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SERIES PREFACE

BENJAMIN L. GLADD


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

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

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

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

L. MICHAEL MORALES


“MIDWAY UPON THE JOURNEY OF OUR LIFE I found myself in a dark wilderness, for I had wandered from the straight and true.”1 Many years ago now, these famous opening lines of Dante’s Inferno pierced my heart, resonating deeply with me—just as their author, with his use of “our life,” had intended. Although a son of the church since early childhood, slowly and subtly I had been drifting away, not necessarily into scandalous or public sin but nevertheless away from fellowship with God, from seeking his face and kingdom—from the goal of Creation. As I continued reading through the whole of the Divine Comedy, the canticles led me through a sort of exodus, out of my complacency and back to God, back to the meaning of life. More on Dante in my introduction, but suffice it to say here that his poem, followed by my dissertation work under Gordon J. Wenham on Genesis and Exodus, opened for me the splendors of the exodus motif in Scripture, along with its profound implications for biblical theology. Being assigned the exodus theme for this series, therefore, has been a wonderful burden, a weight of joy. My hope and prayer is that this book may in some small way lead readers through their own “sort of exodus,” closer to God.

How does one possibly do justice to the exodus theme, especially so in keeping with the accessible, introductory nature of the ESBT series? One may, for example, trace allusions to the exodus from Genesis through Revelation, for the exodus as a literary motif may be discerned in narratives like the books of Ruth and Esther. Even in Psalms, the influence of the exodus is found well beyond any references to the historical exodus out of Egypt; rather, the recurring pattern of suffering and glory—of dying and rising, of being drawn out of the waters of Sheol—found in the psalms, is an exodus pattern. For this book, however, I have not traced such allusions, with the exception of the second chapter, on the life of Abraham. In that chapter I hope you will taste the deep significance of the exodus motif in the patriarch’s life and perhaps in your own as well. My more modest approach in this volume has been to cover the three major exodus movements in Scripture: (1) the historical exodus out of Egypt, (2) the prophesied second exodus, and (3) the new exodus accomplished by Jesus Christ. In the first part, I cover major themes of the historical exodus like God’s signs and wonders, Passover, and the mediation of Moses, since in various ways these will feed into the second two parts.

Chapters twelve and thirteen explore the new exodus, looking only at the Gospel of John. There are now hundreds upon hundreds of studies—articles, dissertations, monographs—on the exodus motif in the New Testament as a whole and within particular books like Matthew, Romans, or Revelation; it would have taken another book altogether to cover that topic more widely. In any case, every biblical theology is incomplete, a drawn-up bucket out of an endless well, and the Gospel of John is able to serve as something of a summary of New Testament theology for us—at least on the exodus theme. A bit more applicatory in nature, chapter fourteen closes our journey with a reflection on the centrality of the Messiah’s resurrection in the life and writings of the apostle Paul. I should also note here that all Scripture quotations are my own translation and follow English versification (which occasionally differs from the Hebrew text), with italics sometimes added for emphasis.

I am thankful for my wife, Elise, and boys—young men now—Armando, Augustine, Alejandro, and Andres, who bring much joy to life. Words cannot fully express my gratitude also for Eric Chimenti, whose fine and helpful tables and charts adorn this book—thank you, friend. I am thankful too for Ben Gladd, not only for the invitation to participate in this series but also for his valuable feedback as editor. Appreciation is also due Anna Gissing at InterVarsity Press for her labors on this project. Finally, my love and life to the One who in taking my judgment on himself has redeemed my soul from destruction and now leads his sheep into the dawning glory of a new creation, to the Son who served me, the risen Lord Jesus Christ—to you, together with the Father and the Spirit, be all glory and praise.
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INTRODUCTION



Who was your guide or who your lantern

to lead you forth from that deep night

which steeps the vale of hell in darkness?1



Penning a letter to his benefactor, Dante Alighieri explained the significance of the exodus in Scripture and for the Christian life.2 In doing so, he was offering the key for understanding his Divine Comedy, one of the greatest poems ever written. Referring to the opening line of Psalm 114, “When Israel went out of Egypt,” Dante wrote that while historically the verse refers to the children of Israel’s exit out of Egypt under Moses, this exodus prefigured the redemption accomplished by Jesus Christ. The exodus, he continued, also describes the soul’s conversion out of the estate of sin and misery and into the grace of salvation. Finally, the exodus even points us to the church’s consummate deliverance out of the enslavement of this corrupt old creation as God’s people are brought into the glories of the new Jerusalem in the new creation. The medieval church’s use of the fourfold interpretation of Scripture (the so-called Quadriga) has been criticized with good reason, open as it is to unbounded misuse. It is, nevertheless, a token of Dante’s genius that he narrowed in on one instance, the exodus out of Egypt, that Scripture itself uses as a multifaceted theological symbol, not only for Christ’s departure out of the grave in the “new exodus” but also for the soul’s deliverance out of the domain of darkness by spiritual rebirth.

