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Introduction: The Gospel and Salvation History 

 

“It is possible to know Bible stories, yet miss the Bible story.”
1
 

- Edmund Clowney -  

 

Imagine that you are standing at the edge of a very large and very thick forest. You are adamant 

about reaching a specific destination on the other side. You have no map. Obviously, once you 

enter the forest it would be very hard to gather your bearings, to see exactly where you are in 

relation to the destination, and so forth. In this situation it would be crucial to have a ‘birds-eye 

view,’ a map to direct you. See, a good map reduces any area that is too vast for us to 

understand from a limited perspective. Seeing the whole keeps us from ‘missing the forest for 

the trees’, which often happens when we read our Bibles. The point, the Bible as a whole is a 

‘unity.’ It is one great story, with a story line that traces an unfolding drama. J.I. Packer 

masterfully illustrates why this truth is so astonishing;  

 

“The Bible consists of sixty six separate units, written over more than a thousand 

years against a wide variety of cultural backgrounds, by people who for the most 

part worked independently of each other and show no awareness that their 

books would become canonical Scripture…Books written centuries apart seem to 

have been designed for the express purpose of supplementing each other and 

illuminating each other.”
2
 

 

In other words, Biblical theology explores the rich and multi-sided presentation of the Bibles 

unified message. What Biblical Theology allows us to do is “follow the line of the plot and offer 

a guide to the underlying story of all stories”
3
, namely the story of Jesus Christ. Biblical 

Theology will not only strengthen your understanding of the Bible, but will also strengthen your 

                                                      

1
 Edmund P. Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 11. 

2
 J.I. Packer, Forward to Edmond Clowney’s The Unfolding Mystery, 7-8.  

3
 Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 13 -16.  
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faith in the sovereignty of God. It quickly becomes apparent that only God’s sovereign hand in 

history could maintain a unified drama that stretches over thousands of years.  

 

What is the Discipline of ‘Biblical Theology’? 

 

The word ‘Theology’ can simply be defined as “teaching or discourse about God.”
4
 God can only 

be known through God. He has chosen to reveal himself in His Word.
5
 Although “Scripture is 

our theology”
6
 it is not necessarily evident that Christian theology is presented in an organized 

way in the Bible. In one sense, all true Christian Theology must be Biblical Theology. But Biblical 

Theology as a discipline has a specific function. Traditionally “Theological Disciplines” are 

divided into three camps
7
 that refer to a particular way of doing theology. 

 

a. Systematic Theology: This is the most popular of organizational theological 

systems.
8
 Systematic Theology is primarily concerned with “organizing and 

synthesizing theological doctrines”
9
 under headings and topics. Systematic 

Theology asks the question ‘what should we believe about an aspect of 

Christianity?’ with the aim of formulating doctrine.  

 

b. Historical Theology: This approach seeks to organize theology under its 

historical development. Simply put, Historical Theology is the “study of the 

changing face of theology across time.”
10

 Historical Theology asks the 

question ‘what have Christians believed about their faith at any given time?’ 

with the aim of providing a record of the development of Christian doctrine. 

                                                      

4
 John Owen, Biblical Theology, 4. 

5
 See the Appendix for an explanation of what I mean by ‘Word.’ 

6
 Owen, Biblical Theology, 17.  

7
 Goldsworthy would add ‘Pastoral Theology’ and ‘Exegetical Theology’ to the list of theological organizational systems. I have chosen to leave 

them off because these two primarily function on higher Academic levels. You can find Goldsworthy’s list in According to Plan on pages 29-36. 

8
 See Wayne Grudem’s book Systematic Theology for an excellent example of this organizational structure.  

9
 D.A. Carson, Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology, in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 101. 

10
 Carson, Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology, 91.  
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c. Biblical Theology: “This approach is principally concerned with the overall 

theological message of the Bible.”
11

 Biblical Theology asks ‘by what process 

has God revealed himself to mankind?’ with an aim at properly relating the 

whole of the Bible to our Christian life now.  

 

Biblical Theology occupies an important position in the study of theology. What makes Biblical 

Theology unique among other theological disciplines is that stands extremely close to the 

Biblical text by allowing the scripture to dictate its organization
12

 by the guidelines of historic 

progression. Biblical Theology provides a map to helps us understand the overall unity of the 

Bible and helps us see that there is a central message to the Bible rather than a number of 

‘unrelated stories and themes.’ Biblical Theology operates under the premise that the Bible is a 

unified history of God’s progressive revelation to mankind. 

 

How can Biblical Theology be Helpful? 

 

1. Proper Interpretation 

 

First, Biblical Theology helps us correctly interpret the text within the context of the whole 

Biblical cannon. We often hear people argue that ‘we must understand the text within its 

context.’ But this comment is often made in reference to the immediate context of the passage 

(i.e. – the book which we find the passage in). But the “context must include the whole Biblical 

revelation, as well as the book in which the text occurs.”
13

 

 

                                                      

11
 Brian S. Rosner, Biblical Theology, in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 3.  

12
 Geerhardus Vos writes that “Biblical Theology occupies a position between exegesis and Systematic Theology” (v) among the theological 

disciplines. In fact, D.A. Carson argues that Biblical Theology stands closer to the text than Systematic Theology. (103) 

13
 P.J.H. Adam, “Preaching and Biblical Theology”, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 107.  
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“Biblical theology focuses on the storyline of scripture—the unfolding of God’s 

plan in redemptive history, so that in every passage we consider the place of that 

text in relationship to the whole storyline of the Bible.”
14

 

 

One of the most important questions Biblical Theology helps us ask is “by what process 

has God revealed himself?” The answer to this question will help us properly apply the 

Scripture. Only Biblical Theology will guard us from misusing the Bible, as we read each 

text in the context of the progressive revelation of God’s redemptive work.
15

 God has 

chosen to reveal Himself in a “long series of successive acts,”
16

 therefore we should seek 

to understand all things in the Bible within the ‘History of Redemption.’
17

 So, Biblical 

Theology is concerned with how the revelation of God was understood in its time, and 

what the total picture is that what was built up over the whole historical process.”
18

 

What we begin to see is that “there is something growing before our eyes; there is a 

plan, purpose, and progress.”
19

 

 

Second, Biblical Theology helps us understand and resolve many difficulties we might have in 

hard to understand passages. Some parts of the Bible are difficult to understand. Some parts of 

the Bible seem to lack a sense of consistency when compared to what the Bible teaches 

elsewhere. Some of them are just strange because we, as modern people, do not live in the 

world of the Biblical writers. For example; 

 

a. Some passages use figures of speech or images that are hard to grasp 

without understanding their background. 

 

                                                      

14
 Thomas Schreiner, Preaching and Biblical Theology, The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 10 (2006), 20-29.  

15
 Adam, Preaching and Biblical Theology, 108.  

16
 Vos, Biblical Theology, 5.  

17
 For an excellent treatment on ‘Biblical Theology and the History of Redemption’ see chapter four of Graeme Goldsworthy’s section Gospel 

and Kingdom found in the book ‘Goldsworthy Trilogy.’ 

18
 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture, 26.  

19
 Daniel Fuller, The Unity of the Bible, 22. 
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b. Some passages are capable of having different ranges of meaning, and the 

context often helps us understand what it actually means. 

 

c. Some passages seem to present moral difficulties and are simply hard to 

believe. 

 

Christians with very similar convictions about the Bible can disagree over what the Bible 

teaches on certain subjects. I am not going to suggest that studying Biblical Theology will solve 

all of our interpretive problems. But, I agree with Graeme Goldsworthy when he argues that; 

 

“Any Christian who wants to develop a sound method of approaching the text of 

the Bible in order to find out what it really says and means, needs an 

understanding of Biblical theology.”
20

 

 

2. Proper Application 

 

First, understanding and applying the Old and New Testament can be difficult and is often 

applied in inappropriate ways. Biblical Theology helps guard us from making this mistake. To 

illustrate this point lets consider a few ‘problems’ in interpretation that Biblical Theology will 

provide the proper framework to think through these issues; 

 

1. The Old Testament is pre-Christian and never mentions the distinctives of the 

Christian faith. The people of Israel are not Christians and cannot be said to live 

“Christian” lives. How then do we properly view the relationship between Israel 

and us? 

 

                                                      

20
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 19. 
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2. The Old Testament contains many distinctives that we do not observe. 

Consider that some Christians attempt to distinguish OT laws as either “ritual” or 

“moral.” By what means do we understand how these passages apply to us? 

 

3. Every part of the Old Testament (prophecy, law, narrative, wisdom sayings, 

and psalms) needs to be understood as Christian scripture. If the Old Testament 

is a preparation of the New Testament, then why is the religion of one so 

different than the other? 

 

4. Jesus is does not simply function as our moral example. How then do we 

understand the unique person and work of Jesus Christ in relation to us? 

 

5. There are events in the New Testament that do not seem to be the normative 

pattern for us today. How then do we discern these events in light of our current 

context? 

 

Biblical Theology examines the development of the Bible story from the Old Testament to the 

New, and seeks to understand the interrelationships between the two parts. Biblical Theology 

argues that there is coherence to the Bible as a whole. 

 

Secondly, there is another difficulty which is more elusive and often becomes the most 

problematic in interpreting the Bible. This is the art of discerning ‘personal application.’ 

 

“Paying attention to Biblical Theology is an effective means of turning people 

away from the destructive postmodern question ‘what does this text mean to 

me?’ to the more fruitful question ‘what does this text mean?’”
21

 

 

                                                      

21
 Adam, Preaching and Biblical Theology, 110.  
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One of the hard truths that we are confronted with in Biblical Theology is that “the Bible is not 

about you and I.” Yet this is often how the Bible is read, understood, and applied. Biblical 

Theology equips us to properly approach the Old and New Testaments through the lens of Jesus 

Christ. Only when the primary question of the text’s meaning is answered can the other, 

secondary question of the application of the text to our lives be addressed properly. This 

prevents our application of the text from becoming a “formality or springboard for…moralizing 

exhortations.”
22

 

 

Jesus Christ Interprets the Whole Bible 

 

If every part of the Bible needs to be understood as Christian scripture as a coherent unit, 

where do we start? 

 

“And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he [Jesus] interpreted to them 

in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.”
23

 

 

Jesus - “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have 

eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me.”
24

 

 

One of the central problems we have in interpreting the Bible comes from a failure to interpret 

the texts by the definitive event of Jesus Christ’s gospel. In dealing with what happened before 

Christ and what happened after Christ, we need to interpret those events through Christ. Jesus 

Christ provides meaning for all the events in history before and after him.
25

 

 

Jesus is God’s Final and Fullest Revelation 

 

                                                      

22
 Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture, 30.  

23
 Luke 24:27 

24
 John 5:39 

25
 This chart is found in Graeme Goldsworthy’s According to Plan on page 51.  
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If Jesus is the central subject of the Old Testament we cannot correctly understand it without 

Him. In fact, Goldsworthy writes; 

 

“The Old Testament does not stand on its own, because it is incomplete without 

its conclusion and fulfillment in the person and work of Jesus Christ. No part can 

be rightly understood without him. In this sense it is about Christ. God’s 

revelation is progressive, moving in stages from the original promises given to 

Israel, until the fullest meaning of these promises is revealed in Christ…Thus 

Christ, interprets the New and Old Testaments.”
26

 

 

Simply put, the gospel of Jesus Christ is needed to interpret all texts by showing us their goal 

and meaning.
27

 Therefore, the relationship of Jesus Christ to Scripture is that he sums it up, 

brings it to fulfillment, and interprets it. So the Bible is God’s inspired testimony to the living 

Word, Jesus Christ.
28

 This is important for our understanding; “No one
29

 is able to understand 

Christ without God’s Word and the Holy Spirit.”
30

  

 

There is the Philosophical argument that ‘historical facts do not always interpret themselves’, I 

believe that this applies to correctly interpreting the whole of the Bible. The facts of the Bible 

make up the larger story of God’s progressive revelation of himself and his kingdom. God 

revealed himself in stages.  

