heavens, and then indicates that human beings are especially the locus of this revelation.

After first considering the divine glory set above the heavens, the psalmist shifts attention to the earth and witnesses the revelation of the glory in the babbling of infants. Infants—humanity in its weakest state—reveal God’s glory, and God uses this weakness to stymie his adversaries (Ps 8:2). In the second movement from the heavens to the earth, the psalmist expresses wonder at the vastness of the heavens: “When I consider the heavens, the works of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have made . . .” (Ps 8:3). In a series of rhetorical questions, the psalmist then praises God for his astonishing concern for insignificant humans who, in the vast scheme of things, seem nothing but dust in the wind: “What is frail humanity that you have made him? What is weak humankind that you visited him?” (Ps 8:4). Rather than being overwhelmed by his insignificance in the cosmos, the psalmist responds with the revelation of Genesis 1: God made him a little less than God (literally) (Ps 8:5). Although this reference (“less than God”) can refer to angels—divine-like beings—its primary reference is probably to the creation of humanity in the divine image. One scholar interprets the phrase as humanity lacks “little of God.”13 The glory of God, the supreme manifestation of God’s name, is not found in all the magnificent wonders of the heavens and earth but in God’s creation of humanity as the vicegerent over all creation. Humanity’s royal status is further emphasized by the regal language: “You . . . crowned him with glory and majesty!” (Ps 8:5). The consequence of this royal enthronement is that “you have made him rule over all the works of your hands,” which is further interpreted as “You have placed all things under his feet” (Ps 8:6). This is evidently the language and imagery of dominion as there are many depictions of ancient kings in the ancient world with their hostile enemies placed under their feet.14 Thus this text is essentially an exegesis of Genesis 1:26-28 in which human beings are commanded to have dominion over the birds of the air, the animals on the ground, and the fish in the sea. The psalmist repeats the adjective all and uses the conjunction also to describe the comprehensiveness of human dominion over the animals (Ps 8:7-9).

The seventh day brings the creation account in Genesis to a conclusion. There is an extraordinary emphasis on the cessation of God’s labor, with the seventh day mentioned three times in Gen 2:2-3. It is remarkably distinguished from the other days as it alone is blessed and sanctified. It is the only day without a conclusion since it has no “morning and evening.” In ancient Near Eastern sources, the goal of creation was for the god to be enthroned in his temple.15 The seventh day highlights the “rest” of God not as something impassive, but as taking up residence on his throne over which he surveys his creation as a vast temple. He has finished his creative work in a sense, placed his image in his temple, and now the human rule of history can begin.16

It is clear from this overture to the book of Genesis, the Torah, the Old Testament, and the entire Bible, that God is the sovereign King of the world, over which he has established human beings as his royal image bearers to rule his good creation on his behalf. There is much kingdom work to do, to fill the world with his images, to assert dominion over the creation in the name of God and for the glory of God. This is a great beginning.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	1. In contemporary Western culture there is an identity crisis. People are preoccupied with self-image and with becoming someone significant. How could the understanding of humanity found in Genesis contribute to self-understanding?


	2. Look at the ministry of Jesus and the way he viewed people as compared to things (Mt 6:25-34; Lk 12:4-7)? Where did he get such an understanding?


	3. Think of five implications of seeing yourself and other people as made in the image of God.
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Chapter Three

Kingdom Come


After the dramatic overture of creation, the story of the Bible begins with a genealogy: “These are the generations of the heavens and the earth” (Gen 2:4 NRSV). The genealogies in Genesis always emerge from a previous account, and here at the beginning there is no exception. This is the only account in the Bible with a genealogy of the heavens and earth because the biblical story continues from the previous prologue where they were created. Now the story tells of what happens in the heavens and the earth, specifically the history of human beings who have been entrusted with the rule of creation.

The text of this story uses a different style and terminology and presents a different order of creation, yet by its position after the liturgical introduction the editor or author ensures this story complements the overture. This text is more thematic than chronological, as it begins the story of humanity. It moves from the more panoramic view of the heavens and the earth, climaxing with the creation of the image of God in Genesis 1, to a more close-up version that zeros in on this climactic creation so that everything is related to it, even the reason for the creation of the earth. For example, the text mentions at the beginning that no rain fell and no vegetation grew on the earth was because humanity did not exist to work the ground (Gen 2:5). If the previous text spoke of humanity made in the image of God, this one speaks of humanity made from the earth yet infused with the divine breath. If the preceding text divided humanity into two genders, this text indicates how this happens. If the earlier text stressed the purpose of the gender complement to be procreation, this one accentuates communion.


