













 















 


As readers of Scripture we long to know the message of the Bible as a whole. We do not want to miss the forest for the trees. Unfortunately, there are few books that help us to be faithful to the whole counsel of God. What a delight, then, to read Jim Hamilton’s book where the story line of the Scriptures is unfolded. Hamilton rightly sees that the glory of God is at the center of the scriptural record, demonstrating with careful attention to the biblical text the supremacy of God in both the Old Testament and the New. Scholars, students, and laypeople will all profit from reading this work, which instructs the mind, enlivens the heart, and summons us to obedience.”


Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor


of New Testament Interpretation,


The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


 


“In an era when centers in general no longer hold, Hamilton makes a strong case for the centrality to biblical theology of what C. H. Dodd called the ‘two-beat rhythm’ of biblical history: salvation through judgment. Hamilton discovers this theme in every book of the Bible and argues that it is the heartbeat of God’s ultimate purpose: the publication of his glory. In seeking to do justice to scriptural unity and diversity alike, Hamilton’s work represents biblical theology at its best.”


Kevin Vanhoozer, Blanchard Professor of Theology,
Wheaton College Graduate School


 


“Centered on the important themes of salvation and judgment, Hamilton’s book models well how a thematic approach toward biblical theology might be applied to the whole of Scripture. It is to be warmly welcomed as an invitation to reflect on biblical truth and an opportunity to dialogue on how the unity of the Old and New Testaments may be articulated best.”


T. Desmond Alexander, Senior Lecturer in Biblical Studies
and Director of Postgraduate Studies, Union Theological College


 


“Who said that the search for a center in biblical theology is a dead end? In this bold and courageous book, which deals with the entire Bible, James Hamilton Jr. dons the mantle of an explorer in search of the holy grail of biblical theology. As he journeys through the Bible, there are many sights in the biblical landscape that will arrest the attention of those who accompany him, including the pivotal revelation of God in Exodus 34:6–7. Hamilton’s thoughtful analysis and reflection provide many insights into the biblical text. While you may not agree with all of his conclusions, you won’t come back from your journey with him without a greater sense of God’s majesty and glory. Rather than being a dead end, this is a gateway into a new world.”


Stephen Dempster, Stuart E. Murray Associate Professor 
of Religious Studies, Atlantic Baptist University 
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Chapter 1. Can the Center Hold? 


1 Introduction 


2 Do Things Fall Apart? (Is There a Unity in the Bible’s Diversity?)


2.1 Finding Our Way in the Widening Gyre: The History and Purpose of Biblical Theology


2.2 How Do We Define the Center of Biblical Theology?


2.3 How Do We Identify the Center of Biblical Theology?
 

3 Mere Anarchy Is Loosed upon the World: The Plethora of Proposed Centers 


4 The World Is Charged with the Grandeur of God: Proposed Centers and the Center 


5 “Salvation through Judgment to the Glory of God”: What Does This Phrase Mean? 


6 Like Shining from Shook Foil


Chapter 2. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in the Torah 


1 Introduction


1.1 The Story of Torah Book by Book


2 Genesis


2.1 The Heavens Proclaim the Glory of God


2.1.1 The Gods of the Nations


2.1.2 The Purity and Power of the God of the Bible


2.1.3 Gender for the Glory of God


2.1.4 The Primeval Temple


2.2 Paradise Lost


2.3 Blessing and Cursing, Judging and Saving


2.4 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:15


2.5 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:16


2.6 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:17–19


2.7 The Mercy of God: The Seed of the Woman


2.8 The Center of the Theology of Genesis


3 Exodus


3.1 Salvation through Judgment at the Exodus


3.2 From Egypt to Sinai


3.3 At Sinai


3.4 The Glorious Name: Exodus 32–34


3.5 The Center of the Theology of Exodus


4 Leviticus Excursus: Leviticus 18 and Deuteronomy 30 in Romans 10


4.1 The Center of the Theology of Leviticus


5 Numbers


5.1 The Center of the Theology of Numbers


6 Deuteronomy


6.1 From Sinai to Moab


6.2 Motivation to Obey


6.2.1 Reasons to Obey


6.2.2 Out of the Midst of the Fire


6.2.3 Israel’s Heart Problem


6.2.4 Life under Law


6.3 The Covenant Stipulations


6.4 Moses’ Last Will and Testament


6.5 The Center of the Theology of Deuteronomy 


7 The Center of the Theology of the Torah 


8 Appendix: Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings


8.1 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law


8.2 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Prophets


8.3 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Writings


8.4 Less Certain Allusions


8.4.1 In the Law


8.4.2 In the Prophets


8.4.3 In the Writings 


Chapter 3. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in the Prophets


1 Introduction


2 The Former Prophets: Joshua–Kings


2.1 The Former Prophets Book by Book


2.2 Joshua


2.2.1 Crossing Over into the Land


2.2.2 Taking the Land


2.2.3 Dividing the Land


2.2.4 Serving in the Land


2.2.5 The Center of the Theology of Joshua


2.3 Judges


2.3.1 Failure to Complete the Conquest


2.3.2 The Accounts of the Judges


2.3.3 No King, No Restraint


2.3.4 The Center of the Theology of Judges


2.4 Samuel


2.4.1 Samuel


2.4.2 Saul


2.4.3 David


2.4.3.1 Unexpected Salvation


2.4.3.2 No Place to Lay His Head


2.4.3.3 Kingdom and Covenant


2.4.3.4 Sin and Its Consequences


2.4.3.5 The Site of the Temple


2.4.4 The Center of the Theology of Samuel


2.5 Kings


2.5.1 David and His Sons


2.5.2 Solomon, Temple, Idolatry


2.5.3 Divided Kingdom


2.5.4 Judah


2.5.5 The Center of the Theology of Kings


2.6 The Center of the Theology of the Former Prophets 


3 The Latter Prophets: Isaiah–Malachi


3.1 The Latter Prophets Book by Book


3.2 Isaiah


3.2.1 Present Sin and Future Hope (Isaiah 1–5)


3.2.2 The Call of Isaiah (Isaiah 6)


3.2.3 The Book of Immanuel: Trust God Not Assyria (Isaiah 7–12)


3.2.4 Oracles against the Nations (Isaiah 13–23)


3.2.5 Isaiah’s Apocalypse (Isaiah 24–27)


3.2.6 Assyria, Egypt, and Yahweh (Isaiah 28–35)


3.2.7 The Deliverance of Hezekiah (Isaiah 36–39)


3.2.8 The Incomparable Yahweh (Isaiah 40–48)


3.2.9 The Suffering Servant (Isaiah 49–55)


3.2.10 Future Deliverance (Isaiah 56–66)


3.2.11 The Center of the Theology of Isaiah


3.3 Jeremiah


3.3.1 The Call of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1)


3.3.2 Early Oracles Calling for Repentance and Announcing Judgment (Jeremiah 2–6)


3.3.3 Increasingly Inevitable Judgment and Jeremiah’s “Confessions” (Jeremiah 7–20)


3.3.4 The House of David and the Basket of Figs (Jeremiah 21–24)


3.3.5 Hope beyond Exile ( Jeremiah 25–33): Book of Consolation and New Covenant (30–33)


3.3.6 Rejection of Yahweh’s Word and Exile (Jeremiah 34–45)


3.3.7 The Oracles against the Nations (Jeremiah 46–51)


3.3.8 Jeremiah’s Prophecies Come to Pass (Jeremiah 52)


3.3.9 The Center of the Theology of Jeremiah


3.4 Ezekiel


3.4.1 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Ezekiel


3.4.2 Yahweh Acts for His Own Sake


3.4.3 The Center of the Theology of Ezekiel


3.5 The Book of the Twelve


3.5.1 Hosea


3.5.2 Joel


3.5.3 Amos


3.5.4 Obadiah


3.5.5 Jonah


3.5.6 Micah


3.5.7 Nahum


3.5.8 Habakkuk


3.5.9 Zephaniah


3.5.10 Haggai


3.5.11 Zechariah


3.5.12 Malachi


3.5.13 The Center of the Theology of the Twelve


3.6 The Center of the Theology of the Latter Prophets 


4 The Center of the Theology of the Prophets 


5 Appendix 1: The Order of the Twelve 


6 Appendix 2: All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory


Chapter 4. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in the Writings 


1 Introduction


1.1 Wisdom Literature and Biblical Theology


1.2 The Canonical Context of the Writings


2 The Book of Truth: Psalms, Proverbs, Job


2.1 The Book of Truth Book by Book


2.2 Psalms


2.2.1 Book 1, Psalms 1–41


2.2.2 Book 2, Psalms 42–72


2.2.3 Book 3, Psalms 73–89


2.2.4 Book 4, Psalms 90–106


2.2.5 Book 5, Psalms 107–150


2.2.6 The Center of the Theology of Psalms


2.3 Proverbs


2.3.1 Proverbs of Solomon: Parental Teaching to Escape Wicked Men and Wayward Women (Proverbs 1–9)


2.3.2 Proverbs of Solomon: The Way the World Works (Proverbs 10–22:16)


2.3.3 Thirty Sayings of the Wise: How to Relate to Other People (Prov. 22:17–24:22)


2.3.4 More Sayings of the Wise: Justice and Home Economics (Prov. 24:23–34)


2.3.5 Proverbs of Solomon Copied by Hezekiah’s Men: The Glory of God and the Glory of Kings (Proverbs 25–29)


2.3.6 The Words of Agur: Humble Descriptions of the World (Proverbs 30)


2.3.7 The Words of King Lemuel: Nobility and the Virtuous Wife (Proverbs 31)


2.3.8 The Center of the Theology of Proverbs


2.4 Job


2.4.1 Yahweh’s Challenge to Satan about Job (Job 1–2)


2.4.2 Job’s Lament (Job 3)


2.4.3 Job and His Counselors (Job 4–25)


2.4.4 Job Extols God’s Majesty (Job 26–31)


2.4.5 Elihu’s Speech (Job 32–37)


2.4.6 Yahweh’s Response (Job 38–42)


2.6.7 The Center of the Theology of Job


3 The Megilloth (Small Scrolls): Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther


3.1 The Megilloth Book by Book


3.2 Song of Songs


3.3 Ruth


3.4 Lamentations


3.5 Ecclesiastes


3.5.1 The Riddle of the Numbers


3.5.2 The Messianic Wisdom of a Beautiful Mind


3.5.3 Matching Poems on the “Circle of Life” and “Youth and Old Age” (Eccles. 1:2–11; 11:7–12:8)


3.5.4 What Is Good for Man to Do? (Eccles. 1:12–6:9)


3.5.5 Man’s Inability to Understand God’s Work (Eccles. 6:10–11:6)


3.5.6 All Has Been Heard: The Conclusion of the Matter (Eccles. 12:9–14)


3.5.7 The Center of the Theology of Ecclesiastes


3.6 Esther


4 Other Sacred Writings: Daniel, Ezra–Nehemiah, Chronicles


4.1 The Other Sacred Writings Book by Book


4.2 Daniel


4.2.1 Daniel Exiled (Daniel 1)


4.2.2 Nebuchadnezzar’s Vision: Statue Representing Four Kingdoms (Daniel 2)


4.2.3 Deliverance from the Fiery Furnace (Daniel 3)


4.2.4 Nebuchadnezzar Humbled: Seven Years of Insanity (Daniel 4)


4.2.5 Belshazzar Humbled: Weighed and Found Wanting (Daniel 5)


4.2.6 Deliverance from the Lion’s Den (Daniel 6)


4.2.7 Daniel’s Visions: Four Kingdoms Represented in Various Ways (Daniel 7–9)


4.2.8 Daniel’s Vision of the End of the Exile (Daniel 10–12)


4.2.9 The Center of the Theology of Daniel


4.3 Ezra–Nehemiah


4.4 Chronicles


4.4.1 Genealogies (1 Chronicles 1–9)


4.4.2 Saul (1 Chronicles 10)


4.4.3 David (1 Chronicles 11–29)


4.4.4 Solomon (2 Chronicles 1–9)


4.4.5 Kings of Judah (2 Chronicles 10–36)


4.4.6 The Center of the Theology of Chronicles 


5 The Center of the Theology of the Writings 


6 The Center of Old Testament Theology 


7 Appendix: Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory


Chapter 5. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in the Gospels and Acts 


1 Introduction


2 The Gospels and Acts Book by Book


3 Matthew


3.1 Jesus Relives the History of Israel (Matthew 1–2)


3.2 Call to Kingdom Repentance (Matthew 3–4)


3.3 The Message of the Kingdom (Matthew 5–7)


3.4 Mighty Works That Confirm the Teaching (Matthew 8–9)


3.5 Gathering the Lost Sheep of the House of Israel (Matthew 10)


3.6 Rising Opposition (Matthew 11–12)


3.7 Kingdom Parables (Matthew 13)


3.8 Jesus on Mission (Matthew 14–17)


3.9 Discipleship (Matthew 18)


3.10 Entering Jerusalem (Matthew 19–23)


3.11 The Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24–25)


3.12 Passion, Resurrection, Commission (Matthew 26–28)


3.13 The Center of the Theology of Matthew


4 Mark


4.1 The Baptist and Jesus (Mark 1:1–13)


4.2 Jesus in Galilee (Mark 1:14–8:30)


4.3 Jesus on the Way to Jerusalem (Mark 8:31–10:52)


4.4 Jesus in Jerusalem (Mark 11:1–16:8 [20])


4.5 The Center of the Theology of Mark


5 Luke


5.1 Preparation for Jesus’ Ministry (Luke 1–3)


5.2 Temptation and Beginning of Jesus’ Public Ministry (Luke 4)


5.3 Ministry in Galilee (Luke 5–9)


5.4 On the Way to Jerusalem (Luke 9:51–19:27)


5.5 In Jerusalem: Arrest, Crucifixion, Resurrection, Commission (Luke 19:28–24:53)


5.6 The Center of the Theology of Luke


6 John


6.1 Prologue (John 1:1–18)


6.2 The Book of Signs (John 1:19–12:50)


6.3 The Book of Glory (John 13–20)


6.4 Epilogue (John 21)


6.5 The Center of the Theology of John


7 Acts


7.1 Witness to the Resurrection in Jerusalem (Acts 1–7)


7.2 Witness to the Resurrection in Judea and Samaria (Acts 8–12)


7.3 Witness to the Resurrection to the Ends of the Earth (Acts 13–28)


7.3.1 Paul’s First Journey (Acts 13–14)


7.3.2 The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15)


7.3.3 Paul’s Second Journey (Acts 16–18)


7.3.4 Paul’s Third Journey (Acts 19–21)


7.3.5 Paul’s Captivity and Transfer to Rome (Acts 22–28)


7.4 The Center of the Theology of Acts


8 The Center of the Theology of the Gospels and Acts


9 Appendix: Baptism in the New Testament


Chapter 6. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in the Letters of the New Testament


1 Introduction


2 Paul’s Letters


2.1 Paul’s Letters Book by Book


2.2 Romans


2.2.1 An Overview of the Argument of Romans


2.2.2 God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in Romans


2.2.2.1 God’s Glory in Romans


2.2.2.2 Salvation through Judgment in Romans


2.3 First Corinthians


2.3.1 Schisms (1 Corinthians 1–4)


2.3.2 Sexual Immorality (1 Corinthians 5–7)


2.3.3 Idolatry (1 Corinthians 8–10)


2.3.4 Worship (1 Corinthians 11–14)


2.3.5 Resurrection (1 Corinthians 15)


2.3.6 Travel Plans (1 Corinthians 16)


2.4 Second Corinthians


2.4.1 The Attack on Paul by His Opponents


2.4.2 Paul’s Response to the Attack


2.4.3 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Second Corinthians


2.4.3.1 Paul’s Gospel


2.4.3.2 Paul’s Own Life and Suffering


2.4.3.3 Paul’s Ministry and Message


2.4.3.4 Corinthian Repentance and Future Judgment


2.5 Galatians


2.5.1 Deliverance in Christ for God’s Glory (Gal. 1:1–5)


2.5.2 The Problem in Galatia (Gal. 1:6–10)


2.5.3 Paul’s Gospel from God, Not Man (Gal. 1:11–2:21)


2.5.4 Paul’s Gospel Proved by Experience and Scripture (Gal. 3:1– 4:11)


2.5.5 Call to Freedom in the Spirit (Gal. 4:12–6:10)


2.5.6 Boasting Only in the Cross (Gal. 6:11–18)


2.6 Ephesians


2.7 Philippians


2.8 Colossians


2.8.1 The Glory of Christ in Colossians


2.8.2 The Colossians “in Christ” by Faith


2.8.3 God Accomplished Salvation through Judgment in the Glorious Christ


2.9 First Thessalonians


2.10 Second Thessalonians


2.11 First Timothy


2.12 Second Timothy


2.13 Titus


2.14 Philemon


2.15 The Center of Paul’s Theology


3 Catholic Epistles


3.1 Other Letters Book by Book


3.2 Hebrews


3.2.1 The Glory of God in Christ in the Opening Lines of Hebrews


3.2.2 The Narrative Substructure of Hebrews


3.2.3 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Hebrews


3.3 James


3.4 First Peter


3.4.1 The New Exodus: Praise God and Be Ye Holy (1 Pet. 1:1–2:10)


3.4.2 Submitting and Suffering Sojourners (1 Pet. 2:11–4:11)


3.4.3 Shepherded through Messianic Woes to Glory (1 Pet. 4:12– 5:14)


3.5 Second Peter


3.6 First John


3.6.1 The World


3.6.2 Apostates


3.6.3 God Works Salvation in Christ


3.6.4 The Application of Salvation to Worldlings


3.6.5 The New Life


3.7 Second John


3.8 Third John


3.9 Jude


3.10 The Center of the Theology of the Catholic Epistles


4 The Center of the Theology of the New Testament Letters


5 Appendix: Doxologies in the New Testament


Chapter 7. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in Revelation 


1 Introduction 


2 An Overview of the Contents of Revelation 


3 The Chiastic Structure of Revelation 


4 The New Exodus and Return from Exile in Revelation 


5 The Center of the Theology of Revelation 


6 The Center of New Testament and Biblical Theology


Chapter 8. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment and Objections to Its entrality 


1 Introduction


2 Method and Biblical Theology


2.1 Progressive Revelation?


2.2 The Metaphor of a Center?


2.3 Persuasive Definition?


2.4 The Discussion Continues


3 Particular Texts and Biblical Theology


3.1 God’s Purpose and the Biblical Authors


3.2 One-Sided Expressions?


3.3 Learning from the Biblical Authors


4 Theology Proper and Biblical Theology


4.1 God’s Love and His Pursuit of His Glory


4.2 The Justice of God


4.3 Can There Be More than One Ultimate Purpose?


5 Conclusion


Chapter 9. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in Ministry Today 


1 Introduction 


2 Church Ministry


2.1 Evangelism


2.2 Discipleship


2.3 Corrective Church Discipline


3 Personal Spiritual Discipline


3.1 Bible Reading


3.2 Prayer


4 Conclusion
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Turning and turning in the widening gyre


The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 


The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 


The best lack all conviction, while the worst 


Are full of passionate intensity.


