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            A Note on the Text

         

         Almost all direct Scripture quotes in this book come from the English Standard Version. In some cases I’ve simply paraphrased instead of quoting directly from a published translation; in these cases, the Scripture will be set in italics.

      

   


   
      
         
            




That I may know him and the power of his resurrection.

            —Paul

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

            By Tim Tebow

         

         Proverbs 11:14 says, “Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in an abundance of counselors there is victory” (NASB). Over the years, I have asked several pastors around the country to speak life into me and give me wise counsel as I consider important decisions. One of those men is Pastor Joby Martin from my hometown of Jacksonville, Florida. Thankfully, he looked past the fact that I’m a Gator and he’s a Bulldog fan, and he agreed. We tend to talk a lot about Jesus and a little about college football. We’ve grown so close since that time, and there are not many big decisions I make without first calling him to seek wisdom and discernment.

         Pastor Joby has a gift for taking complicated sections of Scripture and breaking them down in a way that is authentic to God’s Word. He also continually helps me see how Scripture is even more applicable to my life and the lives of those around me. God uses Joby to help me understand His Word and speak to me through it. Not only that, but as I have spent time with him and his family, I have learned he is the real deal. He loves his wife, Gretchen, and he considers it one of the highest honors of his life to get to be the father of his children, JP and Reagan. Joby loves the Lord with everything he has, and he is so passionate about his calling to preach the Gospel with authority and clarity. Joby is one of the best communicators I know. Whether he delivers eye-opening insight, captivating life stories, or hilarious one-liners, or draws you in with his unapologetically southern accent, he tells the truth with great love.

         Out of that love, he leads this movement called The Church of Eleven22. (The name probably has you wondering, and you can read more about that inside these pages.) By intently listening to and boldly answering God’s call on his life, Joby has been a vessel whom God has used to build a thriving ministry, which has helped thousands discover and deepen their relationship with Jesus Christ.

         I’m so excited Joby accepted the mission to write If the Tomb Is Empty. What a powerful reminder that because of that truth, anything is possible. My hope as you read these pages is that you will understand how God meets us in our everyday lives—whether on the mountaintop or in the valley. No matter where your foot lands, He has already been there.

         In my own life, I’ve found this to be true. I’ve known the highs of great success and the lows of dark valleys. I’m grateful for the successes God has blessed me with because they’ve given me a platform to give all the glory to Him. I’m also grateful for the lows in my life because they’ve given me a testimony to point to God’s faithfulness in the hard times. But one thing that is unchanged and not dependent upon my circumstances, emotions, successes, or failures is the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. He is with us and He is for us, always.

         From the first page to the last, Joby walks you through the story of God’s amazing plan to redeem a bunch of rebels like us and bring us to Himself. Not only that, but by the time you reach the last chapter, you’ll know—maybe for the first time, maybe as a much-needed reminder—the unimaginable remedy to our brokenness, that God paid for our sin debt with the life of His Son. I’m so grateful the story doesn’t end at the cross, and that we don’t follow or strive to be like a dead prophet or moral teacher. Because three days later, God raised His Son Jesus to life, and today we worship the living Savior who takes away sin of the world!

         The tomb is empty.

         That is evidence that Jesus is who He says He is, that His Word is true, and that what might be impossible in your own ability is possible with and through Him.

         If the Tomb Is Empty is a beautiful reminder of the empty-tomb, gospel-centered, Jesus-resurrected reality that for God so loved even me that He sent His only Son on a rescue mission to save me from my sin—and you from yours. Whether you have already given your life to Christ and have been walking with Him for a long time or you don’t even know what trusting Him as your Savior means, this message is for you.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         So there I was…

         (That’s how I start every good story.)

         Standing on the Mount of Olives. The Garden of Gethsemane below me, my favorite place on the planet to pray. The tips of the ancient olive trees rising up above the walls. Directly in front of me stands the Golden (or Beautiful) Gate, sealed shut since the Crusaders lost the city a thousand years ago. Some silly religious folks think that the stone and mortar will keep Christ the King from entering the city upon His return. To my right, the Lions’ Gate. Some think Stephen was dragged through that gate and stoned in the valley below me. To my left spreads the City of David, an archaeological playland these days. In my mind, I imagine the rooftop upon which David spied Bathsheba. It’s easy to see as you walk around how power and this perspective could get a man in serious trouble. Below the garden, the brook Kidron snakes through the valley that, since the days of Josiah, has been the most famous burial site around. Tens upon tens of thousands of graves spread left to right as far as the eye can see, buried here beneath the towering shadow of Hezekiah’s eastern wall. And there, beyond the wall, sitting on the hill, rise the Temple Mount and the Old City of Jerusalem.

         This is THE mountain of God.

         The place where His name is written forever. Even the aerial view of the three valleys out of which the mountain rises looks like the twenty-second letter of the Hebrew alphabet (“shin”) that spells His name. This is the place where Abram broke bread with Melchizedek after the battle with the four kings and raised his hand in covenant with God Most High. And later in his life, this is the place where he bound his son Isaac, the son of his love, placed him on an altar, and raised a knife to kill him. This is where David danced as he brought the ark into Jerusalem, telling Michal, I will become even more undignified than this. Singing what we call Psalm 24: “Lift up your heads, O gates! And lift them up, O ancient doors, that the King of glory may come in. Who is this King of glory? The LORD of Hosts, he is the King of glory.”

         This is the place where the plague stopped at the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite, where Nathan told David, You are the man and David paid the penalty for his sin. This is where both good and bad kings ruled and Solomon built a temple unequaled in all human history. Where Hezekiah and Nehemiah rebuilt the walls, Josiah tore down the high places, and the conquering Babylonians led a nation into captivity, leaving this city in ruins.

         And this is the place where Jesus showed up as a twelve-year-old boy and taught in the temple, saying, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” This is where He walked, taught, healed, laughed, loved, drove out the tax gatherers, broke bread, and taught us to pray.

