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INTRODUCTION
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“WHY DOES BLOOD HAVE TO BE THE PAYMENT FOR SIN? THAT’S SO GROSS AND MEAN AND STUPID.”


Welcome to the world of your kid’s faith questions.


Now it’s your turn, so do you:




	Freeze up — “Uhhhhhhh…”


	Attempt distraction — “Oh look, a bird!”


	Parrot an answer you’re not even sure you believe. — “Because God said so.”


	Pass the buck — “You should totally ask that at church next time.”





Faced with the challenge of a real, curious child in front of you asking about a complicated topic, each of these possible responses makes sense.


But what if there was a secret option E?


E for excitement. Your kid has brought up faith and that means you get to talk about it together. E for exploration because there are lots of different ways talk about this question. (Because “blood as payment” is debatable, after all.)


And not, by the way, E for expert, as if a person can only look forward to these kinds of conversations once they’ve mastered enough biblical and theological information.


No, it’s more like E for equipped, knowing how to have great conversations with the kids in your life about God and the Bible even without all the answers.


Secret option E is available for you and for me. I’m sure of it, and I wrote Wonder to help you be sure of it, too.


After twenty-five years in ministry with kids, and parenting two sharp kids who never let a detail slide, I know the Bible can be a doozy of a book. It’s full of little details we read and think, “Why is that there?” and “Do I need to remember that?” and, for our purposes, “Would this be helpful in conversations about God and the Bible with my kid?” (Or, perhaps more honestly, “I hope to goodness my kid never asks me about that.”)


One reason I wrote this book for you is to help you know why a detail is there and how it might be helpful as you talk with kids about the Bible. But even more importantly, I wrote it to help your conversations with kids about the Bible to become just that—conversations. Not lessons or lectures.


I want to help kids fall in love with Scripture and the God whose story it tells. And you’re here, I imagine, because you do, too.


These two questions speak to the heart of that desire:




	How can we help kids come to know the Bible on its terms—ancient, stylistic, containing multiple genres and writers’ points of view; and


	how can we help kids come to the Bible as kids?





Kids ask questions. So many questions.


So we, as adults, welcome their wonderings.


For many years my kids and I made a Bible story podcast for kids. Every episode began with us saying, “The Bible is amazing because it helps us get to know who God is. It’s also confusing, old, from a very different community and culture than our own. So we want you to know, when it comes to God; when it comes to the Bible—”


“Every question is okay!”


“And you can ask away!” Then there’s twinkle music.


This book will help with modeling for kids that every question really is okay, and that you, the grown-up, aren’t a Bible expert, and that’s okay, too. You can ask together, learn together, wonder together. Sometimes you might find an answer, and sometimes you won’t, which is also just fine.


Because what if kids fall in love with the Bible not because it contains every answer but because it’s fun to explore questions—wherever they lead? Not because they can figure the Bible out but because they learn how to get to know God bit by bit as they hear its stories?


No matter how old we are, if we’re reading the Bible well, one thing it should do for us is activate our curiosity. Why did a person say what they did? Or go where they went? Or act in that way? Sadly, too often we hold back on our curiosity, biting our tongue about what we wonder. Sometimes that happens because we feel like a Bible dummy. Or perhaps we tamp down our curiosity because the real task of Bible reading is serious study.


When I first started regularly talking with kids about the Bible—at the “extremely ready for that” age of sixteen—the general assumption was that the goals of those conversations were:




	To pass on information, aka biblical literacy in the narrowest sense. What book, chapter, and verse did this come from? What were the exact details of a story? Have you memorized the verse word for word? (And if so, here’s a prize!) This often meant the stories were overloaded with factoids or skipped altogether in favor of verses that could be pulled out and taught in isolation.


	Application, aka behavior modification, but for Jesus. What should a child do, specifically, because of what the Bible says? This often meant the stories were told as if the humans were the most important characters because they offered examples for us to learn from.





But over time, as I talked about the Bible with more kids in more ways—as a teacher and small group leader, a camp counselor and parent—and after completing seminary, my thinking shifted about these goals.


When it comes to faith overall, I regularly advocate for the goal of being with our kids as they get to know God, so they can discover God can be trusted. We offer the kids in our lives presence. We can be a companion in their spiritual journeys, and we can offer processes, space, time, and experiences that help them get to know God and evaluate the claim that the Bible and our faith make: Our God is trustworthy.


With the Bible specifically, then, I’ve begun to believe that the goal of our conversations should be exploration, aka looking for what the writer wants to say about who God is and what God is like. Put another way, it’s to help kids fall in love with the Bible on its own beautiful, bold, and sometimes baffling terms, as it helps us get to know God and helps us see that God is and always will be greater and more mysterious than we can pin down.


Even for people who agree with the goals of presence and process for kids in faith, and with the goal of exploration as our posture toward conversation about the Bible, the conversations we have with the kids in our lives following those guidelines can be a challenge.