Surely some revelation is at hand; 


Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 


The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out 


When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 


Troubles my sight; somewhere in sands of the desert 


A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 


A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 


Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 


Reel shadows of indignant desert birds. 


The darkness drops again; but now I know 


That twenty centuries of stony sleep 


Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle, 


And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 


Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?
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The world is charged with the grandeur of God.


It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;


It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil


Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?


Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;


And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;


And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil


Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.


 


And for all this, nature is never spent;


There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;


And though the last lights off the black West went


Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—


Because the Holy Ghost over the bent


World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.
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CAN THE CENTER HOLD?


 


1. Introduction 


William Butler Yeats captured the spirit of Our Time in the opening lines of his poem “The Second Coming”: 


Turning and turning in the widening gyre 


The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold . . . 


The image of a world spinning out of control, a world no longer heeding the call of its Master because truth is only “true for you,” matches the default settings of our intuitive templates. Biblical scholars and theologians are no exception1

 




Describing theologians since the 1960s, David Wells writes: 


They, too, began not with divine revelation but with human experience, not with 

God’s interpretation of life but with the interpretation that in our self-asserted freedom we have devised for ourselves. They rejected the idea that there is any center to the meaning that they sought, any normativity to any one proposal2

 




Academic practitioners of biblical theology have not transcended the spirit of the age. Walter Brueggemann has written that “in every period of the discipline, the questions, methods, and possibilities in which study is cast arise from the sociointellectual climate in which the work must be done”3

 

 While I would never assert that everyone who thinks biblical theology has no center has either capitulated to or consciously embraced the spirit of the age, the “sociointellectual climate” corresponds to the view that biblical theology has no center4

 

 We are all affected by the temperature of the times. We need not look far to see that the center has not held, and things have fallen apart. As Brueggemann writes, “The new situation in Old Testament theology is reflective of a major breakpoint in Western culture. . . . The breakpoint concerns modes of knowledge that have too innocently yielded certitude5

 

” 


The purpose of this book, quixotic as it may seem, is to seek to do for biblical theology what Kevin Vanhoozer has done for hermeneutics6and David Wells has done for evangelical theology7

 

 The goal is not a return to an imaginary golden age but to help people know God. The quest to know God is clarified by diagnosis of the problem (Wells), the vindication of interpretation (Vanhoozer), and, hopefully, a clear presentation of the main point of God’s revelation of himself, that is, a clear presentation of the center of biblical theology. I hasten to embrace the humility articulated by Schlatter and recently restated by Schreiner: there is more than one way to pursue biblical theology, and there can be no final, definitive treatment of the subject. Though I am pursuing the center, I celebrate the fact that “each of the various approaches and perspectives can cast a different light upon the NT, and in that sense having a number of different approaches is helpful8

 

 ”I hope that even those who are not convinced that I am right about the center for which I argue will nevertheless profit from the perspective articulated here. 


Vanhoozer describes his goal as “reinvigorating author-oriented interpretation through a creative retrieval of Reformed theology and speech-act philosophy.” The urgency of his task grows out of the recognition that “the fate of hermeneutics and humanity alike stand or fall together9

 

” Similarly, Wells writes, “It is not theology alone in which I am interested but theology that is driven by a passion for truth; and it is not evangelicalism alone in which I am interested but evangelicalism as the contemporary vehicle for articulating a historical Protestant orthodoxy10

 

” These academic sallies are necessary because, in the words of Machen, “what is today a matter of academic speculation begins tomorrow to move armies and pull down empires11

 

” The ramifications ideas have in the wider culture reflect their impact on the church, and as Justin Taylor has noted, “As goes the academy, so goes the church12

 

” For Wells, in the providence of God, the upheavals in society “that could portend a very troubled future and perhaps the disintegration of Western civilization” also point to “a moment when, in God’s mercy and providence, the Church could be deeply transformed for good13

 

” 


The transformation the church needs is the kind that results from beholding the glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18–4:6). This glory of God is a saving and judging glory—an aroma of life to those being saved and death to those perishing (2 Cor. 2:15–16), and this saving and judging glory is at the center of biblical theology. If there is to be a renewal,14

 

 it will be a renewal that grows out of the blazing center that is the glory of God in the face of Christ. This saving and judging glory, I contend, is the center of biblical theology. 


Seeking to exposit the center of biblical theology is necessary because many today question whether the Bible tells a coherent story. There are many who do not embrace the idea of a center for biblical theology and yet maintain that the Bible is coherent,15

 

 but if the Bible tells a coherent story, it is valid to explore what that story’s main point is. That leads us to ask whether the Bible shows us what God’s ultimate purpose is. Understanding God’s ultimate purpose, even with our limited human capacities, gives us insight into the meaning of all things. We know why things exist because we know the one “for whom and through whom are all things” (Heb. 2:10). This knowledge will organize our relationships and priorities, and it is desperately needed in Our Time. Wells writes, 


Whatever else one may say about modernization, one of its principal effects has been to break apart the unity of human understanding and disperse the multitude of interests and undertakings away from the center, in relation to which they have gathered their meaning, pushing them to the edges, where they have no easy relation to one another at all16

 




Evangelicals have lost the “theological center,” and this theological center is the Bible’s center. With no center, of course things fall apart. The problem, however, is not that the gravitational center of the Bible’s theology cannot hold. The problem is more along the lines of what Yeats described as the falcon not hearing the Falconer. That is to say, if we will listen carefully to the Bible, it will proclaim to us the glory of God. If we do not hear this, the problem is with us, not the Bible. As Schreiner has pointed out, “We could easily fail to see the supremacy of God and the centrality of Christ in the NT precisely because these themes are part of the warp and woof of the NT. Sometimes we fail to see what is most obvious, what is right before our eyes17

 

” God means to reveal himself in an astonishing display of his mercy and justice, with the justice highlighting the mercy18

 

 Before we can pursue the demonstration of this thesis, however, we must consider several preliminary questions. 


2. Do Things Fall Apart? (Is There a Unity in the Bible’s Diversity?)


There is much discussion today about the real diversity that exists within the overarching unity of the Bible19

 

 In some circles there is also a widespread suspicion that there might be not one orthodoxy or a single theology of the Old and New Testaments but orthodoxies and theologies20

 

 Walter Brueggemann asserts that there is “no going back to a singular coherent faith articulation in the text (much as canonical approaches might insist on it)21

 

” We cannot go back, but I believe that if we do as Francis Watson proposes and radicalize “the modern theological and exegetical concern to identify ever more precisely those characteristics that are peculiar to the biblical texts,”22

 

 we will find ourselves face to face with, as Brueggemann puts it, “a singular coherent faith articulation in the text.” At its center, I contend, will be the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 


Denny Burk makes the point that scientific study “makes empirically testable predictions” and that theories “can only be tested by attempts to falsify” them23

 

 In this book, I am putting forth the theory that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology. This theory will be tested against the “grammar” of the biblical evidence, with special attention given to any evidence in the Bible that might falsify it (and see chap. 8, where I discuss objections to the thesis). The remainder of this book will seek to show that this is “a theory that adequately explains a grammatical phenomenon [in this case, the teaching of the whole Bible!] without being falsified by the relevant body of empirical data24

 

 ”


One obstacle facing those committed to the unity of the Bible is a certain disdain some biblical scholars have for systematic theology. A strong desire to avoid the charge that one’s prior theological conclusions control one’s exegesis, coupled with a vague sense that “belief has a distorting effect on historical inquiry,”25

 

 leads many to prefer to “let the tensions stand,” indefinitely postponing legitimate and necessary theological synthesis. 


As the spiral of meaning widens into incoherence for some, we can focus our gaze by beginning with the purpose of biblical theology. Having considered the purpose of biblical theology, we will take up the question of how to define the center of biblical theology and then ask how we identify the center of biblical theology. 




2.1

 Finding Our Way in the Widening Gyre: 
The History and Purpose of Biblical Theology


We can think of the practice of biblical theology in two ways. On the one hand, we have the practice of the believing community across the ages. On the other hand, we have a label that describes an academic discipline. Regarding the first, I would argue that biblical theology is as old as Moses. That is, Moses presented a biblical-theological interpretation of the traditions he received regarding Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers, and his own experience with his kinsmen26

 

 Joshua then presented a biblical-theological interpretation of Israel’s history (Joshua 24), and the same can be said of the rest of the authors of the Prophets and the Writings, the Gospels and Acts, the Epistles and the Apocalypse. The biblical authors used biblical theology to interpret the Scriptures available to them and the events they experienced. For the believing community, the goal of biblical theology is simply to learn this practice of interpretation from the biblical authors so that we can interpret the Bible and life in this world the way they did. 


It seems to me, then, that the history of biblical interpretation in the church is a history of more and less success in accurately understanding the interpretive strategies used by the biblical authors. Some figures in the history of the church were more adept at this than others27

 

 Some failed miserably, but it seems that a shift happened with the rise of the so-called Enlightenment. Prior to that time, the effort to interpret the Bible the way the biblical authors did was an effort to follow them in typological interpretation, or figural reading of the Bible28

 

 Hans Frei has shown how, in view of the rise of historical criticism, figural reading and typological interpretation came to seem “preposterous” and “lost credibility29

 

” And this brings us to the second way of thinking about biblical theology, namely, as an academic discipline whose results are measured more by the academy than by the believing community, for as Frei has written, “Figural reading, concerned as it was with the unity of the Bible, found its closest successor in an enterprise called biblical theology, which sought to establish the unity of religious meaning across the gap of historical and cultural differences30

 

” 


Many recognize that the method of study referred to as biblical theology was marshaled by the Reformers,31

 

 who wanted to “chasten the church’s unbiblical theological speculations.”32

 

 During the Enlightenment, biblical theology came to be employed by many whose objective was to separate their study of biblical texts from the authority of the Bible and Christian readings of it33

 

 Adolf Schlatter called this approach to the Bible’s theology a “radical and total polemic against it.”34

 

 Geerhardus Vos is regarded as something of a pioneer by many North American evangelical students of biblical theology. In a sense, Vos salvaged the tool from the damage done to it by the Enlightenment. Vern Poythress suggests that biblical theology had a “checkered history before Vos redefined it35

 

” 


For Vos, biblical theology was a kind of exegesis that studied “the process of the self-revelation of God deposited in the Bible.” Biblical theology is “the study of the actual self-disclosures of God in time and space which lie back of even the first committal to writing of any Biblical document,” and it “deals with revelation as a divine activity, not as the finished product of that activity36

 

” In the years since Vos wrote, some less conservative scholars—not necessarily following Vos—have pitted “what happened” against “what the text says,” and some have suggested that Scripture is merely a record of God’s revelation rather than itself being revelation from God37

 

 This is probably not what Vos meant to articulate,38

 

 but because of what has happened since he wrote, his description of biblical theology might be confusing in today’s context. 


For this reason I would suggest a slightly different description of what biblical theology is and what it should do. Again, there is more than one way to do biblical theology, and this book will not be the final word on the subject. There are insights to be gained from a variety of approaches because the Bible cannot be exhausted, and its truths are such that looking at them from different angles only increases our appreciation of the book’s humble, and yet stunning, beauty. In this study, I will pursue a biblical theology that highlights the central theme of God’s glory in salvation through judgment by describing the literary contours of individual books in canonical context with sensitivity to the unfolding metanarrative39

 

 In my view this metanarrative presents a unified story with a discernible main point, or center. This study will be canonical: I will interpret the Protestant canon, and the Old Testament will be interpreted in light of the ordering of the books in the Hebrew Bible (see further below). It will be literary: I will seek to interpret books and sections of books in light of their inherent literary features and structures as we have them in the canon40

 




Interpretation in light of the unfolding metanarrative assumes that the historical and chronological claims in the books be interpreted as they stand. That is, I will assume, for instance, that Deuteronomy was part of the impetus for rather than the product of Josiah’s reforms. In doing this, I seek to allow the book to tell its own story instead of imposing onto it an alternative story generated by the modern academy. I would hope that even those who do not believe, as I do, that there was a real Moses who wrote the Pentateuch will nevertheless show themselves liberal enough to grant that the texts do make that claim, and tolerant enough to allow space for interpretations that deviate from critical orthodoxy41

 

 Rather than interpreting a disputed scholarly reconstruction, I will interpret the claims the texts make. I believe the texts are true and trustworthy,42

 

 so Brueggemann’s words on Barth’s perceived fideism seem relevant: 


It is relatively easy to indict Barth for fideism and theological positivism, and that indictment has been reiterated often. The problem is that there is obviously no legitimate starting point for theological reflection, and one must begin somewhere. The counterindictment is somewhat less obvious and has only more recently been mounted: that the Cartesian program of autonomous reason, which issued in historical criticism, is also an act of philosophical fideism43

 




Biblical theology seeks to understand the Bible in its own terms,44

 

 in its own chronology, as reflected in its canonical form. One of the key tasks of biblical theology is to trace the connections between themes and show the relationships between them45

 

 There is an important point of application in connection with this weighing and sorting of scriptural themes: biblical theology is concerned with what the Bible meant for the purpose of understanding what the Bible means. The biblical theologian who writes in the service of the church46

 

 does so to elucidate the biblical worldview47

 

 not merely so that it can be studied but so that it can be adopted48

 

 This approach rejects the view that biblical theology is concerned with what the Bible meant, leaving what the Bible means to systematic or dogmatic theology49

 




To make such a declaration is, in a sense, to plant a flag. Brueggemann explains that 


most scholars who have attempted to work in Old Testament theology since Barth have been double minded . . . . The tension that scholars face is between the epistemological assumptions of modernity that issue in historical criticism and that resist normative statements as fiduciary and potentially authoritarian, and the neoevangelical statement of normative theological claims that are perhaps impositions on the biblical materials. . . . Old Testament scholarship until recently has refused to choose and has sought to have it both ways. This refusal to choose has constituted the great problem for Old Testament theology50

 




Asserting that what the Bible meant is normative is “fiduciary,” but this is not a problem for those of us who are convinced that faith is properly basic51

 

 As for “authority,” to reassert the claims of the Bible is to assert the Bible’s authority. This is prideful only if we conduct ourselves as though we have invented these claims or are not subject to them ourselves. But we who assert the Bible’s authority should be eager to submit humbly to that authority and repent when the Bible indicts us. Placing oneself under the authority of the text in this way would seem to be the best way to avoid “impositions on the biblical materials52

 

” This is to make a choice that moves us beyond “the great problem for Old Testament theology.” 


