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For Calvary Mennonite Church and Roca de Salvación,

now united to become Living Stone Bible Church.

Your faithfulness to God and each other inspires me.

Thanks for loving us like family for so many years.

 

Para la Iglesia Menonita del Calvario y Roca de Salvación,

ahora unidas como Living Stone Bible Church.

Su fidelidad a Dios y a los demás me inspira.

Gracias por amarnos como familia durante tantos años.





So now you Gentiles are no longer strangers and foreigners. You are citizens along with all of God’s holy people. You are members of God’s family. Together, we are his house, built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets. And the cornerstone is Christ Jesus himself. We are carefully joined together in him, becoming a holy temple for the Lord. Through him you Gentiles are also being made part of this dwelling where God lives by his Spirit.

(EPHESIANS 2:19-22 NLT)








FOREWORD
Esau McCaulley
Jonathan Blanchard Associate Professor of New Testament and Public Theology, Wheaton College
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I have never written a trilogy, but I have read many and watched more than my fair share on television. A good trilogy must have a strong first entry, or the audience won’t want to stick around. Dr. Carmen Imes got off to that great start with Bearing God’s Name: Why Sinai Still Matters. There she explained the continuing relevance of the Old Testament and in particular our call to bear God’s name (that is, to represent him well) wherever we go.

A good trilogy needs a second book that builds on the work of the first but explores interesting territory in its own right. Again Dr. Imes does this in Being God’s Image: Why Creation Still Matters. There she tackled a central teaching of the first book of the Bible that has serious implications for how Christians live in the world—namely, the belief that every person is created in God’s image.

A trilogy must also land the plane. The third entry needs to say something that makes the investment of time worth our commitment over a period of years between the entries. I am not sure if Carmen is done with the series (I hope not). But in any case, readers who have been around since the beginning will not be disappointed. Those who have not read the previous books can also jump in right here and completely understand this book’s central ideas. Becoming God’s Family: Why the Church Still Matters stands on its own, but it may inspire readers to consult her previous work.

What can readers expect to find in the excellent Becoming God’s Family? First, readers will find that Dr. Imes has the rare gift of being a biblical scholar that can speak to the academy, clergy, and people in the pews at the same time. In this book she demonstrated her ability to translate a lifetime of learning into accessible writing without being simplistic or assuming that her audience cannot handle complex ideas. As someone who pastors and teaches at a divinity school, I found myself thinking that ideas found in this book would work great in a lecture and a sermon.

Second, the content of Becoming God’s Family is something of a whirlwind tour of the entire biblical narrative with the aim of figuring out what it means to be God’s family (the church) and why remaining a part of that family matters. Sometimes Carmen helps us learn through examples worthy of imitation. Other times we are formed through avoiding the failures of biblical characters.

This is not some dry study of “family” or “church” across the canon. Becoming God’s Family has one foot in the worlds of the Old and New Testament and the other in our modern context. She understands that we live in a context where, for a variety of reasons, people are skeptical of the church. She addresses those concerns head on chapter after chapter. But she does not stop at lament nor does she despair that we can be better.

Instead of rejecting the church, Dr. Imes posits a way of healing it, using the lessons of Scripture to make it what it was always meant to be: a people made in God’s image, bearing God’s name, as God’s family on mission to extend that family to all who would answer the call of the beloved Son.









INTRODUCTION
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Why does the White Witch woo Edmund away from his siblings? Four children travel to Narnia in C. S. Lewis’ classic fantasy series, but only one of them meets the witch. The adventures of the Pevensie children begin in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, where quite by accident they discover another world. In Narnia, Aslan, a great lion, is the rightful ruler over a kingdom of talking animals who are under the control of an evil usurper. However, the children are not merely spectators but participants in this parallel world. As the White Witch knows from the ancient prophecies, all four thrones in the castle at Cair Paravel must be occupied by sons of Adam and daughters of Eve, that is, by humans. Together, the humans are to exercise dominion on Aslan’s behalf. This is why the witch targets Edmund, enticing him to come to her castle and holding him captive there. As long as his throne is empty at Cair Paravel, the rule of Aslan will be compromised. To exercise a dominion that ensures the flourishing of Narnia and the unbroken rule of Aslan is a group project.

Aslan’s whereabouts are often unknown and his comings and goings unpredictable. The moment he arrives, winter begins to melt into spring as all creation warms to his presence. Aslan gathers Peter, Susan, and Lucy along with all those loyal to him to prepare for the inevitable battle with the White Witch. Aslan shatters the witch’s power, not by killing her but by offering himself on their behalf. The children join Aslan in the battle against the witch and her minions as they liberate all of Narnia, including Edmund.

The siblings joyfully reunite as subjects of Aslan, who appoints them to rule Narnia on his behalf. Each one plays an essential role in the administration of Aslan’s kingdom. Each offers something unique and essential. The children sit on their four thrones at Cair Paravel while Narnia enjoys a long season of peace and prosperity, until one day the kings and queens of Narnia stumble on the wardrobe through which they entered that world. Drawn by a distant memory, they walk through the portal and find themselves back in England.

I didn’t know it then, but I walked through a wardrobe (of sorts) as a child of eleven. It was a Tuesday evening in the temperamental Colorado spring. My dad and I entered the doors of Third Christian Reformed Church and climbed the stairs to the second floor. It was strange to be in a mostly darkened church, absent the Sunday morning crowds. We walked down the dim hallway to the pastor’s study. Reverend Nydam let me sit on one of the ornate chairs to wait while our church’s leaders—he and Reverend Kok and the elders and deacons (including my dad)—convened around an enormous oval table in the boardroom across the hall. Eventually, they called for me and I entered the room. The wooden armchair at the head of the table was empty. They had saved it for me. I remember feeling so small perched on that chair, my legs dangling.