In a brilliant passage of his poem (canto II of Purgatorio), Dante unveils his biblical theology with multiple layers of exodus symbolism streaming together onto a single scene.3 Having emerged from the pit of Sheol onto the shores of the afterlife, his face washed of death’s grime, Dante the pilgrim watches as a divinely navigated ship draws ashore, bearing the souls of the redeemed who have recently died (see Gustave Doré’s illustration in figure 0.1 at the end of this introduction). The souls are singing Psalm 114 in Latin (Psalm 113 in the Vulgate): In exitu Israël de Aegypto, a song that, as we learn from Dante’s letter, bears testimony to the historical exodus of Israel out of Egypt even as these singers are themselves undergoing an exodus, their deliverance out of corrupt creation into glory. Meanwhile Dante the pilgrim is himself experiencing spiritual conversion, symbolized by his emergence out of Sheol while still a living mortal. This scene, moreover, takes place at the dawn of Easter, celebrating the resurrection out of the grave of Jesus Christ, in whose footsteps the pilgrim follows. Resolving the ultimate exile, Dante’s exodus leads to his reentry of Eden on the summit of God’s mountain (Purgatorio XXVII-XXXIII), and his spiritual conversion is described as his being granted to come from Egypt to behold Jerusalem (Paradiso XXV.55-57).

Even the threefold structure of the poem follows the pattern of the exodus story: Inferno relates to Israel’s exodus out of Egypt, symbolic of Sheol; Purgatorio, centering on a great mountain and dealing with themes of sanctification and perseverance, relates to Israel’s wilderness experience with Mount Sinai as its focus (note the Moses-like figure of Cato encountered here); and Paradiso relates to Israel’s dwelling in the land with God, a foretaste of paradise. Dante’s theological journey—his spiritual conversion—traces the route both of Israel’s historical exodus out of Egypt and Jesus Christ’s path of death, burial, and resurrection—even his ascension into heaven. The end of redemption is not to live a bodiless, ethereal existence in the afterlife of heaven but rather to be raised up in glory with a real, new-creation body for a life of unending joy with God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All of God’s people from every nation will be ushered into a renovated heavens and earth—the final exodus, which is only (but surely) anticipated in Dante’s poem.

Throughout the Divine Comedy, the drama of Christ’s “harrowing of hell,” performed in mystery plays of the Middle Ages, functions as a conceptual backdrop. Following the pattern of the historical exodus, such harrowing-of-hell dramas portrayed Jesus at his death literally and spatially descending into hell in order to deliver the awaiting Old Testament saints, having redeemed them by his blood, and as a new Moses leading them triumphantly into paradise in a grand and wondrous exodus out of hell. These dramas attempted to portray a doctrine confessed in one of the early creeds of the church, the Apostles’ Creed, namely that Jesus “descended into hell” as our Savior (echoing Ephesians 4:9). John Calvin understood this line as referring to Jesus’ suffering the pangs of hell—God’s just wrath for the sins of his people—on the cross, and the later council of theologians known as the Westminster Assembly interpreted “he descended into hell” as referring to Jesus’ descent into the grave.4

These understandings of Jesus’ descent are profound, indicating a reality that in large measure remains for us an enigma, that the man of sorrows, smitten and forsaken, drank the bitter wine of the cup of God’s unrelenting wrath—this in place of sinners to redeem them from their own just condemnation. The medieval harrowing-of-hell drama was an attempt to portray visually and physically something of the reality of what Jesus Christ has accomplished for his people through his death and resurrection. In a sense, we may think of Israel’s historical exodus out of Egypt as God’s own harrowing-of-hell drama, a historical deliverance he ordained ultimately to teach us about the manifold glories of Jesus’ redemption. Thus, while Jesus did not physically enter a hellish cavern under the earth as found in the Inferno, one should nevertheless be careful neither to dismiss nor neglect the awe-inspiring reality of his experience and accomplishment through the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection. Ultimately, the redemption of God’s people is indeed an exodus out of a justly deserved hell and a conveyance into the paradise of God. The harrowing-of-hell drama, like the spatially structured story of the Divine Comedy itself, presents a picture of what is a profound spiritual reality—one based on God’s leading Israel out of Egypt by the hand of Moses. The historical exodus, then, became the archetypal expression of Israel’s future hope, a mythos, explained by Michael Fishbane as a paradigmatic story and life teaching through which an objective past recurrently gave way to a subjective event of the present.5

Suffice it to say, then, that if Dante were asked what has today become a controversial question in academic circles—namely whether there is a center of biblical theology, and, if so, what it is—he would answer: “Yes, the central theme and story of the Bible, and of history itself, is the exodus.” Put differently, literary critic Northrop Frye once remarked that the exodus “is the only thing that ever happens” in the Bible, with the New Testament revolving around Christ’s resurrection, the antitype of the exodus.6 Understood in their widest sense, exodus traditions include not only the exodus out of Egypt but also the wilderness journeys and the inheritance of life in the good land. God’s aim, in both creation and redemption, is to dwell with his people in the house of his creation, the cosmos. With this goal in mind, then, the exodus surely is the literary seed that unfolds into the deepest theological roots of Scripture, sprouts upward to form its sturdy trunk and overshadowing branches, and blossoms forth to bear its life-yielding fruit. More particularly, the new exodus of Jesus’ resurrection—with resurrection as shorthand for the death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ—is what the Bible is all about, inasmuch as the new exodus will lead the redeemed of God into the joys of eternal life in the new heavens and earth of glory. “Biblical theology,” wrote Floyd Filson, “finds its clearest starting point and interpreting clue in the resurrection of Jesus Christ,” the new exodus.7

So with Israel’s exodus out of Egypt through Moses, God had established a paradigm, the pattern, for understanding the salvation of all his people, including Israel and the nations, through Jesus the Messiah. It would be a grand mistake, therefore, to presume that the New Testament is but spiritualizing the exodus out of Egypt, for Jesus’ emergence out of death is no less historical than Israel’s emergence out of the sea, and his resurrection, again, will lead to the bodily resurrection of all his people when he returns to put an end to history. Rather, by God’s own design, the exodus out of Egypt enables us to grasp the manifold realities accomplished by Jesus’ resurrection. For example, the redemption of Israel’s firstborn sons by means of the blood of a Passover lamb helps us to grasp something of the significance of Jesus’ death as substitutionary atonement, that by his blood the cross has become the doorpost of salvation, redeeming God’s people from death and judgment. Similarly, the bitter bondage of Egypt enables us to appreciate more deeply the tyranny of sin, how it shackles the will in and through our own deep-seated desires, and so on—realities that the New Testament authors draw out in a rich manner.