Thus, the purpose of biblical theology is inductively to understand the canonical form of the Bible’s theology as it is progressively revealed in its own literary forms and salvation-historical development, and this sharpens our systematic and dogmatic theology. Biblical theology is always done from some systematic perspective. Rudolf Bultmann’s influential Theology of the New Testament53

 

 perfectly illustrates this point: his approach was found by many to be compelling precisely because it presented a holistic system that accounted for all the details— of course, the details that did not fit were attributed to a later redactor. But what is at issue here is that Bultmann’s biblical theology was systematic54

 

 Similarly, Walther Eichrodt wrote, “We have to undertake a systematic examination with objective classification and rational arrangement of the varied material55

 

” 


Our biblical-theological understanding will line up—implicitly or explicitly—with our systematic conclusions. This cannot be denied, and it should be embraced, with the two disciplines of biblical and systematic theology functioning to further our understanding of God and his word. John Goldingay says, “I want to write on the Old Testament without looking at it through Christian lenses or even New Testament lenses,”56

 

 but such an approach seems analogous to a botanist examining an acorn in order to predict what will sprout from the seed. How seriously would we take such a botanist professing openness to the idea that the acorn might make potatoes?57

 

 Botanists know what oak trees are, and Goldingay professes to be a Christian. Rather than trying to transcend our ultimate philosophical and theological conclusions, we should use them to help us understand, with constant readiness to submit them to the searchlight of Scripture. We cannot, after all, abstract ourselves from our creatureliness, from our backgrounds and experiences, and from our convictions and beliefs58

 

 We have not that ability. If our presuppositions do not help us understand, rather than pretend we do not have them, why not revise or, if necessary, reject them? The great challenge in biblical theology is to hold together everything the Bible says so that nothing is nullified, negated, or neglected. The particular usefulness of biblical theology comes from its inductive approach. 


Some today are referring to biblical theology as a “bridge discipline”59

 

 that connects exegesis and systematic theology, but we can also view biblical theology, systematic theology, and historical theology as equal tools, each of which can be used to sharpen our exegesis and theology60

 

 And the reality is that all these methods are used in teaching Christians, which makes them all dogmatic theology. We might not need all these tools for a good reputation in the academy, but we need each of them for the health of the church. As Reventlow says: 


“Biblical theology” is in the widest sense of the term an exegetical, hermeneutical and systematic discipline. . . . For its concern is to present to Christian faith an account of how far and why the whole of the Bible, Old Testament and New, has come down to us as Holy Scripture. Biblical scholarship cannot refuse the church an answer to this question61

 




The purpose of biblical theology, then, is to sharpen our understanding of the theology contained in the Bible itself through an inductive, salvation-historical examination of the Bible’s themes and the relationships between those themes in their canonical context and literary form. In this book I am arguing that one theme is central to all others. If one theme is central to all others, how do we define and identify that theme? 




2.2 How Do We Define the Center of Biblical Theology?


Reventlow describes the search for the center of biblical theology succinctly as “the attempt to discover a particular concept or central idea as a connecting link between the two Testaments or as their ‘centre,’ around which a biblical theology can be built up62

 

” I would suggest that the connecting link between the testaments and the central idea around which we can build a biblical theology is the idea that the texts put forward as God’s ultimate purpose. The Bible gives a number of explanations of the actions of God. Sometimes these explanations are presented as statements made by God himself. The center of biblical theology will be the ultimate reason that the Bible gives to explain what God has done. Jonathan Edwards63

 

 helpfully distinguishes between “subordinate ends” and “ultimate ends64

 

” If my ultimate end is to go to work to do my job, there are many subordinate ends that must be accomplished in the pursuit of my ultimate end. Among other things, I get out of bed and get dressed. I make oatmeal in the microwave so that I can eat breakfast to keep from being hungry. I put my key in the car to drive to work. Getting out of bed, putting on clothes, eating breakfast, and driving are all subordinate to the end of doing my job. 


When we examine the explanations the Bible gives for why God does what he does, we find clearly stated subordinate and ultimate ends. Though God is beyond our comprehension, we can know him and speak meaningfully about him because he has revealed himself to us in the written and living word. Moreover, God has given his Spirit to teach and lead those who believe. By the Spirit, in faith, we can discern God’s subordinate and ultimate ends because the Bible reveals them to us. 


If it can be shown that the Bible’s description of God’s ultimate end produces, informs, organizes, and is exposited by all the other themes in the Bible, and if this can be demonstrated from the Bible’s own salvation-historical narrative and in its own terms, then the conclusion will follow that the ultimate end ascribed to God in the Bible is the center of biblical theology65

 

 At the conclusion of his treatise concerning The End for Which God Created the World, Edwards writes,“All that is ever spoken of in the Scripture as an ultimate end of God’s works, is included in that one phrase, the glory of God; which is the name by which the ultimate end of God’s works is most commonly called in Scripture; and seems most aptly to signify the thing66

 

” 


2.3 How Do We Identify the Center of Biblical Theology? 


Many themes have been put forward as the center of biblical theology. Arbitrating between these requires attention to what the Bible tells us about these themes in both their immediate and canonical contexts. The center of biblical theology will be the theme that is prevalent, even pervasive, in all parts of the Bible. This theme will be the demonstrable centerpiece of the theology contained in the Bible itself, because this theme will be what the biblical authors resort to when they give ultimate explanations for why things are the way they are at any point in the Bible’s story. Before we consider the various proposed centers, it will be helpful to summarize briefly the metanarrative, or all-encompassing story, the Bible tells. 


In broadest terms, the Bible can be summarized in four words: creation, fall, redemption, restoration. This sequence functions as an umbrella story encompassing the whole canonical narrative, but it is also repeated countless times on both individual and corporate levels. The whole cosmos is created, is judged when man rebels, is redeemed through Christ’s death on the cross, and will be restored when Christ returns, but this also happens to the nation of Israel and to particular individuals. For instance, God’s word creates Israel as a nation when, having already called Abraham out of Ur, God calls the descendants of Abraham out of Egypt and gives them his law at Sinai. The nation falls at Sinai, is redeemed by God’s mercy, and, in a sense, is restored through the second set of stone tablets. This pattern is repeated again and again in the Bible. God’s word creates David as king of Israel, David falls with Bathsheba, he is redeemed after coming under the judgment of the prophetic rebuke, and he is restored and allowed to continue as king. Within the grand drama that goes from creation to consummation there are many such “plays within the play.” 


One significant variation on this theme takes shape as Yahweh brings Israel out of Egypt, makes a covenant with them, and gives them the Promised Land, where they sin, they are exiled, and the Old Testament prophets point to a return from exile that will be a new exodus67

 

 In significant ways the Gospels interpret the death and resurrection of Jesus in these terms68

 

 It is as though his death is the climactic moment of exile, the moment when the temple is destroyed (cf. John 2:19), and his resurrection begins the new exodus (cf. Luke 9:31). This story of salvation history is a story of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. Those who believe in Jesus have been saved through the salvation through judgment of the exile and restoration he accomplished in his death and resurrection, and we are now sojourning, passing through the wilderness on our way to the Promised Land, looking for that city with foundations, where the Lamb will be the lamp. 


At creation Yahweh designed a cosmic theater for his glory. On the cosmic stage God constructed a garden-temple, and he put his image in the temple. The image of God, man, was to extend the borders of the garden-temple by ruling over the earth and subduing it (cf., e.g., Num. 14:21; Hab. 2:14)69

 

 Describing the commission Adam and Eve received, Beale writes: 


They were to extend the geographical boundaries of the garden until Eden covered the whole earth. . . . The penultimate goal of the Creator was to make creation a liveable place for humans in order that they would achieve the grand aim of glorifying him. . . . God’s ultimate goal in creation was to magnify his glory throughout the earth70

 




Adam and Eve rebelled. They were expelled from the garden-temple. The charge to multiply and fill, rule and subdue, was passed down, however, and eventually a nation, Israel, was given the task. Just as God walked with his image in the garden, he walked with the nation, dwelling in a tabernacle and then a temple, both of which appear to be modeled on the garden71

 




Just as Adam was to rule and subdue, the nation was to extend its borders until the glory of God covered the land as the waters cover the sea (Num. 14:21; Isa. 11:9; Hab. 2:14), and this would be accomplished as all the kings of the earth bowed the knee to the anointed king of Israel, to whom God said he would give the nations as his inheritance (Ps. 2:1–12). These nations would stream to Zion to learn the law of Yahweh (Isa. 2:1–5). This is the ideal, but just as Adam failed, so the kings of Israel failed. Just as Adam was expelled from the garden, so the nation was expelled from the land. A subtle indication of hope for the future was stated both in the words of judgment at Adam’s fall72

 

 and in those that accompany Israel’s fall. Beyond the exiles from Eden and the land, a new day will dawn. 


God never abandoned the purpose of causing his glory to cover the land as the waters cover the sea. Moreover, even though Adam and Israel failed, God’s purpose was not thwarted. Mysteriously—in a way that was not revealed until Jesus came—even the failure of Adam and Israel and the judgment that fell on them was part of the outworking of God’s purpose. 


At long last, the king came with healing in his hands, succeeding where Adam and Israel failed, dying on behalf of his people, rising from the dead in triumph, and building a new temple—not a building but a body of believers (e.g., Eph. 2:19–22; 1 Pet. 2:4–5)73

 

 This new temple is to be built from people of all nations, but the building of this temple is not the consummation of God’s purposes. God’s purposes will be realized when all see Jesus coming with the clouds, even those who pierced him, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only son, while the redeemed rejoice (Rev. 1:7; Zech. 12:10). He will then ascend the throne and judge the living and the dead (Revelation 19–20), and the dwelling of God will be with men in the new and better Eden, the new creation (Revelation 21–22). God and the Lamb will be the temple (21:22). There will be no need for sun or moon, for the Lamb will be the lamp of God’s glory, radiating light aplenty, the centerpiece of praise (21:23–24). 


The center of biblical theology is the theme that organizes this metanarrative, the theme out of which all others flow. Having originated from their center, other themes exposit and feed back into it. Many of these other themes have been put forward as central to biblical theology, causing some confusion as to whether the idea of a “center” is even viable. Remarkably, the theme that I am suggesting as the center of biblical theology has not received much consideration in this discussion. 


3. Mere Anarchy Is Loosed upon the World: The Plethora of Proposed Centers


Scholars have proposed an almost bewildering array of themes each of which contends for the claim to centrality in Old Testament theology, New Testament theology, and biblical theology. These include: God’s self-revelation, God as the Lord, the holiness of God, God’s steadfast love, the sovereignty of God, God’s name, God’s rule, God’s kingdom, God’s presence, God’s design, God’s election of Israel, the organizing principle of the covenant, promise-fulfillment, the new creation, God himself, and Jesus74

 

 The criticisms of these proposals come down to the objection that they are either too broad or too narrow75

 

 D. A. Carson, for instance, objecting to the proposal that Jesus is the center of New Testament Theology, writes, “Although at one level that is saying everything at another level it is saying almost nothing”76

 

 Too general. On the other end, Hasel writes, “Any center of the NT (or the Bible) is not broad, deep, and wide enough to do justice to the whole canonical NT77

 

” Too narrow. The validity of these criticisms is attested to by the multiplication of proposals. Unsatisfied scholars continue to search for an adequate center. Joining them, I contend that there is a theme that has not been seriously considered, a theme broad enough to encompass all the data while also being focused enough to help readers of the Bible organize what they find in all the texts they read. 


Some conclude that the very fact that so many “centers” have been proposed proves that there is no center. Carson writes: “The pursuit of the center is chimerical. NT theology is so interwoven that one can move from any one topic to any other topic. We will make better progress by pursuing clusters of broadly common themes, which may not be common to all NT books78

 

” Andreas Köstenberger concurs: “The quest for a single center of NT theology is misguided and should be replaced with an approach that recognizes several themes as an integrated whole. . . . The search for a single center of the NT should be abandoned. It seems more promising to search for a plurality of integrative motifs79

 

 ”Elmer Martens writes similarly of Old Testament Theology: “One must speak, therefore, of a unity forged via interlocking traditions; the language . . . of trajectories and boundaries rather than ‘center.’ By the end of the twentieth century, a consensus of sorts emerged questioning the viability of a center80

 

” And Charles Scobie writes regarding biblical theology: “It is difficult to understand the obsession with finding one single theme or ‘center’ for OT or NT theology, and more so for an entire BT. It is widely held today that the quest for a single center has failed. . . . It is the multithematic approach that holds most promise81

 

” 


In spite of the judgment of these respected scholars, it must be observed that their statements do not seem to have taken into account one theme that has only recently been put forward as the center of biblical theology: the glory of God82

 

 Whether this theme is broad enough to encompass all other themes will be addressed below. Anticipating the charge that it might be too broad to be useful, I am sharpening the proposal to focus specifically on the glory of God manifested in salvation through judgment. Can the center hold? Is the gravitational force of the glory of God in salvation through judgment sufficient to organize the universe of biblical theology? 


4. The World Is Charged with the Grandeur of God: Proposed Centers and the Center


I have suggested that all the Bible’s themes flow from, exposit, and feed back into the center of biblical theology. Do other proposed centers relate this way to God’s glory in salvation through judgment? Proposed centers in the discussion below are italicized to draw attention to them; otherwise they might be overlooked as they find their proper place in orbit around and in service to the central theme of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. 


The created realm (creation) is a spectacular theater that serves as the cosmic matrix in which God’s saving and judging glory can be revealed. God’s glory is so grand that no less a stage than the universe—all that is or was and will be, across space and through time—is necessary for the unfolding of this all-encompassing drama. The psalmist sings, “The heavens are recounting the glory of God, and the skies are proclaiming the work of his hands” (Ps. 19:1). Similarly, Paul exclaims, “From him and through him and to him are all things; to him be the glory forever! Amen” (Rom. 11:36). Creation is for the glory of God. 


If we ask why God reveals himself (the self-revelation of God) in creation, we meet with answers in such texts as Numbers 14:21, “The glory of Yahweh will fill the whole earth”; Isaiah 6:3, “The fullness of the whole earth is his glory”; Habakkuk 2:14, “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of Yahweh as the waters cover the sea”; Psalm 72:19, “His glory fills the whole earth”; and Revelation 4:11, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, because you created all things and because of your will they existed and were created.” The self-revelation of God is for the glory of God. 


The holiness of God is an attribute of God that is put on display, particularly when he judges (e.g., Lev. 10:1–3, 10). As such, when God judges he reveals himself as a holy God. The psalmist urges,


 Ascribe to Yahweh the glory of his name; worship Yahweh in the splendor of holiness. (Ps. 29:2) 


There is a connection here between the name of Yahweh83 and his holiness, and both are to result in the worship of Yahweh, which ascribes to him due glory. The holiness of God is for the glory of God,84 and it is most commonly revealed in judgment. 


Just as the holiness of God is often seen in judgment, the steadfast love of Yahweh is an attribute of God that is put on display when he works salvation. Just as God’s revelation of his holiness results in his glory, so it is with his steadfast love: “Not to us, O Yahweh, not to us, but to your name give glory, because of your steadfast love, because of your truth” (Ps. 115:1, emphasis added). The steadfast love of God is for the glory of God, and it is most commonly revealed in salvation. 


While the holiness of God is often seen in judgment, and the steadfast love of God is often seen in salvation, it is also true that God reveals his holiness when he saves, because when he saves he fulfills promises he has made. Salvation reveals God’s uniqueness and his righteousness (aspects of holiness) as he keeps his promises. Judgment and salvation reveal God’s holiness. 


Similarly, while God’s steadfast love is seen in salvation, it is also seen in judgment. When God judges, he enforces standards he himself has set, showing steadfast love to himself and the demands of his character. Further, when God judges, he shows steadfast love to his people. They are saved from their enemies when he judges those enemies. They are saved from their sins when God judges their sins (e.g., Isa. 40:2; Rom. 8:3). And they are saved from self-centered thinking when God’s judgment crashes in upon the idolatry of the self and crushes it. 


As God enforces the standards he has set and keeps the promises he has made, we see that promise-fulfillment serves salvation through judgment. God promises to save and judge, and he fulfills these promises by saving and judging. But again, promise-fulfillment is not an end in itself. Salvation and judgment reveal God’s steadfast love and his holiness. God reveals his holiness and his steadfast love not as ends themselves, however, but as means to the end of displaying his own glory. 


The psalmist describes the way that holiness and steadfast love are manifestations of God’s glory: 


Surely his salvation is near to those who fear him, 


that glory may dwell in our land.
Steadfast love and truth meet together; 
 righteousness and peace kiss each other. (Ps. 85:10–11) 


And again, 


Righteousness and judgment are the foundation of your throne;
steadfast love and truth go before you. (89:15, ET 14) 


The holiness of God, God’s steadfast love, and the manifestation of these in promise-fulfillment all serve to show the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 


The election of Israel displays the character of Yahweh. He does not choose the most numerous or the largest and strongest (Deut. 7:7). Rather, he chooses Israel in order to establish his steadfast love to the weak and lowly. He then enables them to love him and keep his commandments, but he has also chosen them to execute the requiting destruction demanded by his holiness against those who hate him (7:9–10). God elects Israel to show his love by saving them, which entails judgment upon the enemies of the nation—and both Israelites and non-Israelites prove to be enemies of the nation. This shows that the election of Israel reveals the name of God by affording him an opportunity to reveal himself as a holy God who shows steadfast love. The election of Israel demonstrates the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 


God’s covenant with Israel also highlights his glory, as he condescends to reveal his covenant name to Moses and Israel (Ex. 3:13–15), a name that is later proclaimed by Yahweh himself as he reveals his glory to Moses85

 

 As Eichrodt recognized, Yahweh’s covenant with Israel is not an end in itself but serves the greater purpose of forging a relationship with his people,86 and in this relationship he will make himself known (God’s self-revelation) as a holy God who shows steadfast love because of his covenant. As Scott Hafemann has written regarding the covenant relationship, “This relationship is the means by which God reveals his glory.”87

 

 God’s covenant is for his glory, and his glory will be seen in salvation through judgment. 


