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STORY AND SYMBOL


Your symbols, Lord, are everywhere.


—Ephrem the Syrian


I still remember the first time I ever picked up a Bible. I was twelve years old and had wandered into a seldom used room in our home. On a dusty shelf, I found a large white Bible embossed in gold, opened randomly to 1 Corinthians, and began reading about “boasting in the Lord.” Knowing nothing about the context of this letter, I quickly turned to a random page in Leviticus, only to discover a strange depiction of an ancient, sacrificial ritual. Two questions emerged that day that would continue to perplex me throughout my Christian life. The first concerned the connection between these two books of the Bible: What does a passage about animal sacrifices have in common with a letter exhorting a church to stop boasting? The only threads linking these passages together seemed to be the thin strings glued to the book binding. The second question concerned the significance of these passages: How does one encounter the living God in a passage about animal sacrifice?


What I discovered on that Pennsylvania afternoon thirty years ago remains true today: the Bible cannot be read like any other book. While it contains the same kinds of words on the same kinds of pages as novels and biographies, it cannot be read in the same way. Christians claim that the Bible is a story—a story with a beginning, middle, and end, with specific characters and themes, and a distinctive narrative arch. But what the reader is confronted with is a hodgepodge of stories, poetry, and letters written by a number of different authors over hundreds, if not thousands, of years. How can one clear narrative be discerned out of this collection of writings? Furthermore, Christians claim that the Bible enables a direct and immediate encounter with God through Jesus Christ on every page. Yet it is often hard to see how this is possible, particularly when one reads the Old Testament: How can old stories about war, ancient proverbs about farming, and apocalyptic visions help us connect directly to the Son of God? We can refer to these questions as the horizontal and vertical challenges of reading the Bible.


This book stitches together these disparate pages of the Bible by focusing on the image of the mountain. Specifically, it tells the story of the Bible through the encounters between God and humanity on Mount Eden, Mount Sinai, Mount Tabor, and Mount Zion. Focusing on these mountain stories and the symbols associated with them will allow us to engage in horizontal and vertical readings of the entire Bible.







A RETURN TO SYMBOL


Throughout the centuries it has been the responsibility of pastors to help Christians overcome these horizontal and vertical challenges in order to encounter God on each of the Bible’s pages. In recent years, there has been a welcome rediscovery of the horizontal reading of scripture through an emphasis on narrative: the Bible is a single story about creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. This has provided an extraordinarily helpful way for Christians to see how the books of the Bible fit together.1 However, there are limits to this narrative approach, as it can deemphasize those books of the Bible that seem less important to this central story. The poetry of the psalms, the vivid accounts of worship in Leviticus, and the chaotic visions of the prophets just do not seem to be as important as other books that push the story along. Furthermore, a focus only on this horizontal, linear reading of the Bible can tend to make the Old Testament seem, well, old. It becomes simply the history of all that had to happen before Jesus was born. Now that Jesus has arrived, those stories are no longer important. The Old Testament becomes the prequel of a movie: interesting for diehard fans, but not essential to the main event.


Fortunately, there are other ways of reading the Bible that have helped readers stitch together the connective tissue of the Bible both horizontally and vertically. One way, preferred by many ancient Christians, is to focus on symbols. The Bible is filled with words that describe specific objects like trees, water, and swords. When we read these words, a symbol of these objects enters into our minds. For instance, when I read the word sword, I picture in my mind a sharpened piece of steel attached to a wooden hilt. An ancient method of reading Scripture is to look for places where these symbols are used throughout the Bible in order to discern how they help us better understand the biblical story, with the ultimate goal of discovering how they point to Jesus. Symbols, in a sense, are the binding agents of the Bible—they bind the individual books of the Bible together, they bind those books to Jesus, and finally, they bind Jesus to the reader.


This approach was predominant amongst early Christian theologians such as Marcarius and Gregory of Nyssa, and aspects of this approach can be found throughout Christian art and theology, from the poems of John Donne to the sermons of the African American preacher C. L. Franklin. But the most prominent champion of reading the Bible for symbolism was Ephrem the Syrian, a fourth century theologian and poet. His most famous work is a collection of poems called Hymns on Paradise, which chronicle Adam and Eve’s life on Mount Eden, and how our eternal goal of life on Mount Zion serves as a return to our original Edenic paradise.


These authors offer us a way of understanding how these various symbols allow us to read the Bible both horizontally and vertically. First, they string together, horizontally, the various books of the Bible so we can see how one collection of books tells a single story. The entire story of the Bible points to our universal need for relationship with God through faith in Jesus Christ. Once we come to faith in Jesus, these same symbols allow us to read the Bible vertically: they serve as constant reminders of Jesus and allow us to have a more immediate encounter with God on every page of the Bible. Because this approach was second nature for ancient authors, their commentaries on the Bible often float seamlessly between the horizontal and the vertical.