My memory is fuzzy at this point. I mostly recall the regal curves of the carved table pedestal. I must have been too shy to maintain eye contact. The men took turns asking me questions about my understanding of the Scriptures and the catechism (our church’s doctrinal standards) and the Christian life. They were examining me to see whether my professed faith in Jesus was sound. Time stood still. I don’t know whether they spoke with me for ten minutes or an hour. I was intimidated. What eleven-year-old wouldn’t be? But I was also certain. I knew that I wanted to spend the rest of my life following Jesus. My parents had baptized me as an infant. The next step was to make a public profession of faith during the church service. That would make me an official member of the congregation and qualify me to participate in Communion.

Most young people who grew up in our church officially joined when they were older, perhaps in high school. To my parents’ dismay, when my grandparents found out I had already decided to declare my faith publicly, they shook their heads in disapproval. They were sure that I was too young to understand the gravity of this decision. I’d already belonged to Jesus for as long as I could remember, so I couldn’t see any reason to wait, and neither could my parents. That’s how I found myself in that boardroom on a Tuesday evening, an eleven-year-old girl on an oversized throne with more than a dozen men in business suits focused on me. I wanted to belong to the church. I was all in.

I have never regretted that decision. I entered the room with a desire to declare my faith in Jesus, and I walked out as a member of God’s forever family. I had been adopted. To throw in my lot with these men (and all the other members) was my destiny. Those adult men around the table had mysteriously become my brothers in Christ, and I was their sister. I didn’t recognize then the significance of the chair I occupied in that boardroom. Like the thrones in Narnia, the church was incomplete without me. On June 4, 1989, I stood before our entire congregation in the Sunday morning service to declare that I belonged to Jesus and to his church. I have belonged ever since. And while I have moved over a dozen times, in each place I have found a new church family in which to grow and serve, love and be loved.

Many who are raised in the church find their faith unraveling over time. Maybe you’ve struggled to square what you heard from the pulpit with what you learned in the high school or college classroom. Maybe someone pulled back the curtain so you could see that the morality of your parents and their tribe was riddled with hypocrisy or had more to do with politics than the Bible. Maybe as you’ve gotten older the simple lessons you learned in Sunday school seemed unable to hold the weight of the grim complexities of life. Maybe the adults in church who were supposed to protect you caused harm instead. If so, you are not alone.



The overarching narrative of the Bible is singularly focused on forming a faithful community of people who worship and wait for God while carrying out his mission in the world.





I’m forty-seven now. A lot has transpired for me since that day in 1989. I have outgrown some of my childhood certainty about the way the world works. But I have never outgrown the church. Eventually our family began attending a new church, where we discovered new dimensions of God we had been missing. I’ve had periods of frustration and disappointment over Christian subculture. But although my theology has shifted on various issues over these decades, I remain convinced that the Bible is God’s self-revelation to us and the foundation of the life we’re meant to share. The overarching narrative of the Bible is singularly focused on forming a faithful community of people who worship and wait for God while carrying out his mission in the world. Leaning into this vision hasn’t always been easy, but the church has been a source of deep and lasting joy for me. This book is not a memoir, but it would be fair to call it a love story.

I am persuaded, passionately so, that the church matters. It still matters, even after scandalous headlines and hurtful experiences, after waves of deconstruction and disillusionment, after a global pandemic that upended our routines, and after the political polarization that resulted. We still need the church. We need the church because of these things. The church is riddled with problems because we bring ourselves to it, and we’re often a mess. It carries a hefty laundry list of wrongs done and rights left undone, but it also carries beauty and goodness. Tucked away in its history is a litany of stories in which people experienced help, healing, and transformation, people whose destinies shifted as they caught a glimpse of the glory of God at work in ordinary gatherings made up of all sorts of people, people who were surprised to discover a place to truly belong.

But what is the church? Is it a building? A weekly gathering? A spiritual family? A shorthand way of referring to all believers in Jesus through the ages? It is all these things and more. We could use the word church to refer to a local assembly of believers or the universal body of Christ that spans history. This book is about both.


DEFINING CHURCH


Many people assume that the church started on the day of Pentecost, when God poured out the Holy Spirit on the believers who were gathered in Jerusalem (Acts 2). That was indeed a special day that inaugurated a new era, but technically speaking, the church started much earlier than that. Peter speaks of the followers of Jesus as standing in continuity with the covenant people of the Old Testament, using the same titles to describe them: “holy nation,” “chosen people,” “royal priesthood,” and “treasured representatives” (1 Peter 2:9-10, author’s translation). I have written more about this continuity in Bearing God’s Name.

The Greek word usually translated “church” in the New Testament is ekklēsia. Ekklēsia is not an abstract word that points to an individual’s membership in a community. Ekklēsia refers more concretely to an active gathering, usually for political or religious purposes but sometimes for a military event. Ekklēsia can refer to a gathering of citizens (Acts 19:32), the assembly of ancient Israelites (1 Kings 8:14), a local Christian community meeting for worship (Romans 16:5), or even the global body of believers (Ephesians 1:22). The Greek translation of the Old Testament uses ekklēsia regularly to refer to Israelites assembled in God’s presence. For example, Deuteronomy 9:10 speaks of the ekklēsia—the assembly of Israelites gathered at the base of Mount Sinai, awaiting God’s instruction. That background made it the ideal word to describe New Testament believers, filled with the Holy Spirit and gathered to worship God.