From these considerations of the relationship between other proposed centers and the center proposed here, I submit that these other proposals flow from, exposit, and feed back into the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 


5. “Salvation through Judgment to the Glory of God”:
 What Does This Phrase Mean?


What is the glory of God? I would suggest that the glory of God is the weight of the majestic goodness of who God is, and the resulting name, or reputation, that he gains from his revelation of himself as Creator, Sustainer, Judge, and Redeemer, perfect in justice and mercy, loving-kindness and truth. 


What is meant by the phrase “salvation through judgment”? As a preview of the argument developed throughout the book, what follows is a brief explanation of what I intend “salvation through judgment” to communicate. 


Salvation shows God to be “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and great in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (Ex. 34:6b–7a). Ross Wagner rightly states, “These words are invoked repeatedly throughout Israel’s sacred writings as a way of characterizing the intimate connection between God’s very nature and his commitment to his people.”88

 

 Judgment shows God to be the one “who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the sons and on the sons of the sons, on the third and on the fourth generations” (Ex. 34:7b; for a catalog of quotations of and allusions to this text, see the appendix to chap. 2, §8, “Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings”). Thus, salvation and judgment balance one another. The reality of judgment should keep us from thinking of God in purely sentimental terms as though he were a grandfatherly buddy who just lets things go. The reality of salvation should likewise keep us from thinking of God as merely a terrifying, vengeful judge89

 

 Those who flee to him will be saved, but those who do not fear him will be judged. Paradoxically, it is the reality of his terrifying judgment that is meant to send us fleeing to him. This matches the “eternal gospel” proclaimed by the angel in Revelation 14:6–7: “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship the one who made the heaven and the earth and sea and springs of water.” 


Salvation always comes through judgment. Salvation for the nation of Israel at the Exodus came through the judgment of Egypt, and this pattern is repeated throughout the Old Testament, becoming paradigmatic even into the New. When God saves his people, he delivers them by bringing judgment on their enemies. This is not limited to Old Testament enemies such as the Philistines. At the cross, the ruler of this world was cast out (John 12:31). At the consummation, Jesus will come to afflict those who afflict his people (2 Thess. 1:6, cf. 6–10). 


Salvation for all believers of all ages is made possible by the judgment that falls on Jesus at the cross. The cross allows God to be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:24–26). The cross of Christ, the climactic expression of the glory of God in salvation through judgment, is the turning point of the ages. 


Even though members of the old covenant remnant lived before Jesus, saving faith for them was explicit trust in the promises of God. The promises of God began in Genesis 3:15, with the promise of a seed of the woman who would crush the serpent’s head90

 

 Many of the Old Testament’s promises concern an anointed Redeemer, who came to be referred to as the messiah, whom God would raise up to accomplish the salvation of his people. So even though Old Testament saints did not know that the messiah would be named Jesus, grow up in Nazareth, and so forth, in the words of Genesis 3:15 they heard God promise to raise up a man who would save them. Faith came by hearing, and they trusted God to keep his word. They were saved by faith in God’s promised messiah. 


89Cf. R. W. L. Moberly, “How May We Speak of God? A Reconsideration of the Nature of Biblical Theology,” TynBul 53 (2002): 200–202 (177–202). See also Hermann Spieckermann, “God’s Steadfast Love: Towards a New Conception of Old Testament Theology,” Biblica 81 (2000): 305–27. 90See Hamilton, “The Skull Crushing Seed of the Woman,” and “The Seed of the Woman and the Blessing of Abraham,” TynBul 58 (2007): 253–73. 


Everyone who gets saved is saved through judgment. All who flee to Christ and confess that he is Lord and that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9) do so because they realize their need for a Savior. They realize their need for a Savior because they have become convinced that God is holy, that they are sinful, and that God will judge. In a sense, they feel the force of God’s condemning justice. They sense the weight of the wrath that remains upon them (John 3:36), and they recognize that Jesus is their only hope. Thus, historically (in Christ on the cross) and existentially (in their own experience of the wrath of God that makes them feel their need for Christ), believers are saved through judgment91

 




There is another way in which salvation works itself out in the Bible, chiefly to be seen in the Old Testament Writings and the New Testament Letters. This is the way that announcements and warnings of coming judgment are meant to function to lead people to salvation. The vocalization of the truths of God’s justice is meant to cause people to be saved through judgment for the glory of God. The certainty of the justice of God prompts people to seek his mercy, and both sides of this equation glorify God. 


All of this reveals God as righteous and merciful, loving and just, holy and forgiving, for his own glory, forever. And his glory is what is best for all concerned92

 




This section on the way that God’s glory in salvation through judgment functions as the center of and organizing principle for biblical theology can be summarized in seven points: 


The glory of God in salvation through judgment is 




	God’s way of showing his glory and defining his own name (Ex. 33:18–34:7; see the appendix [§8] to chap. 

, “Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings”); 


	the goal of God in redemptive history (e.g., Isa. 66:20–24; Rev. 19:1–8; see the texts in appendix 2 [§6] to chap. 

, “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory”); 


	the pattern of the Bible’s metanarrative—creation, sin, exile, restoration; 


	the pattern of each major redemptive event in the Bible—fall, flood, exodus, exile from the land, the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the return of Christ; 


	the existential experience of individuals who are convicted of their sin, feel condemnation, trust God for mercy, and join him in seeking the glory of his great name (see the appendix [§7] to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”); 


	the ground of the Bible’s ethical appeals—fear of judgment curbs behavior and keeps people on the path that leads to salvation; 


	the content of the praises of the redeemed (e.g., Exodus 15; Judges 5; Psalm 18; Rev. 11:17–18; see the appendix [§5] to chap. 6, table 6.7, “Doxologies in the New Testament”). 





6. Like Shining from Shook Foil


It would be impossible to exhaust the Bible’s testimony to the glory of God in salvation through judgment. All we need to do is shake the foil, so to speak, and it will gather to a greatness like the ooze of oil93

 

God’s glory is like a many-faceted gem, which reflects and refracts light in ever-new, ever-unexpected ways as it is admired. The plan of this book is not to dissect the gem, but selectively to admire it. 


As we proceed through the canon in this study, I will follow Stephen Dempster’s helpful explanation of the sequence of the books of the Hebrew Bible94

 

On this understanding, the Old Testament falls into three sections (table 1.1): Torah (Law), Neviim (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). This is the way the Old Testament is laid out in the JPS translation of the Old Testament called the Tanak. The word TaNaK is formed from the first letter of each section: Torah, Neviim, Ketuvim. 


Table 1.1. The Tripartite Shape of the Hebrew Bible




[image: 1]


This is not the only way of approaching the books of the Old Testament (and there is some variation in the arrangement of the books of the Old Testament in the order of the Writings), but this way of looking at the Old Testament seems to match the way Jesus described it in Luke 24:44 when he referred to “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms95

 

” 


The contents of these three sections are slightly different than what might be expected by Christian readers of English translations of the Old Testament, so in table 1.2, the books are listed under their headings. Perhaps the most unexpected features are that the books of Joshua through Kings are referred to as “Prophets,” while Daniel is classed with the “Writings.” The Prophets actually fall into two parts, the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets. And the Writings can be divided into three parts, The Book of Truth,96

 

 the Megilloth (small scrolls), and the Other Sacred Writings97

 




Table 1.2. The Books in the Tripartite Order
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Dempster has explored the way that a narrative story line is begun in the Torah and carried through the Former Prophets98

 

This story takes us from Adam to the exile. When we proceed into the Latter Prophets, instead of a continuation of the narrative story line, we find poetic commentary on that story line. Isaiah through Malachi is thus commentary on Genesis through Kings99

 

 The poetic commentary continues through the first two-thirds of the Writings, when the narrative story line is resumed in Esther and continued through Chronicles (table 1.3). 


Table 1.3. Narrative Story Line and Poetic Commentary
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Again, approaching the Old Testament this way follows ancient tradition regarding the arrangement of the Old Testament (the prologue to Sirach, lines 8–10; 4QMMT, line 10; Luke 24:44; and Baba Bathra 14b). Moreover, Christopher Seitz writes, “In actual fact, the only order that settles down in the history of the Old Testament’s reception is the tripartite of the Hebrew order100

 

” 


In a fascinating essay, David Noel Freedman observes the remarkably balanced amount of material in the major sections of the whole of the Old Testament101

 

 The amount of material is based on the number of words, and Emanuel Tov writes, “According to tradition, the Masorah stemmed from the time of Ezra, called a ryhm rpws, ‘an expert scribe,’ in Ezra 7:6, and the time of the soferim in the generations after him. See b. Qidd. 30a: ‘The older men were called soferim because they counted all the letters in the Torah.’”102

 

 Freedman finds what he refers to as a “bilateral symmetry” by which he means “that the whole Hebrew Bible is divided into two equal halves, and these in turn are subdivided into relatively equal or proportionate parts.”103

 

 Thus, the Torah and the Former Prophets, the narrative story line, are roughly the same length as the Latter Prophets and the Writings, the poetic commentary and the resumption of the story line: 


Torah + Former Prophets = 149,668 words
 Latter Prophets + Writings = 155,856 words 


Freedman’s analysis also finds a roughly chiastic symmetry in the length of these major sections of the Hebrew Bible: 


 


Torah, 79,983 words 


 Former Prophets, 69,685 words


 Latter Prophets, 71,852 words 


Writings, 84,004 words 


 


This information prompts Freedman to assert: 


It is our contention that such palpable symmetrical patterning cannot be the result of random forces; the canonical collection we know as the Hebrew Bible could not have been achieved by the process advocated by most scholars, i.e., gradual accretion over a long period of time. . . . The collection as we know it (with modifications . . .) must be the product of one person, or of a very small group, working at one time, in one place, to achieve the results visible in the entire structure of the Hebrew Bible104

 




On the basis of this information, which Stephen Dempster has referred to as “an extraordinary fact,”105

 

 Freedman concludes, “We attribute the conception and execution to the Scribe Ezra and Governor Nehemiah, who may have worked partly in tandem, but also in sequence, with Ezra responsible chiefly for the conception and Nehemiah for the execution and completion of the project.”106

 

 If Ezra and Nehemiah did organize the Old Testament in the way that Freedman suggests, it would not seem too much to imagine that they understood their work to communicate a coherent message with a main or central theme107

 




The argument that the Bible’s theology does have a center is strengthened by this evidence that a “canonicler” arranged the books of the Old Testament and presented them in their canonical form, presumably under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit108

 

 The idea that the Bible’s theology has a center is not, however, dependent upon this way of accounting for the Old Testament canon. 


I am convinced that God’s revelation of his saving and judging glory to the earliest biblical author on record, Moses, had a decisive influence on the progress of revelation as it unfolded. More will be said about this in the discussion of the book of Exodus in chapter 2 (§3),109 but introducing this consideration here is warranted because it is so decisive for my argument. Yahweh declared his own name to Moses when Moses asked to see his glory (Ex. 33:18–34:8). Can there have been a greater influence on Moses’ understanding of Yahweh than that event? In short, Yahweh announced himself to Moses as a merciful and forgiving God who upholds justice (34:6–7). Moses quickly bowed low and worshiped (34:8). What I am arguing is that when Yahweh declared his name to Moses (33:19), showed him his glory (33:18), and caused all his goodness to pass before him (33:19), he defined himself as a saving and judging God, a God who saves through judgment. Yahweh’s steadfast love and refusal to clear the guilty, then, are intrinsic to his identity and inform everything he does. Yahweh’s declaration of his name, which announces both his reputation and his character, profoundly influenced Moses, whose writings in turn profoundly influenced every other biblical author110

 

 I hope to show that the saving and judging glory of God dominated the implicit assumptions of the biblical authors, that it was the gravitational lodestone that held together the stories they told, the songs they sang, and the instructions they gave. Indeed, the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology. 


Returning to the way the biblical canon will be approached in this study, Dempster further observes that the New Testament can be seen to have a similar shape in that it begins with the narrative story line of Jesus and the early church in the Gospels and Acts, continues with commentary on the story line in the Letters, and concludes with a resumption of the narrative story line in the Apocalypse (Revelation)111

 

 Viewed this way (see table 1.4), the Bible is seen to be a unified metanarrative that begins at creation and ends with the consummation of all things. 


Table 1.4. The Shape of the New Testament
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This metanarrative is, of course, composed of individual books, written by many different human authors who were guided by the divine author. A word is in order on how these individual books will be treated in the following study, for, as Paul Hoskins has noted, “Two common pitfalls accompanying studies in OT and NT theology are insufficient care in interpreting biblical texts in their contexts and focusing attention upon certain passages while failing to integrate others112

 

” This book intends to cover the whole Bible, treating every text in context and integrating all the Bible’s teaching (especially parts that might appear to be in conflict with my thesis), but this book cannot be a full commentary on every verse of the Bible. 


Structuring what follows according to its canonical form identifies this study with the “canonical approach” to biblical theology113

 

 For the most part, each chapter that follows will begin with an overview of the biblical books covered in the chapter: their story, themes, and particular way of showing forth the glory of God in salvation through judgment. After the overview, each book will be discussed in more depth, and most will be examined according to the literary structure inherent to the book itself. I am seeking to show how the glory of God in salvation through judgment is communicated in the parts and the wholes of the biblical books in an effort to preempt the charge that I have foisted this center onto the material. So the treatment will seek to attend to canonical and literary features, but in some cases, Genesis, for instance, my discussion will be more thematic. I make this choice for a book like Genesis because the ten toledoths that appear to structure the book (Gen. 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2) are well known and often discussed,114 and so it seems to me that there is a place for discussing the contents of Genesis according to themes growing out of Genesis 3 and 12 in an effort to showcase the center of the theology of Genesis. Drawing attention to these themes in Genesis will also point out key features of the stage on which the rest of the Bible’s drama will be enacted. 


There will surely be a main theme of this overarching story. Seeking to discover this theme is a legitimate enterprise, for as Dempster writes, “If it is the case that the Hebrew canon is also a Text with a definite beginning, middle, ending and plot, then the task of discovering a fundamental theme becomes not an exercise in futility but an imperative of responsible hermeneutics.”115

 

 Similarly, Elmer Martens states that “Biblical theology is an attempt to get to the theological heart of the Bible116

 

 ”


The New Testament authors present their accounts as the completion of the story begun in the Old Testament, and the Old Testament itself creates the expectations realized in the New Testament. The two are to be read together, and this book will follow, in its general outline, the structure of the Old and New Testaments that has been briefly discussed above. As the story unfolds, the central theme of the theology contained in the Bible itself will flame out like shining from shook foil, and the dearest freshness deep down in these rich soils will be the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment


IN THE TORAH


 




And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills


Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;


And here were forests ancient as the hills,


Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 


             —Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Kubla Khan” 


1. Introduction 


The Torah is a story of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The main character is Yahweh, God of Israel, and the five books of the Pentateuch narrate the beginnings of the stately pleasure dome that he decreed. The world is created, the image bearers rebel, judgment and mercy are shown them, and a covenant is eventually initiated with Abraham through which the nations will be blessed. According to Torah, the world was brought into being by the word of Yahweh, exists as the effulgence of his overflowing goodness, and experiences both justice and mercy from its Maker. A brief overview of the story line of the Pentateuch, presented book by book, will prepare us to see how the glory of God in salvation through judgment is central to the theology of each book of the Torah. 


1.1 The Story of Torah Book by Book 


Genesis, the book of beginnings, tells us where we came from: God made us and all things. It tells us how everything was made: God spoke and it was. The genealogies hint at when these things took place, and the whole scene is set in Eden. The sinless condition in the pristine garden with uninhibited access to God’s presence is soon lost. Adam and Eve are banished from the garden. They are judged, with promises of mercy folded into the judgment. Mankind becomes increasingly wicked, until God de-creates the world with a flood (just as the waters were separated that the dry land might appear, so now the dry land has been overwhelmed by the waters), saving Noah and his family through the judgment. The descendants of Noah in Shinar move to build their own tower into heaven, and God judges this effort by confusing human language. God then promises to bless Abraham and all the world through him. These blessings of Genesis 12 correspond to the curses of Genesis 3 in significant ways, and the rest of Genesis traces the passing down of the blessing to Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, with Judah also figuring prominently in the narrative. 


Exodus briefly recounts the fulfillment of part of God’s promise—that the descendants of Abraham would be numerous—before recounting the way that Yahweh made a great name for himself by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt: mighty hand and outstretched arm, forcing the world’s superpower to bend the knee, getting glory over Pharaoh, whom he raised up for this very thing. After the judgment of Egypt, the narrative moves to the judgment of the stiff-necked people Yahweh chose for himself. Then at Sinai, just as Yahweh spoke creation into existence, he speaks Israel into existence, fulfilling another part of the promise to Abraham by making his descendants a great nation. Woven into the instructions for the building of the tabernacle, which is something of a new Eden, is another instance of salvation through judgment: Yahweh judges Israel’s sin with the calf, saves them through the judgment, and announces that his goodness, which is his glory, is bound up in the meaning of his saving and judging name. He is free to show mercy and compassion to whomever he pleases. 