AN EXAMPLE: THE TREE OF LIFE


What did this method of reading look like in practice? One example is found in Genesis 2, where we read about the tree of life. This description immediately brings to mind images of a bark-encrusted, wood trunk and silky, soft, green leaves. Later, at the end of the Bible, the tree of life makes another appearance next to Jesus on Mount Zion in Revelation 22. Ancient readers would draw the obvious conclusion that these trees somehow horizontally connect the story of Eden in Genesis with the story of Zion in Revelation. But ancient readers went further than this by reading these passages vertically, with the assumption of faith in Jesus. They noticed how Jesus stands next to the tree of life in Revelation and drew a connection between the person of Jesus and the tree. The main similarity was wood: trees are composed of wood, and Jesus died on a wooden cross. Therefore, the symbol of the tree, and other references to trees and wood in the Bible, began to be associated with Jesus’s death on the cross.


For instance, Abraham’s worship of God at the tree of Mamre was also seen as an instance of the worship of Jesus underneath the wooden cross, and the wood thrown into the water by Moses to purify it became a sign of the cross which purifies our hearts. The tree of life, as well as other passages related to wood in the Bible, are now capable of pointing vertically to Jesus, allowing us to participate more fully in his saving power. Furthermore, these passages can now be associated with our personal relationship with God. You can walk outside and, upon seeing a large tree, be instantly reminded of the tree of life and of Jesus’s death on a wooden cross. This captivation of our imagination enables a seemingly mundane walk in the park to become a reminder of the gift of life and the saving power of the cross. An encounter with Jesus is no longer limited to the few minutes we spend reading the Bible each day but is now available whenever we feel the coarse wood grain on our fingertips, or rest under the cool shade of a maple tree.







THE MOUNTAIN


While the Bible can be read through a whole host of images similar to the tree of life, there is one key symbol that strings together nearly the entire Bible: mountains. Mountains are locations in the Bible where human beings encounter God. At key moments throughout the Bible, God calls individuals up to a mountain top so that they might encounter his glory and hear his words.


In what follows, I will discuss the story of the Bible through the individual accounts of four mountains: Eden, Sinai, Tabor, and Zion.2 Each story culminates with an encounter between God and humanity on the peak of a mountain. All four stories share other symbols as well, such as trees, water, garments, and glory. Together, the accounts of these four mountains tell a dramatic and dynamic story of the creation and redemption of the world and God’s relationship with human beings:


The story of Mount Eden concerns the creation of the world, which culminates with the creation of Adam and Eve. This story chronicles humankind’s fall away from God into sin and brokenness which leads to a fall off of Mount Eden. Mount Eden introduces the reader to many of the key symbols (mountains, rivers, trees, garments) that will reoccur throughout the rest of the Bible.


The story of Mount Sinai is the story of how God begins the process of rescuing his creation by forming a people, the Israelites, who are capable of having a limited relationship with him. The culmination of this story comes when the Israelites journey through the wilderness and arrive at Mount Sinai. It ends with the prophets revealing what has been accomplished by God through this journey, but also what needs to be completed by Jesus.


The story of Mount Tabor is the story of how God finally and definitively addresses the problem of sin by becoming a human being. It is primarily the story of Jesus, and one of its culminating points is the revelation of Jesus in his divine glory on Mount Tabor.


The story of Mount Zion is the story of how God finishes his rescue mission by sending his Spirit into the hearts of the followers of Jesus, allowing them to participate in spreading the good news of Jesus’s victory of sin and death throughout the world. It culminates in the return of Jesus, a final judgment on sin, and the descent of heaven to earth on top of Mount Zion. The Mount Zion pictured at the end of the book of Revelation serves as both a return to Mount Eden and a fulfillment of the hopes of Mount Eden.


While this book will give the linear, horizontal progression of the biblical story through an account of these four mountains, there will be moments that examine how these various symbols also orient the reader vertically: pointing to faith in Jesus and a life lived in relationship with the God of the universe. As we will discover, the Bible invites us to see our own relationship with God as existing on a kind of spiritual mountain, where we walk alongside Adam, Moses, and Peter in ascending to partake in God’s glory.







MELODY AND HARMONY


One of the ways we can understand how the mountains and symbols of the Bible stitch the story of redemption together both horizontally and vertically is to think of them as musical notes, capable of providing both melody and harmony. Melody is a series of single notes played over time to make a song. For instance, one can play fourteen notes over half a minute to create the song “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” Each note is essential to forming a coherent melody. Harmony, however, takes these same notes and stacks them on top of one another to create a single sound, called a chord.


We can play the symbols over linear time to get the melody, the story of the Bible. The main melody is provided by the mountains: Mount Eden is the starting note of a melodic line that stretches through Sinai and Tabor and ends with the last note, Mount Zion. From there, more melodic lines are discovered by tracing each symbol through the whole story of the Bible. We can tell the story of the Bible through water, or through trees, or through fire. Each time we make these horizontal, melodic connections through different passages of the Bible, we discover a new song, with a beautiful and catchy melody that gets inside our heads and never leaves.


In addition, we can take these same symbols and stack them on top of each other to create a single harmonious chord. When we see particular symbols repeated in the Bible, we are invited to read them in tandem with each other. In so doing we discover that each passage of the Bible that involves a symbol can enrich our reading of another passage that has that same symbol. For instance, we learn more about Jesus’s crucifixion when we see the wood of the cross as the same wood that was stained with blood at the Passover. The Passover now becomes a story about the cross, and vice versa.