One of the most common things I hear from adults about why they don’t talk about the Bible more with their kids is that they simply think they don’t know enough. The Bible is a complex book, and parents believe they are supposed to be experts with all the answers, so they feel stuck.


But I want to help break down these myths. Let’s start with the myth just mentioned: that in order to talk about the Bible with your kids, you need to be an expert with all the answers.


You don’t. That’s impossible to do and a silly thing to expect. The feeling is real, though, and I’m sorry you’ve carried an unrealistic and unnecessary burden. And kids don’t need that from you anyway.


Kids need the opportunity to explore the stories.


This happens when adults keep the whole story open and follow the lead of their child, picking up on what is interesting or strange to them, rather than steering everything toward a predetermined lesson.


Kids need to hear God-centered storytelling. This is when adults tell the stories in ways that make God a primary character, rather than assuming the humans should be the heroes we learn from most of all. The humans matter; it’s just that they get to be fully and imperfectly human. And as we listen to how those humans practiced trusting and not trusting God along the way, we are also listening for who God is, what God is like, and what God does.


Kids need to be invited to interrupt. As humans, we remember far more of what we say than what we hear. When we invite kids to interrupt right in the middle of the story, so that they can talk about what they notice, wonder about, or think is weird, they are far more likely to remember the story. We also can pivot the conversation as needed based on their input.


So these days, I like to approach conversations about the Bible as an exploration of the stories. When we read the stories, we’re looking for who God is and what God is like. I want to know what the kid I’m with has to say about all of it. Because that is what they need from us. They don’t need an answer wizard. They need an exploration partner. Not a guru, but a guide.


Now, back to that other sticking point, the one where we know the Bible is complex, Wonder is written with two key features to help you with that complexity and adjust your approach for kids.


First, it’s a collection of paraphrased Bible stories, using God-centered storytelling in a style that is written especially for kids. Whenever we talk about the Bible with children, we are doing interpretive work. We have to. It’s an essential part of the process to help take these ancient, deeply cultural, sometimes confusing stories for and by adults and make them accessible to kids while staying faithful to what the authors intended to say through the stories.


Second, each of these paraphrased Bible stories comes with a variety of commentary notes that help shed light on the details, meaning, context, and culture. The notes for Wonder are going to be the most handy-dandy resource for you to dive deeper into the why and what and who of the stories. They’ll offer insights to help you answer questions. They’ll add details that make a kid say, “Oh, cool! I didn’t know that.” They’ll help you work out some bits of information that you know are in the real Bible but of course aren’t right for a kid just yet.


Yes, the Bible is complex, so let’s help kids fall in love with it both by telling stories accessibly and adding in details when they’re ready to make that complexity fascinating rather than intimidating.


What This Book Is and Is Not


While Wonder is a collection of fifty-two Bible stories, paraphrased in a style you can read to kids, it is not a kid’s Bible, for several reasons.


A kid’s Bible can’t say too much about Potiphar’s wife or the debate about who or what the talking snake in Genesis 3 is, for instance. Those pieces are either inappropriate (at least until a kid is ready—and that depends on the kid) or too niche for good storytelling (one kid’s fascination is another’s snooze-fest, after all, and a kid’s Bible often tries to reach as broadly as it can).


A kid’s Bible has to make one set of interpretive choices once and for all; then it goes to print. Even so, the writer knows that there were likely a dozen very cool ways to tell a kid that story. With Wonder, the commentary you have here will help you talk about the stories again and again, because you can camp out on one cool thing one time and something new the next.


Mainly, though, it’s not a kid’s Bible because those are often given to a kid, which is great. But a kid’s Bible is given directly to a kid who goes off and reads it on their own. This book is written for grown-ups. I want to help you have conversations about the Bible with kids. I want to give you something you can turn to that does the following:




	Offers possible language for how to tell a story to a kid.


	Offers background and insights for the questions a kid might ask or the ways a kid might need to take a story deeper or have a fresh insight.





In other words, Wonder is a grown-up’s guide for exploring the Bible with kids in God-centered, kid-appropriate ways.


What You’ll Find:


The fifty-two stories in Wonder are organized into six sections:




	Part 1: Pentateuch Pack. Ten stories from the first five books of the Bible that set up the larger arc of Scripture but also help tell the story of the beginning of God’s world and family.


	Part 2: Life in the Land. Ten stories from the remainder of the Old Testament that focus on Israel’s move into the Promised Land, and the patterns and predictable cycles the people lived out generation after generation.


	Part 3: Christmas Stories. Five stories telling how God came in the form of baby Jesus.


	Part 4: Jesus Stories. Ten stories from Jesus’ life that highlight what he did and why those actions were meaningful.


	Part 5: Easter Stories. Seven stories spanning Jesus’ final week before being crucified, to his resurrection, and his early post-resurrection appearances.


	Part 6: The Church Carries On. Ten stories from Acts to Revelation that focus on the role the community of Jesus’ followers played in continuing to live together in ways that aligned with God’s character and work.