         On this mountain, Jesus paraded in on a donkey while crowds shouted, “Hosanna to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” Hosanna means “Lord, save us.” The us was priority to that crowd. This is the place where if those people fell silent, even the rocks would cry out. And it is here that Jesus wept. Because He knew what was coming.

         On this mountain, Jesus’ blood vessels burst, His sweat turned to blood, and He took the first sip of the Father’s cup of wrath as one of His best friends betrayed Him with a kiss. Where self-righteous and jealous murderers arrested Him and paraded Him before a kangaroo court, where they struck Him in the face, plucked out His beard, beat Him with rods, and ripped chunks of flesh off His back and sides with a cat-o’-nine-tails. Here they drove a crown of thorns into His skull, the same type of tree from which the ark of the covenant was constructed, and then forced Him to carry a criminal’s cross outside the gate where they burn the trash.

         Here on these Herodian stones, Jesus became unrecognizable as a man.

         Just a few hundred yards from where I now stand, in what is today a busy bus station, they drove nails through His hands and feet and hung Him on a cross on a well-traveled road where people spat and laughed, and a soldier shoved a spear into His chest.

         This is the spot where the blood and water flowed.

         Here the Father forsook Him, here the veil tore in two—and the people of God were no longer separated from the presence of God. Here the sky turned black in midday, and here, Jesus, the sinless, righteous, spotless Son of God, who did not think equality with God something to be grasped but willingly humbled Himself and came on a rescue mission for a bunch of rebels like us, poured out His soul to the death. The Lamb of God who has come to take away the sin of the entire world. Clearing forever our debt ledger. Paying a price you and I could not pay in ten thousand lifetimes.

         This is the mountain where Jesus died. Where He painted the mercy seat with His very own blood. Where His brokenhearted friends, who had watched Him heal the sick and raise the dead, pulled His limp, cold, naked, shredded, bloodless, lifeless body down, and some brave soul closed His eyes. This is where they carried Him to a borrowed tomb, and the soldiers sealed Him behind heavy stone. This is where His friends wept and knew sorrow unlike any they’d ever known.

         I would imagine that those who followed Jesus were incredulous as they stared at His lifeless body on the cross. I’m convinced they asked, “God, have You completely lost control? Can’t You see what’s going on down here?” Little did they know this was His plan to save the entire world. This is why the writer of Hebrews says, He upholds all things by the Word of His power. And this is why Paul tells the Romans, For those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to His purpose (8:28).

         On this mountain, the Son of God was killed, and those who witnessed His death took His body down and laid it to rest in a tomb. They thought that was the end. Forever. All hope lost. Because once you’re dead, you’re dead. Who can defeat death?

         But the story doesn’t end there. Not by a long shot.

         Because this is where, three days later, He rose from the dead and walked out shining like the sun. Tomb empty. The keys of death and hell hanging from His belt. On this mountain, the tomb is empty.

         Which changes everything. For everyone who would believe it. Forever.

         This is where they intended to prepare the body only to find the stone rolled away, His body gone, and an angel asking, “Why do you seek the living among the dead?”

         On this mountain, He alone did what no one else could. He bought us back. Redeemed us from the curse. And cut a new covenant based on better promises. This is the birthplace of hope.

         Here, Mary screamed at the top of her lungs, I have seen the Lord! Here, Thomas believed. Here, to their great surprise, Jesus appeared when they were meeting behind locked doors, breathed on them the very ruach1 of God, and said, Receive Holy breath. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.

         This is where when they did not believe it was Him, He chastised them for their unbelief and hardness of heart. This is where He opened for them the Scriptures, explaining how everything that had been written before in the law, prophets, and psalms revealed Him, and how He alone is the perfect manifestation of that revelation.

         And this is where He broke bread. Again.

         This is where He appeared to over five hundred believers. In the very place where many saw Him crucified and dead. And somewhere not too far from where I now stand, He stepped onto the Father’s chariot and ascended to heaven—where He remains seated to this day.

         Down there to my left, on the day of Pentecost, standing on the southern steps of the temple, Peter was used by God in a mighty way. He did not let his multiple past mistakes define him, but God used the very thing that got him in the most trouble—his mouth—and gave what might be the second-best sermon ever given. Second only to the one given on the Mount. And when he’d finished, the Spirit of God was poured out, fulfilling the Scriptures in Proverbs, Joel, Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah that promised, “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh.” And on that day, here on this mountain, three thousand were added to the number.

         This is that mountain.

         And lastly, somewhere close to where I now stand, on a date known only by the Father, this mountain will split in two and Jesus will return as He left—to judge the quick and the dead. That’s you and me and all those who came before us.

         The most significant history in the history of history occurred within a half mile of where I now stand. On this storied mountain. On this bloodstained hill. It is here that Jesus rendered an irrevocable, undeniable, and eternal defeat to satan. Here, in possibly the most illogical thing I’ve ever heard, the very Son of God gave you and me the right to become children of God. The Son of God became a man, that men and women could become sons and daughters of God. Transferring us from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of the Son of God’s love, and in so doing, took from us the spirit of slavery and in its place gave us the Spirit of sonship, teaching us to speak one of the most beautiful words ever spoken by human lips—“Abba.”

         Today, when you stand on Calvary, you’re literally standing in one of the busiest bus stops on planet earth, which offends all our artistic sentimentalism. But as you sit there among the noise and horns and fumes and heat, you think, This may be a good picture of the Crucifixion, because it was a grimy place with people coming and going. Nothing about the Crucifixion of Jesus was picturesque. It was dirty and gross, because that’s what sin is, and yet God the Father chose this mountain upon which to crush it.

         In stark contrast, if you walk out of the bus station some sixty-five steps to your left, you’re in the most peaceful place you’ve ever been in your entire life: a garden where they once crushed grapes. Off to one side of the garden, cut into a rock wall, is an empty tomb. I know. I’ve been there. Why does this matter? Because the Son of God was dead when they put Him there, and three days later, He walked out. He rose again and walked out of that stone grave. Alive. And He was seen by over five hundred people over the course of forty days. And right this second, the Son of God lives. While this mountain holds the tomb, the tomb couldn’t hold Him. (In all honesty, we don’t know for sure if this was His tomb or not, but I tend to think it was.)