The accomplishments of Jesus the Messiah, in sum, may be comprehended more fully by the study of the Old Testament Scriptures even as he reciprocally opens them up under the light of his own suffering and glory. Once what God is up to has been unveiled definitively through Jesus Christ, then steadily, on a backward glance at the previous history of redemption, the unity of God’s purpose and the marvelous logic of his ways begin to inundate the mind and, hopefully, the heart:


Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and his ways past finding out! (Romans 11:33)


O come, O come, Immanuel, and ransom captive Israel

That mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of God appear.

O come, O Branch of Jesse’s stem, unto your own and rescue them!

From depths of hell your people save, and give them victory o’er the grave.

Rejoice! Rejoice!

Immanuel shall come to you, O Israel.8





[image: Figure 0.1. Gustave Doré, The Vessel, c. 1868]

Figure 0.1. Gustave Doré, The Vessel, c. 1868









[image: ]

Chapter One

EXILE BEFORE EXODUS


THE OPENING ELEVEN CHAPTERS of Genesis unfold a theological history of humanity that serves as the backdrop for the rest of the Bible’s story of redemption, including the role of Israel within that story. This backdrop, as we will see, narrates humanity’s exile from God’s presence and life-yielding fellowship. Separated from Yahweh God, the fountain of life and being, humanity’s condition is one of death. As such, the return to God—the exodus—can only be life from the dead, deliverance from death.


CREATED TO LIVE WITH GOD ON EARTH

The story of the Bible begins with a creation account that sets forth humanity’s fellowship with God on earth as the goal of creation. Created in the image and likeness of God, humanity’s highest purpose—the meaning of life and existence—was to be found in the awe-inspiring prospect of engagement with the uncreated Being who transcends all creation. Genesis 1 portrays God as a workman who builds the cosmos as a three-storied house (heaven, earth, and seas) and then takes up Sabbath rest and refreshment on the seventh day. More than this, he sanctifies the Sabbath day as time set apart to enjoy fellowship and communion with humanity. This divine relationship was set within the context of the earth as home, a place of security and joy. While being made in God’s image both qualified and commissioned Adam to rule caringly over the house of creation on God’s behalf, yet the chief delight and privilege of such likeness to God was in humanity’s unique ability to gaze heavenward, to lift our faces to God and relate to him—no other creature could enjoy such friendship with the Eternal.

Genesis 2 elaborates further on the intimate nature of God’s relationship with his first human creatures within the land of Eden. Yahweh God personally formed Adam’s body, breathed into him the breath of life, brought him into paradise, a well-watered garden filled with life-giving fruit. Finally, God created a woman for Adam so that together the couple would know human companionship, the embrace of love, the yielding of new life in children, and the daily fellowship of mutual help in their God-given labors. Adam would shepherd his family, and all creation, in the knowledge and praise of Yahweh’s name.




HUMANITY’S ALIENATION FROM GOD

The idyllic life in the Garden of Eden did not last long. Deceived by the serpent who would later be identified as the fallen angel Satan (Revelation 12:9; 20:2), the woman took fruit from the only tree God had forbidden and then gave some to her husband Adam, who also took and ate. Rather than using God’s single command as an opportunity to demonstrate loyalty—loving obedience—to their Maker, to show fealty through grateful submission to his authority, humanity rebelled against God, grasping at the serpent’s lie that by doing so they could become as gods themselves. Adam’s sin changed the nature of humanity, corrupting it with the principle of rebellion, the power of sin. As a consequence, the human couple was spiritually severed from God, whose purity and holiness were now a threat, and they fell under his just sentence of death—for “the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Adam and the woman were cast out of the Garden of Eden, and God stationed cherubim (fierce, composite creatures) and a flaming sword to guard the Garden’s entrance, barring humanity from the tree of life. Crucial for understanding the theology of the Bible, the expulsion from the Garden of Eden means that the restoration of humanity must be in the form of an exodus back to God, a deliverance out of exile.

In being driven out of the Garden of Eden, humanity did not merely lose life defined as paradisal existence. Rather, people lost the fountain of life and source of all peace, joy, and fulfillment—that is, they lost their relationship with God himself. What’s more, exiled from God they lost something of their own selves as well. Created for life with God, to find their highest satisfaction and rest in him, banished humanity lost its defining purpose and basis for significance. Possessing the divine gift of a rational soul with its wondrous and fearful capacity to relate to God, set apart from all other creatures in being created in his divine image and likeness, human beings, whose natures are now deeply bent by the principle of sin, reject the purpose of God’s gift and live instead for things like bodily pleasures alone. Seeking happiness in carnal ambitions, people live with aims no higher than the mongrel skulking in the streets—a denial and utter waste of the image and likeness of God. In this way, humans squander the divine gift of life, of the soul’s noble openness to the Infinite. As Shakespeare put it: “What is a man, / If his chief good and market of his time / Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.”1

Soberingly, divine justice may give human beings over to becoming as the beasts in whose image and likeness they have lived and then finally, apart from God’s mercy, to lose forever the possibility of fellowship with the Creator, along with the fruits of peace, joy, life, and contentment that only communion with God yields. The path of exile through Eden’s gates was, therefore, a path from life to death, from light to darkness, from harmony to dysfunction and strife, from health to sickness, from security to violence, from compassion to inhumanity, from wholeness to brokenness, from peace with God to enmity—from a life of friendship with God to alienation. This is the anthropology of our fallen world, an integral aspect of what it now means for us to be human. This fallen condition is also the genuine cause of our fears, anxieties, depression, and restlessness—we are exiles, alienated fugitives, within a cosmos that was created to be our home with God. And yet there is nothing within creation itself that can fulfill our soul’s capacity and longing to have fellowship with the One who transcends the night sky and all the works of his hands.