We could call the church an incarnational community informed by the Scriptures.1 By incarnational I mean that the church bears embodied witness to Christ in a particular place. Christianity is not just a theological idea. It takes shape in actual buildings where people show up and participate. Christians become an intercultural and intergenerational family around the Communion table, where we celebrate Christ’s self-giving love, and in the trenches of daily life, where we serve one another and our neighbors.

Evangelical Christians tend to define ourselves by the doctrinal beliefs we hold in common. However, evangelicals are known by others for our worship gatherings more than for our doctrine. Judging from stock photos in online articles, evangelicals are people who assemble to sing and to hear a sermon.2 So while the church is more than a building, the building or meeting place signals the most defining feature of the church: a local community that gathers for worship in a particular place. The Sunday (or Saturday) gathering is not the sum total of the church. It operates all week long in hospital visits, Bible studies, spiritual conversations, prayer meetings, food pantries, tutoring sessions, and friends having coffee.

Theologian Andrew Root offers a robust vision of the church, insisting that it is neither an affinity group nor an entrepreneurial venture. Instead, the church facilitates shared participation in the life of God by the Spirit, which is to say that when we gather for worship, we gather around a transcendent mystery that we can neither control nor fully understand. Root explains, “The church is the community that reminds the world that God is God, seeking to commune with a God who is other than us.”3

The church was never meant to become an empire, a program, a personality cult, or an entertaining escape from boredom on the one hand or suffering on the other. The mission of the church is and always has been to bear witness to something outside itself by waiting and praying with the world for an encounter with God. We gather to seek God’s presence. On our best days, we recognize that we cannot manufacture this ourselves but must simply be ready to receive.



The mission of the church is and always has been to bear witness to something outside itself by waiting and praying with the world for an encounter with God.





This book began around a fire pit on a camping trip. As I recall, we had just toasted marshmallows, and someone was passing around a package of dried and seasoned crickets for the more daring among us to try. The conversation turned to spiritual things. A member of our extended family expressed that he believed in Jesus but saw no use for the church. He just didn’t need it (and didn’t want anyone else telling him what to do). He and God were doing just fine on their own. It occurred to me then that the reason for church wasn’t obvious. Someone needed to make a case for it.

For those of us deeply shaped by a world saturated with self-determination, the logic of church may seem foreign. We may have joined a congregation only for what we thought the church could do for us. If we treat the church as a self-help club, we are bound to be disappointed because the calling of the church is not to help each of us to live our best life now. Instead, the church is designed to decenter each one of us, to testify that we are not enough on our own and that we do not have what it takes alone to fix what is broken. The church testifies that we are dependent on a God we cannot control. In a world of same-day shipping and instant downloads, gathering to wait with others for God presents a significant challenge.

Perhaps we’d rather skip to the front of the line or embark on a personal quest for fulfillment. Instead, God calls us to be with and for each other. He invites us to serve and be served, to let our lives become entangled in healthy ways with other followers of Jesus. As members of his church family, God offers us not just friendship but siblingship. I become your sister in Christ.

Some of us come from collectivist cultures where loyalties to our people run deep. For us to form meaningful bonds with a new community of faith may be as big of a challenge as it was for believers in the first century. Putting the family of faith first comes at a high cost in relation to our natural families. When he asks, “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” (Matthew 12:48), Jesus questions our family loyalties and asks us to give up everything to follow him. In Jesus we discover a connection that is deeper and truer than the blood that runs through our veins. Knowing this has the power to change everything.

Of course, the vision I offer here is not always reality. Some of us have invested deeply in the church, believing it matters. But we became disillusioned when the church began to look more like a social club or a business network than a worshiping community, or when our leaders became more concerned about their platform than God’s.

But God has no plan B. The church is inefficient and awkward, imperfect, and sometimes wrong-headed. But it’s utterly irreplaceable. In the pages of this book, I hope to convince you of that. Our journey through Scripture will illuminate stories you might not have noticed before. All of them illustrate the truth that when God’s people gather to wait for him to act, we experience unimaginable blessing.



The church is inefficient and awkward, imperfect, and sometimes wrong-headed. But it’s utterly irreplaceable.





Community is also undeniably messy. When a church fails to meet our expectations, the sense of betrayal and disappointment can run deep, sometimes for very good reasons. This community is meant to walk with us through our most difficult challenges and encourage us on the journey. If we feel invisible or—even worse—mistreated, it’s natural to want to rush to the exit and never return.

Just ask the young pastoral intern who was hired to bring solid biblical teaching to the youth but was later let go because he didn’t plan enough fun activities.

Just ask the gifted woman with a seminary degree who feels a deep sense of calling to preach but the only place she is allowed to teach is children’s Sunday school.

Just ask the man who was invited to be an elder but then regularly excluded from major decisions because he didn’t speak in tongues and therefore wasn’t considered “Spirit-filled.”

Just ask the woman who discovered her husband was abusing their children, but when she sought safety, her pastor publicly condemned her for lack of faithfulness to her marriage.

Just ask the couple who invested thirty years in their congregation, but when they stopped attending, nobody even seemed to notice.

Just ask the woman who recalls her pastor telling her to be like Mary, submitting herself to God as he stole her innocence and shattered her future.

As Russell Moore, a former Southern Baptist leader and current editor in chief of Christianity Today, explains, “We see now young evangelicals walking away from evangelicalism not because they do not believe what the church teaches, but because they believe the church itself does not believe what the church teaches.”4

Maybe this is you. Whether you’re among the 16 percent of American Churchgoers who have already stopped attending church, or whether you’re on the verge of leaving, wondering whether it’s worth the heartache to keep trying, this book is for you.5 I have not seen what you’ve seen or experienced the hurt you’ve experienced. You may have very good reasons to be disillusioned with your church. What I know is that we aren’t built to navigate this life without a spiritual family to nourish our faith. We need each other.