Leviticus continues with Israel at Sinai, the nation learning how to live with a holy God. Yahweh takes up residence in the tabernacle, which requires that he be surrounded with holiness, and outside the holiness is cleanness. The camp of Israel must be clean. Outside the camp is the unclean realm. If the holy, Yahweh, comes into contact with anything unclean, death results. Israel can be made unclean in two ways: contact with the dead and transgression of Yahweh’s commands. Israel can be made clean one way: by offering the prescribed sacrifices and following the clear instructions for cleansing. High-handed sin is the sin of casting off the covenant by refusing to repent and follow the instructions given in order to be cleansed. The Levitical system operates only by faith: Israel must believe that Yahweh really is in the tabernacle, that he really is holy, that sin and uncleanness really do make it dangerous to be near Yahweh, and that the prescribed sacrifice really will atone for sin. All of this must be taken on faith. All of it proclaims the blazing glory of Yahweh, who judges sin and justly punishes transgression, but who also mercifully provides a way for Israel to enjoy his presence. 


Numbers opens with a census at Sinai, describing the people of Israel as a military host encamped around the tabernacle. From Sinai the people march on to the land, but they bog down in the wilderness because of their rebellions against the covenant Lord. At each point Yahweh saves the people through judgment. Some Israelites die when Yahweh judges, but the nation is preserved through these outbreaks of his holiness. The oracles of Balaam allude to the blessing of Abraham and bind it fast to the promises of a coming king of Israel. Another census is taken upon the death of the wilderness generation, and Israel comes right up to the border of the Promised Land. 


Deuteronomy pulses out the heartbeat of the Old Testament. Bringing together all that has gone before, and setting the standard by which all that comes after will be judged, Deuteronomy prepares the nation for the next aspect of the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham: the conquest of the land. The nation’s history is briefly reviewed, they are given every reason to love Yahweh and keep his commands, and the clear choice between life and death, obedience and disobedience, blessing and cursing, is set before them. Yahweh spoke to them out of the midst of the fire, he saved them by a mighty hand and outstretched arm, and he will execute justice and show mercy in accordance with his testimonies, statutes, judgments, and laws. The laws in Deuteronomy elaborate upon and exposit the Ten Commandments, and the book closes with blessings and curses, poetry and promises, the departure of Moses and the investiture of Joshua. 


The major movements of the Torah might be summarized as shown in table 2.1. 


Table 2.1. The Story Torah Tells 
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With this preview of the Pentateuch before us, we can examine more closely the glory of God in salvation through judgment as the central and controlling theme both of the Torah as a whole and of each of its constituent parts. We move forward to examine each book in turn. 


2. Genesis 


2.1 The Heavens Proclaim the Glory of God 



Genesis opens with the proclamation that God made all things by his spoken word. Contrasting what Genesis says with other accounts of the origin of all things will help us see more clearly how Genesis 1 and 2 proclaim the glory of God.1 When compared with other ancient creation accounts, the Genesis narrative is remarkable for its presentation of the purity and power of Yahweh. 


 


2.1.1 The Gods of the Nations 


We will briefly consider Babylonian, Egyptian, and Greek creation myths. The noteworthy feature of these accounts, for this discussion, is the ungodliness of the gods. 


In the Babylonian Enuma Elish (ca. 1400–1100 BC), “Primeval Absu was their progenitor, And matrix-Tiamat was she who bore them all.”

2 From other gods Marduk is eventually born. There is conflict in the pantheon, and Marduk does battle with Tiamat, whom he kills, and having triumphed over “the demonic horde,” he “crushed her skull.” This done, “he split her in two . . . . Half of her he set up and made as a cover, heaven” (COS, 1:398). With the other half he makes the earth, builds Babylon as “the abode of [his] pleasure,” and makes humans from the blood of the vanquished god Qingu (COS, 1:400–401). 


According to ancient Egyptian texts (ca. 1300–1100 BC),

3 the god Shu is the atmosphere, who stands on Geb, the earth, and with upraised arms holds up Nut, the sky.4 One of these texts reads, “I am the ba of Shu, the self-evolving god: it is in the body of the self-evolving god that I have evolved” (COS, 1:8). Other texts “describe the birth of Shu through the combined metaphors of masturbation and spitting."5 Everything apparently derives from Atum, “the sum of all the forces and elements of the created world,"6 who claims, “I am the one who acted as husband with my fist: I copulated with my hand, I let fall into my own mouth, I sneezed Shu and spat Tefnut” (COS, 1:14). James Allen comments on these lines, “Atum’s semen is envisioned as falling into his mouth, from which it is ‘sneezed’ and ‘spat’ to produce the two gods.7 Atum thus disgustingly generates Shu and Tefnut, who is associated with the natural order of the universe. Shu (atmosphere) and Tefnut (order) then give birth to Geb (earth) and Nut (sky).8 


Hesiod’s “Theogony” (ca. 700 BC?) is a major source of what we know of Greek mythology. According to Hesiod’s poetry, “Verily at the first Chaos came to be.” Next comes Gaia (Earth), then “dim Tartarus in the depth,” followed by Eros (Desire), “who unnerves the limbs and overcomes the mind and wise counsels of all gods and all men within them.” No explanation is given as to the origin of Chaos, Gaia, Tartarus, or Eros. Chaos produces Erebus (Darkness) and Nyx (Night). Nyx conceives from union in love with Erebus and bears Aither (Brightness) and Hemera (Day). Next Gaia brings forth Ouranos (Heaven), then Ourea (Mountains), Nymphs, and Pontos (Sea)—all apart from “sweet union of love.” Gaia then “lay with” Ouranos, thereby giving birth to twelve Titans, among whom is Cronos (Time). On this explanation of all things, “mother earth,” Gaia, spontaneously appears. We are not told whence she comes. She then brings forth “father sky,” Ouranos, parthenogenically; they mate, and “father time,” Cronos, is among their offspring. Ouranos knows that one of his children will overthrow him, so he seeks to confine them within Gaia. Cronos overcomes his father, Ouranos, by castrating him.9 In this violent account, the Time-Space universe is personified, and while a cause-effect explanation of the sequence of the beginning of all things is given, there is no first mover, no ultimate purpose, which leaves the big questions unanswered. The Roman poet Hyginus (64 BC to AD 17) tells a story that has Cura (Persephone) molding man from clayey mud (Fabulae, 220). Other myths say that Prometheus fashioned man from clay. 


 


2.1.2 The Purity and Power of the God of the Bible 


Seen against the backdrop of these perverse and brutal accounts, Genesis presents Yahweh in sovereign, dignified majesty speaking the universe into existence. No conflict and no sexual perversion is to be found in Genesis 1.10 Yahweh needs no rival gods out of which he makes either the world or human beings. Instead, Yahweh does as he pleases, bringing creation into existence by his powerful word (Rom. 4:17; Heb. 11:3). The description of creation is orderly: key phrases are repeated with a regular but uneven rhythm, such as “and God said,” “and it was so,” “and God called,” “and there was evening and there was morning,” “and God saw that it was good.” These give the account an epic beauty, a simple elegance of style matched to the grandeur described. 


The process of creation is presented as two sets of three days followed by rest—not from weariness but because work is done—on the seventh (see table 2.2). On the first three days, God as it were prepares the canvas: (1) light and darkness, named day and night; (2) expanse separating waters above and below, named heaven; (3) gathered waters and dry land with vegetation, named earth and sea. Then on the next three days the canvas is adorned by the Master: (4) sun, moon, and stars are the lights to separate day from night; (5) the waters below swarm with living creatures and the heaven above is filled with birds; (6) the dry land is filled with beasts and creation is crowned with the image of God: man.11 The result is that “God saw all that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day” (Gen. 1:31). In contrast to Babylonian, Egyptian, and Greek gods, Yahweh is a God in whom there is no guile, the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow (James 1:17). 


Table 2.2. The Days of Creation 
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2.1.3 Gender for the Glory of God 


The description of the creation of woman in Genesis 2 can also be compared to an account of the creation of woman in Greek mythology. In his poem “Works and Days,” Hesiod presents the creation of woman as a punishment against both Prometheus and man. Prometheus had stolen fire from Zeus, who was unwilling to give it to men himself, so Zeus punished Prometheus and man by making woman. Hesiod presents Zeus announcing to Prometheus, “You are glad that you have outwitted me and stolen fire—a great plague to you yourself and to men that shall be. But I will give men as the price for fire an evil thing in which they may all be glad of heart while they embrace their own destruction.” Zeus then bade Hephaestus to “make haste and mix earth and water and to put in it the voice and strength of human kind, and fashion a sweet lovely maiden-shape . . . . And he charged Hermes the guide, the Slayer of Argus, to put in her a shameless mind and a deceitful nature."12 


Comparing the Bible with such an account highlights the benevolence of the only true and living God, who creates a helper for man because it is not good for him to be alone (Gen. 2:20). The woman is not a curse on the man but his helper—the man is created to work and keep the garden (2:15), and the woman is made to help the man (2:18).13 


When set next to other ancient accounts of the creation of the world and humanity, the Genesis account is aglow with the power, goodness, purity, and uniqueness of the God revealed in the Bible. He is responsible for all that is, and all that is, is good. Genesis 1 and 2 show God to be glorious indeed. Not only is the God of the Bible unsullied by the brutality and perversity of other ancient accounts of the origin of all things, but he is also presented as building for himself a cosmic temple. In this cosmic temple, he places his image, whose task is to fill the earth and subdue it such that the glory of Yahweh covers the land as the waters cover the sea (see the texts in appendix 2 [§6] to chap. 3, “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory”). 


 


2.1.4 The Primeval Temple 


The description of the garden of Eden is echoed in the descriptions of the tabernacle and the temple, leading to the conclusion that Genesis 2 presents creation as a cosmic temple, a holy dwelling place of God.14 The charge to Adam to fill the earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:28) is a priestly charge to expand the borders of Eden so that God’s habitable dwelling will be the whole earth. Thus, the glory of Yahweh will cover the earth as the waters cover the sea (Num. 14:21; Isa. 6:3; 11:9; Hab. 2:14).15 The language used to describe Adam’s “working and keeping” the garden (Gen. 2:15) is used elsewhere in the Pentateuch to describe the priests’ “working and keeping” the tabernacle. And this language is used for no other purpose.16 The significant tree in the midst of the garden is matched by the lampstand, with its branches and almond blossoms, in the tabernacle. The cherubim woven into the wall hangings and overshadowing the ark are reminiscent of the bearer of the flaming sword, guarding the entrance to the garden. Alexander, Beale, and others have suggested that the tabernacle and temple were likely conceived as “microcosms”—buildings that depicted the universe.17 Table 2.3 summarizes observations made by Gordon Wenham, Greg Beale, and others.18 


Table 2.3. Correspondences between Eden and the Tabernacle and Temple 
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The implication of these parallels is that God put man in a place where man was to know, serve, and worship God, a place where God was present. God is known, served, worshiped, and present in his temple, the cosmos. And both Beale and Alexander state the upshot of the imagery. Beale writes, “This understanding of the temple as a small model of the entire cosmos is part of a larger perspective in which the temple pointed forward to a huge worldwide sanctuary in which God’s presence would dwell in every part of the cosmos."19 Alexander agrees: “Linked to both Eden and the cosmos, the tabernacle, as a model, conveys the idea that the whole earth is to become God’s dwelling place."20 


 


2.2 Paradise Lost 


Adam fails to keep the realm of God’s dwelling pure, allowing an unclean serpent to enter the garden.21 The serpent subverts the created order by tempting the woman rather than the man,22 and his attack is an assault on the goodness of God (Gen. 3:1–5). Eve falls to the temptation, Adam transgresses, and the man and woman immediately experience alienation from one another and God (Gen. 2:25; 3:6–8). 


This account can again be compared with Hesiod’s account of how evil was unleashed in the world, though we must note that whereas in Genesis human sin defiles a pristine creation, in Hesiod the world is hardly holy prior to the opening of Pandora’s “box.” In his poem “Works and Days,” Hesiod tells us that the woman is named Pandora, “because all they who dwelt on Olympus gave each a gift, a plague to men who eat bread."23 Hesiod claims that prior to this, “men lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and heavy sicknesses.” He does not explain how men could have been that way, given the corruption and violence of the gods one sees when considering his account of the origin of all things. Moreover, these gods are anything but benevolent toward mankind. Hesiod has a significant problem of good, which he fails to notice. Pandora is given a jar (mistranslated “box”), and this jar is commonly taken as a symbol for the woman’s womb, purportedly because a jar is similar in shape to the womb.24 Hesiod tells us: 


The woman took off the great lid of the jar with her hands and scattered all these and her thought caused sorrow and mischief to men. Only Hope remained there in an unbreakable home within under the rim of the great jar, and did not fly out at the door; for ere that, the lid of the jar stopped her, by the will of Aegis-holding Zeus who gathers the clouds.25 


If Pandora’s jar is indeed a symbol of the womb, then it would appear that the trouble that comes upon humanity comes through the offspring of the woman. The other side of this is that hope is also to be found in the womb of the woman. 


In the Genesis account, God is presented not as taking vengeance upon man by giving him woman, but as a kind and just God who gives man a needed companion. God commands Adam not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. God provides free access to all other trees and communicates the consequences of transgression: death (Gen. 2:16–17). It is God’s world, and he has the right to make the rules. There is nothing unfair or deceptive about this command, nor is keeping it beyond Adam’s physical ability. After the man and the woman transgress the command, God takes the initiative. As God justly keeps his word to Adam, justice is laden with mercy. Indeed, the justice of God sets the scene for unlooked-for displays of mercy. 


God does not owe kindness. He does not even owe patience. He has every right to implement the promised punishment with no questions asked. But instead of putting Adam and Eve to death on the spot, he invites Adam to explain by asking the simple but profound question: “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9). 


After drawing out the facts, revealing along the way that Adam and Eve are unwilling to take responsibility for what they have done (Gen. 3:10–13), God announces his judgment, folding mercy into the middle. Different judgments fall on the three transgressors, but only the serpent is absolutely condemned. The serpent becomes the most cursed animal: he will go on his belly, and dust will be his food (3:14). Moreover, there will be enmity between the serpent and the woman and between their respective seeds. The seed of the woman will crush the serpent’s head, and the serpent will strike the heel of the seed of the woman (3:15). The serpent will be in constant conflict with the woman and her seed. The word “seed” can refer to either the single or the collective seed of the woman.26 The serpent, agent of uncleanness who instigated transgression, will be ultimately defeated when the seed of the woman crushes his head. This points to the final defeat of evil,27 and it is here that salvation first comes through judgment. 


The serpent will strike the heel of the seed of the woman. Judgment. The seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. Salvation. Later texts interpret this to mean that the seed of the woman will stomp on the head of the serpent (Pss. 58:4, 6, 10; 91:13; 108:13; Rom. 16:20).28 As table 2.4 indicates, this announcement of judgment on the serpent provides fundamental imagery that is reused and interpreted throughout the rest of the Old Testament.29 


Table 2.4. Imagery from Genesis 3:14–19 in the Old Testament 
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Often interpreters have failed to see these interpretations of Genesis 3:14–19 that resonate through the Old Testament because they have approached biblical theology the way a computer might compile a subject index for a book. As The Chicago Manual of Style puts it, “A computer can search, record, and alphabetize terms and can arrange numbers far more efficiently than a person. But it cannot distinguish between a term and a concept or between a relevant and an irrelevant statement. At best it can generate a concordance."30 Too much biblical theology has fallen prey to the word-study fallacy and has failed to see that themes can be developed with synonymous terms. Charles Halton has shown that “ancient writers felt no compulsion to provide direct links with their allusions . . . . Instead, they borrowed imagery and fused it with their own rhetorical purposes."31 I would suggest that this is exactly what has happened in the Old Testament with Genesis 3:15. 


As salvation comes through judgment, readers of Genesis are given key insight into the nature of God. The promise that the serpent’s head will be crushed comes leavened in the statement of judgment against the serpent. It is important to note that had there been no transgression, there would have been no judgment. Had there been no judgment, there could be no mercy. It would not be needed. 


The justice of God is put on display as he judges the serpent. The mercy of God is demonstrated as he announces—from no compulsion or constraint—a future salvation that humanity has neither merited nor requested. God freely declares that the seed of the woman will crush the head of the seed of the serpent, and in this salvation that comes through judgment—judgment that results from the human transgression and promises final justice on the evil of the serpent—comes the first picture of free mercy in the Bible. Adam and Eve are responsible for their actions. They are guilty. They deserve death. God does not owe them mercy, and they have only sought to avoid justice by shifting blame (Gen. 3:10–13). They are not seeking God; they are hiding from him (3:8). They do not ask for mercy; they do not take responsibility for what they have done. Even if they ask for mercy, God is under no obligation to grant it. 