 

Goldsworthy rightly admits; “I know it will not always be a simple matter to show how every 

text in the Bible speaks of Christ.” But that does not alter the fact that it does. In fact Biblical 

                                                      

26
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 52. 

27
 The word’s ‘revelation’ and ‘progressive’ in the paragraph above are key for understanding the Scripture. Revelation simply means 

that God has made himself known. This revelation is progressive because God made himself and his purposes known in stages until 

His purposes were revealed in Jesus Christ.  

28
 See Appendix for further detail.  

29
 The significance of Jesus is not always self-evident; this is even observed in our record of the people who knew him as a contemporary. 

(Matthew 16:15-17) 

30
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 64. 
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Theology is based off the premise that ‘Jesus is the final and fullest revelation of what the Bible 

is actually about.’ Here are some examples of ‘how’ we can look at certain events in the Biblical 

narrative in relation to Christ; 

 

a. Jesus is the true and greater Adam who passed the test in the garden and 

whose obedience is accredited to us. 

 

b. Jesus is the true and greater Abraham who answered the call of God to leave 

all the comfortable and familiar and go out into the void not knowing wither 

he went to create a new people of God. 

 

c. Jesus is the true and greater Isaac who was not just offered up by his father 

on the mount but was truly sacrificed for us. And when God said to Abraham, 

“Now I know you love me because you did not withhold your son, your only 

son whom you love from me,” now we can look at God taking his son up the 

mountain and sacrificing him and say, “Now we know that you love us 

because you did not withhold your son, your only son, whom you love from 

us.” 

 

d. Jesus is the true and greater Jacob who wrestled and took the blow of justice 

we deserved, so we, like Jacob, only receive the wounds of grace to wake us 

up and discipline us. 

 

e. Jesus is the true and greater Joseph who, at the right hand of the king, 

forgives those who betrayed and sold him and uses his new power to save 

them. 

 

f. Jesus is the true and greater Moses who stands in the gap between the 

people and the Lord and who mediates a new covenant. 
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g. Jesus is the true and greater Job, the truly innocent sufferer, who then 

intercedes for and saves his ignorant friends. 

 

h. Jesus is the true and greater David whose victory becomes his people’s 

victory, though they never lifted a stone to accomplish it themselves. 

 

i. Jesus is the true and greater Jonah who was cast out into the storm of God’s 

wrath so that we could be brought in to safety.
31

 

 

Jesus is the Link between every part of the Bible and Ourselves 

 

Remember, “the Bible is not about you and I.” As believers we should be concerned with the 

proper interpretation of the Bible so we can understand what God is saying to us through His 

word. Without some understanding of the overall structure of the Bible it is very difficult to 

correctly apply the Bible to our own lives. When reading any Biblical passage it is critical that we 

ask two questions before attempting to apply the text to ourselves; 

 

1. How does this text relate to Christ? 

2. How do we relate to Christ? 

 

The Bible is very clear that Jesus is the one and only mediator between God and man (1 

Timothy 2:5), therefore God’s word must be mediated to us through Jesus Christ. “Even the 

words of the Old Testament are mediated through Christ in that we only know what God is 

saying to us through them when we see them fulfilled in Jesus Christ.”
32

 Jesus Christ is the link 

between every part of the Bible and us.  With this in mind we examine the Word of God for the 

content of Christ’s gospel and for clues to its relationship with all other parts of the Bible. The 

                                                      

31
 This has been adapted from the message ‘Preaching the Gospel’ by Tim Keller delivered at the Reform and Resurge Conference, May 2006. 

32
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 72. 
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gospel is the word about Jesus Christ and what he did for us in order to restore us to a right 

relationship with God. The historic event of Jesus Christ is God’s fullest self-discloser to 

mankind. Christ brings to full clarity the promises and shadows of the Old Testament. Christ is 

the starting point and the goal towards which we will move. 

 

The Bible is the Divine-Human Word of God 

 

All of Biblical history finds its goal and meaning in Jesus Christ. The Bible is God’s testimony to 

Christ. The Bible is a divine-human Word. It is a word given through human beings within their 

own history and culture. Goldsworthy writes; 

 

“The Bible bears all the marks of its authors. Their language, thought forms, 

literary styles and forms. Their culture shapes the actual way the messages were 

given. So, God acted by his Sprit to inspire the biblical authors so that the 

humanity of the Bible would be exactly what was needed to convey the truth of 

God without error. When we speak of the Bibles infallibility we mean that it 

conveys exactly what God intended it to. God does not allow human sinfulness 

to interfere with his communication of the truth.”
33

 

 

Jesus is the Divine-Human Word of God 

 

Jesus was fully God and fully man. He is the Word incarnate, which means ‘Word in human 

flesh.’ In Christ we have God who has always been (John 1:1) taking upon himself complete 

human flesh (John 1:14). This has specific implications on the discipline of Biblical Theology. 

 

 a. Jesus is fully God 

 

                                                      

33
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 63. 
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He comes from the Father with whom he is one. To have seen him is to have 

seen the Father. God who established every fact there is, and who can interpret 

all things, has become man. In Jesus we have the absolute truth of God. 

Everything revealed to us in Jesus is truth, and he is our ultimate source of truth. 

 

b. Jesus is fully man 

 

God communicates to us through his humanity. He lived in history. This means 

that he spoke, acted, and thought as a first century Jew of Palestine. Being fully 

human he experienced the full range of human emotions, suffering, and 

temptation. “The significant exception was that he was untouched by original 

sin, and committed no sin.”
34

 Therefore he lived in perfect harmony with the 

Father.
35

 

 

Our aim in Biblical Theology is to “see the Lord of the Word in the Word of the Lord”
36

 so that 

we “take account of the full drama of redemption, and its realization in Christ”
37

 as the final and 

definitive installment. 

 

Creation 

 

In the narrative of creation we see God set the stage for the story of redemption. Goldsworthy 

writes that in the beginning we see “the preamble and theological presupposition of the main 

aspects of salvation history.”
38

 But before we examine the beginning of human history we must 

look into eternity past to see the purpose of creation; 

                                                      

34
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 61. 

35
 It is not possible for us to fully know, even as regenerate believers, ‘how’ (in a scientific sense) Jesus was fully God and fully man. This is a 

revealed theological mystery, and any attempt to penetrate it with logic or philosophy will end in reducing or lifting one aspect of his being over 

another. 

36
 Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 16.  

37
 Edmund Clowney, Preaching Christ in All of Scripture, 11. 

38
 Graeme Goldsworthy, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture, 103.  
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Before the mountains were brought forth, 

or ever you had formed the earth and the world, 

from everlasting to everlasting you are God.
39

 

 

God’s Purpose in Creation 

 

God has always been. The scripture attests to the doctrine of God’s eternal nature or God’s 

timelessness.
40

 God has no beginning, He has always been. Not only that, but God has always 

been absolutely complete, delighting in Himself as the perfect Trinity. Among the persons of 

the Trinity there has been perfect love and fellowship for all of eternity.
41

 Why then did God 

freely
42

 choose to create? Daniel Fuller makes an interesting observation concerning the 

purpose of creation when he asks, “why was He (God) not perfectly content to remain simply as 

the fully happy Trinity?”
43

 This question reveals, at the very least, that there must be an 

underlying purpose for all things God has created. The Apostle Paul addresses this query in the 

Scripture; 

 

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have 

been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 

have been made.
4445

  

 

                                                      

39
 Psalm 90:2. 

40
 Psalm 90:2, 93:2. 

41
 Deuteronomy 6:4-5; James 2:19;  

42
 God was under no obligation to create, nor did he need to create.  

43
 Daniel Fuller, The Unity of the Bible, 129.  

44
 Romans 1:20. 

45
 In this verse, when it says that God is understood through what has been made, the words "what has been made" come from one Greek 

word, the word poiema. It's the word from which we get "poem." The universe and everything in it is God's work of art. In creation God has 

chosen to make Himself evident to all mankind. The universe is a poem about the glory of God. 
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For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, 

whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created 

through him and for him.
46

 

 

First we see that God created to make Himself known. Secondly, we see that Jesus Christ is the 

agent of creation and also the beneficiary of its existence. We must avoid the arrogant ‘man-

centered’ assumption that earth exists solely for our use and enjoyment. The primary reason 

creation exists for the praise and glory of its creator God.
47

  

 

We know from the creation account that everything was made ‘good’
48

 to reflect the glory of 

God in its own way. “Part of the meaning of the goodness of creation in the Bible is that it 

testifies
49

 to the God who made it, reflecting something of His good character.”
50

 In fact, 

creation is only good by virtue of standing in appropriate relationship to it creator. Simply put, 

the end for which God created the world was to glorify Himself.
51

 This truth is often hard to 

swallow because it seems vain, and it removes us from the center of existence. But God is the 

only being in the universe for whom self glorification is not vain. Think about it, if God is the 

greatest being in the universe, the most precious gift, then displaying Himself in creation is an 

act of love, He displays His own glory for our joy. John Piper writes;  

In all of redemptive history, from beginning to ending, God has this one ultimate 

goal: that God be glorified. The aim of God in all that he does is most ultimately 

the praise of his glory. All of redemptive history is bookended by this amazing 

                                                      

46
 Colossians 1:16. 

47
 Psalm 148; Psalm 104.  

48
 In the creation narrative it is most emphatic that everything was created good. Six times in Genesis 1-2 God declares His work to be good. 

49
 Psalm 19; 29; 50:6; 65; 104; 148; Job 12:7-9; Acts 14:17; 17:27; Romans 1:20. 

50
 Christopher Wright, The Mission of God, 398. 

51
 Isaiah 43:6-7;  
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purpose. And in the middle of that redemptive history stands the greatest event 

in the history of the world, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
52

  

The primary reason God created was to make His glory known, and His glory is known most 

fully in Jesus Christ. The Scripture testifies that all things were created through Christ and for 

Christ. So “Christ is not only the origin of the cosmos; He is also its goal. All things were created 

for Him, i.e., to be subject to and to glorify Him.”
53

  

 

God Created, Orders, Sustains, and Communicates By His Word
54

 

 

“Foundational to Biblical Theology is the conviction that God has spoken.” God has spoken 

“through His word, and God has revealed Himself and His will…on behalf”
55

 of creation. More 

importantly, we believe that “God reveals Himself and His ways in the created world and in His 

deeds in history, but His word is essential for a proper understanding of what creation and 

history reveal.”
56

 

 

a. God Creates by Word 

 

At eight points in Genesis 1 God speaks creatively: “And God said, Let…”
57

 God commands and 

it is so. Why is it significant that God created by His word?
58

 At least “the very effortlessness of 

the fulfillment indicates God’s sovereignty.”
59

 It is also notable that God created all things out 

                                                      

52
 John Piper, Is Jesus an Egomaniac?, desiringGod.org  

53
 L.H. Osborn, Creation, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 434. 

54
 The “Creation vs. Evolution” debate will not be covered here as it is not in line with the purpose of this material. Just for clarity, I am taking 

the stance that the Genesis accounts are historical events.  

55
 B.M. Fanning, Word, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 848.  

56
 B.M. Fanning, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 849. 

57
 Genesis 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26.  

58
 There are several New Testament passages that refer to this: John 1:3; Colossians 1:16; Hebrews 11:3; 2 Peter 3:5-7.  

59
 Osborn, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 430.  
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of nothing.
60

 In other words, there was no ‘raw material’ present until God brought all things 

into existence.  