COVENANT IN THE GARDEN

There are several features that point to the profound significance of this passage, and the special—even covenantal—relationship that exists between the Creator and his creation. First, this passage is unique in the Bible with its use of the divine name Yahweh juxtaposed to the title God.1 In English translations the words LORD God are used for the Hebrew, Yahweh Elohim. Nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible is there such a pervasive and consistent use of this name for two entire chapters. The writer is indicating that the transcendent God of Genesis 1 has a name, revealed in the covenant later made with the people of Israel before the greatest act of salvation that occurs in the Old Testament, the exodus from Egypt (Ex 3:15). In fact in the only other significant occurrence of this double divine name, namely the account of the seventh plague of hail and thunder (Ex 9:30), the Pharaoh is compelled to see that the earth belongs to Yahweh, that he is in fact the God of the entire world. And yet Moses knew that Pharaoh and his servants would not yet worship Yahweh God.2 In Egypt God revealed his identity as the God who was present to save and to deliver: Yahweh. Here in Genesis 2 the Creator God is seen to be the same God, the God who draws near to human beings and enters an intimate relation with them on a first name basis. He is in covenant with his creatures.3

Next, the text describes the conditions on the earth before there was any rain, vegetation, and humanity to care for the environment. Consequently, the earth comes into being as a home for humanity in which the latter are tasked with a specific role to work the ground. Then God creates the man in an intimate way. The text depicts God as a potter molding the clay from the adamah (the ground) to form the Adam (man). This illustrates the sovereignty of God, as the potter forms the clay. An English translation which could capture the play on words here would be something like, God made a human from the humus. But the man is inert until Yahweh Elohim lifts him up, as it were, to his face and blows into his nostrils the breath of life and the man becomes a living creature. The Hebrew word translated as “the breath of life” is uniquely used of human beings who are alive (Gen 2:7).4 They have been specially inspired by Yahweh and owe, in a distinctive way, their life breath to Yahweh. As Derek Kidner comments, the creation while showing the transcendence of the Creator also shows his immanence as he is portrayed with “the face-to-face intimacy of a kiss.”5

The Adam is then placed in a Garden, which begins to yield an abundance of fruit trees. But this Garden is also unique. It represents a place that has two special trees, one the tree of life and the other a tree of knowledge of good and evil. The Garden is further described as the source for the major rivers of the world: it stands at the head from which four rivers emerge to provide water for the world.6 Thus it is the source of abundant life. Here the man is placed to work and to preserve or guard it.

Although the exact terms image and likeness are not used here, this text is more concrete and shows how these terms function, particularly in illustrating the task of humanity in having dominion over the creation. The man is called to have a vocation of “working” and “keeping” the Garden, which indicates his is the distinct task of stewardship, cultivating and conserving the creation to enhance its development (Gen 2:15). These words also suggest priestly service as they are later used in the Torah to describe the work of Levites in the sanctuary of God. In their practice of trimming the lamp, cleaning the sanctuary, preparing sacrifices, protecting the sanctuary, and so on, they were helping the people of God worship (Num 3:7-8; 8:26; 18:3-7). So these words on the one hand suggest royalty and dominion but also worship and liturgical service.

It is interesting that in the ancient Near East one of the tasks of kings was to be a gardener. Not only were kings to exercise their power by military conquest but also by farming and cultivation near their palaces so that by “planting and cultivating gardens, these kings may have been imitating their divine counterparts, creating their own ‘heavens’ on earth.”7 Early translators understood this. The Septuagint translates the Garden of Eden as the “paradise” of Eden (paradeison en Edem), a Persian loanword for a cultivated park.

Besides working and taking care of God’s creation, humanity must freely eat from all the trees in the Garden. God is no miser, and his generosity is boundless as humanity is called on—indeed commanded—to enjoy the creation thoroughly. God gives the man an emphatic command: “You must surely eat from all the trees in the garden” (Gen 2:16). The Hebrew is insistent. The creation is good and to be enjoyed in all its vastness and variety! At the same time, however, God forbids only one activity in this kingdom: eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. The penalty is certain death (Gen 2:17).