THE EXILE INTENSIFIES

In addition to disrupting humanity’s relationship with God, the plummet into sin affected every other possible relationship—between husband and wife, between brothers, with animals, with the earth’s soil, with one’s vocation and labor, and with childbearing. The shadow of divine judgment, the curse of God, was cast over all of life. Nature, life, reality—all writhe too in the pollution of death unleashed by humanity’s sin. The bitter reality becomes manifest in the next story as Cain murders his brother Abel and ends up banished farther east of Eden (Genesis 4). In response, Cain builds a city. Within its literary and theological context, this city can only be understood as an effort to replace Eden’s framework for humanity’s life together with God. As such, Cain’s city building marks corrupt humanity’s transition to a new goal of fulfillment, a fabricated purpose, the quest for self-realization apart from God’s own agenda for creation and human history. Cain has set in motion the city-of-man project. The narrative betrays his city building as founded on three motivations: the desire for glory, protection, and permanence.

First, Cain built a city and named it after his son—this marks the quest for glory and immortality. In the ancient Near East as elsewhere, one’s name lived on through building projects, battle glory, or childbearing. In the ancient Sumerian poem The Epic of Gilgamesh, the oldest recorded story in the world, when Gilgamesh’s quest for immortality from the gods fails, he resolves to build up his royal city of Uruk—indeed, the story’s prologue guides the reader to gaze with wonder at Uruk’s walls, temple, and foundations as a tribute to the hero’s lasting glory. Similarly, in Homer’s Iliad the warrior Achilles faces the choice of gaining immortality, a name, either through death in battle glory or by returning home to a quiet, if obscure, life wherein his children would live on in his stead. He chose the former. Cain both bears a son and builds a city, uniting them by naming the city after his son.

Second, his city also marked an attempt to claim safety and protection. Separated from the refuge of God, he had said that “whoever finds me will kill me” (Genesis 4:14), and then, slighting God’s protective mark, he built his city. The impulse rings true from a sociological perspective, as ancient cities, encircled by walls, developed from a posture of defense.

Third, and more deeply, in exiling Cain, God had cursed him to be a “fugitive and wanderer on the earth” (Genesis 4:12-14). Estranged further from God, Cain’s place on earth is no home, but a vast, no-man’s land bare of comfort. In Hebrew the word for “wandering” is nod, so there is no small irony when the narrative goes on to recount how Cain departed from the face of Yahweh and dwelled in the land of Nod—that is, he made his home in the land of wandering, located east of Eden. The farther one is removed from God, the greater one’s disorientation becomes. Such rebellion, welling up out of a heart polluted by sin, is all the more tragic as the Maker of heaven and earth reveals himself to be abounding in mercy and steadfast love.

Alongside the city builders of human history, there are also the sojourners, those who by divine grace understand that God is both willing and able to return his original gift of paradise and who now wait on him in humble submission. While Cain’s family builds a city, the family of his brother Seth would become known as those who “call upon the name of Yahweh” (Genesis 4:25-26), an act that portrays a life of dependence on and loyalty to God, expressed liturgically by invoking Yahweh’s name in worship. Such sojourners understand that before Yahweh will descend out of heaven to reestablish paradise on earth, the unleashed evil residing within the human heart must be dealt with, and humanity’s sins and consequent death sentence must be resolved by God himself. These two gestures, city building and worship, are paradigmatic: Abraham will later build an altar and call on the name of Yahweh (Genesis 12:8), and when Pharaoh enslaves the Israelites to build Egyptian cities, he is conscripting them for the city-of-man project, that is, for rebellion against God’s purposes for human history (Exodus 1:10-14).

The narrative history of Genesis 1–11 continues with other tragic stories of exile, tracing the ever-deepening path of humanity’s separation from God. And this growing alienation is matched by an intensification of sin and rebellion as human civilization is increasingly marked by injustice and violence. Genesis 6 describes a great transgression, a boundary crossing, understood traditionally either as the intermingling of heavenly beings with humans or of Yahweh worshipers (“sons of God”) with the line of Cain. As a result, the way of Yahweh was corrupted, that is, the knowledge of how to have a restored relationship with God was forsaken and almost completely lost. The earth was filled with the tyranny of “men of renown” (literally “men of name [shem]”), people set on self-glorification to godlike proportions, rather than on the praise of the living God. We are told God saw “that the wickedness of man was great upon the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the day” (Genesis 6:5). Grieved in his heart, God destroyed most of humanity, putting a temporary halt on the advance of wickedness. Yet, even after cleansing the earth of an utterly corrupt generation, saving only Noah and his household through the deluge, God’s verdict on humanity is no less dismal: “the imagination of the human heart is evil from youth” (Genesis 8:21), a divine assessment that would soon prove fully justified.