 

b. God Establishes Order by Word 

 

The word of God established order within creation, and does so with a purpose. So creation is 

not only a question of beginnings, but also of purpose and relationships. In Genesis we have 

two creation accounts, the first in chapter 1 and the other in chapter 2. These two accounts 

provide different perspectives on the structure of the one creation event. 

 

“The Genesis accounts tell that there is a structure to the creation which is 

described first in terms of the main elements of the universe and their 

relationships (Genesis 1), and second in terms of human beings and their 

relationships (Genesis 2).” 

 

Creation is presented in this way by the writer of the Pentateuch to show that there is order in 

the universe. In other words, everything has a proper function and relationship which impacts 

everything within creation order. 

 

c. God Sustains by Word 

 

God not only created and established order in the universe but also governs it.
61

 “This 

providence, or continued government of the universe by the Creator becomes a prominent 

feature of the biblical understanding of the ultimate purpose of God which nothing, not even 

sin, is allowed to frustrate.”
62

 So, by setting structure to all things within creation and 

designating their functions, God sustains His purposes.
63

 

                                                      

60
 This is often expressed with a Latin phrase, “God created ex nihilo.” (out of nothing) 

61
 This is often referred to the “providence of God.” 

62
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 93.  

63
 Genesis 1:11-19, 1:24-30.  
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So, on a very general level, the Genesis creation accounts tell us about how things began, and 

explain the relationships between things. How things relate is closely tied to their purpose. 

“These relationships, which were later confused by sin, are at the heart of the gospel by which 

God is restoring all things to their proper relationships.”
64

 

 

d. God Communicates by Word 

 

Since God reveals His character and purposes, it is part of His relationship with His people. God 

freely chooses to relate to creation by His word. In keeping with this is the fact that when He 

creates the human pair He blesses them by addressing them with a spoken word. This is unique 

for humanity that God can address us with words and we can understand them. The word that 

God speaks establishes and interprets the context within which human beings exist and relate 

to everything else in creation.  

 

These truths are amazing and reveal some astonishing realities; Goldsworthy points out that; 

1. The greatness of God is shown by His needing only to say, “Let it be…” for 

things to be brought into existence. 

2. Creation by word also shows us that God has chosen to relate to all things by 

the means of His word.  

3. The rule of God over His creation through His word shows the real distinction 

between God and creation.
65

 

 

What does this have to do with Jesus Christ? The writer of Hebrews declares that; 

 

Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the 

prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son.
66

 

                                                      

64
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 90.  

65
 This is what is referred to as “God’s transcendence.” God is distinct from and beyond all things He has made.  
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God’s mode of speaking changes in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the word of God in flesh. 

“In His person and work Jesus becomes the ultimate form of God’s communication.”
67

 In 

fact the gospel of Jesus Christ we receive the message of a new creation and restored 

order.
68

 

 

Creation and The Kingdom of God 

 

Our creator king loves His creation. In Genesis we see that God has created all things and 

established them in a fixed order of relationships, to which he declares “they are very good.” 

These words are significant. 

 

“The free act of creation and God’s approval indicated by the words “very good,” 

point to a loving and immensely strong commitment on God’s part towards 

creation” which becomes more fully understood as the drama of history 

unfolds.
69

 

 

This loving relationship begins with the opening announcement of the Bible narrative: “In the 

beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” The God who created also rules over His 

creation, creation is therefore established as the “Kingdom of God.” Goldsworthy elaborates on 

God’s Kingdom as follows; 

 

“God’s rule involves the relationships that He has set up between Himself and 

everything in creation…the focus of the kingdom of God is on the relationship 
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between God and His people. Man is subject to God, while the rest of creation is 

subject to man.”
70

 

 

So, we may understand the Kingdom of God as following: “there is a King who rules, a people 

who are ruled, and a sphere where this rule is recognized as taking place.”
71

 So we have; 

 

a. God’s people 

b. In God’s place 

c. Under God’s rule 

 

In the Garden of Eden we are introduced to the Kingdom of God
72

, a theme that extends over 

the whole of the Bible. In the Garden of Eden the pattern for the Kingdom is established. Here 

we see an innocent people of God living in a perfect environment for them called paradise, 

where the rule of God is expressed by His word, which provides us with the pattern of the 

Kingdom of God. 

 

“God establishes a perfect creation that he loves and over which he rules...The 

kingdom means that everything in creation relates perfectly, that is, as God 

intends it should, to everything else and to God himself.” 

 

In Jesus the Kingdom comes. Jesus words bear witness to this fact, “the time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”
73

 Goldsworthy argues that “He 

was at once both creator and creature, king and obedient servant, word of God and listening 

servant. Thus Jesus…not only brings the kingdom, He is the Kingdom in Himself.”
74

 One day, 

God’s Kingdom will be fully consummated at Christ’s return. 
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The Creation of Man in the Image of God 

 

In Genesis
75

 we are told that man is made in the image of God, yet we are not told exactly what 

that means. At the very least this shows “the remarkable distinctiveness”
76

 of man compared to 

the rest of creation. Human beings are unique among creation and have been given a distinct 

relationship to God in being ‘made in His image.’ Here are some observations based on that 

relationship; 

 

a. Humans Represent God: Being created in the ‘image of God’, as the climax of creation, man 

has a specific role to fill. The image for “Man mediates between the Creator and the created 

world which he is part. In man God deals with His creation personally.”
77

 Man was created in 

such a way that he is able to represent God on earth “like an ambassador from a foreign 

country.”
78

 

 

b. Humans Reflect God: The image of God can be also be understood as being created in ‘the 

likeness of God.’ As a mirror reflects, so man should reflect God. “Another way of putting this is 

to say that in man God is to become visible on earth.”
79

 In man we should see a reflection of 

God’s love, justice, grace, etc.  

 

c. Humans Rule Under God: Another aspect of being created in the image of God refers to our 

dominion over creation. Therefore, the image of God shows that man is set directly under God 

in the order of creation.
80

 Only man is addressed as one who knows God and is created to live 
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purposefully for God. Man’s responsibility as an image bearer is tied to his dominion over 

creation. 

 

“When man falls because of sin the creation is made to fall with him. In order to 

restore the whole of creation, God works through His Son who becomes a man 

to restore man. The whole creation waits eagerly for the redeemed people of 

God to be finally revealed as God’s perfected children, because at this point the 

creation will be released from its own bondage. This overview of man as the 

object of God’s covenant love and redemption confirms the central significance 

given to man in Genesis 1-2.”
81

 

 

While the Bible does not clearly define (in exact terms) what is meant by being created in the 

‘image of God’ at the beginning of creation, we can look to look forward to Jesus Christ as the 

‘true image of God.’ What we see in Christ tells us what we should be like, which reveals shame 

on our part, it shows us that something is not right. In other words, we do not represent, 

reflect, or rule on earth in the way we were created to do, the way that brings ultimate glory to 

God. But Christ did. When Christ was on earth He was; 

 

1. Wholly directed towards God. 

2. Wholly directed towards neighbor 

3. Ruled over nature 

 

So the image of God in humanity was not only brought about by Christ in creation but 

was also patterned after Christ.
82

 

 

Man a Created Creature Who is Ruled 
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The creation account shows us that everything we have is a gift from God. This is one of the 

central truths of creation that destroys modern man’s idea that ‘he/she is in charge of their 

lives and destiny.’ As God’s creation we are totally dependant on Him for everything; 

 

a.) We are dependant on God for His continual rule over creation. 

b.) We are dependant on God for His providential care. 

c.) We are dependant on God for the production of food. 

d.) We are dependant on God for drawing our next breath. 

e.) We are dependant on God for the next beat of our hearts. 

 

The list goes on and on. There is nothing in this universe that is self sustaining. Every moment of 

our existence shows God’s grace in that He sustains the very substance of creation. If Almighty 

God were to withdraw His powerful word from creation the universe would cease to exist, 

there would be no order, nothing to sustain the universe; 

 

“This is why man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes out 

of the mouth of God
83

. So Christ, as the creative Word of God, sustains ‘all things 

by His powerful word’
84

, and ‘in Him all things hold together’
85

.” 

 

We have already argued that man is unique in creation as being created in the image of God. 

Part of being created in the image of God tells us that “humanity does not truly exist apart 

from
86

 a special relationship with God.”
87

 It is in relationship with God that we, as human 

beings, understand our function within creation. Human beings are uniquely responsible to God 

in that we must answer to our maker. Within creation humans were given dominion over the 
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rest of creation.
88

 “Human life is defined by its God given freedom and by bounds and 

sanctions”
89

 which makes humanity responsible creatures. But, we only have sanctioned 

freedom. We are not completely autonomous beings, we do not have ‘free will’ is the absolute 

sense. God is the only free being in the universe. 

 

“In Genesis 1:28 it is implied that we are created to make real choices between 

real options, even though this freedom is bound by the prescription to be fruitful 

and rule the earth. Without freedom to make real choices it would be impossible 

to rule...[but notice] they have no freedom as to the consequences if they eat of 

the one forbidden tree.”
90

 

 

Thus with freedom and responsibility comes a test of obedience in the prohibition placed on 

eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. God designated this tree “as off limits as 

the means of showing the difference between good and evil.” 

 

Summary Points on Creation 

 

Remember, Jesus Christ is the center of history, which means He is the center of creation. Jesus 

was not only involved in the original creative act, but is also intimately associated with God 

continued providential care of creation. As the ‘true image’ of God, Jesus Christ is the point of 

contact between the creator and creation.
91

  

 

The Fall 
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For if, because of one man's trespass, death reigned through that one man, 

much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of 

righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.
92

 

 

The effects of the fall were catastrophic, and have radically altered the course of history for 

humanity. The fall of man was no surprise to God. We must remember that God is absolutely 

sovereign, and His purpose in creation would be realized in spite of the incursion of evil, namely 

in Jesus Christ. The fall is the “story of sin’s entry into the world and of how God as a result 

either punished the [unrepentant] for their sins or, on the basis of the future death of Christ, 

forgave those who honored him by entrusting their future to his mercy.”
93

 

 

The Temptation 

 

The scene is set. Adam and Eve are living in the garden. “The garden is the garden of God” and 

thus “a place of reception of man into the fellowship of God in Gods own dwelling place.”
94

  

 

Then there is a unit break in the narrative, and we shift to the account of the temptation and 

the fall.
95

 “The conversation between the snake and the woman in the garden brilliantly 

portrays the process by which the human race became rebellious against the authority of the 

Creator.”
96

 The process begins with the snake asking the woman, “Did God really say…?” The 

temptation begins with the woman opening up to the possibility of questioning God’s word. 

Remember, humanity depended on the word of God for correctly understanding creation 

order. Goldsworthy writes: 
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“God is the final and absolute authority and, since he has chosen to 

communicate by His word, his word is the absolute and final authority. 

The…question has great potential for evil because it casts doubts on the 

authority of God’s word.” 

 

First, the question that the snake raised was “did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree 

in the garden’?”
97

 The truth is God had not said that at all, only the fruit of a certain tree was 

forbidden, not all of them. The evil one’s purpose in asking this was to lead Eve into doubting 

the credentials of the word. “The assumption was being formed that the word not only could 

be analyzed and evaluated, but probably needed to be.”
98

 Yet in order to evaluate God’s word 

one must begin with the assumption that it is not the highest authority.  

 

Second, the snake flat out contradicts God’s word by telling the woman that she will not die if 

she eats of the tree. This is a direct challenge to God’s authoritative word. The snake was 

basically telling the woman that God did not tell her the truth when he threatened death for 

deliberate disobedience. 