This mercy, then, arises only from God. This is not something that humans deserve, not even in part. Of his own goodness, displaying his own intrinsic character, God announces that the woman will have seed—which means that the promised punishment of death will not be immediately enacted on the physical bodies of the human couple. Not only will their physical lives continue, but they will have seed: offspring. Not only will they have seed, but their seed will triumph over the snake. Salvation comes through judgment, and God makes known his character in justice and mercy. His justice is as exacting as his mercy is surprising. 


Justice does fall. The actions of the human couple—hiding themselves from one another (Gen. 3:7) and from God (3:8)—show that the penalty is felt as soon as the deed is done.32 Adam, at the moment of his sin, brings death into the world. Death is alienation from the life of God. Death truly removes the couple from the freedom and innocence and lack of shame and fear that is found only in perfect obedience. The moment they sin, Adam and Eve are removed from that realm of life, and in the opening of their eyes (3:7), they find themselves in the realm of death. This spiritual reality is made a physical reality when they are banished from the garden of Eden (3:23–24). But even here there is mercy: they will not have access to the tree of life, whereby they might live forever in a fallen state. God gives the gift of physical death (3:22; 5:5). 




Justice falls not only in the spiritual death that will eventuate in physical death; the man and the woman also have their God-ordained roles made more difficult. Adam and Eve were commissioned to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28). This is made doubly difficult in that the woman will have pain in childbearing (3:16a) and want to rule her husband,33 with the result that he will rule over her with more force than necessary (3:16b). It is here in the curse on the woman that we find ourselves face to face with the first feminism. The woman was made to help the man (2:18), and before the rebellion they experienced shameless intimacy (2:23–25). After sin, God announces that the woman will now want to rule over her husband. So the command to be fruitful and multiply is made difficult by the intensified pain in childbearing and the relational strain between the man and the woman. This is judgment. 


Salvation comes through judgment, however, for the promise is that the seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. So through the judgment of pain and relational difficulty, the conquering seed will nevertheless come. The coming of the deliverer points to the overcoming of both labor pains and relational difficulties. Salvation comes through judgment. 


Adam was commissioned to work and keep the garden. Having cursed the serpent and promised pain and strife to the woman, Yahweh announces to Adam that the ground is cursed because of his sin (Gen. 3:17). His labor will be painful and sweaty, and the cursed land will bear thorns and thistles for him. Then, dust that he is, to dust he shall return (3:17–19). 


The curses can thus be grouped under three headings: (1) enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, (2) difficulty in childbearing and male-female relations, and (3) problems with the land (see table 2.5). 


These curses are major themes in the book of Genesis, and they are answered in the blessing of Abraham. Before we turn to that, however, there is more salvation through judgment to see in Genesis 3. In the announcement of judgment, Adam and Eve hear that they will have seed, and he (note the masculine singular pronoun) will crush the head of the serpent. It is apparently on the basis of this hope that Adam names his wife Eve, “because she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20).34 Adam and Eve are judged, and in the judgment they hear a word of promise, which, as Eve’s name indicates, Adam believes.35 


Adam and Eve are saved through judgment—judgment against their own transgression. They recognize that they deserve to die: they feel the force of condemnation and seek to hide from God. There is no place to hide. After God 




Table 2.5. The Curses of Genesis 3:14–19 
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speaks the curses, Adam and Eve know that their only hope is what God says will be. God speaks the hope of salvation into being. Adam and Eve’s only hope of salvation is the judgment that God promises will fall on the snake through their seed. 


 


2.3 Blessing and Cursing, Judging and Saving 


A ten-member genealogy in Genesis 5 traces the line of descent from Adam to Noah, and then another ten-member genealogy in Genesis 11 traces the line of descent from Noah’s son Shem to Abraham.36 Abraham is then blessed by God in Genesis 12. The content of the blessings in Genesis 12:1–3 matches the content of the curses in Genesis 3:14–19.37 Against Sailhamer’s suggestion that “the narratives of Genesis 12–50 show little relation to Genesis 1–11,”38 I will argue here that the narratives of Genesis 12–50 are thick with the blessings of Genesis 12 overcoming the curses of Genesis 3. 


Sarah is barren (Gen. 11:30), which is an outworking of the difficulty God added to childbearing in Genesis 3:16. God promises that this barrenness will be overcome when he announces to Abraham that he will be a great nation (12:2). So in spite of Sarah’s barrenness, and in spite of the relational difficulties (3:16 again) she and Abraham will face (see, e.g., 16:1–5), God will grant them seed (12:7). The genealogies that connect Abraham to Adam show that the seed of Abraham is the seed of the woman. Yahweh declares to Abraham that it is through Isaac that his seed will be named (Gen. 15:4; 17:19). Isaac is the seed of the woman, the seed of Abraham whose birth overcomes the curse of Genesis 3:16. 


Before we ever get to the blessing of Abraham, however, the conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman first manifests itself when Cain kills Abel.39 Cain thus shows himself to be seed of the serpent (see John 8:44; 1 John 3:8–15).40 When the Lord promises to bless Abraham, and when he declares that all the families of the earth will be blessed in Abraham (Gen. 12:3), he is promising victory to the seed of the woman over the seed of the serpent. 


Abraham will have a great name and be a blessing (Gen. 12:2). This will find its ultimate fulfillment when the seed of Abraham crushes the head of the serpent so that all the families of the earth can be blessed in Abraham and in his seed (22:18; 26:4; Gal. 3:14). 


In the initial blessing of Abraham, the Lord promises to make him a great nation (Gen. 12:2). This not only points to triumph over the curse on the genders but also implies land. The land promise is then made explicit in Genesis 12:7, when “the Lord appeared to Abram and said, ‘To your seed I will give this land.’” As the story of the Pentateuch unfolds, the Promised Land almost becomes a new Eden. The Lord will walk among his people in the land, just as he walked in the garden (Gen. 3:8; Lev. 26:11–12; Deut. 23:15, ET 14).41 Like the fertile garden of Eden, the Promised Land will flow with milk and honey. On the way to the Promised Land, the camp of Israel is even described in Edenic terms.42 Table 2.6 sets forth several points of contact between the description of Eden in Genesis 2:8–10 and the description of the camp of Israel in Numbers 24:5–6. 




Table 2.6. Correspondences between Eden and Israel 
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The promise of seed to Abraham guarantees that the cursed difficulty in childbirth and conflict between the genders will be overcome. The conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman will also be resolved by the seed of Abraham, in whom all the nations will be blessed. And the curse on the land is answered by the promise of land, where the collective seed of Abraham will become a great nation.43 


Yahweh judges in Genesis 3, and in Genesis 12 he promises to save. The curses of Genesis 3 are matched point for point in the blessing of Abraham, as seen in table 2.7.44 


Table 2.7. Curses Answered by Blessings 




[image: 11]


 


2.4 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:15 


The seed conflict that runs through Genesis and into the rest of the Bible takes both an individual and a collective shape. The individuals in the line of promise are seed of the woman, and at points an individual seed of the woman is opposed by an individual seed of the serpent. There are also instances where the collective seed of the woman, the righteous remnant, is opposed by the collective seed of the serpent. We will begin with the individuals before looking at the groups. 


Eve speaks of Seth as “another seed instead of Abel, for Cain killed him” (Gen. 4:25), indicating that she sees Abel as a possible fulfillment of the one promised in Genesis 3:15. The genealogies that take us to Abraham have been noted, and the blessings of Abraham are successively transmitted to Isaac, to Jacob, and to Joseph’s younger son Ephraim45 (see the references for each in table 2.8), though “Judah prevailed . . . and the prince came from him” (1 Chron. 5:2; cf. Gen. 49:8–12). These individuals are regarded as the seed of the woman, and Abel, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph are directly opposed by individuals who are seed of the serpent. 


Table 2.8. The Blessing of Abraham in Genesis 
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The conflict between Cain and Abel has been noted above. When Jesus said that Satan was “a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44), he was almost certainly referring to Cain killing Abel. Then John speaks of the “children of the devil” who are “like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother” (1 John 3:10, 12). 


Ishmael also shows himself to be seed of the serpent as he mocks46 the seed of the woman, Isaac (Gen. 21:8–9). This is to be expected from the “wild donkey of a man” whose “hand is against everyone” with “everyone’s hand against him” (16:12). 


Esau reveals himself to be seed of the serpent by despising his birthright (Gen. 25:34). Then Isaac pronounces over him what looks like a curse (27:39–40). Esau hates Jacob, the seed of the woman, loved by his mother, and wants to kill him (27:41).47 


Cain killed Abel. Esau wanted to kill Jacob. And Joseph’s brothers hated him and wanted to kill him (Gen. 37:4–5, 18–19). 


The seed conflict is worked out on the individual level in the instances just seen, and there are also instances of collective seed conflict in Genesis (see table 2.9). Abraham goes to war to rescue Lot (Gen. 14:14–16) and has harsh words for the king of Sodom (14:22–24). He also comes into conflict with Abimelech and his servants, who are Philistines (21:22–34). Isaac, too, is troubled by the Philistines (26:14–16). The defiling of Dinah results in the slaughter of Shechem (34:1–29), which causes Jacob some concern (34:30). In an ironic twist, the children of Israel, Joseph’s brothers, at least for a time, fill the role of the seed of the serpent as they hate Joseph (37:4–5) and entertain the notion of killing him (37:18). 


Table 2.9. Seed Conflict in Genesis 
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These individual and corporate enmities are outworkings of the justice of God announced in Genesis 3:15. In the symbolic world Genesis gives its readers, people are either seed of the serpent, on the side of the snake in the garden, or seed of the woman, on the side of God and trusting in his promises. 


There is also mercy in some of these instances, as when Abraham and Abimelech make a covenant (Gen. 21:27) and when Joseph is reconciled to his brothers (45:1–15). Genesis teaches that God is faithful, and God kept his promise to put enmity between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent. Paul acknowledges the collective nature of the enmity between the serpent and the seed of the woman when he says that God will crush Satan beneath the feet of the Roman Christians (Rom. 16:20). Evidently, Paul understands God’s purposes, articulated in the garden, as being accomplished through the church. Paul also knows that at some points references to the “seed” are references to the seed of the woman, as evidenced by his words in Galatians 3:16, “It does not say, ‘And to your seeds,’ as to many, but as to one, ‘And to your seed,’ who is messiah.” Similarly, in the Apocalypse, John shows the dragon thwarted in his efforts against the singular seed of the woman (Rev. 12:13–16), only to make war on the collective seed of the woman (12:17). 


  


2.5 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:16 


All that God owes to the world is justice, and Genesis shows God visiting upon the world the justice promised in Genesis 3. Difficulty in childbearing can be seen in the barrenness of Sarah (Gen. 11:30), Rebekah (25:21), and Rachel (30:1, 22). The barrenness of these women often generates marital disharmony (e.g., 16:5; 30:1–2), and there are many other instances of conflict between the genders (see table 2.10). Abraham’s action of using Sarah as a human shield is hardly noble manhood (12:10–20; 20:1–13), nor does Abraham honor Hagar’s femininity (16:3–4, 6). Gender relations are so perverted in Sodom and Gomorrah that the men of Sodom wish to “know” males instead of females (19:5). Lot’s offer of his daughters is outrageous (19:8), as is their later treatment of him, with the wretched consequence that he becomes the incestuous father of his own grandsons (19:30–38). 


We see a partial reversal of gender conflict in the account of the seed of Abraham, Isaac, who loves his wife (Gen. 24:67). But like Abraham, he passes her off as his sister to protect himself (26:6–11). The sad circumstances of Jacob’s marriage to two women, one of whom is hated (29:31), the other bitter at her barrenness (30:1), are vivid pictures of the gender trouble resulting from the curse. A most vicious example of this gender conflict is given in the account of the rape of Dinah (34:2), and then there is the shameful treatment of Tamar (38:6–14) by Judah (38:15–18). Potiphar’s wife makes illicit advances on Joseph (39:7, 10–18), and her lies are plausible enough outside Eden (39:19–20). All of this grows out of the curse on gender relations in Genesis 3:16. 


Some of these instances are direct examples of women seizing the initiative with negative results: Sarah recommends that Abraham go in to Hagar; Lot’s daughters plot to conceive by their father; Tamar puts herself in Judah’s path dressed like a harlot; Potiphar’s wife seeks to seduce Joseph. This is the way that God said things would be in Genesis 3:16, and the narrative bears out the truthfulness of God’s word. God’s justice is worked thoroughly through all of human life, so that Paul can confidently assert that those who marry will have trouble (1 Cor. 7:28). 


	  


2.6 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:17–19 


God said to Adam that the ground was cursed because of his sin (Gen. 3:17), and the cursed ground tragically receives the blood of Abel (4:11). The cursed land is then deluged with waters that prevail on the earth (7:19), resulting in the death of all flesh (7:21). Everything on the dry land dies (7:22). 


The land is not only defiled with dead bodies but also afflicted with famines. A famine causes Abraham to go to Egypt (Gen. 12:10). Isaac is also confronted with famine (26:1), as is Jacob (41:54; 42:1–5). God faithfully administers the 


Table 2.10. Gender Conflict in Genesis 
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justice he promised, and the patriarchs of Israel face famine on a cursed land made unclean by corpses. 


2.7 The Mercy of God: The Seed of the Woman 


Justice is not God’s final word, however, and it does not appear to be his ultimate purpose. But justice does provide a backdrop for the display of mercy. Without justice, mercy has no meaning. Significantly, the reversal of the curses of Genesis 3:14–19 is related to the seed of the woman at every point. The difficulty between the seeds will end when the seed of the woman crushes the head of the serpent. The difficulties in childbirth and between the genders must be overcome for the seed of the woman to be born. And, the curse on the land is answered by the promise of land to the seed: “To your seed I will give this land” (Gen. 12:7). 


Relational difficulties are continually overcome: the Lord gives Abraham and Isaac their wives back after they forfeit them through the sister fib. Isaac loves Rebekah (Gen. 24:67), and Jacob loves Rachel (29:18). In spite of the way Judah and Tamar come together, God blesses the children of their union (Gen. 38:27–30; Ruth 4:18–22). 


Difficulty in childbearing is also conquered as barren women bear children: Isaac is born of Sarah (Gen. 21:1). Jacob and Esau are born to Rebekah (25:21). Joseph and Benjamin are born to Rachel (30:22). 


It is God who has cursed childbearing and gender relations, and it is God who makes possible and preserves these marriages, as seen when Yahweh answers the prayer of Abraham’s servant and leads him straight to Rebekah (Genesis 24). It is God who opens wombs. Once again, the only thing that God owes to humanity is justice. When Abraham twice forfeits his wife to protect himself, God is under no obligation to restore Sarah to him, but God will keep his promise in spite of the Patriarch’s wife-forfeiting ploy.48 Nor is God under any obligation to reverse the curse on childbearing and speak life into a dead womb. God mercifully gives hope to those who have none, and he mercifully maintains the descent of the seed of the woman. 


God was not obligated to bless Abraham, for he “served other gods” beyond the Euphrates (Josh. 24:2). By blessing Abraham, God put mercy on display against the wider backdrop of his justice. Justice is God’s keeping his word and displaying his righteous character. Mercy is God’s freely pardoning and blessing those who deserve justice. Justice reveals who God is and accentuates the gratuitous splendor of his mercy. 


Yahweh delivers Sarah from Pharaoh (Gen. 17:17) and protects her from Abimelech (20:3, 6–7). Yahweh visits Sarah with the result that she conceives (21:1). Yahweh leads Abraham’s servant to Rebekah (24:12, 14, 21, 26–27, 44, 48). Yahweh grants Isaac’s prayer that Rebekah would conceive (25:21). Yahweh providentially protects Rebekah from Abimelech (26:8–9). Yahweh opens Leah’s womb (29:31), and then Rachel’s (30:22). Yahweh redeems the situation between Judah and Tamar, giving Perez and Zerah (38:1–30). 


Yahweh also delivers the seed of the woman from the seed of the serpent. Cain killed Abel, but Abel was accepted by God (Gen. 4:4). Ishmael mocked Isaac, but through Isaac Abraham’s seed was named. 


We are given an important picture, too, when God commands Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. The child of promise, beloved of his father, is to be slain on Mount Moriah. 




Abraham believes that both he and his child will return from the mount of sacrifice (the verb for returning in Gen. 22:5 is plural), and Abraham believes that God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering (22:8). However Abraham expects this to be accomplished (cf. Heb. 11:17–19), he intends to sacrifice Isaac (Gen. 22:10), when at the last moment God provides a ram to be sacrificed instead of Isaac (22:13). Isaac is saved through the judgment that falls on the ram. God is then glorified for his mercy (see 22:14). 


In spite of (and through) the wickedness of Rebekah, Jacob is spared from Esau. Then later, though Joseph’s brothers mean evil against him, God means their actions for good (Gen. 50:20). 