THE NATIONS SCATTERED FURTHER INTO EXILE

Turning to the last story of the primeval era (Genesis 11:1-9), the Tower of Babel portrays humanity in ways remarkably like the earlier depiction of Cain. “Come,” the people say, “let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its summit in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered over the face of the whole earth” (Genesis 11:4). As with Cain, there is here the reciprocal interplay between fear and colossal pride, betrayed in similar desires for the immortality of vain glory, self-preservation, and permanence as an end to wandering.

First, the city builders desire to make a “name” for themselves, name again being an expression of human glory, a grasping effort at immortality. The people unite to build, brick by brick, a name for themselves, a ziggurat city to display human achievement. Somewhat mockingly, the story ends without our ever discovering the names of these builders. Their clutching after immortality through prideful love of self proves to be a grasping after the wind.

Second, the temple-ziggurat, with its summit reaching into heaven, also stands as a monument to human enterprise and perverse religion, the attempt to access heaven and its divine power for self-preservation. Out of fear, the people endeavor to create a channel to heaven, to access heavenly power by human device—occult power tapped for protection. (The actual name of the city is “Babylon,” which in Akkadian means “gate of god,” reflecting their understanding of the ziggurat as a gateway to heaven, but the title is punned in the Hebrew as Babel, as in “nonsense” or “confusion,” reflecting God’s judgment.)

Third, the builders, as with Cain, desire permanence, rootedness—“lest we be scattered over the face of the whole earth.” And yet once more the result is only the bitter reverse of their aim. Unmistakably, the point is twice repeated within this very short story: “Yahweh scattered them over the face of all the earth” (Genesis 11:8, 9). While the root for “wandering” was given threefold punctuation in the story of Cain, here the root for “scattered” surfaces three times. “Wandering” and “scattered” well capture humanity’s plight outside the gates of Eden’s garden. “Our heart is restless,” St. Augustine wrote in his Confessions, “until it rests in you.”2

Separated from the One who is himself the only true source of life and peace, human beings are fugitives and wanderers on earth. Still, humanity ever endeavors to reclaim the benefits of life with God—immortality, protection, rootedness—apart from God himself. Having been expelled from his heavenly presence in Eden, humanity’s natural bent is to deny the exile and to reclaim the good life through science, technology, and art, a pursuit as hapless as it is endless, destined to failure. Such pursuits in themselves are the good gifts of God, but they were used to circumvent God rather than for his glory. City building is thus portrayed as a humanistic attempt to defy God, a sadly arrogant energy of self-will and self-assertion that shakes a fist in the face of God to one’s own utter and inevitable demise, ever grasping for the deceitfully just-out-of-reach allurements of the city-of-man project. The scattered nations, each now within its own ethnic context, return to their building endeavors so that rather than praising the Maker’s name, they, steeped in their dark plight of exile, continue the anthem, “Let us make a name for ourselves” (Genesis 11:4), living to exalt their own reputation, power, and glory. The whole drama of human history and God’s redemption of the nations turns on this subject of the glory of Yahweh’s name.

In retrospect, we can see that the material of Genesis 1–11 has been shaped so as to present two layers of deepening alienation from God (see figure 1.1). While creation and re-creation initiate exodus movements toward life with God, these are followed by continual exile movements away from life with God. Broadly, the history of humanity is presented as an eastward descent from the summit of Eden, the holy mountain of God, outward to the scattering of the nations in an ever-deepening exile of separation from God. The last episode of human history in Genesis 1–11 is, therefore, the story of an already bitter exile pressed more deeply out into darkness. God responded to the city builders with devastating judgment, scattering them over the face of the earth.


Table 1.1. Two layers of deepening alienation









	Genesis 1–7

	Genesis 8–11




	Creation, Adam (Genesis 1)

	Re-creation, Noah (Genesis 8)




	Fall, Cain’s curse (Genesis 3–4)

	“Fall,” Canaan’s curse (Genesis 9)




	Men of “name” (Genesis 6)

	City builders seeking a “name” (Genesis 11)




	Deluge destruction (Genesis 7)

	Scattering of nations (Genesis 11:8-9)









Worse still, the people are separated into nations, divided by languages. While at first glance the judgment on the city builders may seem less harsh than the flood of destruction brought on humanity in Noah’s generation (Genesis 6–7), yet it is more than likely that throughout history the tally of death from wars and battles between the nations, played out on the streets of every major city and ever bolstered by cultural and ethnic pride, has surpassed the population of the ancient world destroyed in the flood—not to mention how the atrocities of inhumane acts during war far exceed the grim nature of death through a deluge—and this with no near hope of political peace in sight. Humanity’s sinful nature, with its deeply ingrained love of self, spawns into violence and divisiveness not only within households but among nations as well, enough to ensure that there cannot and will not be any humanly devised peace on earth. Cain viciously murders his brother; the city builders bearing his image and likeness do the same, now on a worldwide scale. Separated from God, the peoples of the earth are also separated from one another. All told, Genesis 1-11 employs a fivefold use of the term “curse” (see Genesis 3:14, 17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25), an apt if dismal assessment of the human condition in sin.




CONCLUSION

Millennia of humanity’s highest endeavors in philosophy, political thought, education, science, and even conquest have done nothing to reduce the ancient curse—arguably the situation has gotten much worse. In his famed song “Imagine,” John Lennon dared to hope for a life of peace by inspiring his listeners to imagine a world without countries.3 Such a perceptive longing for harmony based on a unity not unlike that set forth in Plato’s Republic rests ultimately on a misguided view of human nature, one that may be traced to the city builders of Babel, who had been united by language and ideal yet opposed to God—they had indeed been a fraternity of man living as one. Yet, in imagining no countries, Lennon was tracing the source of war to its budding flower, not its root. God’s solution, as this book will endeavor to show, is to bring the nations out of exile to himself in a great exodus of deliverance. Rather than obliterating the differences among the peoples, he will create a beautiful selfless harmony among them, reconciling them to himself and to each other, creating a new humanity. This new reality will be possible because God will deal with the core problem of sin, the principle of self-love that poisons every human thought, act, and relationship, and he will deal decisively with death, opening the gates of Eden into a new heavens and earth. While the structural parallel between the flood and the scattering of the nations portrays the reality of their exile as a kind of death, the difference is nevertheless to be appreciated. Having spared their existence, mitigating the progress of evil inclination somewhat by disuniting the people, God will begin to reverse their exile by calling Abram out from among them.