 

“It was, charges the snake, a deliberate lie: “For God knows that when you eat of 

it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” 

(Genesis 3:5). Thus God is being accused of being motivated by selfishness. This 

means the He is neither loving nor trustworthy.”
99

 

 

Third, we must remember that God had placed man in the garden with everything good he 

needed for his well-being. So, the command God gives Adam and Eve shows His loving mercy. 

Remember, the garden represents how dwelling in the presence of God imparts life to man. 

Therefore, God warns them not to eat of the tree “so that man may avoid death and the loss of 
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all this goodness.”
100

 See, death in Genesis 2:17 is the opposite “of all the good things that God 

has given them to enjoy, it evidently represents a state of misery and deprivation that 

[humanity] will experience if they disobey”
101

 God’s gracious command. 

 

There is an essential difference in God’s warning and Satan’s temptation here that we do not 

want to overlook. Behind God’s warning lies good, behind Satan’s temptation lies evil. From this 

we must conclude that “it was God who had beneficent purposes for man, the serpent had 

malicious designs.”
102

 What does this have to do with Jesus Christ? Behind the efforts of the fall 

stood the devil, enticing Adam and Eve to turn from God. This is the same devil who in the 

gospel accounts “steps out from behind the curtain for a direct confrontation”
103

 with Jesus 

Christ in the temptation in the wilderness. Therefore, in the temptation of Jesus, where Adam 

represented all of humanity, Christ stands as the new head of the human race that will be 

obedient in a way that all Adam had not been. Christ fully trusted in God for His wellbeing, 

while Adam broke fellowship with God with the idea that he could live independently of God.  

 

The Fall 

 

Goldsworthy’s make a notable observation on the cunning of the snake; 

 

“He (the snake) presents lies in the context of truth. Eating the forbidden fruit 

did indeed mean that the humans came to know good and evil (Genesis 3:22). 

But the process by which they achieved that involved rebellion against truth and 

its source. Instead of knowing good and evil by rejecting evil and remaining 

good, they choose rather to reject good and become evil.” This paragraph points 

to a few helpful observations; 
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First, from that point on God’s word would no longer be accepted as self-evident truth, but 

would be continually tested. In other words, the first humans assert themselves as the 

evaluators of the validity of God’s word. In this sense they have elevated themselves above 

God; in their own minds, they have become as their own “God.”  So, after the authority of 

God’s word is questioned both Adam and Eve take the forbidden fruit and eat. They are, in a 

sense, saying that God’s word cannot be trusted. By questioning God’s motives in withholding 

‘knowledge of good and evil’ they begin to question the reliability of His word. The result was 

the fall of mankind. Dissatisfied with their humanity our first parents reached for godhood, and 

paradise was lost. “They degraded themselves by trying to be what they could never be.”
104

 

 

Second, the idiom “knowledge of good and evil” points to an ultimate level of mature 

independence
105

 only possessed by God. So in aspiring for this ‘godlike’ maturity, or ‘moral 

experience’
106

, they also obtained the independence and responsibility that comes along with 

it. In disobeying God, Adam and Eve considered themselves to be independent of God and took 

their future welfare into their own hands. In casting off the protective covering of dependence 

on God, they found themselves shamefully naked and alone. Daniel Fuller explains the 

implications of this very well; 

 

“Suddenly Adam and Eve felt the horror of being cut off from God’s loving care 

for them and found themselves left only to their greatly limited, distorted 

wisdom and power to provide for themselves an eternally happy future…This 

sense of total inadequacy then aroused an overwhelming sense of shame and so 

they tried to cover up their obvious limitations”
107

 with their own coverings. 
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Note: At the very least we can say that the tree functions as a revelation of God’s independence 

and man’s dependence on God. It brings to surface the corruptibility of man. God is the only 

perfect and complete being in the universe. While Adam and Eve were pure, they were not 

perfect. Vos argues, “it is if we should say of somebody that he is liable to the invasion of some 

disease, but we should not on that account declare him to have the disease.”
108

 

 

God’s Judgment and Mercy 

 

God’s Judgment: They had rejected the authority of God’s word. Since God is just and holy He 

must pronounce judgment on their faithlessness. It is interesting what happens as God 

confronts them in their sin; 

 

a. Adam blames Eve, and God was responsible for giving her as a companion. 

b. Eve blames the snake, and God was responsible for giving humans dominion 

over the animals as part of creation.  

 

Yet they were both responsible for their actions. Thus, Genesis 3:14-24 is about God’s judgment 

of mankind for their disobedience. Not only mankind, but all of creation comes under a curse. 

There are several notable implications of the fall. 

 

First, pain
109

 is introduced as a reality in the fallen world. Not only so we now experience 

suffering from physical pain, but also there is discord in human relationships which brings about 

pain. Part of the judgment is expressed in the “disruption of relationships established by 

God.”
110

 This is revealed in the turmoil of relationships between God and man, man and 

woman, and man and creation.   
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Second, rebellion becomes a pattern in the fallen world. “The disobedience of Adam consisted 

in his rejection of the divine boundaries placed upon his dominion of the earth. It was thus a 

rebellion against the good order of creation established by God in Genesis 1.”
111

 God had given 

Adam and Eve dominion over the earth; now this dominion is challenged by the earth itself. 

“The curse on the ground is a curse on Adam. The king of the earth has now become the 

obedient servant of the soil. The freedom to eat from all the trees in the garden is replaced by 

the struggle to get the earth to yield necessary daily bread.”
112

 

 

God’s Mercy: Also, while God’s justice is seen in their punishment, God’s love is seen in the 

merciful grace He extends to Adam and Eve in that moment. 

 

First, “God declares
113

 that Eve’s seed would
114

 bring about a final and decisive triumph over 

the serpent and all the evil that he represents.”
115

 So, the promise is that somehow out of the 

human race a fatal blow will come and crush the head of the serpent. Keep in mind, the power 

of evil is a collective power, a kingdom of evil of which Satan is the head. So in crushing the 

head the whole kingdom falls.
116

 Therefore, God’s purpose for creation will be realized despite 

the fall and all the evil that is ushered in. What we see in the generations of Genesis is that 

“through the dark and bloody history of human sin and violence, God continues the line of the 

promise.”
117

 

 

Second, it becomes obvious that “by the work of their hands” Adam and Eve cannot cover their 

nakedness in the garden suitably. This implies the truth that they “could not restore the unity 

they once had with God, nor could their works shield them from the judgment of God.”
118

 Yet, 
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after the fall God clothes Adam and Eve with more suitable garments than fig leaves, he 

provides them with coverings made of animal skin. In the same way, God later provides 

righteousness through Christ so that His people may be clothed in righteousness which will 

shield them from the wrath of God.  

 

The ‘Seed of Satan’ and the ‘Seed of Woman.’ 

 

In executing the punishment that was to befall creation God declared;  

 

I will put enmity between you and the woman, 

and between your offspring and her offspring; 

he shall bruise your head, 

and you shall bruise his heel.
119

 

 

Notice that God mentions two lines of offspring in this declaration, one line from the woman
120

 

and one line from the serpent. The bruising of the serpents head
121

 points forward to the 

defeat of Satan
122

 by a future descendant of the woman, namely Jesus Christ
123

. Jesus prevailed 

and thus fulfilled the call given to Adam. In the declaration of Genesis 3:15 and in these two 

lines we catch our first glimpse of God’s purpose for redemptive history, the gospel of Jesus 

Christ.
124

 In Genesis 4
125

 we see how this plays out. Cain represents the seed of Satan, and Abel 

represents the seed of woman. The enmity between the two seeds is shown between the 

Brothers when they both offer a sacrifice to God and only Abel’s is looked upon with favor. 

Goldsworthy writes; 
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“Cain refuses God’s verdict in which his offering is rejected and his brother’s 

accepted.
126

 He responds in anger directed at Abel and kills him. Human conflict 

is thus shown to be the consequence of broken fellowship with God. There is 

anger at God when it [favor] is shown to another.” 

 

The anger provoked in Cain distinguishes him from Abel as one who receives God’s kindness. 

“The slaying of Abel by Cain illustrates a rapid development of sin, issuing into murder in the 

second generation.”
127

 What cannot be overlooked is that it was in God’s gracious mercy that 

Abel was shown mercy. There was no essential difference between Cain and Abel; they were 

both equally depraved by sin.
128

 But something happened in Abel’s heart that permitted him to 

respond to God in faith. It would seem that the only reason Abel offered a sacrifice that pleased 

God was that God had given him a new heart.
129

 Therefore, Abel was willing to give up the most 

valuable of his flock in faith
130

. The difference was simple; 

 

Abel “was banking his confidence for an eternally happy and fulfilled future upon 

God, Cain [it seems] had placed his confidence in himself, in his energy and skill 

in getting the land to yield crops.”
131

 

 

When Cain kills Abel in anger we see a further display of his evil heart.
132

 Notice that God 

judges him with a similar judgment that his father Adam received.
133

 Yet God shows Cain mercy 

also by protecting him from the vengeance of men to preserve the human race. This grace 
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shown to both brothers is representative of the kindness of God that will be shown to humanity 

all throughout redemptive history. 

 

The Seed of Satan: Note a few observations about Cain and his descendants
134

; 

 

a. First, Cain and his descendants build a city in attempt to live dependently from God, and to 

find refuge from those who would kill him. In Biblical literature cities often become 

concentrations of human wickedness.
135

 “It is not that human society itself is wrong, but the 

use of it to escape the implications of God’s rule.”
136

 Fuller observes that “a city gathered 

together many people with a wide diversity of valued skills, and as each benefited from the 

others abilities, they all enjoyed a much higher standard of living and felt less need to depend 

on God.”
137

 Only in the heavenly Jerusalem will human society function properly when brought 

into prefect relationship with God, through Christ. 

 

b. Second, Cain’s descendants are known for the domestication of animals, art, music, and for 

violence.
138

 But, “in spite of their unlocking of the potential of God’s creation, they remain 

rebels.”
139

 Here we see the evidence of God’s goodness
140

 continuing in a world of wicked 

people. We should not make the mistake of stamping society itself and its demonstrations of 

creativity as inherently evil. “By the grace of God human society continues, but within it are 

seeds of self-destruction in the breakdown of human relationships. This grace is the gift of 

preservation of the race for a time, but it is not the grace that acts to redeem and to restore a 

people to friendship with God. 
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The Seed of Woman: While Abel was murdered by Cain, God continued the seed of woman 

through Adam and Eve’s next son Seth.
141

 It was through Seth’s
142

 line that people began to 

“call upon the name of the Lord.”
143

 So, in Genesis 4:1 Eve
144

 is not only rejoicing that she has 

bore another son, but that God is remaining faithful to His promise to bring about judgment 

upon the evil one.  

 

Now, in Genesis 6 we see the climax of human wickedness. The “sons of God” begin to marry 

the daughters of men which brings about the judgment
145

 of God.
146

 The “Sons of God” in this 

verse is a reference to the Sethites
147

 (those in Seth’s line). So men in the Godly line of Seth 

began to marry women from the ungodly line of Cain. Therefore, these marriages increased the 

Cainite-types in the earth at the expense of the godly Sethites. “How opposite this filling of the 

earth with violence was from God’s purpose in creating it. He had intended to fill the earth with 

His glory by having people made in His image”
148

 reflect His order.  

 

The wickedness increases and God was sorry, and grieved over the violence in the earth which 

He had created as pure and good.
149

 In other words, God had enough with the wickedness in 

the world, and thus declares the judgment of the flood. 