The selection of stories I chose to include tell the larger story of Scripture, helping kids see God’s dream for the world at work. I also intentionally omitted some stories that are common in other children’s Bible resources because they do not align with my “skip and save” principle. If a story cannot be told in a kid-accessible way that is also faithful to its meaning, but instead would have to be “kidified”—changed in meaning so a kid can handle it—it gets saved until they’re older. This honors both children and the Bible.


The paraphrases themselves practice God-centered storytelling, focusing on God as a main character rather than on the humans as the heroes.i I’ve also included an index (see “Spiral the Stories in Wonder” at the end of this book) of a variety of God’s attributes (not all of them, but a lot) and which of these fifty-two stories could help a child see that attribute on display. So I might have told about manna in the wilderness as God caring for us, but you’ll see it as God listening and God providing as well, so you can revisit that story with those lenses another time.


From time to time, you’ll also come across a mini-essay that goes deeper into a topic related to the Bible, one that needs more space than the notes.


Within each story you’ll find a main idea to help steer you and commentary notes in the margins along the way. There are nine basic categories for these notes, but not all nine are relevant to every story. You’ll see which ones will help pull back the curtain for you, but you won’t see every category every time. These are:






	[image: An illustration of a key integrated with a landscape scene featuring mountains and clouds inside a square. The key is positioned vertically on the left side.]

	
Key Image—These are images like mountains, fire, or trees that often serve a symbolic, metaphorical, or otherwise significant purpose in the story.






	[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”]

	
Key Word—Wordplay sometimes escapes us if we are rusty on our Greek or Hebrew, so we point out important or interesting ones. We also highlight words that have taken on certain contemporary meanings that would not be shared by the original community to help us more easily enter their world.






	[image: An illustration of a key with a circular tag displaying the number 123 attached to it.]

	
Key Number—Numbers in the Bible are rarely literal and often repeat throughout various stories to make connections or serve another important function in narrative.
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Historical Context—These are details about the customs, values, and cultural norms that the original communities shared (and this may go without saying) but we don’t.
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Genre—Certain Bible stories fit a literary category, and they may share certain features accordingly. When that genre shapes the storytelling, we dive deeper into what to expect from that type of story.






	[image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.]

	
Literary Feature—Just like the writers of today, biblical writers use a variety of literary tools to convey their meaning to their readers. Whether it be parallelism, irony, humor, or archetype, literary features play a role in reading Scripture well.
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Fun Detail—Sometimes the Bible is funny on purpose. Sometimes Jesus is too. When that happens, we highlight it, because at every age it helps to know this book can be both very important and not always serious.
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Connections—Bible stories become more interesting and take on deeper meaning as we hear how one echoes another, how this setting is like that setting, how this event feels reminiscent of that other one. So when two or more stories connect, we name them.
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Your Kid Asks—These are paraphrased stories that adhere to the guiding principle of “skip and save.” As such, major details may be intentionally omitted. However, we also know those details matter and at some point your kid may wonder about them. Challenging, confusing, and unclear passages get a little more time to help you feel more prepared to talk about them whenever the time is right.








Getting Started


While Wonder is aimed at helping you talk with kids about the Bible, it is not a strict program to follow.


If you have a predetermined time or space when you talk about faith things—bedtime, for instance—you could use this book then, certainly.


Or this book could be a reference guide that you as the adult read through, banking the ideas that will connect most with the kid in your life. You could explore one story a week; there are fifty-two here. Even then, whether you go in order or jump around is totally up to you. You might:




	Start from the beginning.


	Start with a story that’s always tripped you or your kid up (hello, Revelation!).


	Start with Jesus stories.


	Line up with the stories your church or faith community is talking about.





Once you’ve picked a starting point, read the story out loud, inviting interruption and leaning into what makes you all curious. Use the notes to help with questions that may come up, and if you’re asked something not included here, write it down to follow up with later. Remember, saying, “I don’t know” is helpful, not harmful, in a kid’s faith experience. It shows that we do not have to be certain and yet can still find God trustworthy, and also gives you the chance to model how we carry questions—learning new things, listening to experts, and even sometimes sitting with the unknown indefinitely.


You’re at the trailhead, and there are lots of good ways to go exploring. Whichever way you head, my prayer is that Wonder will be a helpful guide along the way, keeping you and the kids in your life curious about God and the Bible, together.


Kids do not primarily need Bible information, where they memorize minutiae from the stories.


They do not need Bible application, where they are told by an adult what to do because of the stories.


They need exploration.


They need conversation.


They need the chance to bring their curiosity and critical thinking to the Bible and its stories.


They need to be invited to wonder.