         The reason any of what I’m about to say matters is because that tomb is empty. Paul said, I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection (Phil. 3:10). Why? What’s the big deal?

         
            “If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain…And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins…If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied. But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.” (1 Corinthians 15:14, 17, 19–22)

         

         The heart of Paul’s answer rests in this phrase: if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. Think about the ramifications of that. Can anything be worse? Name one thing. You can’t. Now ask yourself the reverse: If Christ is alive, can anything be better?

         You see that phrase made alive? Don’t miss it. He’s talking about us. The fact that Jesus walked out alive matters for everyone who would believe it. Forever. My question for you is this: If Christ is alive and the tomb is empty, what does this mean for you? Like, really? In total. What does the empty tomb mean for you? For me?

         The answer tells a lot about you and what you believe. So, let me press you. This is a gut check. Do you live every day of your life as if the tomb is empty…or as though Jesus is still hanging on that cross?

         Think before you answer.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Let me bring it closer to home. Here are some questions we’re going to work through in these pages:

         
	Do you believe His promise to you?

            	Who tells you who you are: you…or Jesus?

            	Why are you still holding on to that idol?

            	Do you really want to be blessed?

            	How will you stand against the enemy?

            	Do you want to be healed?

            	What is finished?

         

If you believe that tomb on Calvary was empty, it should change how you answer these questions. Spoiler alert: the empty tomb changes everything, about everything, for everyone who would believe it.

         In eternity past when God spoke, He made this mountain on which I now stand—Calvary. And for reasons only He knows, He said, “I already know what’s going to happen between this sea and this river, between this people and this people. But here, on this map dot of earth, I’m going to do a thing that’s never before been done and will never be done again. I’m going to drive an eternal stake in the ground and demonstrate, once and for all, the love of My Son, Jesus Christ.”

         Calvary is the epicenter of the earth. All of life—past, present, future—revolves around this mountain.

         This is the mountain of God. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and God’s Son, Jesus.

         This mountain on which I’m standing is our destination. We’re coming back here. But to show why this mountain matters, we need to walk over six really important mountains in Scripture before we return here. Why? Because the events that occurred on those other mountains point to this one. They lay the groundwork and tell us the story of why this one matters.

         So with that in mind, I want to start with Abraham and Isaac on Mount Moriah; then move to Moses and Mount Sinai; to Elijah on Mount Carmel; to Jesus on the Mount of Beatitudes; to Jesus tempted by satan on a very high mountain; to Peter, James, and John with Jesus, Moses, and Elijah on the Mount of Transfiguration; and finally return to the mountain where it all started, Calvary. I want to take a journey together up these seven storied mountains from the Scriptures. Specific mountains used by God for His purposes, because for some reason, God uses these mountains to manifest Himself.

         Let’s pause and think about what a mountain looks like. It’s a high point, surrounded by shorter peaks and valleys. It’s a good picture of our lives. In between now and the day of Jesus’ return, you and I will stand on mountaintops, valleys, and countless hillsides in between. We will know unmatched joy and unrivaled sorrow. I can’t really tell you why. Only that we will. It seems like God demonstrates His glory on the mountaintop and His love and mercy in the valley. Maybe that’s why it’s only when we go up and down and up and down that we get a more complete picture of Him. We all love the peak, but the valley is usually not far behind. Plus, you can’t stay on the mountaintop. Nobody can. They’re small, and there’s no water. That’s in the valley. So are all the people. Funny how that works. And as much as we yearn for the mountaintop, truth is we spend most of our time either coming down, hiking up, or in the valley between.

         
            *  *  *

         

         No matter where you find yourself—whether you’re a new believer, a seasoned servant of the faith, or maybe you don’t know what you are—join me. Walk with me through the events that occurred on these seven mountains, because each one leads right back to the rock beneath our feet and then our final destination, which is just up that hill—the cross of Jesus Christ and the empty tomb—and what it means for you and me.

         Because…if the tomb is empty, anything is possible.

         Pray with Me

         
            Our good and gracious heavenly Father, I come to You humbly as Your servant yet boldly as Your son. I pray for every man, woman, and student who will take this journey from Mount Moriah to Mount Calvary. God, I lift up the one that has yet to trust You with their life and eternity. God, I pray that You will open their eyes to the deceitfulness of rebellion. I pray that the ache of the soul that this world cannot remedy would grow so acute that we would realize that You and You alone satisfy. God, I pray that You would soften the heart of the religious. I pray that we would be awakened to the reality that even our righteous activity is like filthy rags to You. God, would You mold us and shape us to always know that You are with us on the mountaintop and You are with us in the valley? God, I pray for the believer who will take this journey. Would You bless us not just with knowledge about You and Your works but a deeper knowledge of YOU? God, I pray that You will take fallible words and curious minds and do exceedingly more than any of us could ever hope or imagine. Lord, I pray that we would begin to see ourselves the way You see us: holy and blameless, sons and daughters, righteous and redeemed. God, I pray that this journey from mountain to mountain would lead us into a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. Emmanuel, I pray that just as You met Your people on these mountains, You would meet us in undeniable ways through these pages. I pray this in the good, strong name of Jesus Christ our King. Amen.

         

         
            Footnotes

            1 The Hebrew word ruach means “breath, wind, or spirit.” The Greek equivalent in the New Testament is pneuma.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Mount Moriah—Do You Live as Though You Can Save Yourself?

         

         Early in the summer of my fourteenth year, I began wrestling with some deep questions I couldn’t answer. Things weren’t awesome in my house, and given the uncertainty, I didn’t really know who I was. My parents weren’t getting along and the tension was thick. They loved me and my brother really well. They just didn’t know how to love each other. So, to fit in, I started drinking. One thing led to another and the police got involved. Shortly thereafter, a kid my age began bullying my little brother. When he didn’t quit, the rage I’d swallowed and tried to drown came out my fists. Again, the police got involved. To keep me from picking up trash on the side of a South Carolina highway in a county blue jumpsuit, my football coach, Bull Lee, stepped in and “suggested” the antidote to my wretched black-hearted ways was honest, hot, sweaty, and not-so-glamorous work. The powers that be agreed, and so I found myself a not-so-willing landscape artist at a Christian camp.