In summary, Genesis 1–11 describes humanity’s progressively deepened exile from God, an alienation mirrored naturally by a corresponding intensification of human sin and depravity. Separated from God, humanity dwells in the land of wandering and lives in the realm of death. The quest for eternal significance through accomplishment, for security derived from power, for lasting reality by rootedness in a place; the search for meaning and the ache for hope; the undermining of every happy occasion through the profound awareness of its fleeting nature; in short, the longing to find a home so as finally to come home—these are all the inescapable burdens of life in exile from God, of the human soul turned in on itself. Apart from life with the Creator, creation itself groans in futility, stripped of meaning, emptied of significance, void of purpose. Severed from the fountain of life, humanity’s inner longings and deepest desires find no ultimate objective, no telos—neither goal nor guide. And then long before we have tasted it, life runs out—and to dust we return. The New Testament describes people under the power of sin as helpless, ungodly, sinners, and the enemies of God (Romans 5:6-10). The plight of the nations in exile is further described as their being strangers, having no hope and without God in the world (Ephesians 2:12), a dark and desperate dilemma.

Crucial for understanding the message of the Bible, the exile of the nations is the backdrop for the story of Israel. The nations are the target of God’s redemptive acts in history, and Israel was brought forth as God’s means to that redemption. God had called out Abram and created Israel to undo the curse, to bring blessing to all the families of the earth. He promised that one day the scattering from Babel’s ruins would be reversed and all the nations would be regathered together, streaming to God’s holy Mount Zion, the new Eden, and to the house built for Yahweh’s name—for his reputation, his fame, and his glory (Isaiah 2:1-4). The nations will magnify the glory of Yahweh and sing praise to his name.

Within this context, Israel’s calling as the servant of Yahweh is to bring blessing to the nations, to reclaim the nations for Yahweh. Israel will be created to shine the light of the knowledge of God and his glory into the darkness of the nations’ plight. Israel was to be a living catechism for the nations—that was their public, international calling. By observing Israel, the lost nations were to understand that, as the Westminster Shorter Catechism puts it, humanity’s chief end is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.”4 Ultimately, a restoration of the nations to God will require an exodus, for the exodus pattern is nothing less than the reversal of exile, nothing less than resurrection from the dead.
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Chapter Two

THE EXODUS PREFIGURED


“LEKH! LEKH!” Abram swung his staff vigorously, yelling, “Lekh! Lekh!—Go! Go!” The vultures bounded back several yards, hopping with outspread wings. He turned back to the cutting Yahweh had bidden him to perform. There before him lay the bloody path between the split carcasses of a heifer, a female goat, a ram, and two birds. He had cut the animals in half, laying each side opposite the other, creating a pathway through death. Under the sweltering sun, much of the blood and offal had begun to congeal and the odor had already drawn a horde of flies, not so easily driven off as the vultures (though the vultures patiently lurched closer as soon as he turned his back). The sun was now beginning to set, and Abram, the sweat of his brow having dried in rivulets of salt around his lids and down his cheeks, knew that soon both the dark and the cold would overtake him. He sat on a large stone, waving his staff rhythmically as a warning signal to the preying scavengers. He was drifting in and out of slumber when, suddenly, a deep sleep fell on him and he was plunged into thick darkness, black as pitch, submerging him in horrific dread—he was full of fear and terror.

Out of the primordial dark, Abram heard the voice of Yahweh: “You must know that your descendants will be strangers in a land not their own. They will slave for the inhabitants and be afflicted by them for four hundred years. But know also that I will judge the nation enslaving them, and afterward your descendants will come out with great possessions.” Then a fire appeared, pushing back the shroud of darkness. Abram watched intently, straining his eyes as the wonder unfolded: A pot with a billowing pillar of smoke and a torch whose flame ascended in a column of blazing fire stood before the cutting, spreading an auburn haze over the slaughter. Steadily, the pillars of smoke and fire began to pass between the carcasses, moving slowly through the path of death.

Silent and motionless, Abram exhaled. The cold sweat drenching his body jerked him into movement. Discarding sandals and staff, he sank onto his knees and bowed low until his forehead rested on the ground. Dust and the musky scent of shrubs entered his nostrils as he stretched out his arms before him.

The vision of Yahweh, as recorded in Genesis 15, had confirmed that one day Abram’s seed would be delivered through death and brought in to possess the land of God as an inheritance.


GENESIS 12–22: THE EXODUS OF ABRAHAM

God’s character and attributes are changeless. Even before delivering the Israelites out of Egypt, he was the God of the exodus. In this chapter, we will look at the major events in the life of Abraham and find that they were divinely stamped with an exodus impress.