Footnotes


i When I’m speaking of God, I tend to use the singular They and Them, which I’ll note by capitalizing it. If I’m speaking of Jesus, I use he and him. I find the singular They can be one helpful way to (a) use language that reflects the fact that God is not male; and (b) remind me that God is more expansive than and distinct from human beings. Additionally, when God is named in English as I Am or LORD, I often use the Hebrew of God’s name, “Yahweh.” Hearing God’s specific name can be a helpful way to remember that the story is trying to talk about this specific God. Of course, feel free to change these things as you read aloud if you have different preferences.
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PENTATEUCH PACK
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YOU ASK
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HOW DOES THE BIBLE WORK IF IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT MORALITY AND MEMORY VERSES?


One of the best ways to help kids understand the Bible is to highlight for them who God is and what God is up to. In other words, to name God’s purposes. As you do, it makes the overarching plot come together in ways that make more sense. That’s my hope for you and for the kids in your life as you explore the Bible.


As you go through these stories, you’ll notice God’s purposes in four major recurring themes:


Theme #1: God dreams of a world that works in ways that match who God is.


God’s dream is that the world would be in harmony with and reflective of God’s own character. We see this in the creation story, where God makes a good world, intended to be full of life, creativity, and diversity. We see it in the Law, which is about how Israel can live in ways that reflect God’s character to their world. We see it in the critiques the prophets bring that center around how Israel’s life together has failed to reflect God’s character. We see it in Jesus, and how life and joy and abundance followed him around. We see it in the vision of what the Church might be in the New Testament letters. We see it in the picture of the new heaven and the new earth that concludes Revelation.


Theme #2: God partners with humans to make the dream come true because God is both creative and a collaborator by character.


God will not force the dream into being, and God will not do it alone. Both of these would actually be in opposition to the dream itself, because they would be in opposition to who God is. In other words, God doesn’t just choose to share power with humanity, God is a power-sharing God at a character level. God doesn’t just like the idea of human creativity echoing God’s character, God is a creates-with-humans God at a character level.


So God invites Adam and Eve, then Noah, then Abraham. In each case, the invitation is to be God’s representatives on earth, embodying God’s character in the way they live and fill the earth.


God frees the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt and then gives them the job of being a holy people, different from all the other nations in ways that show how much more beautiful a family anchored in God’s character can be from the ways the world usually works.


Jesus comes not to start some new project, but to re-form the people of God. The Church is not a replacement for Israel, but a continuation of the family of God, with the same dream of a life together that reflects God’s character to the world. Crucially, this partnership is always open, with no restrictions, to whoever wants to join in.



Theme #3: Humans have the (God-given) power to really mess things up. And they do… repeatedly.


Usually, God lets humans wander as far as they want down paths that lead away from God and the dream. The result for the world is that it is badly damaged and doesn’t work at all like God intended. Injustice and violence and exploitation grow instead of abundance and peace and mutual flourishing.


Often we bump up against this, wondering how a good God could allow such terrible things to happen in this world. But as far as these things are from the dream God has for the world, God forcing things to be better would actually take the dream further away. Partnering with humans who freely choose to trust God and reflect God’s character is an essential part of the dream.


Humans are free to follow the idols of violence and greed and power, and the path leads where it leads. Sometimes, when things threaten to get too far off track, God allows the natural consequences of human actions to take effect. When Israel chooses to put their trust in the Canaanite storm god Baal, they discover he is unable to save them from the natural cycles of rain and drought. When they bow down to the promises of military might despite the warnings of the prophets, they find themselves overrun by stronger empires. When Jesus came warning that the path of violent resistance to Rome would only end in disaster but he was there offering a path to peace, most refused to listen. Sure enough, fewer than fifty years later, Roman legions invaded Jerusalem and destroyed the temple. These events, as difficult as they are, happen as part of the freedom God grants us.



Theme #4: The way to life is through trusting God, not idols.


God is always at work trying to get humans to return to a place of trust, showing them the ways that lead to life, accepting them back. As much as humans mess things up, God is always faithful to the dream, inviting them to come back to God, who is the only one who offers life.


Again and again through the Old Testament, the character of God is held up in contrast to the character of the idols of the surrounding nations. God is holy, not in the sense of being perfect (although that is surely true, too), but in the sense that our God is different from the gods of war and sex and power. Our God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in faithful love. Our God cares for the vulnerable and the oppressed, bringing freedom and life to all. Our God offers real life, not the false promises of the idols who demand our service.


The New Testament continues this work, with Jesus living out the character of God in ways that oppose the powers of his world—the Jewish leaders and Romans officials. Jesus offers a yoke that is easy, and a burden that is light.


These four themes aren’t comprehensive, by any means, but together they do offer one helpful way to think about the purpose for many of the stories of Scripture. They are often included because the community found them helpful in representing the truth of one or more of these things:




	Why did God pick Israel? For no special reason at all, and also because God hopes the whole world will come to live in joyful, beautiful, loving ways if we, Israel, live well together.


	Why are we in exile? We trusted idols, not God, and we followed that path where it led, which included a lot of oppression and suffering.


	Why are our kings so crummy? Because we really did use our power to put a king in place and trusted him like an idol, and that path didn’t lead to the life it promised.