We are even invited to interweave our own experiences at church, in prayer, and in nature into these harmonious chords. The symbols in the Bible can be seen in our daily lives, creating further opportunities for connections and ways of understanding spiritual concepts. We are invited to let the Bible interpret our experiences in the world, allowing for a fuller and richer life with God in the present. For instance, our experience at church drinking the cup of communion wine can become an opportunity for us to experience the celebration of Abraham and Melchizedek (chapter 6), the death of Christ on the cross (chapter 13), and our future heavenly feast with Jesus on Mount Zion (chapter 17). This enables a fuller and richer vertical encounter with God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As we will discover, the reason we can do this is because the Bible is from God, and God exists outside of time. When we enter into the Bible, we are entering into the life of God, and this enables us to make the past and future of the Bible our present, to read ourselves into its stories and see our life through its pages.


This book is intended to help you read the Bible horizontally and vertically, melodically and harmonically. As the melody progresses through Eden, Sinai, Tabor, and Zion, the various symbols encountered in each chapter will help you draw connections between books of the Bible. These same symbols will invite us to stack the stories of the Bible on top of each other, seeing how each passage enriches the other. Many of the quotes that open each chapter are examples of this kind of harmonious reading of the Bible.







THE ADVANTAGES OF THIS APPROACH


By focusing on the significance of mountains throughout the Bible, I will present an alternative to approaches that focus solely on narrative, but my hope is to complement the incredible work done by authors who have taken different narrative approaches. The Bible is the richest book ever written and, as such, invites multiple avenues of explaining its central contents. A focus on mountains and other related symbols, however, highlights aspects of the Bible that are missing from other accounts.


In fact, it highlights many parts of the Bible that are often ignored by modern readers. When we pick up the Bible, it is easy for us to jump to the most important and easiest-to-read passages, skipping the hardest and (seemingly) dullest parts. This often means privileging New Testament books such as the Gospels and the letters of Paul over the Old Testament. Because mountains are prevalent images throughout the Bible, an approach that centers upon them highlights many passages, including the ones that can get overlooked. Books such as Exodus, Leviticus, Hebrews, and Revelation become richer when understood through the symbolism of the mountain. Even odd stories of animal sacrifices and apocalyptic visions are rendered intelligible and vibrant when seen against the backdrop of life with God on his mountain.


This approach also invites a fresh reading of the Bible. Viewing Scripture through mountain symbology restores non-linear, vertical readings of key passages. The Old Testament is not dead history, but a living text that invites us to see ourselves as bound up in its stories, and as persons sharing in the joys and struggles of Adam, Eve, and Moses. Every page becomes an opportunity to see Jesus and examine our own relationship with him. Each page, story, and symbol is an opportunity to be raised up into the very life of God, to understand more fully God the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit. We do not have to wait until we get to the New Testament to hear about Jesus, baptism, or communion. When we read the Bible vertically, we discover that God wants to teach us about himself, his Son, and our life with him, from the very beginning of the Bible. Reading the Bible this way has reminded me that there are unending riches in its pages, an inexhaustible fountain of life from which we can drink whenever we are thirsty.


And lastly, this approach gives a more vivid account of what life with God encompasses in the present and in our eternal future. Often, we can read the Bible with a focus solely upon the question of how we gain access to God, rather than on what happens after we do. It can lead us to focus almost exclusively on the question of salvation: how am I saved from sin and how can I enter into a relationship with God? Though these questions are of the utmost importance, our fixation with them can lead us to think that the Bible has very little to tell us concerning the events of our lives after we believe. The goal of life becomes getting to heaven, while our conception of life in heaven is virtually non-existent.


While the Bible does tell us how we can be saved from sin and enter into eternal life with God, it also tells us what we are saved for. The vivid portrayals of the mountains are meant to show us what life with God is like, both now and in eternity. As we will discover in the ensuing chapters, mountains represent our home with God; the place where we work, worship, and experience peace with him and his creation.







HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


This book is for anyone who wants a fuller grasp of the biblical story, whether they are new to Christianity or have been a Christian their entire life. Those new to Christianity will discover that the mountains in the Bible reveal a straightforward story that is dramatic and compelling. Older Christians will discover a new way of reading the Bible, one that draws together some of the more forgotten books of scripture and sees the connections between the Bible and Christian worship. My hope is that all readers might learn to cultivate an eye towards the way God uses symbols to weave together a beautiful, biblical tapestry. But above all, I hope everyone who reads this book will grow in their love for and knowledge of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.


In order to help readers encounter the Bible horizontally, I have based each ensuing chapter on a series of passages from the Bible that will take the reader from its beginning in Genesis to its conclusion in Revelation. It is suggested that one reads the corresponding biblical selections before reading each chapter. Those relatively unfamiliar with the Bible may want to read the biblical selections two or three times.


In order to help readers encounter the Bible vertically, I have included below descriptions of the key symbols that are used throughout Scripture. This compendium of symbols is akin to a legend on a map: when one sees a symbol on a map, they turn to the legend to understand the meaning and significance of that symbol. As one encounters these symbols in scripture and in the pages of this book, they can turn back to this map legend, which will enable the reader to understand how these symbols stitch the Bible together and point us upward to a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.