From the beginning, those who hoped in God were looking for God to reverse the curses through the promised seed of the woman. Eve indicated this first in her response to the birth of Cain (Gen. 4:1), then in her response to the birth of Seth (4:25). When Noah is born, his father gives him a name related to the word rest, and speaks of Noah giving “relief from our work and from the painful toil of our hands because of the land which Yahweh cursed” (5:29). The language used here corresponds almost exactly to the language of the curse on the land in Genesis 3:17 (see table 2.11), and the only other place (in addition to Gen. 3:17 and 5:29) in the Old Testament that the word for “painful toil” (Nwbc() is used is in the curse on childbirth in Genesis 3:16. Lamech is presented as making a statement reflecting his hope that the seed of the woman will reverse the curse on the land (5:29).49 


Table 2.11. Terms Common to Genesis 3:17 and 5:29 
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From what the narrative tells us, Lamech’s hopes that the birth of Noah portends the reversal of the curse can only be based on what God said in Genesis 3:15. These hopes are later augmented in God’s promise of land to Abraham (12:7). 


In spite of the curse on the land, God blesses the fields and flocks of Abraham (Gen. 12:16; 13:6; 21:22; 24:35), Isaac (26:12–14), and Jacob (31:5–9; 33:11). And then, through unexpected turns of events, the whole earth is blessed in the seed of Abraham, as Joseph provides food in the famine (41:57). 


In all these instances, salvation comes through judgment to the glory of God. The curse on the land highlights both the blessing of the fields and flocks of the patriarchs and Joseph’s provision of food for the world. The curse on childbearing makes precious the mercy of God in giving seed to barren women. Then God saves the seed of the woman by judging those who are against his people, the seed of the serpent. God shows himself to be just to the seed of the serpent and merciful to the seed of the woman. 


2.8 The Center of the Theology of Genesis 


In Genesis, creation displays the glory of God. The crown of God’s creation rebels against God’s just command, and God justly announces curses against the serpent, upon childbearing and male-female relations, and upon the land and man’s work. All is not lost, however, for God reveals himself to be merciful as well as just. Having orchestrated a realm in which his justice is put on display, Yahweh surprises the condemned with the wonder of free mercy. He announces that a seed of the woman will come, which means that death is at least postponed, and there are hints that it might even be overcome (see Enoch, Gen. 5:24). The promise of seed means that the curses on male-female relations are not insuperable and that the pain in childbearing does not altogether prevent procreation. Not only is there the hope of the new life of a child, but this seed will also crush the head of the serpent. He will defeat evil, which implies that he will open the way to a renewed Eden where men find rest from painful labor in the very presence of God (4:26; 5:29).50 


God’s mercy often comes folded into his justice. For instance, when Sodom is about to be visited with God’s just wrath, God mercifully delivers Lot. Lot, however, does not seem to want to be delivered: “And he lingered, and the men seized his hand, and the hand of his wife, and the hand of his two daughters, with the mercy of Yahweh upon him, and they brought him and caused him to rest outside the city” (Gen. 19:16). Lot finds the mercy of Yahweh irresistible—those angels have delivered him against his will. Yahweh is mighty to save, whether the saved desire his salvation or not. The fire that rains down on Sodom makes the overcoming deliverance Yahweh works for Lot all the more precious. 


God confirmed his promised mercy when he declared to Abraham that his seed would overcome the curses, and then the promises to Abraham were passed to Isaac, then to Jacob. Genesis closes with promises of a king from the line of Judah, in the splendor of Joseph reigning over Egypt, pattern of the coming seed of the woman, seed of Abraham, in whom all the nations of the earth have been blessed. Salvation comes through judgment, setting forth the grandeur of the glory of God. 




3. Exodus 


Exodus continues the story of God glorifying himself in salvation through judgment as the promises to Abraham continue to find fulfillment against the backdrop of the curses. God promised to make Abraham a great nation (Gen. 12:2), and the seventy people who went down to Egypt are described in Exodus 1:7 in terms of the original commission to Adam to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28). They have been fruitful and have multiplied, in spite of opposition from Pharaoh (Ex. 1:7, 12). The commission to be fruitful and multiply was not only given to Adam and Eve but also passed to Noah and his sons (Gen. 8:17; 9:1, 7). God’s promise to multiply Abraham (22:17) links Abraham and his line with God’s original charge to Adam, and these connections are made with the children of Abraham right down to the exodus generation (see table 2.12). Isaac asserts that Yahweh has enabled him to be fruitful (26:22), and when he passes the blessing of Abraham to Jacob, he prays that God will make him fruitful and multiply him (28:3–4). When Jacob returns to the land, God himself commands him to be fruitful and multiply (35:11), an incident Jacob recounts before blessing Ephraim and Manasseh, the sons of Joseph (48:4). 


Table 2.12. Be Fruitful and Multiply 
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Thus, the Old Testament establishes the universal significance of Israel in God’s purposes by showing that the nation of Israel has inherited God’s charge to Adam to be fruitful and multiply. The wickedness of Adam’s descendants resulted in the flood, and God charged Noah with the same task he had given Adam. The wickedness of Noah’s descendants resulted in the confusion of language at Babel, and the task given to Adam and Noah passed to Abraham and his seed. Thus, the statement that “the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (Ex. 1:7) connects Israel to Adam and foregrounds the cosmic significance of what God is doing in Israel. 


God is keeping the promise he made to Abraham to make him into a great nation, and this in spite of the new king in Egypt who does not know about Joseph. The king of Egypt, serpent on his crown,

51 is of his father the Devil, who was a murderer from the beginning. This seed of the serpent commands the Hebrew midwives to murder the male seed of the woman (Ex. 1:15–17), and when that fails, he orders his people to throw the newborn Hebrew boys into the river (1:22). Through the wicked opposition of the seed of the serpent, Providence places one particular seed of the woman in Pharaoh’s own house (2:1–10). Pharaoh’s best efforts are thus overcome, and Yahweh’s ability to orchestrate the deliverance of Moses condemns the seed of the serpent to the coming confrontation. 


3.1 Salvation through Judgment at the Exodus 


God delivers Israel from Egypt so that they will know that he is Yahweh (Ex. 6:7). He judges Egypt so that the Egyptians will know that he is Yahweh (7:4–5). He protects Israel from the plagues that fall on Egypt so that Pharaoh will know that he is Yahweh (8:20–22). He explains to Pharaoh: 


For this time I will send all my plagues on you yourself, and on your servants and your people, so that you may know that there is none like me in all the earth. For by now I could have put out my hand and struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. But for this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth. (9:14–16) 


God wants Pharaoh to know that there is no one else like God (9:14). He wants Pharaoh to see his power (9:16a). He wants all the earth to know his name, to hear the tale of his saving and judging glory (9:16b). Yahweh declares to Pharaoh that he intends to be known, to be glorified in his salvation of Israel through the judgment of Egypt. 


Yahweh also wants Israel to pass this experience of his glory on to coming generations (Ex. 10:2). However offensive these things may be to modern sensibilities, the earth belongs to Yahweh (9:29). He raises Pharaoh up (9:16), hardens his heart (4:21, see table 2.13),52 and slays the firstborn of Egypt (11:4–5). Yahweh does these things in order to save Israel through the judgment of her oppressors. 


Table 2.13. The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart
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It is sometimes suggested that Yahweh hardens Pharaoh’s heart only after Pharaoh hardens his own heart.53 But as table 2.13 shows, Yahweh twice announces to Moses that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and then there are two references to Pharaoh’s heart being hardened “as Yahweh said” before we read that Pharaoh hardened his own heart. Pharaoh is clearly responsible for his own choices, but Yahweh announces to him that he has raised him up in order to show his power (Ex. 9:16). Further, Yahweh takes responsibility for the hardening of Pharaoh (10:1). Paul recognizes the astonishing implications of these statements, and he addresses the objections that this might raise about God’s justice (Rom. 9:14–18) and human responsibility (9:19–23). Paul’s answers to these objections will be examined later in this study (see chap. 6, §2.2.1). At this point it is imperative that we see that Yahweh clearly declares why Pharaoh is being treated in this way: 


Then Yahweh said to Moses, “Go in to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his servants, that I may show these signs of mine among them, and that you may tell in the hearing of your son and of your grandson how I have dealt harshly with the Egyptians and what signs I have done among them, that you may know that I am Yahweh.” (Ex. 10:1–2) 


Yahweh states that he has hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that he can display his signs so that Israel can pass the story down so that they might know him as he is, Yahweh. 


On several occasions Pharaoh takes steps toward acknowledging Yahweh’s lordship, even indicating that he might let some of the people go. But each time, his heart is hardened anew. These instances demonstrate that Pharaoh is unable to let the people go, and that even when he confesses his own sin and Yahweh’s righteousness (e.g., Ex. 9:27) or makes promises to let the people go (e.g., 8:8), it is Yahweh’s word that stands. Yahweh has declared that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart (4:21; 7:3), and it is this, not Pharaoh’s false promises, that will come to pass (see table 2.14). 


Table 2.14. Pharaoh’s False Promises 
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This matter of the hardening of Pharaoh is not some arcane, peripheral theological question. Again and again through the Exodus narrative the hardening of Pharaoh is linked to Yahweh’s revelation of himself. Yahweh makes himself known by hardening Pharaoh so that he can demonstrate his power through the plagues against Egypt. 


This point is also made through what seems to be Yahweh’s response to Pharaoh’s question, “Who is Yahweh?” (Ex. 5:2). Again and again Yahweh asserts, “I am Yahweh!” and at several points this assertion is introduced by the declaration, “You shall know.”54 Yahweh tells Israel that they will know that he is Yahweh (6:7), and he tells Egypt (7:5) and Pharaoh (e.g., 9:29) the same thing. At several points Yahweh tells Pharaoh that he will know that there is none like Yahweh (8:10; 9:14). The repeated assertions that people will know that “I am Yahweh” demonstrate that Yahweh is purposefully revealing his own identity. These events are not happening by accident. Yahweh has engineered them to make himself known (table 2.15). 


Table 2.15. Yahweh’s Intent to Make Himself Known 
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Following Yahweh’s announcement to Moses, “I Am who I Am” (Ex. 3:14),55 the story of Yahweh hardening Pharaoh’s heart so that he can deliver Israel from Egypt through a series of crushing judgments against the gods of Egypt (12:12) shows who Yahweh is by recounting what he says and what he does. In all this, Yahweh’s ultimate commitment is to make known his name: “I am Yahweh” (see the references in table 2.15). He wants his name to be proclaimed in all the earth: “But for this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth” (9:16). He wants to get glory for himself: “And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them, and I will get glory over Pharaoh and all his host, and the Egyptians shall know that I am Yahweh” (14:4, similarly 14:17). Yahweh accomplishes this purpose by showing justice to Egypt and mercy to Israel. 


But is what Yahweh does to Pharaoh just? From the perspective of the biblical authors, all human creatures owe their Creator thanks and praise (e.g., Rom. 1:21). No human creatures successfully give God the glory and thanks due him (3:23). Therefore all human creatures stand under God’s condemnation. The severity of the judgment meted out matches the unspeakable evil of refusing to honor God as God and render him thanks. He does not owe mercy. The only thing he owes is justice, and the gravity of the heinousness of disregarding the infinite worth and beneficence of God calls for punishment that fits the crime. If God does not visit a just punishment, it shows that he has as little regard for himself as the creatures who have refused to honor him as God and give thanks to him. God shows his own great worth by visiting due justice against Egypt, and he shows his love by mercying Israel. 


But is this mercy just? If Israel is also guilty, how can God maintain justice if he shows them mercy? Just as a principle of substitution was set forth in the provision of a ram in place of Isaac in Genesis 22, the blood on the doorposts at Passover teaches an important lesson. Judgment falls on the Passover lamb, and thereby the firstborn of Israel are saved. As Alexander puts it, “The sacrifice of the animal atones for the sin of the people, the blood smeared on the door-posts purifies those within, and the eating of the sacrificial meat consecrates those who consume it.”56 Where the doorpost is not covered by the blood of the lamb, the firstborn dies (Ex. 12:1–13). Those Israelites who believe that Yahweh will keep his word save their firstborn sons through the judgment that falls on the Passover lamb. This salvation through judgment is by faith—they have to believe what Yahweh has spoken, and believe it enough to slay the lamb and smear the blood. 


In addition to the ten plagues that culminate in the death of the Egyptian firstborn, Yahweh destroys the Egyptian army in the Red Sea. In Egypt, Israel has been saved through the judgment of the plagues.57 On the way out of the land of Egypt, Israel is saved through the waters of judgment that engulf Pharaoh’s army, just as Noah was saved through the waters of judgment that engulfed all living things (Gen. 7:21–23). Yahweh’s intentions—to show his power, make known his name, and exalt himself over Pharaoh—are realized when he delivers Israel. Israel sings a song of praise extolling Yahweh’s might (Ex. 15:1–18),

58 and Yahweh’s fame resounds through the nations so that Rahab says, “The fear of Yahweh has fallen upon” the inhabitants of Jericho (Josh. 2:9–10). Even the Philistines, years later,

59 know of the mighty deeds of Yahweh against Egypt (1 Sam. 4:7–8; 6:6). 


3.2 From Egypt to Sinai 


The Exodus narrative repeatedly states that Yahweh delivered Israel from Egypt so that they could serve him in the wilderness by sacrificing to him.60 Yahweh will be their God, and Israel will be his people (Ex. 6:7). Once they are in the wilderness, however, rather than serving and sacrificing, Israel grumbles because they do not have water (15:24; again at 17:2), because they do not have bread, and because they do not have meat (16:2–3). Yahweh sweetens the water for the people (15:25), announces “I am Yahweh” (15:26), announces “you shall know that Yahweh has brought you out of the land of Egypt” (16:6), and then appears in glory (16:10), again asserting “you shall know that I am Yahweh” (16:12). The first instance is referred to as a test (15:25)—Israel is to trust Yahweh on the basis of all they have seen (Exodus 1–14), and they are to keep his word (15:26). The second time the people grumble, Yahweh responds with another test, to see if the people will follow his instructions regarding the seventh day (16:4–5). The people disobey by gathering more than they need (16:19–20) and by gathering food on the seventh day (16:27). Yahweh rebukes them (16:28–29), and as a result they obey him and rest (16:30). Obeying Yahweh’s instructions, the people eat manna for forty years (16:35). By disciplining his children, Yahweh enables them to follow his instructions and receive his provision. Through judgment (rebuke) on their disobedience, salvation—in the form of daily provision—comes. 


There is more complaining, and Yahweh again provides water for the people at Massah and Meribah (Ex. 17:1–7). Yahweh tells Moses, “Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink” (17:6). As Psalm 78 sings these events (Ps. 78:15–20), the psalmist may interpret the rock that was struck as Yahweh himself: “They remembered that God was their rock” (78:35).61 If we have here a picture of Yahweh standing before the rock, Moses striking the rock, and Yahweh being identified with the rock, with the result that water flows out that the people might drink, then it would seem that Yahweh is being struck so that the people might drink. Through the striking of their Lord, the people receive the water of life. Such an interpretation might inform those places in the Gospel of John where Jesus indicates that he will provide living water for his people, and then, when he is struck, blood and water flow from his side (John 4:10–14; 7:37–39; 19:34). 


When Amalek fights against Israel in Exodus 17:8–13, we have another instance of the seed of the serpent opposing the seed of the woman. Yahweh announces that he will destroy the Amalekites (17:14), and Moses builds an altar named “Yahweh is my banner” (17:15–16). 


Moses recounts to his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, all that Yahweh did for Israel (Ex. 18:1–8). In response to this, Jethro the Gentile priest of Midian rejoices, blesses Yahweh, confesses, “Now I know that Yahweh is greater than all gods,” and offers sacrifices to the God of Israel (18:9–12). The salvation through judgment that Yahweh accomplished in Egypt wins him praise from those of other nations. 


3.3 At Sinai 


Everything narrated from Exodus 19 through Numbers 10 takes place at Mount Sinai. Exodus 19–24 recounts Israel’s experience of the laws given by Yahweh himself at Sinai. Chapters 25–31 move to instructions for the tabernacle, the incident of the golden calf is described in chapters 32–34, and that is followed by the construction of the tabernacle in chapters 35–40. Exodus concludes with Yahweh taking up residence in the tabernacle as his glory cloud is seen to cover the tabernacle and fill it. As we will see below, there are significant differences between the appearance of Yahweh in glory in Exodus 19, prior to the giving of the law, and his appearance in glory in Exodus 40, with the law given and the tabernacle built. 


When Yahweh reveals himself to Israel in Exodus 19, he has delivered them from Egypt, but the terms of the relationship between Yahweh and Israel have not been set. Yahweh comes as one known but unknown, imposing and unpredictable, and the awestruck Israelites are undone by his overwhelming glory. 


Yahweh sets the terms for Moses: if Israel will obey him and keep his covenant, they will be his “treasured possession among all peoples,” for all the earth belongs to him (Ex. 19:5). Moreover, as Adam was a priest, so Israel will be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (19:6). The people state that they will do everything Yahweh has spoken, and Yahweh announces that he will come in a thick cloud, that the people may hear him speak and believe what Moses says (19:7–9). 


The people are then instructed to wash and consecrate themselves for their meeting with Yahweh, which will take place “on the third day” (Ex. 19:10–15).62 On the third day, Yahweh descends on Mount Sinai. The heaven thunders. The lightning flashes. The earth quakes. The shofar blast is long and loud. It is as though the elements and the dimensions are strained and would crack under the burden of the weight of the glory of God. The people, naturally, tremble (19:16). Moses positions them at the foot of the mountain—which they must not touch lest they die (19:12–13)—that they might meet their God (19:17). 