         Having grown up in the South, I knew about Jesus and I knew the rules: we don’t drink, cuss, or chew or go with girls who do. I was good. I’d checked that box. I was a Christian. Born into it. Just like NASCAR and SEC football.

         Mowing the grass led to attending the camp, and on the last night, after we’d sung “I Am a C” and “Friends Are Friends Forever,” many of the camp counselors dressed in sheets and, with almost unintelligible Southern accents, reenacted the death and resurrection of Jesus, ending with “Why do you seek the livin’ among the dead?”

         As corny as it was, and even though I’d heard the story dozens of times, I saw the cross for the first time. For what it was. Propitiation. A payment that satisfies. Somehow, I knew that I knew that I knew that an exchange had occurred. When Jesus, God made man, climbed up on that cross, He offered me something I didn’t deserve and took from me what I did. For reasons that made sense only to Him, He wrapped Himself in my sin—and not only that, but He took upon Himself all the consequences of it—and then with His very own blood, He paid my debt ledger and satisfied the wrath of God. A debt I couldn’t pay in a thousand lifetimes. I believed that when Jesus pushed up on His nail-pierced feet and said, “Tetelestai,” it is finished, that somehow it counted for me.

         Somewhere up front, Coach Lee issued “the call.” “Who wants to put their faith in Jesus?” We’ll talk more about this in chapter 2, but that phrase “faith IN Jesus” started to mean something for the first time. We sang “Just as I Am” about thirteen times while he waited. “Anybody else?”

         There was no way I was walking up there. No way. Not in front of all my friends. They knew what I’d done. Then Coach Lee said, “I believe there is ONE MORE.”

         Next thing I knew, I’d walked up there and was hugging Coach Lee. All in. For the first time, I believed that what Jesus had done on that tree somehow counted for me. I can’t tell you I understood everything it meant, but right then and there I put my whole trust and faith in Jesus. As opposed to me. Which was a good thing, given the track record for my summer and the downward trajectory my life was taking.

         I didn’t know it at the time, but I’d just made Romans 10:9 true in my life. I was “saved.” I’d confessed with my mouth that Jesus is Lord and believed in my heart that God had raised Him from the dead. This was a revelation to me and the emotional high was unlike any I’d known.

         I didn’t want to leave camp, which was strange, given that I hadn’t wanted to go in the first place. Everybody hugged; we cried. Al Gore had not yet invented the internet, so we all lied to each other and said, “I promise I’ll write.” We shared addresses, and just before I left, one of the counselors at the camp, a student at Clemson, gave me a Bible in which she had highlighted several verses.

         I never wanted to come down from the high of that mountain, but my grandmother, Myrt, came to pick me up and we headed home for the start of my freshman year in high school. Two hours from home, I thought, Everything’s going to be better now. I just knew it.

         The problem I was about to bump into was I had to go home, and I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to get when I got there. We drove in the driveway and shared with my parents that I had asked Jesus into my heart. They said they were excited for me, but they seemed a bit distracted. A few weeks later I walked into the house to a note from my mom that said, I can’t stay here anymore. Please tell your brother. I love you, Mom. At this point in my life, I don’t blame her at all for her decision. But at the time, I was in a bad way.

         I held the note in one hand and my new Bible in the other, shaking both at the ceiling. “But this isn’t how this goes. I just got saved. Life’s supposed to be better. I mean, I met Jesus. Isn’t everything going to be better now?”

         So I came home to an empty house and had to tell my eleven-year-old brother, who had no box for this. Complicating matters, my dad worked in North Carolina and only came home on the weekends, so we had to figure out how we got to school, what to eat, how to do laundry…

         Further, we couldn’t let anybody know that this was our situation, because we weren’t sure what they’d do to or with us, but we were pretty sure we wouldn’t like it. And to make matters worse, we lived in the country, and the bus didn’t make it to our house. So, at fourteen, I “borrowed” my father’s truck and drove my brother to middle school, dropped him off in the carpool line, and then drove to high school and went to class. Every morning.

         Life was a nonsensical blur, and I just remember having to grow up fast. A couple of weeks in, I sat down on my bed and probably yelled at God for the first time: “All right, Lord, I’m giving You one chance. And if You ever leave me, I ain’t doing this.” I felt like my whole world was cracking down the middle, because when your parents don’t love each other, it’s crushing to a teenager.

         I’m forty-seven today, and next to my salvation, this was the most defining moment in my life. I reached over, grabbed that Bible, and just stuck my fingers in, playing Bible roulette. In my heart, I was crying out, Lord, what does this book have to say to me? Unbeknownst to me, the girl from Clemson had put a bookmark and highlighted Jeremiah 29:11. And that’s the first thing I read: “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (NIV). I’ve heard several sermons from preachers who are exponentially smarter than I am say that that verse is often taken out of context and isn’t meant for us today. Well, I can tell you, it meant everything to me that day sitting on my bed as a fourteen-year-old.

         And I can tell you thirty-three years later, Jeremiah was telling the truth.

         After I got saved as a teenager, I got involved with Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA) and a bunch of organizations like that. Maybe that’s where the preacher thing started. We were all supposed to know how to share our faith and lead people to Christ, so I thought I’d try it out.

         When I was in high school, this real pretty foreign exchange student came to our school, and since my ministry in high school was to lead cute girls to Jesus, I took her out to dinner. I didn’t have any money and she ordered the filet, and I told the server, “I’ll have a salad.” She was from West Berlin and had absolutely no understanding of the Bible whatsoever, so I figured I’d lead her to Christ at dinner. I wove the conversation to Jesus and I asked her questions. She responded, while enjoying her steak, “I’ve kind of heard of Him, but I don’t get it.”