My hope is that this book will rekindle your desire to seek fellowship with other believers, even when doing so is not easy. I don’t advocate that we ignore abuse or false teaching. We should take both very seriously. But in those cases, we can renew our search for a healthy community of believers who have gathered around the mystery of Christ’s first coming in anticipation of his return. We need not insist that they see the world exactly as we do, voting for our favorite candidate or reading every Bible passage the same way. Our core commitments to Christ and his Word can tolerate a host of other differences.

Like the first two books in this trilogy, Being God’s Image and Bearing God’s Name, the book you hold in your hands is a work of biblical theology written for the church about the church. You don’t have to be a scholar to understand it. And you don’t have to have read the other books for this one to make sense (though I hope you do!). We’ll be following the community of faith through the entire Bible. Along the way, we’ll discover that God delights to break into this world from beyond so he can dwell among his people. When God’s people gather, God often shows up. When we stop meeting together, we miss out on the possibility of the presence of God mediated in part by our brothers and sisters in Christ.

The church is a multiethnic and multicultural assembly of believers spanning history that God has called into fellowship with Christ and with one another. We gather regularly to consider the teachings of the Bible and to orient our lives around God’s coming kingdom. Together we wait for God to make all things new, and we bear witness to the world of what God has already done. New Testament authors use various metaphors to describe the church. We are the body of Christ. We are built into a temple. We are siblings, members of God’s family, and fellow heirs of his promises. We are citizens of an alternative kingdom. We’ll explore several of these metaphors as we trace the theme of God’s presence in the community of faith throughout the Bible.


THE PEOPLE WHO WAIT

I remember a fascinating class I took with a beloved professor in college: Advanced Pedagogy. I wanted to become a teacher, so I was eager to soak it all in. We were learning best practices for teaching from a man who was himself a master teacher. One day, our professor broke us into groups and gave us challenges to complete. The task involved spatial reasoning and problem solving, which came naturally for me. To be painfully honest, I was thinking how lucky my group was to have me because we had a good shot at finishing first. In moments, I had completed the task and flagged down our professor. What happened next is forever etched in my memory. “I didn’t ask you to complete this quickly, Carmen. I asked you to complete it together.”

I’m sure my face reddened in shame. I had failed completely because I had misunderstood the goal. Our aim was not efficiency but cooperation. By completing the challenge myself, I had robbed myself and the rest of the group of the joy of discovery and the satisfaction of working together.

Many of the stories in the Bible (and frankly, in the church today) give evidence of a similar misdiagnosis. When we misunderstand human purpose, imagining ourselves to be on a solo quest for self-actualization or trying to prove our value through our achievements, we miss out on the community God designed for us to enjoy and the divine empowerment that comes as a result.

We’re going to trek through Scripture in this book to see how it signals our need for community. Before we do, it’s helpful to jump ahead to the New Testament to consider Jesus’ last words to his followers before his ascension into heaven. Doing so will sharpen our focus on our shared purpose. Christians believe that Jesus is exhibit A demonstrating God’s supernatural presence among us. By becoming human, Jesus, the second member of the Trinity, fully entered our world, experiencing all we do and transforming our ability to commune with God. His resurrection was a great victory over sin and death, but his ascension represented a loss of his presence. God-with-us vacated the scene, leaving us-without-God. This is why Jesus instructed his followers, “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:4-5). God’s presence would be available to us in a new way.

The vocation of God’s people had always been to wait for God’s promise to be fulfilled. Here, even after Jesus’ momentous death and resurrection, God’s people had more waiting to do. That waiting would turn into witnessing: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:7-8).

The people who gathered to wait for God’s presence would bear witness to it throughout the earth.

We’ll return to this story in chapter eight to consider how it turns out, but I want us to have Jesus’ final instructions in mind as we think about the vocation of the people of God throughout the Scriptures. We’ll find that in every age, the people of God are the people who gather to wait for him to act. Our waiting is active, not passive, but collectively we recognize that without God we cannot accomplish what he intends. Waiting together is our most important job. You can imagine how things might go wrong if we didn’t know this—if we thought that it was up to each of us individually to figure out a way to thrive. Now we turn back to Genesis to see how the story begins.


BEING OR BECOMING GOD’S FAMILY?


If you’ve already read Being God’s Image, you know that I insist that every human being is the image of God. Being God’s image is our human identity, and it cannot be lost, diminished, or destroyed. Our identity as God’s image has strong vocational implications. The image of God is the basis for our vocation as rulers over creation, and it also qualifies us as part of God’s royal family.

Perhaps that makes the title of this book somewhat puzzling. How can we become God’s family if we already are? The fact is that most humans are estranged from their Creator. We haven’t lost our status as God’s image, but we haven’t oriented our lives around that identity. What we all need is a radical reconciliation with our Heavenly Father that results in an equally radical reorientation toward each other as siblings in God’s family.

E. Randolph Richards and Richard James explain, “The early church lived in a collective culture where kinship was a basic building block of society and family defined what it meant to be me.”a As we’ll see, Jesus and Paul both repeatedly use kinship language to describe fellow believers who are not blood related. This would have come as quite a shock to first-century believers. Richards and James continue, “Ancient Mediterranean cultures would not have encouraged redefining family. It was such a strange concept that Paul needed to use a metaphor they would understand: adoption.”b Marriage allied two families with each other, but it did not supersede blood relationships. The sibling relationship was even stronger than marriage. Adoption was the only way someone could officially become a sibling and heir in the Greco-Roman world.