Ultimately, this book seeks to draw all of its readers into the exciting drama of the Bible and to see themselves as caught up within its story. In essence, we are each invited to climb the mountain alongside its protagonists and the forbearers of our faith.






	A Guide to the Symbols of the Bible







	Symbol


	Meaning







	Mountain


	Home with God, relationship with God, paradise, God’s presence







	Water


	Death, life, chaos, separation, baptism, river of life







	Tree/Wood


	Tree of life, the cross, tree of knowledge of good and evil







	Fire


	Holy Spirit, purification, holiness, judgment







	Glory/Sun


	God’s presence, God’s glory







	Garments/Clothing


	Covered in God’s glory, being close to God







	Bread and Wine


	Manna, Communion, the body and blood of Christ, wedding celebration







	Sword/Spear


	Prevents humanity from entering Eden, prevents full access to God







	Cloud/Curtain/Veil


	The presence and hiddenness of God, prevents access to God’s full presence







	Oil


	Anointing, product of tree of life, healing







	Blood/Lamb


	Sacrifice, Jesus’s death, lifeblood, innocence







	Altar


	Place of sacrifice, table of worship, Communion table, wedding feast table







	Wind


	Holy Spirit, breath of God







	Stone


	Foundation of Eden/Zion, stones of the temple, living stones of the church, Christ the cornerstone







	Serpent


	Evil, sin, Satan, death







	Trumpet


	God’s voice, holy teaching, judgment, resurrection















PART 1:


THE STORY OF MOUNT EDEN
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GOD CREATES


On Genesis 1–2:3 and Psalm 104:1–24


Do you see the excellent distinction and the wonderful craftsmanship, surpassing all comment, happening by a single word and command?


—John Chrysostom


Every breath we take is a reminder that we were created by God. The words formed with our breath remind us of the word of God spoken by the Father when he created the sun, moon, earth, and sky. The oxygen that pumps through our lungs reminds us of the divine wind of the Holy Spirit, which moved over the abyss at the beginning of creation.


I remember the precise moment I fell in love with jazz music. I was listening to Blue Train by John Coltrane in my bedroom at age 15, when Lee Morgan’s trumpet solo began in the middle of the track, and reverberated within my heart and soul in ways that I can barely describe in words. Before that moment, jazz music sounded to me like a random clash of noises and notes, the auditory equivalent of gibberish. But in the middle of that trumpet solo, those harsh noises suddenly transformed into sweet melodies. I began to recognize how the sounds of the piano, bass, and drums fit like puzzle pieces together to provide harmony and rhythm to undergird the beautiful melody. In that moment by the stereo in my bedroom, I crossed the Rubicon from liking to loving music, and there was no turning back. One of the natural outflows of this newly acquired love was that I picked up an instrument and learned to create music myself.


We create out of love and out of our loves. When we fall in love with someone or something, it often energizes us to create. If you fall in love with paintings, you might pick up a brush. If you fall in love with architecture, you might pick up a slide rule. If you fall in love with a person, you might write them love letters. The Bible says something similar when it talks about God creating the world. It tells us that God created the world, not by accident or out of necessity, but out of love. As such, we can use the metaphor of the artist and their artwork to guide our understanding of Genesis 1.1 The purpose of the first chapter of the Bible is to tell us the identity of the artist (God), how he goes about creating the world (through order and abundance), and finally, the purpose of this creation (delight).







WHO CREATES? GOD THE FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT


We can learn more about a work of art or music if we get to know the person who made it. In an art appreciation course, one might read the biographies of Van Gogh and Da Vinci to better understand their paintings. A painting does not simply fall out of the sky, but is created by a person, and as such, reflects something about them. Their art bears a stamp, a kind of reflection of their personality. So, when we learn something about an artist and the way they painted, we can better understand their artwork. My appreciation of the jazz album Blue Train led me to learn everything I could about John Coltrane and the making of that album. I even researched the specific location where it was made and the engineers who recorded it!


At some point in our lives, most of us have wondered where the world came from and who created it. Fortunately for us, the Bible begins by giving us some answers to these deep human questions. The opening lines of Genesis reveal the identity of the creator of all things: God the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit. He is one God in three persons, what Christians call the Trinity. We can see the Trinity in the wind and words in Genesis 1. In the Bible, the symbol of wind is often associated with the Holy Spirit and the breath of God. Also, the words of God are often associated with Jesus, who is both the Son of God and the Word of God (see John 1:1). In Genesis 1:2 we see that a divine wind is hovering over the waters, which is the presence of the Holy Spirit. Then, in the next sentence, God speaks these words: “Let there be light.” These words are a sign of the presence of the Son of God. We learn from these first few sentences in the Bible that the creator of the world is one God, but is also three: God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God the Father speaks the Word (the Son), and the wind of the Spirit moves to create light, land, sea, plants, and animals.


An analogy that can help us picture what is happening in creation is to think of what happens when we give a command to a pet. When I tell a dog to sit, three things happen. I first think of the command in my mind, I then exhale wind out of my lungs, and with my tongue form the word “sit.” As a result, the dog sits down in response. The thinking, breathing, and speaking are all intertwined actions of one being: myself. Similarly, at creation, we can picture God the Father commanding, God the Spirit as the wind and breath, and God the Son as the words: “Let there be light.” The result of this command is light coming into existence. All these actions are simultaneously the work of one God.