And so on…


Now, let’s talk plot, with a quick sketch of the narrative arc of the Bible, as well as some notes on how these stories fit together. We’re especially going to focus on the Old Testament, because we’re about to explore twenty stories that are often poorly explained, seen as at best a prelude to the real stuff that starts happening when Jesus arrives, or at worst irrelevant stories about an angry God.


Creation


God created a good world and invited humans to help make it even better. All humans, male and female, rich and poor, are made in God’s image and invited to help fill the earth and rule well over it. In order to represent God well, humans need to trust and stay connected to God. This isn’t some arbitrary or ego-driven thing on God’s part; rather, it is essential in the way that a hose staying connected to the spigot is essential to carry water.


Sin


Humans walked away not by doing bad things, but by putting their trust in things other than God. The story of Adam and Eve is the first instance in a recurring theme throughout the Bible of humans putting their trust in not-gods—idols—with the results being oppressive and violent and death-bringing instead of life-giving like those idols promised.


Israel


God promised Abraham and Sarah that their family would get things back on track, blessing the whole world in the process. Their story calls back to creation, a reaffirmation of God’s dream. It also points forward to Jesus, as the representative of Abraham’s family who would bring fully to life the blessing of the whole world.


Egypt and the Exodus


The family ended up enslaved in Egypt. But God’s people couldn’t do the work of partnering with God to bless the whole world in slavery, so God set the people free by overpowering the gods of Egypt, showing the world that this God, named Yahweh, I Am, is a God who can be trusted. Whoever wanted to join this newly formed family of God was welcomed.


The Land and the Law


God gave Israel a good and abundant land, and asked in return that they would be a people who showed the world what God is like in the way they lived together. The Law is an example of some of what this would have looked like in their time and place, and within the limitations of their culture.


Judges and Cycles


The dream was that Israel would be a fundamentally different sort of people, trusting Yahweh alone and living in ways that reflected God’s character. They did… sometimes. And then they would forget what God had done for them, or they would get lured away by the false promises of the gods of war, fertility, power, and rain. Over and over a cycle would occur, where the life those gods promised wouldn’t materialize and the people would call out for help. Each time, God would faithfully welcome them back, often using the leadership of a temporary judge. Each time, God hoped the people would keep on trusting Yahweh, not idols, offering them another chance to be the people they were meant to be.



Kings (and more cycles)


One of the key ways Israel was supposed to be different was that their King was Yahweh, not a human hoarding power for himself. But the temptation of having a leader like all the other nations was too great. The result was that Israel became like the other nations, dependent on the character of that king. Some kings put their trust in God and thus led the people toward more justice and life. But most did what people with power do—tried to hoard more and more for themselves, with disastrous consequences.


Prophets and Exile


God sent prophets to warn the kings (and the people) that the path they were on wouldn’t lead to life, but usually they refused to listen. Eventually, the prophets warned that God would not keep on protecting a nation that claimed to represent Yahweh while not living in ways that reflected Yahweh. The empires of Assyria and Babylon did what empires do and conquered Israel, destroying the temple of God and taking the people away from the Land into exile.


In exile, the prophets began bringing a different message, one of hope and restoration. As a call back to the theme that God had always been faithful to Israel even when Israel was repeatedly unfaithful in return, the prophets told of a time when God would bring Israel back to the Land. In that day, a faithful representative of God would appear, one who would bring God’s dream into reality. The people would return to trusting Yahweh, and Yahweh would accept them back with open arms.


New Testament


God stayed faithful to the promise made to Abraham and through the prophets, and became human in Jesus. Jesus did what humans in general, and Israel in particular, were always supposed to do—he lived in a way that showed the world what God was like. He showed in his life, death, and resurrection how the way to life was a way of self-sacrifice and love, and he encouraged his followers to trust that was true, choosing to walk that path with him. The church, then, is meant to continue carrying this on, not as a replacement for Israel, but as a fulfillment for what Israel was always supposed to be.
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CREATION
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GENESIS 1


[image: An illustration of a bird in flight. The bird has a distinct eye and a pointed beak.]






The Main Idea: There is one God who created everything and made it good. God made humans to be God’s helpers in taking care of the world so that it would be filled with goodness and justice and life and joy—a world that works in ways that match who God is.





In the world of the Bible, God’s people lived together, and wherever they were, all around them were other groups of people. Each group had their own stories about the gods, about who made the world and how they did it. Many of the stories from those groups go something like this: The world was made when the gods got into a great big fight. The god who won split open the god who lost, stretched their body out tight, and that’s what holds up the sky.


The Bible tells the [image: Icon of a banner with masks in the center, featuring a pointed bottom edge.] creation story differently on purpose, because our God is different from those other gods, and it goes a bit like this:


The story begins in the beginning, of course. In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Before there wasn’t much at all, except for God’s Spirit hovering over the [image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.] waters.


Then God said, “Lights on!” God spoke and there was light and dark. And God saw the light and the dark and God said, “Ooooh, that’s good.”