LIFE AND DEATH IN THE GARDEN

Scholars have long debated what this tree signifies but the most reasonable solution is that of moral autonomy. “Man would determine himself what was good and what was not—a divine prerogative.”8 There is nothing inherently wrong with this tree, but its symbolic importance is paramount: by eating from this tree human beings are defining for themselves good and evil. In contrast, by obeying this command they are completely trusting in the divine Word and the divine character and must assume that God is good and has their best interests at heart. To eat from this tree is to die. Again, the Hebrew expression is categorical: “In the day you eat from it you will surely die” (Gen 2:17). The writer is surely aware of the meaning of death. There may be a hint in the creation of man as he is made from the dust. To die in later biblical terminology is to return to the dust (Eccles 3:20; 12:7; Ps 22:15; 104:29). So biological death is surely present here, but the biblical idea of death is much more comprehensive. Biological death is but the tip of the iceberg.9 In Hebrew thought all the forces against human flourishing are dynamic and are representative of death. Disease, sickness, persecution, exile, loneliness, old age, enemies, sin, unforgiveness, war, and strife—these forces are antagonistic and antithetical to life.10

The most powerful forces are those that would bar the individual from the presence of God. The psalmist says, “If you remain silent, I will be like those who go down to the pit” (Ps 28:1); “Do not hide your face from me or I will die” (Ps 143:7).

The key to living in the kingdom of God is obedience to the King and a simple formula can describe the result:


Table 3.1. Life and death in the kingdom of God









	LIFE

	DEATH




	
Human Existence + Divine Word

= Divine Rule (Kingdom of God)


	
Human Existence - Divine Word

= Human Autonomy and Slavery










We will return to this formula later. Suffice it to say that Jesus’ teaching on prayer to his disciples makes this very point synonymous with the kingdom. They are to pray “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). Similarly, when Jesus is anointed for his mission by his heavenly Father, he is driven into the wilderness where he fasts and prays and prepares for his encounter with the ruler of the earth, whose will is done on the earth—Satan (Mt 4:1-11). As the Serpent tempted Eve in the Garden, Satan tempts Jesus to eat, essentially testing him to use his own power to satisfy his hunger. Jesus responds that the true kingdom way first understands human identity. The ultimate priority for a human being is not to meet physical need, but rather to satisfy a much more fundamental spiritual necessity for life: a relationship with God. Thus, Jesus cites Deuteronomy 8:3 that humans do not depend on bread alone but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. The context for that statement is Israel’s wandering in the wilderness where they had to learn each day to depend on God for their daily sustenance, the manna from heaven. They learned the lesson that even the provision of daily food depends on the divine will, and they were to look beyond it to the Provider.




THE ONE “NOT GOOD” IN CREATION

So a picture of the kingdom is emerging with humanity living in obedience to the divine command and integrated into the world. But the creation is not complete as there remains a fundamental lack: a companion for the man. The man’s solitary existence is regarded as “not good” (Gen 2:18). In fact the use of this phrase to describe human existence in the Garden up to this point resoundingly clashes with the overture in the proem of Genesis 1, where each of the created works of God was pronounced good. In the prologue, there rings an endorsement of the creation six times, and a seventh crowns the final creation with a “very good.” In the second chapter, with a more topical arrangement, the writer proceeds to describe the creation of animals for the benefit of relieving human loneliness. First, the animals are brought to the man for the purpose of identification and classification. By naming the animals, the man exercises dominion, defining reality in the same way that God defined reality in the first three days, naming the day and night, the sky, the land, and the seas (Gen 1:5, 8, 10). But the divine creation of animals and the human description of reality are not enough to alleviate human loneliness because this action only exacerbates the man’s social isolation, making him more acutely aware of his lack.

Second, the writer is obviously aware of the importance of sexual differentiation for procreation among the animals. But the gender complement for humanity means much more than procreation: it is about companionship and communion. Accordingly, when God induces a deep sleep for the man, the divine surgeon takes a bone from his side and forms it into a woman. This may be a covenantal act because the word tardēmâ denoting the man’s deep sleep is later used to describe Abraham’s condition when God makes a covenant with him (Gen 2:21-22; 15:12, 18).