This first chapter of Genesis continues to reveal more about the identity of God by telling us how He goes about creating. One thing you will notice in Genesis 1 is that there is no struggle or hardship involved in creation. Unlike other ancient creation stories, the world was not created through epic fights between rival gods. Nor was the world created by some arduous manipulation of matter, like the construction of a modern-day skyscraper. Also, God does not create the world out of loneliness or need or boredom. Instead, God effortlessly created all things seen and unseen, and after each day of creation, delighted in his work by declaring it good. What this tells us is that the world was created by God out of love, like a musician creates a song out of their love of music, or a painter creates a portrait out of their love for art.


God created the world out of love because God is love. Within God there is a dynamic and active love between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—the Father loves the Son, the Son loves the Father, and the Holy Spirit is the bond of love between the Father and the Son. And it is this abundant Trinitarian love that “pours out and creates the goodness in things.”2







HOW DOES GOD CREATE? ORDER AND ABUNDANCE


The artist crafts and shapes their work of love by bringing form and order out of chaos. The painter does not randomly slosh paint on canvas, nor does the pianist smash keys at random. Instead, they turn paint and notes into coherent forms: the glob of blue paint becomes a cerulean skyline and a brown smudge is shaped into an oak tree. These finished works of art all have a certain order and intelligibility to them that can be discovered and appreciated by an audience. For instance, as I delved deep into my love of music, I discovered that beneath the surface of Blue Train was an elaborate architecture of chord progressions and rhythmic precision.


God crafted the world by bringing form and order out of the matter he created. He began by creating, controlling, and taming the primordial waters. Water was akin to God’s paint, which he controlled and formed to begin creation.3 He then continued onward—heaven is separated from earth, water from land, and fish from fowl. As the days of creation progressed, God’s works became more complex and intricate, from inorganic to organic, from inert to energetic. There is an order and progression to creation that invites our minds to discover, just as I sought to learn about the depth and complexity of jazz music. In fact, many of the first modern scientists were inspired by a Christian view of creation to uncover the logic of creation. In so doing they discovered that this divinely created order extends even to gravitational constants and molecular structures. Isaac Newton, for instance, praised God for the beautiful and intelligible order of his universe, declaring that “it is the perfection of God’s works that they are all done with the greatest simplicity. He is the God of order and not of confusion.”4


While God created in an orderly fashion, this does not mean that the world is ordinary. If creation was only orderly and efficient, it would look more like an automotive plant than an ecosystem. Works of art are more than just structured pigments and notes; they also exude an abundant beauty that exceeds their form. This is why the greatest works of art are the objects of infinite praise and discussion: thousands of people continue to appreciate the Mona Lisa and Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony centuries after their creation. God’s creation invites our awe and wonder in a similar way. The more time we spend in God’s creation, the more we discover how many different plants, animals, colors, and sounds exist. When I was young, I thought there was only one kind of orange, a navel orange. But as I grew older, I discovered that there were hundreds of varieties of oranges in many different sizes and shapes. Similarly, one of the first times I walked through a botanical garden, I discovered that God created more than one color of tulip. In fact, He created thousands of unique tulip colors and patterns. The varieties of fruits and various colors of flowers do not need to exist in the world. Humanity could survive without tangerines and azure petals. But God is an artist who gives out of joy and abundance, providing us more than what we need and giving us a beautiful world that surpasses anything else we could imagine.


We can see the abundance of creation in Genesis 1 through its repeated mention of seeds. Each plant that God makes produces an abundance of seeds, more than what is needed to repopulate the earth. God in a sense overproduces, making a world that generates more than what is necessary for its survival. God showers his creation, just as a grandmother showers her grandchildren with extravagant and unnecessary gifts. When we give out of love, we give abundantly. And since the world was created out of God’s Trinitarian love, it exudes beauty and opulence. Our response to this beauty should be to shout God’s praise, like the Psalmist: “O LORD, how manifold are your works!” (Psalm 104:24).







GOD’S MASTERPIECE: THE CREATION OF HUMAN BEINGS


Artists are identified by their masterpieces. When I think of Michelangelo, I instantly picture my time in Rome, staring at the Sistine Chapel. When I hear the name Beethoven, I instantly hum the Fifth Symphony. While Genesis 1 proceeds by showing an orderly progression of increasingly complex organisms, it culminates in God’s masterpiece: the formation of humankind. In many ways, the creation of humankind is in line with the logical progression of creation, as human beings share many of the same characteristics as other mammals. But God does something special with human beings. While on the first five days of creation God creates through a simple command, on the sixth day he takes a little more time. Like many great artists, God spends more time and devotion on his masterpiece. Specifically, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit take time to deliberate. There is a kind of Trinitarian conversation that occurs, with God declaring: “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (Genesis 1:26, NRSV, emphasis mine). Gregory of Nyssa sees this act of deliberation as a sign of the special value God grants to human beings: “See how worthy you are! Your origins are not in an imperative. Instead, God deliberated about the best way to bring to life a creation worthy of honor.”5


It is the likeness to God and the image of God that makes human beings God’s masterpiece. To be created in the likeness of God means that human beings are given certain abilities that reflect the abilities of God, most notably the freedom to be creative. Just as God creates the world freely out of love like a great artist, human beings are the only species capable of freely creating works of art out of love. Human beings, however, are given the capacity to do a multitude of creative things such as art and music, but also an assortment of hobbies, sports, and other ventures. Furthermore, humans are given the freedom to choose how to order these loves. In middle school, for instance, I chose playing football over playing basketball, and chose the jazz band over the orchestra.