         “What don’t you get?”

         “I mean…what’s the big deal?”

         And there it was. The softball pitch. I thought to myself, I am taking this thing deep left center over the bleachers. She didn’t know the difference between the Old and New Testament, so I, in my infinite knowledge as a seventeen-year-old theologian, backed up to the beginning. “Okay, so in the beginning there was nothing and then God created light and there was still nothing but you could see it and then He made some people and they were naked and that was cool. Then there was a snake and they ate and then put on some fig leaves and then there was an ark and a temple and dead lambs everywhere and then Jesus came, died on the cross, and was resurrected on the third day and then He went to heaven. Oh, and He’s coming back on a horse.”

         Her eyes narrowed. “You actually believe that?”

         “Yeah. You want to come?”

         While she polished off her steak, I remember thinking, I do kinda sound like a crazy man. Maybe I need to start working on my delivery.

         In FCA, and every other youth group I went to, it seemed like everybody shared a testimony which from the moment they met Jesus, everything was up and to the right from there. Life was good. Problems fixed. But that wasn’t my experience, and as I looked at my own life, I thought maybe I wasn’t doing this faith thing right. In my life, there was a lot of difficult stuff. I knew far more valleys than mountaintops. Then the Lord led me deeper into His Word, and what I saw in Scripture encouraged me that just because I surrendered to the lordship of Jesus didn’t mean life was forever easy street. In fact, many of my heroes in Scripture knew suffering.

         One of the first places He led me to was this story of Abraham.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In Genesis 12, God does something that He never explains. He just decides to do it. He chooses Abraham. And He doesn’t choose him because Abraham is awesome. He’s not. God sovereignly chooses whom He graces or blesses. When He finds Abram, He says, “Abram”—who will eventually become Abraham—“I’m going to make you the father of many nations.”

         There’s just one problem with this. Abraham is seventy-five years old, and he and his wife Sarai—who will become Sarah—have no kids. From Abram’s perspective, it’s a little late in the game for God to be tapping him on the shoulder and propping up his hopes because Sarai’s almost as old as he is. But what Abram will soon learn is that God’s not bound by time or timelines, and what is impossible with man is possible with God. To accomplish His purposes through Abram, God makes an everlasting covenant with Abram. He says, Through you, I am going to bless the whole world. Whoever blesses you is blessed and whoever curses you is cursed. I’m going to make you the father of many nations, and through you I’m going to create a nation. But first, I want to move you from here to a place I’ll show you, so pack up your stuff (Gen. 12:1–3).

         At this point, Abram goes to Sarai and says, Hey, babe, I’ve been talking to God today. And He told us to move.

         And she asks the one question every wife would ask. Where?

         And Abram says, He said He’d show us when we get there.

         The amazing thing about Sarai is that she went with him. I can hardly get my family to get in my truck if I don’t tell them exactly where we are going and how long we’ll be there. We talk a lot about Abram’s faith, and we should, but remember, Sarai went with him. And he didn’t even know where he was going.

         At this point, they don’t know much about God and how He works. Regardless, Abram says, “We’re packing up our stuff and going to a place that the Lord will show us.” Then the Bible says Abram put his faith in God. And his faith is counted to him as righteousness—not his right activity, but his trust or belief in God. Later in the New Testament, Abraham will be defined as a man who was a friend of God because of his faith.

         Years pass with only a promise but no pregnancy. Which begs the question, Have you ever thought God is on a little different time schedule than you? Am I the only one? Our problem is that God’s timing and our timing are not the same. All throughout Scripture, God never gets in a hurry. Which makes me wonder why we’re always in such a hurry. He spoke everything into existence, but He took six days to do it. Why? I don’t know. He could have done it with just one word. And yet, for whatever reason, God is on His own time frame for His own purpose and His own glory.

         Not only is there no son for Abram and Sarai, but things are not all that great at home. On two occasions, when Abraham and Sarah move into a new country, the king of that country sees Sarah—who, even though she’s up in age, is still very beautiful—and wants to make her his wife. To protect himself, Abraham offers his wife and says, “She’s not my wife. She’s my sister. You can have her.” Think about this—Abram is a liar who sacrifices his wife to save his own skin. Today, we call a man who does this to a woman a “pimp.” There’s a lot here, but again, it’s not what Abram did that made him righteous in the sight of God. It’s what he believed. More on that in a minute.

         And before you look down your nose at Abram, keep in mind that we’re no different. Starting with me and starting early in my life. When I was growing up, we built a barn with a tin roof in my backyard. Dad worked out of town during the week, so on Monday, he said, “Son, whatever you do, don’t get up on the barn.” Then he said it again to make sure I heard him the first time. To make sure there was no doubt. “Don’t get up on the barn.”

         To which I immediately thought, Daddy, it had not even occurred to me to get up there, but now that you mention it, I have to. I can see what fun you’re talking about and I have to. Besides, you just told me not to.

         So, when he drove out the drive, I pulled the trampoline up next to the barn and turned myself into human popcorn. When he got home, he said, “Were you on the barn?”

         I shook my head. “No way.”

         He didn’t buy it. “You’re lying to me.”

         “Dad, are you calling me a liar?”

         He pointed. “No, the dents in the tin roof are.” So I took the beating. Meaning? I’m a liar. And you’re a liar. It’s in our nature.

         Ten years after the move to Canaan, when Abram is eighty-five and they’ve been waiting on God with no result, Sarah and Abraham devise a plan. We can’t wait on God anymore. We’ve got to take matters into our own hands, she says. Abraham, why don’t you sleep with our servant Hagar? In that day and age, sleeping with your servant was totally common (the law hadn’t yet been given) and, in many instances, expected. They had just one problem. That wasn’t how God said to do it. God’s plan has always been one man and one woman in the covenant of marriage. If you read the Old Testament and come away thinking that polygamy is a good thing, then you need to reread it. It always caused a disaster. Despite this, they took matters into their own hands to help God out and created problems that we’re still battling in the Middle East today. Which is a really good reminder—in our flesh, we will always produce an Ishmael, while waiting on God will always birth Isaac.