Okay, God didn’t say exactly that, but nearly.


And God said, “Daytime, nighttime, sun, moon, stars!” God looked at the day and the night, at [image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.] the sun, moon, and stars. And God said, “Ooooh, that’s good.”


God spoke and sky and land, the rivers and the seas, mountains and valleys were made. God looked at it all and said, “Ooooh, that’s good.”


And God said, “Plants, your turn! Sprout and stretch. Flower and fruit.” God said, “Animals, your turn! Crawl and climb, swim and squawk, fly in the sky and flip-flop in the sea.”


Every time, God said just a word and things were made. The earth formed all the spaces it needed, and those spaces got filled up [image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] just right.


And [image: An illustration of a key with a circular tag displaying the number 123 attached to it.] everything that was made got the same response from God: “Ooooh, that’s good.”


A sky filled with birds, fields filled with grass and animals to munch on it, and oceans filled with fish.


[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] Good, good, and good. But something was missing.


People.


The Bible says God said, “Let us make people in our [image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] image, according to our likeness. Let them rule over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the sky, over the cattle and over the earth, and over every creepy thing that creeps along the earth.


“So God created people in God’s own image. In the image of God, God created them.”


People are made last in this [image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.] special poem, because people are special. Have you ever heard someone say, “Save the best for last”? That’s happening here. God saved the best for last. The whole world God made was good. But people? Of people God said, “Ooooh, that’s very good.” People are called “very good” by God.


God told the people, “Your turn! Fill things up, care for these creatures, expand this good start.” Image bearers, after all, get to act on behalf of the one they are like. So people were invited to care like God cares, create like God created, and fill up the world like God first filled it.


And when God had [image: Speech bubble containing three question marks.] finished all of God’s good world, God rested.




I wonder what God’s voice sounds like?


I wonder if any of the animals make God laugh?


I wonder what it mean for people to be made in God’s image?





Footnotes


[image: Icon of a banner with masks in the center, featuring a pointed bottom edge.] Genre—Creation Story
There were lots of other creation stories in the Ancient Near East, from people like the Babylonians, Egyptians, and Assyrians. Genesis 1 shares some features with those stories, which has led some people to dismiss the Genesis story as just another myth copied from the others.
 But what’s especially interesting in the Bible’s creation story are the differences from those other stories. One God creates everything. God does the creating peacefully, and with a word, not through a violent battle with other gods and monsters. God cares about all humans, not just men, and not just the king. Humanity is created to be God’s partners, not God’s slaves.
 The picture that emerges as you put those differences together is of a God who is different from the other gods—powerful, yes, but also loving, desiring relationship with people, sharing power instead of hoarding it, loving peace, and full of grace.


[image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.] Fun Detail—Water
Genesis 1 says that God separates the waters above from the waters beneath. This might seem a strange way of saying things unless you know that in the ancient world, people believed that if you were able to go up past the sky, you’d find a massive body of water. After all, the sky is blue. And rain comes out of it. So there must be water up there, right? They also believed that, since you couldn’t find the bottom of the ocean, it must be water all the way down. Waters above; waters below. This is important for two reasons: One, it’s fun. But two, it is another clue that what we are reading is not a science textbook; it’s a story. The author is using their current understanding of the world to make a point about God’s power and goodness, which is a far more important thing than where water is or isn’t.


[image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.] Fun Detail—The Sun
A sharp-eyed reader might notice that plants appear on day three, but the sun doesn’t appear until day four. Um… what? The scholar Terence Fretheim points out that Ancient Israel’s botanists hadn’t yet figured out the role of the sun in plant growth, but instead thought it was the earth that did all the work. Since dry land had appeared, plants could now grow! (Fretheim, “Genesis,” 37)


[image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] Historical Context—Order
You may have been taught to read Genesis 1 as a story of how things came into existence, because medieval and modern philosophers were most concerned with questions like: “Why is there something instead of nothing?”; or “Where did the universe come from?” Scholars like John Walton have found that in the Ancient Near East (the cultural region the Bible was written in) these weren’t the questions people were asking. Rather, they were much more concerned with order and function, with questions like: “What is the purpose for the world and the things in it?”; or “Who is in charge of keeping things as orderly and nonchaotic as possible?” When we read Genesis 1 with those questions in mind, we get answers much closer to what the original author was actually trying to say.


[image: An illustration of a key with a circular tag displaying the number 123 attached to it.] Key Number—Seven
The number seven is one that shows up a lot in the Ancient Near East in general, and the Bible in particular. Like many numbers in ancient writings, it’s not meant to be taken literally in the counting sense, but is instead used to make a more important point about what it all means. A 7 is often used as a symbol for unity and completeness, for example. Here, seven days does not mean seven twenty-four-hour periods, as if what was important was how many minutes it took God to work. Seven days means the time necessary for the whole act of creation to be truly complete, and for God to finish all the work, not leaving anything out. Which, I think we can agree, is far more important than what a stopwatch would have told us.