But the most important freedom we are granted as people created in the likeness of God is the freedom to love others and form relationships. We get to choose to be friends with other people and can choose to spend our time developing closer friendships with some people as opposed to others. Many of us are given the opportunity to marry someone we love, and we are given the freedom to remain single. Our relational freedom culminates in our ability to choose to love God. Human beings are not God’s pets, whom he trains to do special tricks on command. Instead, human beings are given the ability to have friendship with God on a personal level. They can choose to love God and use their freedom to cultivate friendship with God in unique ways.


This ability to choose to love someone, and for someone to choose to love us back, is what makes friendships so special. I might love some material object like my stereo or my car, but this love pales in comparison to the love experienced in my marriage. Our relationship with God is the highest of our loves because it is predicated on this freedom. God did not create us out of some need or necessity, but out of love. And he invites us to choose to love him back out of love. But this ability to choose comes with great risks, because it opens up the possibility that human beings will choose not to love God or others. We all know that choosing a best friend is riskier than choosing a car, because a best friend can decide to reject our love. When God created human beings, he did not create robots. He created individuals who could choose to love him, and in so doing risked the possibility that they might choose to reject his love.


In addition to being created in the likeness of God, human beings are also created in the image of God, which means that they uniquely reflect the glory of God. In the Bible, God’s glory is related to his goodness and beauty. Since God is intrinsically and perfectly beautiful, to encounter God is to be overwhelmed by his goodness, perfection, and beauty. God, we can say, radiates goodness and beauty, and we call this radiation glory. This radiating glory is shown throughout the Bible through the symbols of the sun and light.


To be created in the image of God means that human beings have a close intimacy with God, so much so that some of God’s glory is reflected through us. Human beings can reflect God’s glory just as a mirror brilliantly reflects the sun’s radiance. This speaks to the intrinsic beauty and worth of every individual human being. While we are given some of the creative freedom of God, we know that many people never get the opportunity to fully express this creativity. However, each and every person, whether they are still in their mother’s womb or forever confined to a hospital bed, still bears the image of God. When we recognize this capacity to reflect God’s glory in ourselves and in others, our primary response should be to reflect back to God shouts of praise and worship, which is the ultimate goal of humankind.







THE GOAL OF CREATION: SABBATH WORSHIP


Most artists create with a goal in mind. A symphony is meant to be performed in a grand concert hall, a painting is meant to be viewed in an art gallery. If we are God’s masterpiece, what is God’s ultimate goal for us? The creation story in Genesis 1 does not conclude with the creation of human beings, but instead culminates in a seventh day, the Sabbath. The pinnacle of creation is not the formation of human beings, but the introduction of Sabbath rest. In understanding the significance of this day, we will in turn understand the ultimate goal of human beings.


On this seventh day we read that God rested. Why does God rest? Surely it is not because God is exhausted or tired, since he is inexhaustible. Instead, God rests in order to delight in what he has accomplished and set an example for human beings who do grow weary. The final step an artist takes is to stand back and admire their handiwork. When I lived in Chicago, I played music in several bands, and one of the greatest experiences occurred when we finished recording a song in the studio. It was a moment to stand back and enjoy the great music that me and my friends created together. Likewise, on the seventh day the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit take a step back to admire and delight in all they have created.


We saw in the first few lines of Genesis that God creates out of love and not out of need. We are not created to fill some emptiness in God. God is not waiting for human beings to perform some grand deed before he is proud of what he has created. Instead, God simply delights in his creation before it acts or accomplishes anything on its own. This should bring the followers of God immense peace in this age of anxiety and stress. So much of our anxiety is driven by our desire to achieve, to succeed, and to make a difference in the world. This drive can cause us to believe that our self-worth is tied up with our achievements. We can think that our failures somehow diminish our worth, or even make us disappointments in God’s eyes. It is in these moments that we must remember that God does not need our labors or our achievements, but simply delights in us as an artist delights in their masterpiece. His delight in us precedes any work we do and even precedes our very existence! As such, our labors in this world are supposed to proceed from an acknowledgement of his love, not an effort to earn it.


The creation story ends with God blessing the seventh day and making it holy by setting it apart from the other days of the week. Since human beings are made in God’s image, they are invited to respond by resting and delighting in God every seven days. As God rests to delight in his creation, creation rests to delight in God. This kind of active delighting is what we call worship, which Christians practice each Sunday at church.