When the man sees the woman, he instantly experiences the solution to the problem of his loneliness. He instinctively names the woman in a beautiful poem which puns on the difference between the man and the woman: “She shall be called ʾiššâ (‘woman’) for she was taken out of ʾîš (‘man’)” (Gen 2:23). The act of dominion is not emphasized here by the action of naming, but rather the act of discernment, because the man sees a companion and partner in the creation of woman, not a servant. Moreover, the narrator uses the story to make a point about his contemporary social order: “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24). It is as if he is saying, “By the way if you had not noticed, this explains the current practice of marriage in our society where the man leaves his parents and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh.” And so marriage is explained as the rejoining of what was once an original whole but was separated, in order to alleviate loneliness.11

So here in essence is the kingdom of God in seminal form in Genesis 2. God rules the world through his human representatives, who are to till and preserve the land of the Garden, exercise dominion over the animal kingdom and live as one flesh in a transparent relationship with each other and with their Creator. The general mandate for humanity is given in Genesis 1, which presents a panoramic picture of God as sovereign King over his creation, and especially the climax of his creation, and its goal in the Sabbath. Genesis 2 presents this being realized in a particular way in a covenantal relationship with God and fulfilling the calling to exercise dominion over creation by working and preserving a specific piece of real estate, the Garden, in the vast world of creation, and living a life of obedience.

Therefore, in many ways the picture in Genesis 2 is a microcosm of the macroscopic picture in Genesis 1 and provides a more concrete application of the general picture in one specific place. Genesis 2 constitutes the seminal expression of the general command in chapter 1. Here is the beginning of human history, a history focused on human beings in relation to God, to each other, and to their natural environment. Their task of exercising dominion over the creation will have its beginnings in looking after a particular Garden, but this task will mirror their task in creation in general as they spread out and bring God’s image to the rest of the world outside the Garden.12 In covenantal relation with each other, and with their God they will build a human community centered around God, where they will honor him in enjoying and developing the natural world, and filling it with his images. Graeme Goldsworthy has described the kingdom of God laconically: God’s people living in God’s place under God’s rule.13 This is what other writers have called the vocation of humanity.

The result of this integration and harmony is often described in the Hebrew Bible with the word shalom, which is usually translated “peace.” But shalom is much more than the absence of hostilities or tension. It is the presence of health, harmony, joy, and life. Shalom is what was present in creation at the beginning, and it is preserved by obedience to the divine word regarding the tree of knowledge of good and evil. And human beings are regarded as the mediators of this shalom to the rest of creation. When they are rightly related to God and fulfilling their appointed task, the creation will flourish. When they fail in their task there are universal repercussions—the unraveling of creation.




RETURN TO COVENANT

There is a covenant with humans and the creation in Genesis 1. Much has been written about such a covenant or lack of such in this text. Covenant presupposes a relationship of mutual support wherever it occurs in the Old Testament, whether ratifying an existing relationship or initiating a new relationship. “Secular” covenants nearly always imply an oath that seals the deal, and these covenants indicate a mutual commitment of the parties involved. When a divine partner is involved, the deity always initiates the covenant, with benefits and responsibilities for both parties. Although the word covenant is not used in Genesis 1–2, many covenantal characteristics are present: parties in relationship, terms dictated, and consequences for fulfillment or violations of the obligations. The fact that this special relationship is later strongly echoed after the flood as a reset of the original situation in Genesis 1 strongly suggests the presence of an original covenant (Gen 9:1-17). As mentioned before, the use of the divine name, which was the covenantal name revealed to Israel in the exodus, also contributes to the covenantal relationship between God and humanity and creation in Genesis 2.

Later covenants include ratifying signs: the rainbow for the creation covenant after the flood (Gen 9:12-17), circumcision for the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 17), the Sabbath for Sinai (Ex 31:12-18), and so on. But what would be the covenantal sign for this creation covenant in Genesis? It is most likely the seventh day, which is the only day that is not distinguished by a concluding time formula marking the day and night. It is uniquely marked for sanctity among the days of creation, it is the only day that is blessed, it is the final day of creation, and it is highlighted strongly by the repetition of key phrases and the number of words used. It represents the day when the images of God cease from their work in imitating the divine rule and glorify their King in worship and adoration. God defines their lives. As their sovereign King, they formally recognize the divine majesty.
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