The mountain smokes, and Yahweh descends in fire (Ex. 19:18). Yahweh tells Moses to go warn the people not to break through to gawk at Yahweh, lest they die, and to instruct the priests who will draw near to consecrate themselves, “lest Yahweh break out against them” (19:21–22). Moses protests that this has already been done (19:22). With two abrupt imperatives Yahweh responds, “Go! Get down!” (19:24). Moses obeys (19:25). 




And then, that most frightful moment: thunder roaring, sky flashing, mountain quaking, smoke shrouding, shofar blaring, fire blazing, people trembling, Yahweh speaks the ten words. He is, as Eichrodt described him, “the jealous God, who will admit no derogation from his majesty.”63 


Yahweh is the most significant thing about the Ten Commandments.64 When he gives voice to the inauguration of this covenant, the first thing he does is announce his own identity: “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex. 20:2).65 No gods before him. No carved images of him. No misuse of his name. No work on the day he hallowed and blessed. These first four commandments obviously pertain to Yahweh, but perhaps the centrality of Yahweh to the last six commandments is less apparent—on the surface, anyway. These commands come with Yahweh’s authority. They reflect the way that he has created the world. They are to be obeyed because he has spoken them, because he created this world by his word, because this world is made to work according to his word (cf. James 2:11). Fathers and mothers are to be honored because God is a Father to his people, and God is to be honored (Ex. 4:22–23; Eph. 3:14–15).66 No murder because God alone gives life (Deut. 32:39), and people are in God’s image (Gen. 1:27; 9:6).67 No adultery because God made man male and female, that the two might become one flesh (Gen. 2:23–24; Matt. 19:4–5). No theft because God makes poor and rich (1 Sam. 2:7). No false witness because God does not lie (Num. 23:19). No coveting because God alone is to satisfy, and at his right hand there are pleasures evermore (Ps. 16:11). The authority and majesty and identity of Yahweh are central to all ten of the commandments, and “moral action is inseparably bound up with the worship of God.”68 


In response to what they see and hear—thunder and lightning, shofar and smoke—the people ask Moses to intercede for them: “You speak with us and we will hear, but let not God speak with us lest we die” (Ex. 20:15–16, ET 18–19). Yahweh then gives to Moses a representative set of laws in Exodus 21–23,69 along with the promise that an Angel bearing Yahweh’s name will go with Israel (23:20–21). Yahweh’s commands come from his own personal authority, and his presence is the motivating factor for all obedience. Israel will live before Yahweh, and transgression will be a direct affront to his holiness. This makes the fear of Yahweh central to obedience: “Moses said to the people, ‘Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him might be before you, that you might not sin’” (20:17, ET 20). 


Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel are then summoned to draw near to worship Yahweh (Ex. 24:1–2). Moses reports Yahweh’s words to the people, and they agree to do all he has commanded (24:3). The text then tells us something that much modern scholarship allegorizes70 into a fictional narrative having to do with symbolic nonentities that undermines the text’s claim to be an authoritative revelation of God. This fictional narrative has as its main characters “the Jahwist,” “the Elohist,” “the Deuteronomist,” and “the Priest,” but the text makes the simple claim, “Moses wrote all the words of Yahweh” (24:4).71 


Having offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings, Moses reads the book of the covenant to the people, the people again promise to obey, and then Moses sprinkles blood from the sacrifices on the people (Ex. 24:5–8). The covenant is inaugurated with blood. Judgment falls on the sacrificial animals in place of the people, and just as blood covered the doorposts on the night of the Passover, blood covers those entering into this covenant with Yahweh. Since the sacrificial victim is slain, their penalty is paid, and they are covered by the blood of the substitute. Through the judgment they are saved. And this clears the way for the manifestation of God’s glory. Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders go up the mountain, behold God, and partake of a covenant meal (24:9–11). Moses then ascends the mountain with Joshua, and the cloud of Yahweh’s glory covers the mountain, as the waters cover the sea, for six days (24:13–16). The people of Israel, too, behold the glory, and it looks to them like a consuming fire on the mountaintop (24:17). 


Yahweh then gives Moses instructions for building the tabernacle (Exodus 25–31). Yahweh announces the purpose of this tabernacle, “that I may dwell among them” (25:8). The significance of Yahweh’s presence among Israel cannot be overstated. Yahweh’s presence is the distinguishing characteristic of Israel. His presence demands their holiness and gives rise to the particular shape of the Mosaic covenant. All of it is informed by the simple fact that Yahweh dwells in their midst, and all of it reveals his saving and judging glory. 


Like the shadow of the dome of pleasure floating midway on the waves,72 the tabernacle is constructed as a movement back toward Eden. As a command was given in the garden, the testimony given to Moses goes into the ark of the covenant (Ex. 25:16). As cherubim with flaming sword guard the way to Eden, cherubim of gold are stationed over the mercy seat (25:17–21). As Yahweh met with Adam and Eve in the garden, so Yahweh will meet with Moses from above the mercy seat (25:22). As there was abundant food in the garden, there is showbread on the table (25:30). As there were sacred trees in the garden, there is a lampstand with branches and bowls shaped like almond blossoms in the tabernacle (25:31–40). As the image of God, Adam, was placed in the garden, so also Aaron and his sons minister as priests in the tabernacle (28:1–3). Unlike the situation in the garden, where no sin offerings were necessary, when Aaron and his sons are consecrated as priests, a bull must be offered as a sin offering (29:14). As Adam faced death for transgression, so Aaron and his sons must follow Yahweh’s instructions lest they die (28:35, 43). The tabernacle will be sanctified by the very glory of Yahweh (29:43). Yahweh will dwell among Israel and be their God (29:45). And they will know that he is Yahweh, their God, who brought them up from the land of Egypt that he might dwell among them. And these declarations are punctuated with words of weight: “I am Yahweh their God!” (29:46). 


All of this is to be done according to the pattern shown to Moses on the mountain (Ex. 25:9, 40; 26:30; 27:8), and Yahweh has filled the artisans with the spirit of wisdom for the work (28:3), giving the Spirit of God to Bezalel and Oholiab (31:1–6). The instructions for the building of the tabernacle are given in Exodus 25–31, and then it is actually built in chapters 35–40. Chapters 32–34 recount an episode in which Yahweh proclaims his saving and judging name. 


3.4 The Glorious Name: Exodus 32–34 


While Yahweh is revealing, instructing, and enabling, the people are busy forgetting, departing, and sinning. They have been redeemed from Egypt that they might serve Yahweh in the wilderness. They agreed to do everything he said when he spoke to them from the mountain, but these commitments are soon forgotten. 


When the people see the delay of the prophet, Moses, they approach the priest, Aaron, who at their bidding fashions for them “gods” that will go before them (Ex. 32:1). Yahweh was a man of war (15:3) who reigned (15:18) at the Exodus, but the people have rejected him from being king over them.73 They have thus placed other gods before Yahweh, the first thing he told them not to do. When they celebrate these “gods,”74 they proclaim a “feast to Yahweh” (32:5). This seems to indicate that the worship of the calf Aaron fashioned has been added onto the worship due Yahweh alone. They have thus made carved images for themselves, the second thing Yahweh told them not to do. 


In response to this, Yahweh distances himself from the nation, describing them as Moses’ people whom he, Moses, brought out of Egypt (Ex. 32:7). Yahweh brought them out of Egypt (20:1) to be his people (6:7), but in response to their idolatry Yahweh is prepared to destroy them (32:9–10). Significantly, Yahweh threatens to do for Moses what he earlier promised to do for Abraham, saying, “I will make you a great nation” (32:10; cf. Gen. 12:2). 


Moses understands the implications of such a declaration. If Yahweh does not follow through on his promise to Abraham, how can Moses be sure that Yahweh will follow through on the promise to him, either? Moses pleads with Yahweh, asking him why his wrath is hot against his, Yahweh’s, people, whom he, Yahweh, brought up from Egypt (Ex. 32:11). From there, Moses appeals to Yahweh’s concern for what the Egyptians will think.75 If Yahweh destroys the people, the Egyptians will conclude that Yahweh took Israel out of Egypt with the evil intent of harming, killing, and consuming them (32:12). Moses appeals to Yahweh that he remember the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, and he quotes Yahweh’s promises back to him (32:13). “And Yahweh relented concerning the evil which he spoke to do to his people” (32:14).76 


This episode shows Moses appealing to Yahweh on the very basis of what earlier narratives have shown to be Yahweh’s controlling concerns. Yahweh has acted to make known his matchless name by showing his steadfast love to the children of Abraham and simultaneously showing his unparalleled power and justice by judging Egypt. Yahweh could justly destroy the nation of Israel and start over with Moses, and this might even fulfill the promise to Abraham, since Moses himself descends from Abraham. But when Moses appeals to Yahweh’s concern for his reputation in Egypt, to his commitment to the people, and to the promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Yahweh shows mercy. This underscores Yahweh’s supreme concern for his own glory. 


Like Adam, the garden priest who shifted blame when confronted with his disobedience, Aaron, the national priest shifts the blame when Moses confronts him (Ex. 32:22–24). Just as Adam the priest failed to restrain Eve from sinning, then followed her into it, so Aaron the priest fails to restrain Israel from sin, then follows them into it (32:1–4, 25). This means war. 


Moses summons all on Yahweh’s side to himself, and because of the great worth of Yahweh, they go through the camp and kill brothers, friends, and neighbors. Three thousand fall in Israel that day (Ex. 32:26–28). Through this judgment, salvation comes. Moses understands what Yahweh’s holiness requires, and he offers himself as a sacrifice of atonement for Israel: telling Israel he is going up to Yahweh to seek to make atonement for their sin (32:30) and confessing the sin of the people to Yahweh (32:31), he offers himself to be blotted out of Yahweh’s book if the people cannot be forgiven (32:32). Yahweh responds with both justice and mercy. The justice comes in his immediate answer (32:33–35), and the mercy comes when, at Moses’ insistence, Yahweh agrees to continue with his stiff-necked, obstinate people (33:1–17). 


Before the tabernacle is built, the tent where Moses encounters Yahweh’s presence is outside the camp (Ex. 33:7). Yahweh only enters the camp once his holy dwelling is fully prepared and the camp is made clean by his statutes. 


Once Moses is assured that Yahweh will go with the people, just as he earlier expressed Yahweh’s own priorities in his petition that Yahweh not destroy the people (Ex. 32:11–13), so now he expresses Yahweh’s own priorities in asking to see Yahweh’s glory (33:18). As we have seen, God often announces that the purpose of what he has done is “so that you will know that I am Yahweh.”77 When God says this, he is declaring that he wants people to know his name. He wants them to know him as he is. The clearest indication of what this means is found in Exodus 33:18–34:7. Responding to Moses’ request to see his glory, Yahweh says, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim my name, ‘Yahweh,’ before you,” (33:19a, emphasis added). Note that when Moses asks to see God’s glory, God responds that he will show him his goodness and proclaim his name. This means that God’s glory is seen in his goodness, and the proclamation of his name reveals Yahweh’s goodness, which is his glory. 


Yahweh then adds, “And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will mercy whom I will mercy” (Ex. 33:19b). These words declare that Yahweh is not obligated to do what Moses has asked. Yahweh chooses when and to whom he will reveal his glorious goodness. 


When Yahweh reveals his goodness to Moses, showing him his glory and proclaiming his name, we read, 


And Yahweh passed before him and proclaimed, “Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and great in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the sons and on the sons of the sons, to the third and the fourth generations.” (Ex. 34:6–7) 


In this revelation of the glory of Yahweh, Yahweh makes known his character by proclaiming his name. Yahweh’s goodness is first explained in the declaration that he is merciful and gracious. This mercy and grace is shown in the way that Yahweh is patient, loves with steadfast extravagance, and forgives. The declaration that he does not give the guilty a free pass also explains Yahweh’s goodness. He is just, and he punishes iniquity for generations. In this declaration of his name, Yahweh announces his mercy and his justice: this is his glory, and this glory of Yahweh is reflected all through the Old and New Testaments.78 


Yahweh’s declaration of his name in Exodus 34, which is the revelation of his glory, informs the places in the Bible before and after this incident where Yahweh states his intention of making known to people that he is Yahweh. To know that he is Yahweh is to know that he is merciful and gracious, not clearing the guilty but punishing iniquity. To know that he is Yahweh is to know his name, his character. To know that he is Yahweh is to know his goodness—goodness that upholds what is right. If he does not uphold what is right, he is not good. If he does not keep his word, he is not faithful and cannot be trusted. Yahweh’s righteousness, therefore, is an essential component of his love. An unrighteous, unfaithful god is not a loving god but a scary, unpredictable horror in the likeness of the ancient Near Eastern deities or the gods of the Greco-Roman pantheon. But Yahweh is righteous, faithful, and loving. Even when his holiness demands the death of transgressors, this is an expression of his goodness and love as it upholds his faithfulness and shows him trustworthy. 


The Bible has established that mankind is set on sin (Gen. 6:5; 8:21), so all deserve to be punished. But God is also pleased to show mercy, which he is not obligated to give to anyone. He mercies whomever he pleases (Ex. 33:19b). To pardon the guilty unjustly would not be loving to those whom the guilty offended, and in this age of the weightless god we do not recognize that the person most offended by sin is God.79 We can also understand this on analogy with human relationships: if a judge fails to sentence a convicted murderer, the rights of the wronged are not upheld, and those who survive the murdered person probably do not feel that the judge has been loving. In this scenario, the judge has not been loving. He has only been unjust. But God’s mercy is not unjust. 


When God mercifully pardons, he upholds his own righteous standard. He satisfies the wrath he justly feels when he has been offended. In the old covenant God’s righteous standard was upheld through the Levitical system of sacrificial, substitutionary atonement,80 but even this was looking forward to the cross. Paul says God demonstrated his righteousness when he put Jesus forward as a propitiatory sacrifice, explaining that this demonstration of righteousness was necessary because God had previously passed over sins (Rom. 3:24–26). Yahweh’s perfect goodness is displayed in the balance between justice and mercy, which he works together to display his unique character: “Steadfast love and truth have met together, righteousness and peace have kissed each other” (Ps. 85:10). Yahweh judges the substitute so that the one for whom the sacrifice is made can be saved—mercifully and justly saved. When God causes people to know that he is Yahweh, he shows them his glory in salvation through judgment. 


Moses’ response to such a revelation is natural and right: “And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the earth and worshiped” (Ex. 34:8). Yahweh’s revelation of his just and merciful character wins him glory. Yahweh then declares that he will reveal more of his own greatness to elicit more praise for himself: “And he said, ‘Behold, I am cutting a covenant; before all your people I will do marvels, such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation. And all the people in the midst of whom you are shall see the work of Yahweh, for it is a fearful thing that I will do with you’” (34:10). 




Yahweh then stirs the hearts of the people to provide the material for the building of the tabernacle (Ex. 35:21–22), so much that the people are told not to give any more (36:4–7). The tabernacle is then constructed, and Israel’s scrupulous obedience is punctuated by almost twenty statements that Israel built the tabernacle “as Yahweh had commanded Moses” (39:1, 5, 6, 21, 26, 29, 31, 32, 42, 43; 40:16, 19, 21, 23, 25, 26, 27, 29, 32). 


Disobedience is judged, and through the judgment the people are disciplined to obey. This marked obedience in building the tabernacle is followed by Yahweh’s taking up residence among the people, stiff-necked (Ex. 34:9) though they be: 


And the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of Yahweh filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of Yahweh filled the tabernacle. In all their journeys, when the cloud lifted up from over the tabernacle, the sons of Israel would set out. But if the cloud did not lift up, then they did not set out till the day that it lifted up. For the cloud of Yahweh was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in it by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel in all their journeys. (40:34–38) 


Israel is saved through judgment, and the tabernacle, with its implements of sacrifice, makes it possible for the glorious Yahweh to take up residence—no longer outside the camp (cf. 33:7), but in their midst. Salvation comes through judgment and leads to the experience of the glory of God, a glory so overwhelming that it dictates the movements of those who perceive it. Israel has constructed the tabernacle “as Yahweh had commanded Moses.” Thus, in obedience to Yahweh’s word, they have built a microcosm—a symbolic picture of the cosmos on a reduced scale. The tabernacle symbolically depicts the world that God has made, and when his people obey him, God does for the tabernacle what he will do for the world: he fills it with his glory. The filling of the tabernacle with the glory of Yahweh is a proleptic enactment of the earth being filled with the glory of Yahweh. This is why the world exists. 


3.5 The Center of the Theology of Exodus 


The book of Exodus is very clear in its presentation of Yahweh’s intentions. He intends to save Israel through the judgment of Egypt, and he intends this judgment on Egypt to be severe. He intends to humble Pharaoh and his people. He intends to force them to recognize that he, not their gods, is Lord. He wants Egypt, Israel, and all the earth to know that he is Yahweh. And they will know that he is simultaneously just and merciful, so much so that the finite mind can scarcely perceive the glory of the justice and the mercy as they intermingle and radiate with the blinding splendor of the one they reveal. Yahweh glorifies himself at the exodus by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt. 
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