The goal of the Christian life is to enter into Sabbath rest, delighting in God and worshiping him. This should profoundly impact how we think of the idea of Sabbath. Many of us think of Sundays, for example, as a kind of relaxing personal day that is supposed to refresh us for the real work of life that takes place during the week. It is our free time to use to engage in whatever strikes our fancy. But in the Bible, God calls us to take this one day a week as a Sabbath day, a day meant not for passive relaxation but active worship of God. This delightful, peaceful, and active worship is the ultimate goal of human beings, and this is why we are invited to spend a day each week devoted to it.


We are created to reflect God’s glory and worship him in pure and utter delight. This has been the reason why God’s people, from ancient Israelites to modern Christians, have devoted an entire day to refraining from work and gathering together to worship God. As we will discover, the tabernacle, and then the church, is supposed to be a unique and special place where human beings ascend to the top of the mountain to actively delight in God in praise and worship. Sabbath worship is what human beings were created for. Worship in church is meant to be the starting point of each week. Personal devotion to God is meant to be a staple of each day. And the culmination of human life will be the opportunity to eternally worship God on the heavenly Mount Zion. While we oftentimes think of heaven as a place free of hardship, where we will be reunited with our departed loved ones, the main event in heaven will be worship. The Sabbath is meant to give us a glimpse of this ultimate heavenly prize and to train us for that which we will be doing in eternity: worshiping the infinite, ineffable, beautiful God on Mount Zion.


When we fail to prioritize the Sabbath and fail to make time to go to church to worship God, it might not be because we are too busy with other activities in life. It might be because we do not truly believe that the worship of God is the most important thing in life. Whatever personal or practical obstacles that prevent us from entering into Sabbath rest must be overcome, for if one does not learn how to delight in Sabbath worship, then one will find heaven to be quite a disappointing affair.







A GLIMPSE OF PARADISE


Human beings are God’s masterpiece, formed in his likeness and image. We are objects of God’s infinite delight and are created to respond by constantly delighting in God. Humanity has as its goal an eternal and never-ending Sabbath rest, and God gives us one day a week as an opportunity to experience a foretaste of our eternal life in paradise. What is life like in this eternal paradise, and what does this active relationship with God look like in detail? The Bible continues by describing in detail the location of paradise and our once and future life in it by chronicling the life of Adam and Eve upon Mount Eden.







3


MOUNT EDEN


On Genesis 2:4–25 and Psalm 139:1–17


Both men and women,


are clothed in raiment of light;


the garments provided to cover their nakedness


are swallowed up in glory.


—Ephrem the Syrian


Our souls long for Eden. Every dip in a cool stream foreshadows a plunge into its rivers of life. Each time we recline on the trunk of a shady tree foretells our eternal rest under the tree of life. Each moment of warmth with a close friend inclines our hearts to yearn for that eternal intimacy with God which can only be had on his mountain.







THE MAIN STORYLINE


Genesis 2 gives us the crucial details for understanding the storyline of Bible and introduces us to a host of symbols that sparks in every soul a desire to return to our heavenly home. In this way it is like the opening pages of other books. The opening pages of a novel often introduce the reader to all the essentials for understanding the story: the setting, the main characters, and the story’s essential themes. For instance, within the first few pages of Jane Eyre one is introduced to its setting (Northern England in the 1880s), its main character (Jane), and its major themes (class status, perseverance, and morality).


Similarly, the Bible introduces the setting, main characters, and major themes in just the first two chapters of Genesis. What is fascinating about Genesis 2 is that it is both the beginning of the story of Mount Eden and at the same time a microcosm of the entire biblical story. It presents to us a picture of humanity’s life with God, with Adam and Eve serving as representatives for humanity as a whole. Thus, when we read Genesis 2, we are called to see ourselves in the persons of Adam and Eve. The story of Mount Eden is not just an ancient account of God and the first human beings; it is also the story of our life with God. We are called to see ourselves living with God on his mountain, to picture ourselves walking with God in the garden and ascending and descending the slopes of Eden.


This chapter will unpack Genesis 2 by describing its setting and main characters, and end by highlighting the major themes that emerge within this account, which are home, harmony, work, and worship. Along the way, Genesis 2 also introduces a number of key symbols (water, trees, and garments) that will continue to appear throughout the Bible. Many of the melodic lines of the biblical story begin with these symbols, and each of them invites us in turn to make biblical harmony, seeing Jesus at work in Eden and seeing our own lives within the story.







THE SETTING: MOUNTAIN, WATER, AND TREES


Like many stories, the setting of Genesis 2 is a home. We all long for a home. Home is one of the principal markers of our identity. “Where are you from?” is a common question we ask of new acquaintances. For those who are far away from home, this question can evoke a bittersweet longing. The diaries of soldiers during the Second World War are littered with talk of returning home to familiar comforts. Refugees often miss the native foods from their homeland and wish they could share a meal with the friends and family they have had to leave behind. Our conception of home is always tied to physical things and physical locations, and often includes specific elements such as houses, neighbors, food, and climate.


Genesis 2 begins by describing Adam and Eve’s home, Mount Eden, the physical location where they dwell with God and one another. As we will discover, mountains will serve throughout the Bible as similar meeting points between God and humankind, as well as provide an enduring symbol of our home with God. Figure 1 that follows gives us a helpful rendering of Mount Eden and the various images that are located on Eden.