Genesis 12:1-9: Abraham’s exodus out of Ur. Thankfully, Genesis 11 does not end with humanity’s exile from God and the scattering of nations from the ruined city of Babel. The Tower of Babel story (Genesis 11:1-9) and the call of Abram, whom we will come to know as “Abraham” (Genesis 12:1-3), are linked inseparably by the family line of Shem (Genesis 11:10-32). In Hebrew, Shem means “name,” connecting him not only to the primary motivation of the city builders, who wanted to make a name for themselves, but also to Shem’s descendant Abram, to whom God promises, “I will make your name [shem] great” (Genesis 12:2)—a hint that every human longing finds its end in God himself. Indeed, by his grace God offers Abram restoration in terms of everything humanity had sought through defiant self-assertion: his descendants would experience abundant life and security with God in the land. For our purposes here, it is critical to understand that God called out Abram precisely in order to reverse the exile of the nations. Abraham’s narrative life begins with God’s promise that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3) and ends with his confirming oath that “in your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 22:18). Abram’s call out of Ur, moreover, employs a fivefold use of the Hebrew root for “bless,” likely intended to signal that through Abram’s calling the fivefold “curse” found throughout Genesis 1–11 would finally be undone. As Abraham’s seed, Israel’s vocation will be to bring the light of salvation to the nations, the storyline of Israel culminating with the Messiah’s gathering of a new humanity, of both Jewish people and Gentiles, to dwell in fellowship with God in a new creation. This dawning hope of glory begins with God’s call of Abram to “Go get yourself out of your land, and from your kinfolk, and from your father’s house” (Genesis 12:1), that is, leave all that you know behind, forsaking every defining element of your life—sacrifice your past, your self.

In calling Abram out of Ur of the Chaldees, God was delivering an ancient Mesopotamian man, along with his wife Sarai, out of exile and initiating a relationship that would serve as the kernel for all humanity’s new life with God. The divine call to leave Ur was also a deliverance out of Ur, out of the plight of the nations’ exile. As the first human being to experience a reversal of the spiritual exile narrated in Genesis 11, Abraham himself stands as the firstfruits of an international deliverance—the call out of Ur was, in other words, an exodus. And the goal of Abram’s exodus, the land that Yahweh would show him, was the land of Canaan. Centuries later, Abram’s exodus out of Ur and entry into Canaan would be followed by Israel’s exodus out of Egypt and entry into Canaan. In Genesis 15 God will proclaim to Abram, “I am Yahweh who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to inherit” (Genesis 15:7), a divine declaration—an “exodus formula”—that will be echoed in the proclamation to Israel: “I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6). In both instances, God defines himself as his people’s deliverer. To his people Yahweh is, and can only be known as, the God of the exodus.

Genesis 12:10-20: Abraham’s exodus out of Egypt. After his departure from Ur, Abram underwent a deliverance out of Egypt whose outline would later be traced by the Israelites in their own exodus experience. Genesis 12:10-20 narrates Abram’s descent into Egypt due to a severe famine in the land. Fearing the Egyptians would kill him to obtain his wife, Abram bid Sarai to say she was merely his sister. As it turned out, her beauty was reported to the Pharaoh himself, who took her into his harem, giving Abram many sheep, oxen, donkeys, male and female servants, and camels—an enormous hoard of wealth in the ancient Near East. Yahweh intervened, however; he “plagued Pharaoh and his household with great plagues” (Genesis 12:17) so that Pharaoh sent Abram and his wife away, along with the many possessions Abram had amassed in Egypt. Genesis 13:1 reads: “And Abram ascended out of Egypt, he and his wife and all that he had.” In whatever manner Abram’s behavior may have been understood within the thought-world of the ancient Near East, in the alchemy of divine providence his experience served as a foretaste of Israel’s deliverance out of Egypt.

A severe famine would also lead Jacob and his twelve sons to descend into Egypt (Genesis 41–50), and even as Abram feared he would be killed while his wife would be allowed to live, so the Egyptians would later plot to kill Israelite sons while keeping the daughters alive (Exodus 1:22), presumably to integrate them into Egyptian life by marriage. Just as Yahweh had plagued the Pharaoh who had taken Abram’s wife, causing him to send them away, so too the Pharaoh of the exodus would be plagued until finally he sent the Israelites out (Exodus 7–12). Even the verb used for Pharaoh’s sending Abram and Sarai away (shalach, Genesis 12:20) echoes throughout the exodus narrative (Exodus 3–11), as does his command for them to “take and go” (Genesis 12:19; Exodus 12:31-32). Moreover, Abram’s departure out of Egypt with great possessions foreshadowed the plundering of the Egyptians by Israel (Exodus 12:31-36). Many of these parallels are anchored by unique words common to both accounts. For example, Genesis 12:17 and Exodus 11:1 are the first two occurrences of the word “plague” in the Pentateuch, and the “severe famine,” which led Abram to “descend” into Egypt, uses the same vocabulary that describes the “severe famine” that led to Israel’s own “descent” into Egypt (Genesis 12:10; 43:15; 47:4). These and other parallels were brought out by ancient interpreters, underscoring the principle that everything written about Abraham’s children was also written about Abraham himself.1

Later on, Abraham and Sarah will be delivered out of Gerar (Genesis 20) in a manner that corresponds closely to their previous sojourn in Egypt. In the literary structure of the Abraham narrative, these two episodes complement one another and stand in parallel. Both stories include Abraham’s claim that Sarah is only his sister, the king’s taking Sarah for himself, a divine threat to the foreign king, the rescue of Abraham and Sarah, and Abraham’s amassing of plunder. Profoundly, the story of Abram’s rescue out of Egypt, and then again out of Gerar, demonstrates that the life-shaping and identity-establishing event of Israel, the exodus, was by degree true also of Israel’s patriarchs—and is true for all of God’s people still.