         In Romans 9, Paul describes the futile effort. It’s called works-based righteousness, and it occurs when we don’t trust God to do for us what we need Him to do, so we try to do it in our own power.

         I don’t care how shady you think you are. You’re JV compared to shady, sinful, wretched, selfish, lying Abraham, who pimped out his wife to save his own skin. And yet God didn’t give up on him. In His mercy, God didn’t squish him, proving that our faithlessness does not void God’s faithfulness.

         Fourteen years later, some twenty-four years after the promise, when Abram is the ripe, old age of ninety-nine, God shows up and says, Abram, I haven’t forgotten you. And I’m going to keep my promise because I am who I say I am. I always keep my promises and you will have a son.

         Notice, nothing in their lives agrees with this. If anything, conditions have worsened. As proven by the fact that when they hear this, both Sarai and Abram laugh out loud. But God is not subject to our conditions, and a year later, Isaac—whose name means “laughter”—is born.

         Then in chapter 22, it says an amazing thing: “After these things…” (v. 1). What are “these things”? The call of God on Abram’s life, God’s irrevocable blessing, the covenant with God, Abram’s faith being counted as righteousness, Sarai giving birth to the promised son, and Abraham’s1 making peace with Hagar and Ishmael. All is well. You would think everything would be easy street. But how many of you know that following Jesus does not promise you smooth sailing from here on out?

         Look at what happens in 22:1: “After these things God tested Abraham.”

         God tested Abraham. I hate tests.

         Some of you might argue, “Why? He’s old. Hasn’t he earned a break?” Not according to God, because the pain Abraham is going to walk through comes through the very hands of God. At His instigation. By definition, a follower is one who continually takes steps. No matter how long you have been following, God always has another step of faith for you to take. In our culture today, there is a version of church that claims to be Christianity when it’s not. Flip through the channels and you can find somebody selling a gospel that says if you love God, then He owes you health, wealth, and happiness. It’s called the “prosperity gospel,” and the problem with it, historically, is what we call the Bible. It’s just not true to Scripture, and it certainly wasn’t true in the life of Abraham. And ultimately, it didn’t work out for Jesus. The writer of Hebrews says, “He [Jesus] learned obedience through what he suffered” (5:8). And if the Father did that to His own Son, what do you think He intends with you? Now, does He still heal disease? Absolutely. Is He a good Father who gives good gifts to His children? Every day. But these are not His focus. His focus is His glory, and He’s much more concerned with your holiness than with your happiness or cash in the bank.

         Paul told the Ephesians that God “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (1:3). And I thank God that He has. That said, there are those today who’ve perverted what this means. Tickling your ears with what you want to hear rather than what His Word actually says. Straight up, let me tell you what this does not mean: an empty tomb does not mean cash, prizes, and easy street for you. The prosperity gospel is a lie from the pit of hell.

         Hebrews says, “For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives. It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons” (12:6–8). How many of you know that it’s God’s mercy and His grace that He would love us enough to take the circumstances of our lives and use them to chisel away anything in our lives that doesn’t look like Jesus? Sometimes we find ourselves in places of immense pain, whether by our own doing or something somebody else did to us. Ultimately, God’s in charge of it all. Nothing has happened to you that hasn’t been sifted through His sovereign hand. And yet when it does, we say, “How could you, God?” And He says, Because I love you, because you are My son, because you are My daughter.

         I grew up in a disciplined day, in a disciplined house. My daddy loved my brother and me, and he must’ve loved us a lot, because he would wear us out. Sometimes he would wear us out just in case. Like, he’d be gone for a while, and when he’d return, he’d say, “All right, line it up. I’m sure there was some shady stuff happening while I was out.” And he was right. In fact, he would come in sometimes and he would open with this unfair, open-ended question: “Boy, is there something I need to know about?” And I would think, There’s probably three things you need to know about, but I don’t know which one you already know about. So why don’t you go first and we’ll deal with this on a case-by-case basis, okay? I may be exaggerating a bit, but you get the picture. When I look back on the way I was brought up, I don’t see it as punishment. It was coaching and correcting and disciplining. He was okay with me experiencing a little pain as a kid or a young man so that I could avoid a whole lot of pain later in life.

         How good is our Father that He would love you enough to walk you through some pain now so that you can ultimately know and trust Him better? There have been so many times in my life where things are not going my way and I hold out my hand and say, “Dear God, help me, save me.” And He takes me by the hand, but instead of plucking me out of the muck and the mire, He loves me enough to drag me down through it. Sometimes to the point I thought I would suffocate and die. And when He gets me there, I’m desperate for Him like a drowning man is desperate for air.

         Everybody I know who walks closely with the Lord says that God prunes us. Like it’s the norm. Jesus said, “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in me that does not bear fruit he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit he prunes” (John 15:1–2). Have you ever pruned a rosebush? To do it right, you cut off everything that’s pretty. Everything about which the rosebush might brag. And you take it down to the larger stems and trunk. Leaving the bush bare. Nubs.

         And then you wait until spring. And what emerges is more beautiful than what came before.

         God prunes those He loves. Including Abraham and you and me.

         God uses painful experiences to teach us and grow us and draw us closer to Him. And He does this far more often in times of pain than in times of comfort. God does His best work when we are most desperate for Him. C. S. Lewis says that pain is God’s megaphone to arouse a deaf world.2 And in these next few verses, God is going to call Abraham to do a thing that is going to put him in a desperate situation where the only thing he can hold on to is the promise of God.

         After these things God tested Abraham. J. I. Packer says it this way: “And still He seeks the fellowship of His people and He sends them both sorrows and joys in order to detach their love from other things and attach it to Himself.”3 And so God tests Abraham. And He says to him, “Abraham?”

         And Abraham says, “Here I am.”