Biological children do not need to be adopted by their biological parents. If all humanity is already part of God’s family, then adoption is not necessary. However, adoption is the best word available to Paul to describe to a collectivist audience the radical change in allegiance that comes with faith in Christ. He is calling for men and women to consider fellow followers of Jesus as their new family.

In other words, Paul uses the metaphor of adoption to emphasize the dramatic reorientation of priorities and allegiances that come with membership in the family of faith. So, while every human is already technically part of God’s royal family, the task of discipleship is learning to live like it is true.

Becoming God’s family is not simply a heartwarming way of talking about belonging to the church. It requires us to rethink our finances, our time, our space, and our priorities. To take part in this community that waits together for God to act will cost us everything. But it’s 100 percent worth it.
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THE FAMILY OF ABRAHAM
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OUR HUMAN FAMILY

When God created and brought order to the world, he appointed humans to rule over creation on his behalf. He blessed us, encouraging us to multiply and fill the earth so that God’s presence would be felt in every place. The first thing in creation that was not good was loneliness. The first human was alone until God created a partner, an ally, who could work with him side by side. Together they would govern creation, and together they would produce offspring to be part of God’s big family. This would only go well if they oriented themselves toward God and did things God’s way.

I write more about our human identity as God’s image and our vocation to rule the earth in Being God’s Image. The Bible teaches that every human is the image of God. We represent God’s presence to the rest of creation. God delegates to us the tasks of creating and maintaining order in the world. Nothing we do can disqualify us from this task, and we cannot lose this identity as God’s image. It’s the single most important thing about us. But when we live as if it’s not true, everything goes wonky.

In the plot line of the Bible, God’s good creation and his appointment for humans to rule on his behalf gives way to disaster. Although God designs humans to flourish in community with one another, with himself, and with the world he made, humans chose (and keep choosing) their own path, seeking autonomy from God. Genesis 3 tells the story of the human couple conspiring to make their own way in the world, rather than doing things God’s way. They think they can find wisdom outside God’s command instead of depending on God to teach them. They hide from God and blame each other, and as a result they experience a life characterized by pain and the lack of cooperation. Instead of working together to care for the garden, God expels them to make their own way in the wide world. Adam and Eve’s biggest loss is access to the presence of God. In the garden, God walked among them. Now, they are on their own.

They pass this legacy to their children and great-grandchildren. Their son Cain kills his brother. Their great-grandson Lamech brags to his wives about taking vengeance on others. Eventually human violence is so great that God decides to hit the reset button. God sends a flood to cover the earth and start fresh with a single family. Noah is an exception to the norm. Genesis tells us that he “found favor in the eyes of the LORD” (Genesis 6:8). At his birth, Noah’s father expressed his deep hope that Noah, whose name means “rest,” would be able to usher in a time of rest (Genesis 5:29). Although the bar is admittedly low in his generation, Noah stands out as one who lived in harmony with God and those around him, making him the best available candidate for a new beginning. Nevertheless, the same wicked tendency to exploit rather than honor others characterizes his son Ham. Almost as soon as the flood is over, the same problems rear their ugly heads. Ham dishonors his father, introducing tension between parent and child that will send ripples through future generations.

The early chapters of Genesis culminate in a massive building project intended to make one man’s empire unshakable. The builders of the tower of Babel (a.k.a. Babylon) try to lure the gods into giving their stamp of approval on the city by coming down from the heavens to dwell in it. Instead, Yahweh descends to scramble their languages and restore his vision of a multicultural world filled by humans who extend the order and fruitfulness of the garden to every place. Humans are intended to “fill the earth and subdue it,” collaborating with one another to accomplish the work God delegated to us, cultivating the earth and guarding it and each other against exploitation.

It’s against this backdrop of creation, failure, violence, and judgment that God chooses one man through whom he can restore his blessing to all nations—Abram. Because families and origin stories matter, Genesis begins with the story of his father, Terah.




THE FAMILY OF ABRAHAM

Emerging from the dumpster fire of rebellion, followed by the flood and tower of Babel, the author of Genesis zeroes in on one family, the family of Terah. Terah is the eighth generation after Noah’s son Shem. Terah has three sons of his own, born in Ur, near Babylon: Abram, Nahor, and Haran.

Terah apparently intends to move his entire family to Canaan, but they never make it. Terah’s son Haran dies in Ur. Nahor apparently stays behind when Terah packs up the rest of the family to head west. Halfway to his destination, Terah stops. Perhaps moving is more than he bargained for. Maybe business is good in the land of the Hittites. Perhaps he is tired. In any case, Terah himself settles down and eventually dies as a resident of a place called Harran, far north of Canaan.

[image: Genealogy starts with Noah and goes to Shem, 7 generations, and Terah, which branches out to Abram, Nahor, and Haran.]

Figure 1.1. Genealogy from Noah to Abram




The name Harran is related to the Akkadian word that means “street” or “road.” It’s ironic, since they are en route to Canaan. The name is confusing in English, since Terah’s dead son is also Haran. Does Terah name this town after his son? Not quite, since in Hebrew the town’s name begins with a guttural h, which sounds like throat clearing, while his son’s name begins with a soft h. Still, the similarity is unmistakable. Maybe Terah’s inability to move on from Harran says something about his grief over the death of his son. He is permanently on the road. He can’t let go of the past.

[image: A map uses a red line to show the journey from Ur to Shechem, with stops in Babylon, Mari, and Haran along the way.]