 

The Kingdom and the Fall 
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Because of God’s ultimate purposes He does not withdraw His love from creation. However, sin 

has had devastating effects between God and creation, man and creation, and creation in 

general. But God is still sovereign and human rebellion will not thwart his purposes. We need to 

distinguish between the kingdom of God and the fallen universe. The fallen universe is the very 

opposite of the kingdom. Only through salvation will the kingdom be restored. In salvation 

Christ will bring all relationships back to their proper place. This is the supreme irony of the 

cross, that Satan’s apparent victory in the fall was his defeat.
150

 The cross was in God’s plan for 

redemption history before creation
151

 as the plan for restoration. Now, “it is the task of Biblical 

Theology to describe the way the Bible reveals this restoration taking place.”
152

  

 

God’s Covenant with Noah 

 

In the first chapters of Genesis we see the beginnings of human history through the theological 

lens of God’s plan. When God created the world and declared it good and He was committed to 

the well being of His creation according to His purpose. God’s care for creation becomes 

evident as redemptive history moves forward. “Without exception, the whole human race is 

involved in wickedness, outwardly and inwardly; equally without exception the whole race has 

excited divine grief and pain; and, once more…are under the judgment of death.”
153

 Since man 

is head of creation, then all of creation would share in God’s judgment also.  

 

But hope is not completely lost. We must remember that God has a plan, which includes 

commitment to His creation for the purposes of His will. Goldsworthy illustrates God’s 

commitment to creation by noting: “Mankind’s rebellion brings judgment but not instant 

destruction. God preserves order in the universe and in human society, and at the same time 

begins to reveal His purposes to overcome the effects of human sin.”
154
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As we have already seen, through Adam and Eve God maintains the seed of the woman in Seth. 

The Sethites are shown to worship God by calling on His name.
155

 What is the significance of 

this? According to Goldsworthy: “To call on God’s name means to express trust and confidence 

in the God who has revealed his character…
156

 it means to believe God for salvation.”
157

 While 

the line of Seth was in one sense godly, they were also sinful by virtue of the fall.
158

 Yet God 

maintained the seed of woman through Seth. The writer of the Pentateuch arranges the 

material in Genesis 5 in order for the reader to see the direct link ‘from Adam to Seth to 

Noah.’
159

 

 

“Descended from Adam through Seth, Noah belongs to the special line which 

later includes the Hebrew patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This family line 

is characterized by individuals who play an important role in the outworking of 

God’s purposes to bring about the restoration of creation following the 

punishment of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.”
160

 

 

Yet, Noah has a specific function in this family line. The very name Noah means ‘to comfort.’ In 

many ways Noah’s name reflects the purpose of his life
161

, “to bring comfort to humanity after 

the cursing of the ground and the difficulties of obtaining a living from the land.”
162

  

 

Introducing the Themes of Grace and Covenant 
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In Genesis 6-9 we are introduced to two themes that will be central in the whole story of 

redemption found in the Bible. Those themes/words are ‘grace’ and ‘covenant.’ 

 

a. Grace (Genesis 6:8-9) 

 

God was provoked to anger and had enough of the wicked human race. But 

Noah finds grace in the eyes of God.
163

 The Hebrew phrase ‘Noah found grace in 

the eyes of God’ means nothing more than ‘God favored him.’ “The emphasis on 

the ‘righteousness’ of Noah is set against the contrast to the wickedness”
164

 of 

his descendants. In comparison to the wickedness of those around him, we must 

see that Noah’s ‘righteousness’
165

 as the consequence of God’s grace. The 

Hebrew rendering of Genesis 6:8-9 (taken together) show that God’s grace 

‘brought forth’ Noah’s righteousness.  

 

Here the significance of the phrase lies in what God does for Noah, “He rescues 

him.”
166

 Therefore, grace is shown as God being good towards those who do not 

deserve it. So ‘grace’ is not grounded in perceived obligation or contract, nor can 

it be coerced. Therefore, ‘Grace’ as a “characteristic of God grounds divine-

human relations in God’s generous initiative…in the restorative activity of God 

on behalf of humanity.”
167

 

 

Because God chose to exhibit His grace to Noah, he lives by faith in God’s word. 

The most obvious example of this is the enormous boat Noah built on faith that 

God would flood the entire earth.
168

 This is also evident in the fact that after the 
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flood “Noah is patient in leaving the ark, not on the basis of the evidence of his 

eyes
169

, but only when the divine word
170

 was given.”
171

 “Noah’s righteousness is 

simply stated alongside God’s grace without any comment about whether it is 

the cause or effect of God’s attitude toward him.”
172

 We must continually 

remind ourselves that God’s graciousness is thus neither rooted in nor 

dependant on people. God is sovereign in his giving of grace.
173

 

 

b. Covenant (6:18) 

 

A covenant underpins God’s relationship with Noah. God shows Noah how to 

escape the flood by proclaiming, “I will establish my covenant with you, and you 

shall come into the ark.” This is the first time a covenant is mentioned in the 

Biblical text. We know that from this point on ‘covenants’ will play a major role 

in the history of redemption. In fact, the covenant concept is one of the most 

important motifs in biblical theology. 

 

As the Biblical drama unfolds we will later see that the word covenant is used to 

describe God’s loving relationship with His undeserving chosen people. In the 

ordinary sense of the word a covenant is “the coming into existence of a 

stated
174

 and continuing relationship between two parties who were previously 

apart from each other.”
175

 For now, our focus will remain on God’s covenant 

with Noah. 

 

Noah and the Covenant 
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Remember, in order to protect the ‘seed of woman’ God made a covenant to save Noah and his 

family from the destruction of the flood. Though Noah and his family are not saved in an 

eternal sense
176

, this covenant at the very least points to, or provides a pattern for, the future 

covenant of salvation through it has not at that point been revealed. Again, Noah and his family 

show their faith by trusting God’s word. They are protected as they live in their ‘little floating 

world’ while God executes judgment on the rest of creation. Goldsworthy writes: “when they 

disembark into a new world God promises that even though mankind, including Noah, is still 

inclined to evil
177

, God will never again destroy the world in a flood. 

 

So, “God makes the first move and establishes a relationship that works for the 

good of creation. He calls it ‘my covenant’…God is refusing to allow human 

rebellion to divert Him from His purpose to create a people to be His people.”
178

 

 

The sign of the covenant made with Noah was God’s ‘bow in the clouds.’
179

 “While this visible 

symbol in the sky would undoubtedly reassure humankind, its express intent was to remind 

God Himself to keep His covenantal promise, although the reminder may be just an 

anthropomorphic
180

 way of expressing the reassurance.”
181

 The bow is the “bearer of eternal 

truth”
182

 to man. Man can be certain of its changeless meaning and rest in faith that God will 

keep His word. Simply put, “covenant signs express covenant promises to covenant people.”
183
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God then calls Noah
184

 to fill the earth and exercise dominion just as He had commanded 

Adam.”
185

 Once the flood waters subside, Noah and his family become the ‘new beginning’ of 

the human race.
186

 Notice, the first thing Noah did upon leaving the Ark was to build an altar 

and worship God. This is the only proper response to the grace shown by God to Noah and his 

family in saving them from death by flood.  Furthermore, God makes other provisions for the 

protection of the ‘seed of woman.’ In Genesis 9:5-6 God deters the violent acts of men by 

establishing the “life for life” legal enactment. Thus, humans are forbidden to take human 

life.
187

 The Lord gives life and only the Lord has the right to take life away. Remember, humans 

are created in the ‘image of God’ and are God’s agents in the world. Therefore, God will call to 

account anyone who kills His agent.
188

 As implication Fuller makes two observations: 

 

1. In establishing this primitive structure of government God assures that never 

again would the Cainite-minded people
189

 be able to completely overwhelm 

God’s people.
190

 

2. Also, no longer would Noah’s descendants, in order to have some hope of safety, 

have to resort to the desperate measure of making marriage alliances with 

serpent-types
191

 at the cost of having offspring adopt their violent lifestyle.
192
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Along with the God ordained protection of humanity, the command to “Be fruitful, multiply, 

and fill the earth”
193

 is repeated to Noah and his family. From here we can conclude that God’s 

sovereign purposes for redemption history have remained unaltered. 

 

Gods Purposes and the Division of the Human Race 

 

The rapid development of sin is a central theme in the early narrative of Genesis. Sin proves 

powerful enough to distort the ‘good creation’ of God and can be rendered for the purposes of 

evil. “Because the evil is so deep-seated” the judgment of the flood, nor human government 

cannot cure it. Therefore other means are resorted to.”
194

 Not only did God protect the seed of 

woman and progress His purposes by establishing His covenant and human government, a 

further step was taken by fragmentizing humankind. “Genesis 10 gives a table of the nations
195

 

that stemmed from Noah’s
196

 three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.”
197

 These descendants 

spread out over the earth after the flood, thus bringing to fulfillment God’s command to ‘fill the 

earth.’
198

 But the people did not do this on their own accord, as we will see God brought it 

about by His providential hand.  

 

a. Noah Declares Blessing and Curse  

 

In Genesis 9 we see that Noah became a man of the soil and planted a vineyard. We are told 

that Noah becomes drunk off of his own wine and lies uncovered alone inside his tent. Ham 

unashamedly looks upon his father’s nakedness, then humiliates and dishonors him by 
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attempting to make a spectacle of the situation by calling his brothers to join in. Because of the 

disrespect Noah pronounces a curse on Ham’s son, and thus on him.  

 

Therefore, Noah creates a new division in the human race stemming from the blessing and 

curse he pronounced on his sons: Ham’s son Canaan is cursed, Shem is blessed, and Japheth 

shares in Shem’s blessing.
199

 This had direct implications on all the nations that descended from 

Noah and his family.
200

 Therefore, the genealogies
201

 in Genesis 10 stem from the prophetic 

word of Noah declaring blessing and cursing on his sons. The significance of the divisions will 

become clear as redemptive history moves forward. One example, Noah’s curse on Canaan 

looks forward to the promised rule of Israel over the land of Canaan. 

 

b. The Tower of Babel 

 

It’s important to note that the nations descended from Noah listed in Genesis 10 was after, and 

thus the result of the confusion of tongues from the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11.
202

 Then why 

is the account of Babel listed after the generations? The author of Genesis chose to break the 

chronology of the narrative “by first listing the many nations throughout the earth…and then 

recount the situation that made it necessary for God to bring this about.”
203

 By locating the 

table of nations in between the flood and Babel the author emphasizes the importance of God’s 

command to ‘fill the earth’
204

 even though Noah’s descendants decided to rebel against God’s 

command. They gathered and proclaimed: 
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Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and 

let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the 

whole earth. 

 

The narrative of Babel indicates that the human race had plans for unity and power based on 

self interest. While unity itself is not a bad thing, in fact it is the mark of the people of God 

when they conform to God’s purpose. But unity under God is one thing, and unity as proud 

independence is another. In the building of the Tower of Babel we see a collective expression of 

the independence Adam and Eve reached for in the garden. It echoes “the proud aspirations of 

the serpent’s seed to exalt themselves by showing how much progress they could make on 

their own in overcoming finitude, needing no help from God...these descendants of Noah had 

rebelled against God’s command to fill the earth, choosing instead to remain congregated 

together in order to increase their security.”
205

 Fuller makes a wise observation: 

 

“Thus evil could still have triumphed over the woman’s seed. In a supersociety 

held together by the sanction of the power of the sword, people of various skills 

could organize themselves a standard of living that could delude them into 

thinking they could meet all their need and declare themselves independent of 

God. Thus people like Seth who called upon the name of the Lord would be 

completely out of step with such a demonic supersociety; they would be 

pressured from every side not to look to God for contentment but to contribute 

to the exaltation of humankind’s attainment of self-sufficiency.”
206

 

 

The danger for those who refused to join the anti-God purpose becomes obvious. The  

‘serpent-types’ could use their power in numbers and violence to eradicate them. In order to 

allow woman’s seed to multiply in a world filled with evil people God providentially steps in. 