Genesis 15: Abraham’s vision of Israel’s exodus out of Egypt. In Genesis 15, Abram has two wondrous exchanges with God (Genesis 15:1-6, 7-21). Both accounts include visions and are similarly structured: they begin with a declaration by Yahweh, followed by a question from Abram, which is then answered by Yahweh with a sign confirming his original word. In the first scene, God promised that Abram, although still childless, would have descendants as numerous as the stars in the heavens. Such a reality led naturally to another concern: where would they live? The land of Canaan was as yet filled with ten threatening groups of disturbingly violent and idolatrous inhabitants.

The second scene thus begins with a word of assurance to Abram, grounded in God’s own being and character—the exodus formula: “I am Yahweh who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to inherit” (Genesis 15:7). The designation Yahweh brings us within the realm of the exodus, for beyond notions of what the name means literally (for example, “I am who I am”), Yahweh is defined fundamentally as “the God of the exodus.” With these words, Yahweh points Abram back to his own deliverance out of Ur, from the hopeless life of the nations exiled from the Creator, and he points him forward to the next stage of his calling, for God to establish his descendants as a redeemed nation in the land of Canaan. This opening declaration by Yahweh, as already observed, will be echoed by later divine proclamations to Israel: “I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6). Yahweh is the God who brings his people out of exile—home, to himself. Such parallel expressions create an analogy between Abram’s departure out of Ur and that of Israel out of Egypt—the deliverance of the descendants was foreshadowed by that of their patriarch.

In response to Abram’s request for a guarantee, God directs him to perform the cutting ritual. Abram cuts various sacrificial animals in half (although the birds are not cut), creating a bloody pathway. After warding off buzzards from the slaughter, he eventually falls into a deep sleep and is plunged into a night of horrific darkness. Then on the bloody pathway he sees a column of smoke created by a kiln and a column of fire created by a torch. It is difficult to understand precisely every element of the scene, although the smoking oven and flaming torch, using imagery found in other theophanies, clearly refer to Yahweh’s presence. Some scholars believe that Yahweh’s walking between the pieces stands as a self-maledictory oath. This understanding derives from the words of Jeremiah 34:18, which speak of Judeans who have transgressed the words of the covenant that they had made with God “when they cut the calf in two and passed between the pieces.” By the system of clean and unclean animals later revealed (Leviticus 11), it may be that Israel is represented by the sacrificial animals of the ritual while the encroaching buzzards represent the threat of the nations, so that Abram’s fending them off reflects his concern over his posterity’s wellbeing. What is more certain, by comparing God’s words (Genesis 15:13-16) with the vision (Genesis 15:17), the scene that unfolds before Abram forms a symbolic enactment of the exodus of Israel, led by Yahweh’s pillars of cloud and fire (Exodus 13:21-22).

As retold in song afterward, Israel’s path through the sea is described as a journey between walls of death (Exodus 15:1-10), mirrored in the second half of the song by Israel’s journey into the land through the death threat of the nations who are stayed by God’s hand like so many hostile waters (Exodus 15:14-17; see also Psalm 78:50-54). Psalm 136:13 renders praise to God “who divided the Sea of Reeds into parts,” using the same Hebrew term as Genesis 15:17’s description of the smoking kiln and flaming torch passing “between the parts,” a connection that led ancient rabbis to interpret Genesis 15 as Yahweh’s showing Abram a vision of the parting of the sea.2 Plunged into and delivered out of this night of darkness and deathly terror, Abram had experienced a foretaste of Israel’s exodus. Through this vision, Yahweh assured Abram that he would indeed deliver his children out of foreign oppression—and more, he showed him how that deliverance would be accomplished: through the blood of sacrifice, the seed of Abram would pass through walls of death.

Yahweh’s passing through the pieces in Genesis 15:17 is described in the next verse as his making a covenant with Abram. By its association with this ceremony, Israel’s Passover meal obtains a covenantal character, and celebrates first of all God’s faithfulness to the nation’s patriarch.

Genesis 18–19: Lot’s exodus out of Sodom. The exodus of Lot out of Sodom is imbedded within the story of Abraham and laced with Passover terminology and themes.3 In the Sodom and Gomorrah story Abraham and Lot serve their divine guests “cakes” and “unleavened bread,” respectively (Genesis 18:6; 19:3)—both of which not only have strong associations with Passover and its feast of Unleavened Bread (almost exclusively so) but are also not found again until the Passover story (Exodus 12:8, 15, 17, 18, 20, 39; 13:6, 7). By this unmistakable association between unleavened bread and Passover, Rashi, the medieval French rabbi and popular biblical commentator (AD 1040–1105), glosses the story of Lot’s departure from Sodom in Genesis 19 with a famously simple statement: “It was Passover.”4 Recalling that the Israelites “baked the dough which they had brought out of Egypt, unleavened cakes” (Exodus 12:39), the original audience of Genesis likewise could hardly have missed the connection to Passover in the story of Lot, especially given the presence of other verbal links between the two narratives. In only these two stories, for example, does the Bible relate that Yahweh heard “the cry” and responded by “descending” to “see” and “know” the matter (Genesis 18:20-21; Exodus 3:7-9). Moreover, the meals with Abraham and Lot and the birth of Isaac one year later appear to have taken place in the spring, interpreted widely as during the feast of Passover. Noted three times in Genesis, the birth of Abraham’s son Isaac takes place “at the appointed time” (Genesis 17:21; 18:14; 21:2), a phrase otherwise reserved for Passover, being used three times for the feast of Unleavened Bread (Exodus 13:10; 23:15; 34:18).
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