Figure 1.2. Abraham’s journey from Ur to the Promised Land




After his father Terah’s death, Yahweh urges Abram onward: “Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you” (Genesis 12:1). In the ancient world, to leave one’s family behind is unthinkable. Abram obeys this directive, despite its vagueness and despite how unsettling it must be to leave behind the last memories of his father and brother. Adult children were responsible to keep alive the memories of their parents and grandparents. Family members were also the first line of defense against poverty, infertility, false accusations, or mistreatment of any kind. Families were the basic building blocks of a stable society.

We might wonder whether his father Terah had instilled a love for Canaan—a place neither of them had ever seen. By leaving, Abram shows his allegiance to the God who calls to him from beyond the confines of what he knows.

Our family has moved often due to our work and schooling (sixteen times in twenty-six years of marriage, to be exact). Since our marriage, Oregon has always been home, but our children have spent very little time there. Our oldest was under two years old when we moved to the Philippines. We returned for just nine months when her younger sister was born. Our son was born in North Carolina, and our children spent their formative years there and in Illinois. It was amusing how fondly all three spoke of Oregon as the best place to live with the ideal climate. Our two younger children had never even lived there, but they spoke of Oregon as if it were the Promised Land. We moved back when they were thirteen, nine, and six. They took to Oregon like a fish takes to water. Evidently, they had inherited our love for Oregon despite not growing up there.

Had Terah spoken longingly of Canaan to Abram and his brothers? Was it the land of opportunity? We don’t know what conversations unfolded around their cooking fires in Harran, but when God promises Abram great blessings, Abram does not delay. He sets out in obedience to God’s voice. Although God has not specified the destination, when Abram arrives in Shechem, smack dab in the center of Canaan, God tells him: “To your offspring I will give this land” (Genesis 12:7).



God’s promises are not aimed at helping us reach our personal goals. Instead, God’s promises transcend our personal lives and stretch wide to encompass others we will never even meet.





This is one of our first clues in the Bible that God’s promises are not aimed at helping us reach our personal goals. Instead, God’s promises transcend our personal lives and stretch wide to encompass others we will never even meet. Abram would spend his entire life on the move, never settling down permanently. He’d go to Egypt and to Philistia, to the Negev desert and back again. As a nomad, he would keep his flocks and herds moving to find food and water. One day, many hundreds of years later, his descendants would call this land their own.

I wonder whether our vision for our lives is too small. Whether we hope for a quiet life where we can keep our own schedule or a life as an influencer with a platform to prove it, do we ever cultivate dreams for future generations? Have you thought about your great-great-grandchildren? Or what kind of legacy you might leave behind for those who will live in your community one hundred years from now?

The author of Genesis tucks away a comment before the family leaves Ur. We might miss it if we’re not paying attention: “Now Sarai was childless because she was not able to conceive” (Genesis 11:30). As Richards and James point out, in that cultural context barrenness indicated a failed marriage.1 Essentially, Abram and his wife Sarai are stuck at the starting gate. Heartache comes in all shapes and sizes. For Sarai and Abram, it is the long wait for children with their biological clocks ticking. Abram is seventy-five years old when they pack up and head south from Harran. Still no children. Does God’s promise to Abram seem like salt in the wound?

“To your offspring I will give this land.”

That one sentence hangs in the air awkwardly, exposing their great disappointment. Offspring? Umm . . . about that . . .

Abram has given up on ever having children of his own, but his household is the size of a town. When Abram’s nephew Lot gets into trouble later, Abram mobilizes the fighting men born in his household—all 318 of them (Genesis 14:14)! Fertility has apparently not been a problem for those minding his herds and cooking his meals, weaving his clothes and tanning his leather. Are all those pregnant bellies difficult for Sarai to see? When God appears to Abram again in a vision to reassure him, we can hear the angst in Abram’s reply: “Sovereign LORD, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus? . . . You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir” (Genesis 15:2-3).

At one point, a decade after their arrival in Canaan, Abram’s wife, Sarai, suggests that Abram should impregnate her Egyptian maidservant. Hagar functions as a surrogate womb for Sarai. In a time before medical interventions, surrogacy of slaves was an ancient solution for infertility. However, God neither commands nor condones this behavior. The family dynamic that results is deeply problematic: Hagar despises Sarai for what she has done to her, and Sarai mistreats Hagar out of jealousy. Pregnant Hagar runs away to escape the tension, but God sends her back to Sarai for a time, probably because Hagar’s chances of survival in the desert while pregnant are so low. Later, when her son is grown, Abram sends her away permanently (Genesis 16). God meets her on that journey to promise her many descendants.

In the aftermath of that messy situation, God appears to Abram again with more specific promises and instructions. Yahweh changes their names to Abraham and Sarah to symbolize a new chapter in their story. He gives them a powerful symbol of their shared commitment to living in obedience to God: circumcision.

This may seem like an odd requirement, but by marking every male in their household with a surgical sign of their covenant with Yahweh, Abraham’s family experiences a daily physical reminder that God is the source of their offspring and that they must trust him for their future. God waits to bless them with a son until they have implemented the sign of the covenant because God’s intentions for Abraham are much bigger than one man. They extend to all his descendants to come—even you and me. As members of the nations who would eventually find blessing through the family of Abraham, we benefit no matter our ethnic background.

Abraham’s fruitfulness cannot be explained naturally. No human can take credit. Sarai’s barrenness introduces a pattern that will afflict future generations as well (including Rachel, Rebekah, and Hannah). The struggle to get pregnant reminds successive generations that the gift of children is a divine blessing. Abram and Sarai are the first in God’s family who must learn to wait for God to act supernaturally.