God does not permit the people to rebel as a cohesive unit. So, “God confounds the unity that 
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the people wish to maintain for their evil ends.”
207

 The disruption of the people at the Tower of 

Babel is God’s judgment against their unified front of rebellion. This would inevitably allow each 

of the neighboring nations to hold each other in check, thus no one nation could create an 

empire that would last for very long. So while the serpent will continue to succeed in giving the 

people of God a wound, though harmful it will not be lethal. 

 

The Gospel
208

 of Jesus Christ 

 

a. The Gospel and Noah:  

 

Noah by his God given righteousness saved not only himself but also his family.
209

 In Hebrews 

11:7 we read: 

 

By faith Noah, being warned by God concerning events as yet unseen, in 

reverent fear constructed an ark for the saving of his household. By this he 

condemned the world and became an heir of the righteousness that comes by 

faith. 

 

This prefigures the new covenant
210

 of Christ. Where are given Christ’s righteousness through 

faith and repentance, and made part of His spiritual family, through which we will be saved 

from the destruction of God’s wrath. Remember, the flood brought that primitive world to an 

end as we read in 2 Peter: 

 

If he [God] did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a herald of 

righteousness, with seven others, when he brought a flood upon the world of 

the ungodly. 
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This prefigures the final judgment which ends the present heavens and earth and brings about 

a new world.
211

 Christ will be the vessel by which His spiritual family is saved from the wrath of 

God’s judgment. Similarly, the ‘new world’ that emerges after the flood prefigures the ‘new 

heaven and new earth.’
212

 

 

Note: Peter declares Noah a ‘herald of righteousness.’ This is extremely 

important for understanding the often misunderstood 1 Peter 3:18-20.
213

 

 

Remember, God repeated the command given to man in Genesis 1:28. Noah becomes the new 

representative for humanity, prefiguring Christ who will be the final head of new humanity.
214

 

Under the covenant, all who descend from the representative are blessed.  

 

b. The Gospel and the Tower of Babel 

 

Humanity has been divided since the fall. But the tower of Babel shows how this division effects 

the relationships of whole people groups. We still see the implications of this division today. 

Goldsworthy notes: 

 

“Despite the desire for world unity there is an inevitable breakdown in human 

society into smaller units all seeking their own advantage. Sin has a fragmenting 

effect on human life. This confusion of languages and division of nations will 

characterize sinful humanity until the redemptive power of God unites in Christ a 

people drawn from all nations, tribes, and languages.
215

”
216
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We see the first shift towards the unity of God’s people in Acts 2 where the nations who were 

scattered at Babel are represented in Jerusalem. The text records that “every nation under 

heaven”
217

 was gathered and heard Peter proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ.
218

 Thus, we can 

look forward to the day when people from every nation cry out with a loud voice: “Salvation 

belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”
219

 One day Christ will gather all 

who are scattered together, and make all things new.  

 

God’s Covenant with Abraham 

 

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place that he was to 

receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was going.  

 

By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents 

with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the same promise. For he was looking 

forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God.  

 

By faith Sarah herself received power to conceive, even when she was past the 

age, since she considered him faithful who had promised. Therefore from one 

man, and him as good as dead, were born descendants as many as the stars of 

heaven and as many as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.
220

 

 

“The figure of Abraham, or Abram as he is initially known, dominates the book of Genesis and 

casts a shadow that extends across the whole Bible.”
221

 In fact, after chapter 11 the rest of 
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Genesis deals with four generations of one family: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. As we 

will see, the members of this lineage had a significant role in the plan of God for human 

redemption.  

 

God progresses his purposes of redemption in “his call of Abraham to found a new nation.”
222

 

In fact, “all of world history is related to the promises that God makes to Abraham. “The prime 

motive behind the call of Abraham is God’s intention to bless humanity and reverse the 

disastrous consequences of Adam and Eve’s rebellion in the Garden of Eden.”
223

 The final 

meaning of history will be found in the person of Jesus, a descendant of Abraham.”
224

 

 

Abraham 

 

First and foremost we must establish a foundational understanding of how God chooses to 

work. God does not begin with working on Abraham as if he were a ‘subject for reform.’ He 

begins with giving a promise. So the focus is not on what Abraham has to do for God, but what 

God will do for Abraham. Then, in response to this, faith that changes the inner and outer life is 

cultivated. This is central to understanding the absolute sovereignty of God in accomplishing 

the things He has promised. It is with this foundation of a ‘promise giving God’ that we 

understand why, in obedience to God, Abram left his home in Haran and traveled to Canaan 

with his nephew Lot and their families plus households. Abram learns to live by faith in the 

promises of God against the background of events that seem to threaten the fulfillment of 

those very promises. But God appears to Abram and establishes a covenant with him. It is at 

this crucial point that:  

 

“God changes the name of the patriarch from Abram
225

 to Abraham
226

, 

thus signifying a prominent aspect of the covenant: Abraham will be the 
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father of many nations. At the same time
227

 God indicates that the 

covenant is signed with the sign of circumcision.
228

 This mark in the flesh 

of every Hebrew child is to signify the special relationship that the 

covenant established between God and His people.”
229

 

 

This is a significant shift in the narrative drama of the Bible story. It is interesting to note that 

“God’s desire to bless Abraham, and through him bless others stands in sharp contrast to the 

events described in Genesis 3. Whereas these earlier chapters are dominated by the effects of 

divine punishment as a result of human disobedience, the Abraham narrative emphasizes the 

theme of divine blessing.”
230

  Notice that directly after the account of Babel the author places 

the genealogy of Shem’s Descendants
231

 before the narrative of Abraham. Remember that 

Shem was the son that Noah blessed and declared that Canaan (the land God promised to 

Abraham) would be his servant. Shem’s
232

 lineage is traced to Abraham, whom God promises to 

‘make his name great’
233

 through a covenant promise. The author of Genesis places the 

genealogy in-between these accounts so that the reader would consider the importance of this 

promise to Abraham compared to the narrative of Babel. God promised to ‘make Abraham’s 

name great’, this stands in direct contrast to the people of Babel, who desired ‘to make a great 

name for themselves’ apart from God. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           

226
 Literally: Father of a Multitude 

227
 Genesis 17:1-14. 

228
 Circumcision was one of the practices that clearly distinguished God’s people from pagan nations. It is a sign of being part of the covenant 

relationship with God. It is a physical expression of faith, a response to God expressing belief that He will fulfill His promises. It is interesting to 

compare this sign to that of God’s covenant with Noah. The ‘bow in the clouds’ was public, circumcision private. One pledging universal 

benefits, the other inward promises. Both were visible expressions of the promises of God intended to excite and provide motivation for faith. 

Circumcision, unlike the ‘bow’, required responsive obedience. (Alec Motyer, Look to the Rock, 44.) 

229
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 121.  

230
 Alexander, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 368.  

231
 Genesis 11:10. 

232
 Literally: Name 

233
 Genesis 12:2.  



 49 

In establishing His covenant with Abraham God promises to make his name great. 

Goldsworthy
234

 presents the covenant as fourfold, showing that the objective action of God’s 

blessing was interlinked with the following promises: 

 

1. God will give Abraham many descendants, who will become a great nation.
235

 

2. Abraham’s descendants will possess the promised land of Canaan.
236

 

3. God will be their God.
237

 

4. Through Abraham’s descendants all Nations of the World will be blessed.
238

 

 

What is striking and points to the absolute sovereignty of God is that the fulfillment of these 

promises is not within the control of man, nor is it simply a matter of natural events. As you 

follow the narrative it becomes apparent that fulfillment can only be achieved by the 

supernatural work of God. Circumstances exist or develop which threaten the fulfillment of 

these promises.  

 

1. God calls Abraham to leave the security of his home in Haran and become a nomad 

towards a foreign land, not knowing where he was going.  

2. The land God promised was under the possession of the Canaanites. 

3. Sarah is barren, which is a major source of doubt that Abraham’s family line will actually 

be continued.  

4. Sarah is almost taken as a wife by Pharaoh. If she had remained there, Abraham could 

have never has the child of promise.  

5. When Abraham and Lot settle in Canaan they are forced to split because their flocks and 

herds are too large. 
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6. When Abraham and Sarah was very old, and beyond their childbearing years they were 

still childless. 

 

It was “at critical times [like these] during that period God reminds
239

 Abraham of his promises 

to sustain him in the face of seemingly impossible odds against their coming true.”
240

 This is 

seen most fully when God makes an oath with Abraham in the ceremony of walking through 

the divided parts of an animal sacrifice. In essence God is declaring “if I do not keep the oath 

that I swear, may I be divided as this animal has been.”
241242

 God swears to Abraham by His own 

life that He will do what He has promised. 

 

Themes in the Life of Abraham 

 

1. Grace 

 

There was nothing special about Abraham that made him deserving of God calling him into 

these blessings. We know nothing of Abraham’s faith before God calls him. So it is not as if God 

is responding to Abrahams obedience, more properly Abraham is responding to God’s grace. 

Remember, Abraham is not perfect. On many occasions we see him either lie to preserve his 

life,
243

 or take hard situations into his own hands in doubt of God’s promise.  

 

a. He lied and said that Sarah was his sister so that Pharaoh would not murder him in order 

to have Sarah as a harem.
244

 In doing this Abraham puts his wife Sarah at risk and shows 

a lack of faith in God’s promises. He does the same thing later to Abimelech, the 

Canaanite King.
245
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b. Abraham also attempted to have a son by Hagar, his wife’s chief servant.
246

 This was an 

act contrary to God’s promise that he would bear a child with Sarah.
247

 

 

The author of Genesis wants us to know “in recounting these sins…that Abraham was a fallible 

person.”
248

 In other words, grace shows us that “whenever God acts for the good of the people, 

he is acting against what they deserve as rebellious sinners.”
249

 God’s grace shown to 

Abraham
250

 is important because it was the basis for all the other blessings God promised and 

gave to him. 

 

2. Election 

 

Election means that God chooses to show His grace to certain people. “It is no use in asking why 

we find a godly line and a godless line in the early chapters of Genesis, or why Noah and not 

someone else finds grace, or why Abraham and not some other person is chosen to be the 

father of a blessed race.”
251

 What we can say is that these actions are in accordance with His 

plan, demonstrate His sovereignty, and are done for His glory.
252

 Vos writes about Abraham and 

his descendants, “here one family is taken out of the number of existing families, and with it, 

within it, the redemptive, revelatory work of God is carried forward.”
253

 

 

3. Faith 
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“Abrahams faith is certainly not perfect, not always strong, and sometimes boarders on 

disbelief. Yet at the crucial times he takes God at His word and believes in his promises.”
254

 In 

fact, “from beginning to end, faith expressed in obedience is the hallmark of Abraham’s 

relationship with the Lord.”
255

 Abraham learns that God is absolutely faithful to His word, and is 

thus reliable to follow through. Since Abraham deserves nothing that is promised to him, it is all 

seen as unmerited gift. This is why Abraham is counted as righteous before God by simply 

believing His word.
256

 The focus is not on the reliability and strength of Abraham’s faith, but on 

the reliability and strength of God’s word. Obedience is motivated by faith in the promises of 

God. We see this in the life of Abraham who lives in obedience that comes from faith, which is 

“obedience motivated by Abraham’s confidence that what God had promised, he would do. 