         In the Bible, we often read that God speaks to people. Out loud. I’ve had people ask, “Does God speak to you?” And I say, “For sure.” And they say, “He speaks out loud?” And I say, “For sure. You want to hear the voice of God, read your Bible out loud. And you are hearing God speak out loud.” Admittedly, it doesn’t often happen for me as it did for Abraham, but the reality is that God is still speaking to His people. It’s just the white noise of this world is so loud in our ears that we’ve drowned out the very voice of God.

         But Abraham is able to hear Him crystal clear, and God’s going to ask Abraham to do something that makes no sense to him whatsoever. For Abraham, the next words out of God’s mouth are going to be inconceivable. He doesn’t have a category in his mind in which to hold this.

         Verse 2: And God said, “Take your son, your only son.” Underline those words—we’re coming back to them. “Your only son Isaac, whom you love.” Underline “your only son.” “And go to the land of Moriah.” Circle that. “And offer…” Underline offer. “Offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” Now, let’s read it as a whole: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” Now, when we read that, we think, Who could do that? Who could take the thing that they love more than anything else and do what God says?

         My question for you is this: Is Jesus the one thing that drives everything?

         Is He first? Before all things? And don’t just rush on to the next sentence. Ask yourself the question. If you’re a Christian, then by definition you should want to be able to say yes to this in your very soul. You’ve denied yourself, picked up your cross, and followed Him. But the truth is that stuff creeps in. All the time. And if we’re not careful, we can take good gifts from God—like the thing we love most in this world—and treat them like they’re our gods. This is what the Bible calls idolatry. And God hates it. God will not fuel and fund your idolatry. He will not be a means to your end. He does not cuddle with or make excuses for idols. He smashes them.

         Let me ask the question this way: If you say you’re a Christian, and you’ve surrendered your life to Christ, where is He not? What part of you have you not surrendered?

         God shouldn’t just be first on your list but the paper on which you would write your list, so that everything you do glorifies Him. So let me ask you, have you taken a gift—it could be your job, it could be a dream, it could be a relationship—and elevated it beyond the Giver of the gift? Are you worshiping the gift itself, afraid to give it up?

         God, in a test to Abraham, says, Bring your son, your only son, the one that you love—you’re going to take him to Moriah. You’re going to offer him as a burnt offering. And then in verse 3, look at what Abraham does: “Abraham rose early.”

         Now, that’s obedience.

         I don’t know about you, but when I feel like God is leading me to do something that’s going to be very difficult for me, I have to pray about it for a while. And I am pro prayer, unless you’re using prayer as an excuse to not be obedient to God.

         Abraham, without delay, rises early in the morning, sits on his donkey, and takes two of his young men with him. And his son Isaac. Then he cuts the wood for the burnt offering and goes to the place where God had told him. Verse 4 says “on the third day.” That’s kind of important. “Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar. Then Abraham said to his young men, ‘Stay here with the donkey; I and the boy will go over there and worship and come again to you.’”

         Don’t miss this. This is the faith of Abraham. Not only is he willing to obey God, but hold nothing back. He knew that anything God had given him, he could trust God with. And anything not given him by God he didn’t need anyway. The same is true for us.

         Somehow, Abraham is going to trust God with his son. His only son, the one whom he loves more than his own life. But look at what he says. Really, in Hebrew, he is saying, We will go and we will be back. Even though he knows God has called him to give his son as a burnt offering, as a sacrifice, to offer him up, somehow Abraham has the faith to understand that God is who He says He is, and He always keeps His promises. And God promised that Abraham would be a blessing to all the world through his son Isaac. At this point, Abraham does not know exactly how He’s going to pull this off, but he knows that even when he does not understand the mind of God, he can trust the heart of God because He is a good, good Father, and He loves to give good blessings to His kids.

         Even when he does not understand the mind of God, he can trust the heart of God.

         If you want to better understand your Bible, you can always interpret the Scriptures with the Scripture. Use the Bible as commentary unto itself. In Galatians 3:8, Paul tells us that God “preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham.” And if you look in Hebrews 11:17–19, the writer tells us that Abraham had faith in the resurrected Christ (see also Romans 4) even if he killed his own son, God was able to raise him from the dead.

         What we know by name, Abraham believed by faith—that God was sending a Messiah for the salvation of all. Hebrews 11 and Romans 4 let us know that somehow Abraham trusted God and the power of His resurrection all the way back then. In that moment, Abraham is believing—even when his circumstances give him no cause to believe—“God, I will be obedient to You, and I will do what You say, because I know that You are who You say You are and You always keep Your promises. And even if I go through with this, You are the God of the living and You can bring back my son.”

         So Abraham says to his servants, “Look here, boys, stay with the donkey, me and the boy are going up there, and I fully intend to do everything God has told me to do. And me and the boy are coming back safe and sound.”

         Had I been standing there, I would have asked him, “How is that going to work, Abraham?”

         I imagine he would have responded, “I have no idea. I’m just telling you what I know. I put my trust in God that He is who He says He is and He always keeps His promises.”

         So then Abraham takes the wood for the burnt offering, and he lays it on Isaac, his son. And he takes in his hand the fire and the knife. Pause there—this is a picture of what’s to come. The son carries the wood. The father carries the instrument of death and fire for the sacrifice. Do you see what God is setting up?

         And so they go, both of them together, and Isaac says to Abraham, “Father.”

         And Abraham says, “Here I am, my son.”

         And Isaac says, “Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”

         When I was younger and I would hear this story, I always thought Isaac was fresh out of Pull-Ups. In my mind, little baby Isaac waddled up the mountain. But this is not the case. Most theologians and commentators say Isaac was seventeen or eighteen years old. Strong enough to carry the wood, and he had the cognitive reasoning to look and ask questions.

         As Abraham wraps the ropes around his wrists, Isaac asks, Dad, what are you doing?

         And, probably with tears pouring off his face, Abraham says, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”

         Not only is Abraham trusting that God is who He says He is and that He always keeps His promises, but Isaac is trusting in his dad. Verse 9: “When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built the altar there and laid the wood in order and bound Isaac his son and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood.”

         You hear those words, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son”? Remember those. The Hebrew word for burnt offering is olah (pronounced “o-law”), and from it we get the word holocaust.