[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] Key Word—Good
Genesis 1 repeatedly deems creation to be “good” before calling it “very good” after humans take their place within it. The scholar John Walton encourages us to hear a slightly different note than we might be used to in that word. He points out that in the ancient world, goodness was usually related to order. Chaos was bad. Order was good, because order is what allows things to work out the way they are supposed to. Chaos is always getting in the way. For God to be good, and for creation to be good, God needs to make creation orderly, and one of the main points Genesis 1 is trying to make is that that is exactly what God does (Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One).


[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] Key Word—Image of God
People have discussed what Genesis means by humans being made in the “image of God” for thousands of years, often by bringing in all sorts of outside concerns that do more to reflect what they value, not what the story is saying. As we read Genesis 1, a big piece of the answer is included. Immediately after it says that God created humans in the image of God, in the very next verse, it tells us what that means: “fill the earth and govern it” (Gen. 1:28). Humans are made to be God’s representatives on earth, taking care of creation well. Unsurprisingly, this is exactly what we see in other ancient stories that talk about an “image of God.” Except in those other stories, only one human is given that status—the King. The King is described as the representative of the gods, meant to rule over their people. But Genesis democratizes it, giving all people, male and female, the status and dignity of being God’s representatives and partners.


[image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.] Literary Feature—Poetic Structure
Genesis 1 can be called a poem not because it rhymes or has a consistent meter, but because it uses a tight structure and other literary features as part of how it communicates what’s important. While there’s some debate as to whether Genesis 1 officially “counts” as an Ancient Near Eastern poem, its intentional and artful style is part of how it shares its main message.
 Take the repetition of “evening and morning” and “it was good,” for example. The structure of the days is very significant. In days one through three, God creates spaces that are then filled on days four through six, and in fact they line up with one another exactly. Day one’s day and night are filled with the sun, moon, and stars in day four. Day two’s ocean and sky are filled with day five’s fish and birds. Day three’s land is filled with day six’s animals. It’s all very neat and tidy and purposeful, which is exactly the truth the author is trying to communicate. God creates an orderly, purposeful world in an orderly, purposeful way.


[image: Speech bubble containing three question marks.] Your Kid Asks: What about evolution?
We can have both! Genesis is a story about who made things—God—and what God is like—good. It’s not a story about the details of how creation happened. The writer wouldn’t have known anything about natural selection. This is a who story, and science helps tell us the how story—how the world changed over vast amounts of time.
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THE DREAM IS DISRUPTED
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GENESIS 3


[image: An illustration of a bird in flight. The bird has a distinct eye and a pointed beak.]






The Main Idea: This is a story that speaks to the questions about how the world is versus how we know it should be. Because God shares power, people make real choices about whether to trust (or not) and those choices have real consequences. Regardless, God always loves us, no matter what, which is where the story ends and is a key takeaway for kids.





The Bible actually has two creation stories, and in the second one, the people enjoy God’s amazing creation from a garden. Let’s imagine it together:


If you walk through this garden, soft grasses are under your bare feet, unless you stroll near one of its rivers to feel the mud squish between your toes and the cool water wash it away. The sun warms your face and arms as it shines on so much green from all the plants that grow. Each plant grows fruit like jewels—bright red pomegranate rubies, deep purple fig amethysts, caramel-brown date topazes.


This is a happy place.


This is a place that works in ways that match who God is. The people walk with God in the garden, enjoying their friendship with God. They live together as a team, as helpers, care for creation, and know deep inside themselves that they are loved.


This is a place where people live connected to God, each other[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”], their inside selves, and creation.


Our world doesn’t always feel like this, though, does it? We know there are hard and sad things happening near and far. Why is that?


If God dreams of a world that works in ways that match who God is, why is the world so often the exact opposite—greedy instead of generous, mean instead of kind, hurt instead of happy?


This is the story to help us with that very question. To understand, we want to activate our skill of time-hopping, jumping from our world to the world of the Bible writers, who have characters and symbols to share.


Our characters include a snake who is twisty and tricky, and a man and a woman who live in the garden, who will say and do things that you and I would likely do, too, if it were us.


And our main symbols are two [image: An illustration of a key integrated with a landscape scene featuring mountains and clouds inside a square. The key is positioned vertically on the left side.] trees, one that stands for life and one for wisdom.


So as we time-hop, remember our big question: Why is this world so different from God’s dream? Perhaps a story can help:


One day in the garden, the [image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] snake, crafty little critter, asked the woman about something God had said.


(What God had said was: Enjoy the whole garden, except you should not eat the fruit on this one tree. It was called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.)


The snake asked, “Did God really say you must not eat the fruit from any of the trees in the garden?”


And the woman said, “Oh, we can eat from all the trees! We just aren’t meant to eat or even touch the one. God said if we do, we will die.”


The snake was quick to reply, “Die? No! You won’t die. You’ll become like God.”