And in such obedience God receives all the glory.”
257

 

 

Abraham’s Son Isaac 

 

Abraham had tried to get around being childless by taking matters into his own hands and 

producing children
258

 through the servant Hagar, and others, but Isaac is God’s chosen. Isaac is 

the promised child of God, born when Abraham is one hundred years old and fully incapable of 

conceiving by natural means. “Isaac is a gift of grace, and his birth to extremely aged parents 

signifies the supernatural element in the birth of the covenant people. Against all odds God is 

shown to be absolutely faithful to his promises.”
259

 “The most significant challenge to 

Abrahams trust in the God of the covenant comes with the demand that he offer the boy as a 

sacrifice.
260

 Clowney makes an important observation here: 
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“We must remember that God did not ask him to murder his son, but to offer 

him as a sacrifice. The difference is important. In the Old Testament, it is evident 

that the lives of all sinful men are forfeit before God; God can require the death 

of any sinner. Further, the demand of God’s judgment is directed against the 

firstborn as the representative
261

 of all [in the family].”
262

 

 

See, God can and must require of Abraham not only the dedication of all that he has and is, but 

also the full satisfaction due to God’s holy justice. For Abraham, “to trust in God means to look 

to Him alone, to find in Him all our hope, to hold nothing back, no reserve.”
263

 If Isaac dies, how 

can the promises of God be fulfilled through him?”
264

 We learn in the narrative that Isaac does 

not die. While the cost of redemption was total, what God required He also provided. We see 

that God provides a substitute in the form of a ram caught in a bush. This was to show Abraham 

by symbol that God would pay the price of redemption. This becomes clear as the Bible story 

unfolds. We see that God did what Abraham did not have to do: He made His Son an offering 

for sin. The promise to Abraham now rests on Isaac. So, Isaac is shown to be the descendant of 

Abraham through whom the promises of God will be fulfilled. His birth, and life illustrates the 

faithfulness of God to those promises.  

 

Abraham’s Grandson Jacob 

 

Isaac’s wife Rebekah is infertile, but God grants them the ability to have children when Isaac is 

sixty years old.
265

 Again, the conception and birth of their twins Jacob and Esau is supernatural 

just as their father Isaacs was. 
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“Before their birth the two struggle in the womb, and God tells Rebekah that 

they will be fathers of two nations, and the older shall serve the younger. Esau is 

the first to be born, but it is soon clear that the other, Jacob, is the one chosen 

by God.”
266

 

 

Now, Esau “despised” his birthright. While Jacob may be criticized for exploiting his brother’s 

dismissive attitude towards being the first born, it is true that Esau was indifferent and did not 

care about the importance of his birthright. So, Jacob deceives his feeble and nearly blind father 

Isaac, tricking him into giving him the blessing that belonged to Esau. “If there is any doubt that 

God will confirm this arrangement it is soon dispelled.”
267

 On Jacobs way out of the Promised 

Land to find a wife God speaks to Jacob in a dream affirming that all the promises of Abraham 

belong to him. Once Jacob enters into Mesopotamia he meets his cousin Rachel and wises to 

marry her. Rachel’s father Laben employs Jacob for seven years to earn the hand of his 

daughter. Once the seven years is up Laben gives Jacob Rachel’s older sister Leah instead. 

Therefore Jacob must work seven more years to earn the hand of Rachel. This trial is nothing 

more than another challenge to the fulfillment of God’s covenant promises, but God is with 

Jacob, and eventually Jacob leaves the employment of Laben and returns to Canaan. If 

anything, it becomes “quite clear that Jacob’s election is grace and not what he deserves.”
268

 

Upon returning to Canaan Jacob prepares for a confrontation with his brother Esau. “He is 

armed only with the promises of God
269

.”
270

 Yet it is not Esau who confronts Jacob but an 

‘unnamed man’ who is a messenger of God.
271

 Jacob wrestles with this man who appears to be 

hindering his return to the Promise Land. 
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“The last thing Jacob expects, as this point in his life, is to find that God is his 

[opponent.] He is deeply afraid of his brother Esau, because of his theft of Isaac’s 

blessing years before, and is doing his best to show Esau his deep 

repentance
272

…Why does God suddenly…wrestle him into submission?...God has 

been wrestling with him throughout the story
273

, ever since he obtained the 

blessing by trickery. Now, at last he is seeking it the right way, as a gift from God 

with desperate determination
274

…He recognizes that his [opponent] has 

something he wants, something that he can receive only as a gift.”
275

 

 

What we see is that God’s fourteen year strategy with Jacob climaxes in this wrestling match. 

The point was to develop Jacob the self sufficient schemer into the man who is totally 

dependant on God.
276

 See, Jacob was consumed with a desire for blessing, for which he was 

willing to sacrifice his fathers respect, lose his place in the family, and incur his brother’s hatred. 

It is not until this wrestling match that Jacob abandons his own resources, and clings with 

desperation to his God. The blessing is granted and Jacobs name is changed to Israel, signifying 

that he ‘has struggled with God.’
277

 From that point on Jacob was a different man, a godly 

patriarch. God’s hand is on Jacob, “as to confirm this, he is received by Esau” and “his name is 

linked to the covenant promises. Thus God is known as the God of Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob
278

.”
279

 This is the paradox, while God is the enemy of His people, opposing them in sin, He 

is also their savior, granting blessing to them. Ultimately we see this culminate in the cross 

where Christ defeats sin and judges wickedness, while also extending blessing to all who are 

dependant on Him for salvation through faith.  
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Abraham’s Great Grandson Joseph 

 

The covenant established with Abraham is reaffirmed and developed with each of the 

succeeding generations. God continues this process with Joseph the eleventh son born to Jacob 

and Rachel.
280

 Because of envy his brothers sell him into slavery to the Ishmaelite traders, who 

in turn deliver him to an official in Egypt. “He is jailed on false charges but released some time 

later as he interprets the Pharaoh’s dreams.”
281

 Joseph rises in power and is later reconciled 

with his brothers. The significance of this episode is heard in Joseph’s words to his brothers: “As 

for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 

people should be kept alive, as they are today.”
282

 Josephs dependence on God is notable: 

 

“He regards the action of God within the destructive, sinful behavior of the 

brothers as decisive. It is surly this liberating perspective that saves Joseph from 

[surrendering] to temptations such as anger, resentment, and bitterness.”
283

 

 

In the same way that Joseph trusted in God’s saving presence and redemptive purposes 

in the midst of trial so did Christ in the shadow of the cross. Jesus, the true and greater 

Joseph, chose the path of reconciliation rather than retribution. Joseph serves as a great 

reminder to look beyond the present circumstances in trust that God is providentially in 

control of redemptive history.  

 

The Death of Jacob 

 

After the reunion of Joseph with his family it becomes time for Jacob’s death. Before he dies 

two significant events take place. Goldsworthy describes them as follows: 
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1. Jacob accepts two sons of Joseph as his own, Ephraim and Manasseh.
284

 He makes them 

heads of ‘half-tribes’ which numbers them with the tribes of Israel. Jacob makes it clear 

that this adoption is integral to the fulfillment of the covenant promises.
285

 Jacob also 

places his blessing on the head of Ephraim the younger.
286

 

 

2. Jacob then gathers his twelve sons and makes a prophetic blessing on each one of them. 

Above all Jacob declares a special blessing on Judah by declaring: “The scepter shall not 

depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from between his feet.”
287

 “Out of Judah (the 

Jews) would come David and his royal line leading eventually to Jesus of Nazareth
288

 

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

We know that the divine promises made to Abraham ultimately find their fulfillment in Jesus 

Christ. There are certain things we can reflect on about the narrative of Abraham’s family that 

would encourage our trust in God.  

 

1. Forgiveness 

 

The calling of Abraham is foundational to the remainder of redemption history since the 

covenant established with him “provides the baseline along which God brings to pass the 

crucial steps in completing His plan for the world.”
289

  

 

“God credited [Abraham] as righteous while he was sinful so that God could 

proceed with the work of imparting the great blessings he had promised to 
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Abraham and his seed.”
290

 So Abraham was forgiven, despite his continual falling 

short of sinlessness.
291

 

 

The object of the Christian’s faith is the same as Abrahams. Both believe in the promise 

of forgiveness and redemption through the promised seed, Jesus Christ.  

 

2. Faith 

 

Paul
292

 describes the faith of Abraham in these terms: “In hope he believed against hope… He 

was fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.” Abrahams faith is an 

example of “assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”
293

 Fuller is right 

when he argues: “we need to emulate this man who, against the darkness of visible 

circumstances, nevertheless rejoiced in the way God would (has) glorify himself” in the promise 

of the Christ.
294

 We have a much greater encouragement to trust God’s promises than did 

Abraham, who had no idea how God would fulfill His promises.
295

 So, the Divine promises of 

Abraham anticipate the coming of a royal descendant who will impart God’s blessing to all the 

nations of the earth. Abraham was justified by faith and his obedient actions were visible 

expressions of this inner faith. This is faith’s power to motivate obedience. Abraham obeyed 

because he believed God. See, “genuine faith carries with it the power to do righteous 

works.”
296297
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3. Fulfillment 

 

In Genesis 17:5 we read that Abraham would become the “the father of a multitude of 

nations.” So, the seed of Abraham extends beyond the boundaries of physical descendants. 

Essentially, the account of Abraham in Genesis clears the way for him to become the father of 

those from “every tribe and language and people and nation.”
298

 Just as it was with Abraham, 

“what is decisive in making men and woman the true seed of Abraham is God’s work.”
299

 There 

was nothing in Abraham himself that qualified Him to receive God’s call and blessing, so it is 

with us. Fuller rightly highlights the fact that: 

 

“The attainment of this great blessing comes not through the flesh but through 

God’s purpose; not through works but through God’s purpose and calling.”
300

 

Since no one possesses any distinctive
301

 that brings about God’s calling, the 

riches of His grace are available to anyone
302

 who calls upon Him for mercy. 

 

This is why Paul argues in Galatians 3:28-29 that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 

neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise.” 

So, God Himself would be the inheritance and portion of Abram and his seed.  

 

The Exodus 

 

As we have seen in Genesis, up to this point it has become very evident that faith in the 

promises of God is an important theme in the early stages of redemptive history. The first half 

of the book of Exodus, namely chapters 1-15, focuses on the exodus event. Exodus is not only a 
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story of God’s faithfulness to His covenant, but also “a story of the lengths to which God is 

willing to go to create for Himself a people”
303

 who live in His kingdom. Goldsworthy writes: 

 

“Throughout the Old Testament, possession of the land is presented as a shadow 

of the future reality of living as God’s people in his kingdom…remember that all 

of mankind has been outside Eden since the rebellion of Adam and Eve...any 

revelation of the kingdom of God within the historical framework if the chosen 

people must take into account of the fact that even the elect are sinners needing 

redemption. Already this truth has been expressed in Noah’s deliverance from 

the watery judgment of the whole world. The exodus from Egypt repeats this 

picture with greater detail and clarity, so that the condition of sinners and the 

nature of God’s work to deal with this condition remain as the pattern of 

redemption until the coming of Christ.”
304

 

 

As Goldsworthy reminds us, the Bible is a unit. Not a group of unrelated books and stories. And 

the very text of Exodus begins by inviting the reader to understand the story in light of what 

came before it in Genesis. The very first word in the ancient Hebrew text of Exodus is the letter 

waw which is translated ‘and.’
305

 So the text of Exodus 1:1 literally reads: “[and] these are the 

names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each with his household.” This verse 

is essentially a repetition of Genesis 46:8 which announces Israel’s journey to Egypt. Now, the 

same words are used in Exodus to announce Israel’s departure from Egypt.  