         I believe Isaac volunteered to lay himself on the altar. Why? For starters, he’s like 17 or 18 years old. And his dad is about 117, 118 years old. Have you wrestled a 118-year-old man lately? I have not but I assume doing so is not that tough. Isaac could have outrun him. He could have overpowered him. And yet he allows his dad to bind him and lay him on the altar. And the reason I believe this is because this is exactly what Jesus did.

         Verse 10. “Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to slaughter his son.” Verse 11. “But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven and said, ‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ Verses 12 and 13. “He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.’ And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in a thicket by his horns.”

         This is a miracle.

         You see that phrase, caught in a thicket by his thorns? I hunt deer a lot. I’ve walked to my stand a thousand times and never once have I seen a ten-point caught in a bunch of thorns or briars. This is a miracle of God. Here, on this mountain, in that moment in time, a male lamb is stuck with his head in a bunch of thorns.

         In effect, God says, “Wait a minute—use this ram instead of your son.” So Abraham takes the ram, sacrifices it, and offers it up as a burnt offering. Verse 14: And so Abraham called the name of the place, the LORD will provide, Jehovah-jireh. And it is said, to this day, on the mountain of the LORD, it shall be provided.

         Don’t miss these words either—on the mountain of the  LORD it shall be provided.

         
            “Then the Angel of the Lord called Abraham a second time from heaven and said,

            “‘By myself, I have sworn, declares the Lord, because you have done this and not withheld your son, your only son, I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of the heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. Your offspring shall possess the gate of his enemies and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.’” (vv. 15–18)

         

         There is no way Abraham could have imagined what God was asking him to do, to sacrifice his own son. There’s also no way that he could fully understand what God Almighty was talking about right here.

         This is messianic prophecy spoken by God some fifteen hundred years before Jesus: Abraham, one day, this boy of yours is going to have a couple kids, and one of his kids is going to have twelve kids, and those twelve boys will become twelve tribes. And then one day those tribes will become a nation, and out of that nation will come the Messiah for the entire world. And because of Him, the very ends of the earth will be blessed.

         Remember when Abraham says, And on this mountain, the Lord shall provide a lamb? Remember where he’s standing when he says that. On Mount Moriah. The word Moriah means “foreseen by God.” You can’t make this stuff up. I mean, really—think about it.

         The real point of Genesis 22, and the point of the entire Bible, is the gospel of Jesus Christ to the glory of God. The point of Genesis 22 can actually be found in your New Testament. The most famous Christian verse ever. The point is John 3:16. Even if you’re new to Bible study, you’ve probably heard this one. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” But don’t stop there. Keep going:

         
            “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works were evil.” (vv. 17–19)

         

         Sometimes this story of Abraham and Isaac is taught like this: be careful if you tell God you love Him a lot, because He might come in and make you give Him something that you really love. That’s how I heard this as a kid. You couldn’t let God know that you like things too much, because, at any minute, He might show up to your room and say, “All right, hand it over.” As a result, I was terrified of God and I didn’t trust Him very much. Terrified that He’d make me go to Africa and not play football.

         Jesus refers to God as heavenly Father 189 times in the New Testament. Is there a father reading this book who would close these pages, walk into his kid’s room, and say, “Give me all your stuff. Actually, give me all of my stuff, because you don’t have any stuff. It’s all my stuff, anyway. It’s just in your room right now”? And then carry it all out into the front yard, dump it in a pile, and set it on fire? You could, but that’s not the point.

         Every good father, every good dad, will come and take away anything from their kid that is not good for that kid. This is the discipline of the Lord. Any kind of idols that we make in our life, he wants us to smash those things so they don’t shatter us.

         The very real story of Abraham and Isaac is not to show us what He’s going to take from us. It’s really to demonstrate His love for us. God gave for us what was most important to Him. His Son, Jesus Christ.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Let’s look again at John 3, where Jesus says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life.” Jesus is having a conversation with this guy named Nicodemus here. A Pharisee. Nicodemus would have been an expert in Genesis 22. In fact, he would have been an expert in the entire Old Testament. He went to school his entire life to memorize what we call the Old Testament so that when the Messiah showed up, he could be the very first one to recognize Him.

         The word Pharisee means “separated one,” which is exactly what happened to Nicodemus when he was young. When Nicodemus went to school for the very first time, what we would call kindergarten, he studied the Torah—the first five books of the Bible. And he didn’t just read it; he memorized every word. I don’t know how many Bible verses you’ve memorized, but Nicodemus memorized all twenty-three thousand of them. This was a requirement to be a Pharisee.

         In John 3, Nicodemus goes to see Jesus at night and he says, Surely You must be of God, because if You’re not of God, You couldn’t do these miracles. And Jesus, seeing this Pharisee, this expert in the law, goes right to the top shelf and says, “Truly, truly, I say unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Which goes right over Nicodemus’ head. He has no idea what Jesus is talking about. Which is crazy. He spent his entire life memorizing the law so that he could recognize the Messiah, and just like every other Pharisee, Nicodemus had fallen in love with the law and not the Lawgiver.

         Nicodemus is so close to the presence of God he can smell the breath of God and yet he doesn’t recognize Him for who He is. Jesus shows up to one of the most learned men in all of Israel and He says, It’s not about memorizing the law, you need a new life. You’ve got to be born again. And then Nicodemus totally misunderstands what Jesus is saying. He has no clue. He asks, “How can that be? Would a man enter into his mother’s womb a second time?” And Jesus shakes his head. “What in the name of Me are you talking about?”

         Jesus, the master teacher, is going to use some rabbi tricks. Rabbis would talk to each other by using Bible verses to explain other Bible verses. It’s theological jiu jitsu. Also, rabbis were famous for teaching in threes. They would teach one point in three different stories to give people more handles to grab on to. Like in Luke chapter 15 when Jesus is trying to describe who God is, He tells the story about the lost coin, the story about the lost sheep, and the story about the lost son—we call it the prodigal son.
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