He didn’t say it aloud, but the snake was claiming that this one little fruit would make it so the people wouldn’t have to listen to God all the time. They could do what they wanted. After all, what if God was holding out on them, keeping good from them, not letting them be free?


The woman was convinced, and took a fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and ate some. She gave some to the man who was with her and he ate.


And things changed quickly.


The Bible tells us they did see things differently, but not in a good way. They realized they were [image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] naked and felt ashamed of it. So they made clothes from leaves.


They had spent time right up close with God, but now they wanted to hide from God. So they went into the bushes.


And God did what God does—[image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.] God came to find them. “Where are you?” God called. “Over here,” the sound came from the bushes as the man called back.


“Why are you in the bushes?” God asked.


“I heard you coming and since I was naked, I hid,” the man answered.


“Oh. You ate from the tree I told you not to eat from, didn’t you?”


“It was the woman’s fault—she gave the fruit to me!”


The woman jumped in now to say, “The snake tricked me, and I ate.”


At this point, God responded to them all. Because true knowledge of good and evil? God has that. God is the one who knows what leads to life… and what doesn’t. And God could describe just how things would work and feel now that things had changed.


The connection to their inside selves? Now they didn’t feel good in their bodies.


Their connection to God? They went and hid.


Their connection to each other? Now they were accusing and blaming each other. And they would keep trying to use power over each other for their own benefit.


Their connection to creation? It was going to change from harmony to hardship.


But just after God described the [image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] consequences to them, God also made them clothes. God cared for them right in the middle of this very hard moment. And it was indeed hard—the people were sent out of the garden, now guarded by [image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.] angels. They were not sent away from God, though. Even if all four very good connections—to God, themselves, each other, and creation—had been broken, the story was far from over. God’s love is far too big and strong to let this be the end. It was just going to take some time.




I wonder why trees are the symbols of life and wisdom?


I wonder how a snake sounds when it talks?


I wonder why people have a tendency to think God is keeping good from them?





Footnotes


[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] Key Word—Helper
The biblical account, you may know, includes the woman being created out of the man, and called Adam’s helper. I didn’t include it simply for length. Some have taken these to mean that women are forever and always inferior to men by God’s Supreme Design for All Things. This is wrong. For one thing, Adam is made out of dirt, but that doesn’t make him inferior to dirt. For another, the person most often described in the Bible using that same Hebrew word, “helper,” is… God. Patriarchy in this story occurs after, and directly as a result of, Sin. It is very much not God’s Supreme Design.


[image: An illustration of a key integrated with a landscape scene featuring mountains and clouds inside a square. The key is positioned vertically on the left side.] Key Image—The Trees
This story is the first instance of a theme that runs throughout the Bible, that humans have the choice of two paths, one of which leads to life, the other to death. In this story that choice is represented by the trees of Life and Knowledge. As John Walton points out, in the ancient world life and wisdom were thought to belong to the gods. In most of the surrounding nations, the gods jealously guarded them. But in this story, both life and wisdom are offered freely to humans as a part of their intimate relationship with God. It is only when humans try to grab them on their own terms that they get removed from reach (Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve, 127).


[image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] Historical Context—Snake
It’s not until close to the time of Jesus, many hundreds of years after this story was first written, that people started connecting the snake to Satan. In this story it’s just, well, a snake. The scholar John Walton thinks the original readers would have seen this creature as a kind of “chaos agent,” similar to the sea serpents that show up in other creation stories and need to be tamed by the gods (The Lost World of Adam and Eve, 128ff). Think less “supreme evil being” and more “trickster like the character Maui in Moana.”


[image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.] Historical Context—Naked
In the ancient world, nakedness was seen as shameful. This went beyond the sexual to the broader way nakedness showed someone to be vulnerable, exposed. It’s a beautiful way of portraying the world God dreams of that Adam and Eve are naked and unashamed. Their trust in God at the beginning of the story means they are completely invulnerable, secure, free, and safe.


[image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.] Literary Feature—God Walking
This story includes God doing two things that might seem a bit strange to your ears: walking and asking questions. Both of these actions serve to portray a God who cares deeply about relating with creation and with humans on our own terms. The scholar John Goldingay points out that asking questions, even questions we already know the answer to, and hearing another person’s answers are indispensable parts of any relationship (Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, 137).


[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”] Key Word—Consequences
After God discovers what the humans have done, God speaks a series of what are often called “curses.” Some have interpreted these as punishments that God brings down for people’s sin. Instead, we might see them as accurate descriptions of the consequences of humanity’s actions. They are describing reality, not prescribing a punishment. Not trusting God inevitably results in what is sometimes described as a four-way breakdown of the good and harmonious relationships that God intends.
 First, there is a breakdown of relationship with God, because the closeness and mutuality God hopes for is not possible without trust. Second, within ourselves as anxiety and fear creep in (see note on “Nakedness”). Third, with one another as power dynamics creep in (see note on the woman as “Helper”). And fourth, with creation, as humans toil and struggle and exploit instead of living harmoniously with nature.
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