A common misconception about Eden is that it was a flat piece of garden land. However, the Bible depicts Eden as a bountiful and beautiful mountain that Adam and Eve traversed daily with God. The careful reader will notice descriptions in Genesis 2 that indicate Eden’s topography, most notably in the description of rivers. The river of life flows down from the top of Eden and into the four rivers at the bottom, which form the boundary of Mount Eden.


As we discovered in Genesis 1, water is both a sign of life and a sign of chaos and death, and we see in Genesis 2 a continuation of these signs in its depiction of Mount Eden: the river running through the garden of Eden is the river of life (Genesis 2:10) and alerts us to the fact that Eden is a place overflowing with vitality. While the river running through Eden is a sign of life, the rivers at the bottom of Eden are a sign of chaos, as they represent the boundary marker that separates home from wilderness. On Eden there is vitality through the river of life, but beyond the borders of the rivers of chaos is the unfinished wilderness, a place still in need of the fullness of God’s glory.


The Garden of Eden resides on the top and middle portions of Mount Eden and is the place where Adam is called to have close intimacy with God. While residing on Mount Eden, Adam and Eve are called by God to enter the garden and walk with him. Think of visiting a botanical garden with a dear friend. In experiencing such a beautiful place, teeming with life, you grow closer as you walk, talk, and explore together. Adam and Eve had this type of intimacy with the God of the universe within the Garden of Eden.


Gardens overflow with an abundance of plant life, and the most prominent gardens feature beautiful and exotic trees. Trees are essential to human existence: they produce oxygen necessary for breathing, shade on hot days, food for the hungry, and wood for the bitter cold. They are magnificent signs of the splendor of God’s creation, towering above all living things. The plant life of the Garden of Eden similarly culminates in a series of trees that produce fruit to nourish Adam and Eve both physically and spiritually. The two most prominent of these are the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. These trees demarcate the middle and top of Mount Eden. The tree of the knowledge sits at the midway point of the mountain and serves as a kind of gateway to the summit of Eden. At the very top of Eden is the tree of life, which symbolizes a full relational maturity between Adam, Eve, and God.1


Figure 1: Mount Eden—Genesis 2


[image: P37]







THE CHARACTERS: ADAM AND EVE


While Genesis 2 presents us with vivid images of Mount Eden, it provides us little background information about its two main characters, Adam and Eve. However, the description of the trees on Eden gives us a clue into their lives, as these trees represent stages of developmental growth. As Adam and Eve grew closer to God, they would be able to ascend further and further up Eden, and in turn, eat from more and more trees. What this tells us about Adam and Eve is that, although they were without sin, they were still not fully mature. One of the earliest Christian writers, Irenaeus of Lyon, speaks of Adam of Eve as children, sinless but still in need of growth into full maturity.2


The future of a child is one marked by continued growth and maturity, and from time immemorial, cultures have set aside certain ceremonies and rituals to celebrate significant stages of growth. Two of the most prominent of these stages are the transition from childhood to adulthood, and the transition from singleness to marriage. The two major trees in the garden of Eden were meant to signify these two major milestones of maturity.


First, there is the transition from childhood into adulthood. As a child grows, they increase in their capacity for knowledge, and they are able to perform more complex tasks. A child can understand basic math, while an adult can understand complex algebra. A child can ride a tricycle, while an adult can operate an automobile. While such progress happens slowly over time, it is also demarcated by specific events. For instance, Americans celebrate sweet sixteen parties, when a child is deemed mature enough to drive a car. I can remember vividly the first student in my class to get his driver’s license. We all piled into his van, cranked loud music, and cruised downtown unsupervised by our parents. It was our first taste of the freedom of adulthood. The keys to his car served as both a reward for maturity and as a gateway to new freedoms and experiences.


Life on Mount Eden for Adam and Eve involved a similar growth from childhood to adulthood. Maturation meant increasing their capacity for knowledge of God and each other, and an increased capacity to handle more complex tasks. The major milestone—the cultural celebration that was meant to mark their transition from childhood to adulthood—was their consumption of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. This fruit was the “solid food” of wisdom for the mature (Hebrews 5:14), meant to be consumed when God deemed Adam and Eve capable of handling a fuller knowledge of his complex creation. Ephrem the Syrian calls this tree a curtain, blocking off the higher part of Mount Eden. Thus, when Adam and Eve were ready, they could eat of this tree and have access to the higher parts of Eden and the tree of life. Eating of this tree “would have been good if partaken of at the proper time.”3


This explains the perplexing commandment that God gives to Adam and Eve: the prohibition against eating of the fruit of this tree. God gives this command, not as some sort of arbitrary rule meant to deny Adam and Eve, but rather to protect Adam and Eve from receiving knowledge that they cannot handle. God, in a sense, says to Adam and Eve, “wait until you’re older,” just as we might forbid a 5-year-old from driving a car. Giving a child the keys to a car would grant them power that they are incapable of maturely possessing, and the results of such an action could only mean harm for the child and others. Similarly, God commands Adam and Eve to refrain from eating of the tree of knowledge in order to keep them from harming themselves and each other.
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