WHEN GOD’S FAMILY DOES HARM

The portrait of Abraham and Sarah in Genesis is not entirely flattering. In addition to Hagar’s forced pregnancy, twice Abraham lies about his wife, Sarah, to save his own skin. This puts her in harm’s way and jeopardizes the fulfillment of God’s promise, while Abraham benefits handsomely. Pharaoh, king of Egypt, and Abimelech, king of Gerar, each take Sarah into his own palace with intentions to add her to the royal harem (Genesis 12; 20). When they realize she is a married woman, they both send her away with lavish gifts for Abraham, including slaves.

Speaking of slaves, Abraham and Sarah buy slaves and receive them as gifts on several occasions. This is not just a matter of ancient methods of employment. Genesis is explicit (in more ways than one) about Sarah’s mistreatment of her Egyptian slave, Hagar. First, Sarah uses her to bear a child for herself. Naturally, Hagar resents being used to build someone else’s family. Second, with Abraham’s blessing, Sarah abuses Hagar harshly enough that Hagar runs away into the desert, where she will surely die.

The Bible does not sugarcoat the behavior of its central characters. Ironically, just as Abraham and Sarah mistreat her Egyptian slave, so the Egyptians eventually mistreat their descendants while they are enslaved in Egypt (Genesis 16:6; Exodus 1:11-12). Description is not prescription. We cannot assume that because the Bible describes something that happens, it is being held up as a positive example. In fact, the law given at Sinai prohibits such mistreatment in the strongest terms possible, as we’ll see in chapter two.

God works through flawed people to accomplish his purposes. This is not to say that God ultimately tolerates harm, and neither should we. Scripture is clear that Yahweh “does not leave the guilty unpunished,” which is to say that he takes sin against our fellow humans seriously (Exodus 34:7). God will ultimately bring unrepentant sin to light and punish those who committed it.

Perhaps you are among those who have been harmed by church leaders or fellow Christians. If so, please know that the way you were treated is unacceptable. God sees your suffering. He has not forgotten you and he will ultimately make things right—either in your lifetime or at the end of the age. Our capacity to hurt others and be hurt is a byproduct of God’s decision to design a world in which humans have free will. We (and others) often make choices that cause harm.

Amid her mistreatment, Hagar encounters God. In their tender conversation, God speaks promises over Hagar that open a new future for her. Hagar likely feels powerless, but God empowers her to name her son, to exercise her own choice by returning home, and to hold on to his promises that her life will not become a dead end. She will have many descendants of her own. This means so much to Hagar that she becomes the first in Scripture to name God: “You are the God who sees me” (Genesis 16:13). God sees you too, and he has not forgotten your pain. Even in our pain we can walk forward in this living hope.




BIRTH OF A NEW NATION

We often think of Exodus as a liberation story about slaves set free by God. But that’s a lopsided way of telling the story. Exodus is not about freedom for freedom’s sake, as if it were offering a long-deserved vacation for individuals who were overworked. Exodus is the story of a change in masters. Yahweh defeats Pharaoh so that the Hebrews may go from serving Pharaoh to serving Yahweh. Repeatedly his command to Pharaoh is to “send my people away so that they may serve me in the desert.” The Hebrews are not portrayed as a group of unfortunate individuals who happen to share the same fate. Instead, they are collectively the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to whom God promised the land of Canaan.

What does it look like to serve Yahweh? Let’s look at two scenes in the story that tend to get less attention. Together, these suggest that God acts to create a new nation oriented around the worship of Yahweh rather than to free individuals for a life of self-actualization. Back in Egypt, on the verge of their deliverance, God told Moses, “Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this month each man is to take a lamb for his family, one for each household. If any household is too small for a whole lamb, they must share one with their nearest neighbor, having taken into account the number of people there are” (Exodus 12:3-4). The entire community celebrated on the same night, with every individual incorporated into a household. No one ate alone that night. Even the smallest family gathered with neighbors, enjoying the protective presence of Yahweh in their midst. The communal Passover meal initiated the formation of a new community. Pastor-theologian Mark Glanville calls this “festive kinship”—a community born out of feasting together.2

The second scene to notice is the song sung by the Israelites after they crossed the sea on dry ground. Having celebrated Yahweh’s single-handed defeat of Pharaoh’s army, the song speaks of Yahweh’s guidance for “the people you have redeemed,” saying, “In your strength you will guide them to your holy dwelling” (Exodus 15:13). The song culminates in this vision: “You will bring them in and plant them on the mountain of your inheritance—the place, LORD, you made for your dwelling, the sanctuary, Lord, your hands established” (Exodus 15:17). The goal of the exodus was not autonomy. The goal was a new community gathered around Yahweh’s presence offering proper worship. Egypt’s primary institutions were temples devoted to the worship of other gods. By leaving Egypt, the Hebrews were free to organize their society around the worship of Yahweh alone. That’s what the word service entails in Hebrew—an act of worship. We still tip our hat to this by referring to our weekly gatherings as a worship service.

Yahweh calls the nation into being as they feast together, cross the sea, and enter the desert. Their initial destination is the mountain where they will experience God’s presence in all its glory. The corporate singing and dancing in Exodus 15 simply cannot be replaced by individual praise. Something distinctive happens when we gather to eat and to sing the same song. Exodus 15 joins the community in a shared interpretation of the event they have just witnessed. Yahweh is the warrior who hurled Pharaoh’s army into the sea.



Something distinctive happens when we gather to eat and to sing the same song.





As I point out in Bearing God’s Name, the laws at Sinai were not Israel’s means of salvation (they were already saved!) but rather how they would carry out their mission together as God’s people. The laws are not an individual code of conduct but rather a collective witness to the nations. Together they entered a covenant relationship with Yahweh. Together they would reflect God’s character to a watching world. Yahweh invited them into his mission with delight, rather than duty, by offering his own presence among them. God is not looking for people who will do his work for him, but for those who will carry his presence, participating with him.

Instructions for building a tabernacle, or portable temple, dominate the latter half of Exodus. We may find those chapters irrelevant, since we have no intention of building a tabernacle today. However, the tabernacle is essential to biblical theology because it resolves the separation between God and humanity that resulted from Adam and Eve’s decision to disregard God’s command. Their expulsion from the garden introduced the major plot conflict of the Bible, in search of resolution. How can humanity reunite with our Creator? How can we experience the presence of God again?

Moses’ careful attention to crafting the tabernacle according to the divine instructions opens the way for humans to approach God’s presence again. The cherubim that guarded the way to the tree of life in the garden of Eden now mark the entrance to a portable tabernacle filled with God’s presence. Its central features, the ones that took the most time and care to craft, were the covenant chest (or ark) and the high priest’s garments. Together they symbolized access to God’s presence.

The ark was an elaborately carved chest decorated with cherubim and carried on poles. The entire object was plated in gold, making it the single most expensive piece of furniture in the tabernacle. The only person who had access to it was the high priest, who moved about among the people dressed in elaborate garments that reflected the glory of the most holy place and whose symbolic garments ensured every Israelite was represented by his ministry. On his chest, he wore a pouch decorated with twelve gemstones, each engraved with the name of one of the twelve tribal families.

The covenant chest looked remarkably like chests with carrying poles in Egypt that either contained idols inside or on their lids, flanked by winged protectors.3 Parading the gods from one location to another was a regular part of Egyptian worship ceremonies. By designing the chest according to this conventional Egyptian style, Yahweh clearly communicated both his superiority over the gods of Egypt and his difference from them. The Israelites could easily see that the worship of Yahweh was meant to replace the worship of Egyptian gods, not coexist with it. While Egyptian priests carried idols of their gods on chests such as this, Yahweh could not be represented by wood or stone and could not be carried. In fact, Exodus 19:4 announces that Yahweh was the one who “carried” the Israelites to Mount Sinai. Yahweh had become the central focus of Israelite worship, replacing any so-called rivals from Egypt. The chest carried by the Israelite priests did not contain Yahweh but rather symbolized his intention to accompany them in their travels. The chest was merely his footstool (1 Chronicles 28:2).

The chest was not the only element of Israel’s tabernacle that was strikingly similar to Egyptian counterparts. The dimensions of the tabernacle co-opted the layout of the war tent used by Ramesses II during the famous Battle of Kadesh. That battle was the most widely advertised battle in the ancient world.4 Its story was carved on temple walls in at least five locations across Egypt, combining images and text, poetry and prose. Ramesses II was intensely proud of what he termed a single-handed victory over the Hittites after his troops abandoned him. The parallels between these accounts and the biblical account of Yahweh’s defeat of Pharaoh at the sea are striking, but the most remarkable of all is that the dimensions of Yahweh’s tabernacle mimic the dimensions of Pharaoh’s war tent. Both feature a rectangular, east-facing courtyard surrounding a central rectangular reception tent whose inner chamber comprised the western third of that tent.

If the Israelites lived in Egypt during the reign of Ramesses II (which I think is likely), they could scarcely have missed the fact that Yahweh’s tent followed the same model. By adopting a Pharaonic convention while subverting all its symbolism, Yahweh effectively communicated that he replaced Pharaoh as Israel’s true king and that he was present among his people and fighting on their behalf. While Pharaoh slept in the inner chamber, the God of Israel could not be contained in that space (and did not sleep!). Instead, his presence was represented by the ark of the covenant and a pillar of cloud.

Moses doesn’t tax the people to build such an elaborate tent. The people contribute willingly. Every tribal family participates because they all benefit from the ministry of the high priest, who has access to Yahweh’s presence. Men and women contribute their wealth. Women weave the cloth needed for the curtains while men build the furniture and hammer the gold. By the end of Exodus, the tent is complete—the ultimate group project. As a community they will camp with the presence of God in their midst. They prepare for this profound new reality together.

Their future is not of their own making. Moses doesn’t gather the tribal leaders for a brainstorming session so they can come up with a vision and mission statement or a five-year plan. The gathered community depends entirely on Yahweh’s leadership. They await his presence and seek to remain faithful to his commands and follow his instructions.

What if our churches today looked more like this instead of following the latest church growth plan (which are modeled after corporate business strategies)? What if we were marked by the joy of feasting together in God’s presence instead of the quest to increase “giving units” or online followers?


A MULTIETHNIC FAMILY


One feature of the Israelite community that readers often miss is how ethnically diverse it is. From the beginning, members of Jacob’s family intermarry with non-Hebrews. Consider these examples from Genesis and Exodus:


	Abraham’s household includes Egyptians, Canaanites, and Arameans, some of whom he acquires as gifts from Pharaoh and Abimelech, along with others who join him along the way.


	Jacob marries two women who are related to his mother, Rebekah, but by these marriages he also acquires two maidservants who are likely unrelated: Zilpah and Bilhah.a The children he bears by these Mesopotamian maidservants become tribal heads of Israel.


	Jacob’s son Judah lives among the Canaanites, marries a Canaanite woman, and produces heirs with his daughter-in-law Tamar, who is likely a Canaanite (Genesis 38). Their descendant five generations later, Salmon, marries Rahab the Canaanite, who aids the Israelite spies and declares allegiance to Yahweh. Her son Boaz marries Ruth, the Moabite woman who demonstrates loyalty to her Israelite mother-in-law (Ruth 4). Boaz (the half-Canaanite) and Ruth (the Moabite) become the great-grandparents of king David.
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