 

Israel’s Captivity 

 

As we enter the book of Exodus we find that the descendants of Israel in Egypt have multiplied 

and become a great number. In Exodus 1:7 we read that the Israelites have become “fruitful 
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and multiplied greatly”, thus fulfilling the creation mandate given to Adam
306

 and Noah.
307

 The 

new King of Egypt has no regard for Joseph and his previous service, and see’s the Israelites as a 

threat to the security of the nation. In fear of their number the King makes the Israelites 

political/social slaves of the state.
308

 Again, the circumstances appear to make the promises of 

God distant and seemingly impossible. There is deep theological meaning behind the captivity 

in Egypt. In Egypt the pharaoh was seen as a “semi-divine being and his rule is understood as a 

reflection of the power of Egyptian gods. Therefore, by all outward appearances the God of 

Israel is unable to prevent foreign gods from exercising rule over His chosen people.  

 

Furthermore, Pharaoh orders that all newborn boys be drowned in the Nile River. In light of the 

creation mandate to “be fruitful and multiply”, Pharaoh should be seen as a direct opponent to 

God and His purposes. The decree to kill the male children
309

 is nothing less than a challenge to 

God’s creation mandate. In many ways, “the battle in Exodus is between the true God…and the 

false god Pharaoh who wises the keep God’s people under his own power.”
310

 At this point God 

brings Moses into the story. 

 

Israel’s Savior Moses 

 

Moses is born in the line of Jacob’s descendants in the line of his son Levi who came to Egypt 

with Joseph.
311

 In keeping with the unified theme of the Bible story, the story of Moses birth is 

told in creation language. Notice two points of correlation: 

 

1. When Moses is born his mother looks and him and declares that he was ‘good’
312

 

echoing the refrain in Genesis 1 where God pronounces what He has created as 
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‘good.’ What this points to is that Moses birth represents the beginning of the 

birth, the re-creation of the people. Their slavery will end and their savior will 

bring them into their rest, the Promised Land. 

 

2. Moses is also set in an ‘ark’
313

 at placed in the waters of the Nile.
314

 Enns writes 

of the theological connection here: “Noah and Moses are selected to escape a 

tragic watery fate. Both are set on an ‘ark’ and are carried to safety on the very 

water that brings destruction to others.” In other words, they are both re-

creation figures. Noah and Moses serve as ‘vehicles’ through whom God creates 

a new people for His own purposes.  

 

Moses is rescued from Pharaohs command to drown all firstborn males in the Nile by his 

Hebrew mother and is then adopted by Egyptian princesses. In some ways Moses had ‘dual-

citizenship’, he was born into slavery as a Hebrew, he was also an Egyptian prince adopted as a 

son into the royal family. In some ways Moses’ story can be likened to Joseph’s, “under the 

sentence of death, he had. Like Joseph before him, been raised up to be a prince in Egypt.”
315

 

See, Moses is saved from death to show us that the opposing powers against God’s kingdom 

cannot destroy the chosen one to mediate God’s plan of salvation for His people. God will use 

Moses as an intermediary between God and the Israelites. The next significant event happens 

when Moses is an adult. Moses is taking refuge in Midian, when God called to him out of the 

burning bush relaying the cries
316

 of the Israelites in slavery in Egypt. God speaking to Moses 

through the fire of His glory begins a new era in God’s plan of salvation. “The people could not 

deliver themselves. Their cause was hopeless; they were helpless in the power of the Egyptian 

[kingdom]. Further, the promises of God were such that only He could fulfill them.”
317
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Therefore God calls Moses to the burning bush not only to reveal Himself in a personal way [by 

His name], but to commission Moses to act in His name. 

 

Therefore, Moses is the chosen
318

 human instrument through which God will act to bring His 

people out of slavery.
319

 In fact, God commands Moses to confront Pharaoh and to lead the 

Israelites out of Egypt. What we must remember is that God is working through Moses to bring 

about His purposes. So ultimately it is God’s power that secures the Israelites freedom.  

 

“It is vital that we understand the place given to certain key figures, such as 

Moses, [and the people of Israel] in [the] Old Testament…Their significance is not 

primarily in the way they stand as examples of godliness and faith, but rather in 

the role they play in revealing and foreshadowing the nature and work of 

Christ.”
320

  

 

In fact, the portrayal of Moses leadership focuses on his weaknesses as well as his strengths. 

Moses has some reluctance based on his feeling of inadequacy to perform the task set before 

him.
321

 One example being that he is slow of speech, or not a fluent communicator.
322

 

Furthermore, Moses has doubts that the people will believe that he is ‘God’s chosen.’
323

 

Goldsworthy
324

 points out that God reassures him on two grounds; 

 

1. He will identify the God who has spoken to him as “I AM” and as the God of their 

fathers.
325

 He is “I AM,” the God who is declaring His lordship in a very personal 
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way. He is the personal God, who may be addressed by name. God is the “I AM” 

who determines His own purposes of mercy.
326

 

 

2. Moses is granted some miraculous signs and wonders, which he will be able to 

repeat in order to persuade the Israelites of his mission.
327

 Later we see that the 

ten plagues that God performs through Moses demonstrate that the God’s of 

Egypt are powerless. These signs and wonders also function to show the God of 

Israel as the one true God.
328

 

 

The Covenant in Action 

 

While Moses’ brother Aaron, and the people become convinced of Moses’ God given task
329

, 

after Moses demands their release, Pharaoh denies the command and imposes harder 

conditions on the people. At this point the Israelites become very restless
330

, and God responds 

with these words of promise; 

 

Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh; for with a strong hand he will send 

them out, and with a strong hand he will drive them out of his land. I am the 

Lord. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty, but by my 

name the Lord [YHWH] I did not make myself known to them. I also established 

my covenant with them to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which they 

lived as sojourners. Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the people of Israel 

whom the Egyptians hold as slaves, and I have remembered my covenant. Say 

therefore to the people of Israel, ‘I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from 

under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from slavery to them, 
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and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great acts of judgment. 

I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall know that I 

am the Lord your God, who has brought you out from under the burdens of the 

Egyptians. I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, to Isaac, 

and to Jacob. I will give it to you for a possession. I am the Lord.
331

 

 

Notice the use of God’s personal name YHWH here. Goldsworthy notes, “at some time in their 

history the Israelites ceased to pronounce the holy name YHWH…The important thing [here] is 

that this is the personal name of God, and it is linked to his character as the God who makes the 

gracious commitment of Himself to His people, and who is revealing what it means for Him to 

be faithful to that commitment.”
332

 

 

God’s Providential Sovereignty 

 

Pharaoh is persistent in refusing to let the Israelites go. Notice why. The writer mentions three 

ways in which Pharaoh’s heart is hardened: 

 

1. God hardens Pharaohs heart.
333

 

2. Pharaoh hardens his own heart.
334

 

3. At all other points the writer simply states that “the heart of Pharaoh was 

hardened.” 

 

From the text we can clearly say that Pharaoh’s hardening of his heart was deliberate, and he is 

held responsible. At the same time we must also affirm that God is sovereign over all things. 

Apparently many have a problem with these passages, namely that God hardens Pharaoh’s 

heart. I think Goldsworthy puts it well when he argues that the Biblical perspective teaches that 
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“human responsibility and God’s sovereignty are somehow intertwined without being in any 

way compromised.” This is something we must accept even though we will never fully 

understand the multi-dimensional ‘particulars’ of ‘how’ this plays out in each situation. It is 

clear in the Bible, God is sovereign and man is responsible for the decisions he makes. 

 

The Passover 

 

In Exodus we see Israel referred to as the son of God for the first time.
335

 This intimately 

identifies them as God’s covenant people because they are known by His name.
336

 Also, when 

Pharaoh refuses to release Israel (God’s son) then God threatens the death of Pharaoh’s 

firstborn son.
337

 Not only that, but God threatens to wipe out every first born in Egypt.
338

 

Notice, this also includes Israel as ‘being in Egypt.’ 

 

“Israel’s involvement with the tenth plague is an important part of God’s 

revelation of the kingdom. Unless they believe God and follow his directions all 

the firstborn of Israel will also die.”
339

 

 

Therefore, as commanded by God, on a specified day a year old male lamb without blemish is 

taken into each Israelite home. Four days later the lamb is to be slaughtered, and its blood is to 

be spread on the doorpost of each home. The flesh is to be roasted and eaten with unleavened 

bread. Also, each person in the home is to be dressed as if they were ready to go on a journey. 

On that night the Lord will execute judgment “on all the gods of Egypt.”
340

 When the blood 

covers the doorpost God’s judgment will pass and death will not befall the firstborn of that 

home. Clowney makes a few important observations here:
341
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1. The first born son is significant because they served as a representative of the 

family. Therefore, the infliction of judgment on the first born would represent 

the penalty die to all. 

 

2. The lamb died in the place of the first born son, and therefore also in the place of 

all those represented by the firstborn. 

 

3. Their partaking, or eating, of the lamb marked their restored fellowship with God 

that comes through the atonement God provides.  

 

In remembrance of this occasion God instructs Moses to establish the feast of the Passover.
342

 

Goldsworthy argues that this command to establish a memorial shows how important the 

Passover is in patterning the redemptive work of God. He writes, “we can safely infer that the 

lamb’s blood somehow covered the believing and therefore obedient Israelites so that they 

suffered no judgment.”
343

 

 

Israel’s Redemption 

 

“As we reflect on the elements of redemption revealed in the exodus event, we are able to see 

why God led Joseph and his brothers to Egypt.”
344

 Israel’s presence in Egypt is not the product 

of a random sequence of events; God has purposes in all He does. See, Exodus is not only the 

continuation of a past story, it is also the beginning of a new one.”
345

 Redemption is always an 

act of re-creation. In fact, the language that the writer uses is the plagues and the parting of the 

Red Sea is very reminiscent of the creation narrative.  While the ten plagues cause much 

hardship for the Egyptians, in many ways they are probation. “They demonstrate and prove the 
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forbearance of God who delays wrath and offers every chance to repent and obey, and the 

justice of God who, when every probationary exercise has failed, finally inflicts the wrath that is 

deserved.”
346

 

 

The last straw is seen when God delivers the Israelites from the armies of Pharaoh at the 

crossing of the Red Sea.
347

 In this event we see God harden Pharaoh’s heart again so that His 

power may be demonstrated and His purposes might be achieved.
348

 We also see God unleash 

His creative forces against the enemies of His people, and therefore His enemies. Against a 

seemingly never ending struggle the people of God are reminded through Moses ““Fear not, 

stand firm, and see the salvation of the Lord, which he will work for you today. For the 

Egyptians whom you see today, you shall never see again. The Lord will fight for you, and you 

have only to be silent.” 

 

God’s word is proven true again, the waters are driven back so that the Israelites walk to 

freedom and the waters close over Pharaoh’s armies stopping them dead in their tracks. See, 

the parting of the Red Sea should be seen as an act of re-creation in light of Genesis 1:9 where 

the seas come together and separate themselves from dry land. In Exodus 14 the seas are 

opened to expose the dry land beneath. Remember, the dry land is the dwelling of many 

creatures, a place that supports life.
349

 In Exodus the act of creation is reversed against the 

Egyptians and the waters crash over the land bringing death.
350

 “This is also direct retribution 

for Pharaoh’s attempt to kill the Israelite firstborn in the waters of the Nile. Just as Pharaoh 

attempted to destroy the Israelites, by water, so God now destroys the Egyptians.”
351

 Also, the 
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Israelites pass through the water on dry ground as they head to a new life redeemed from 

slavery.  

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

The dimensions of redemption that are revealed in Exodus provide a beautiful pattern for the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ. Take notice of a few patterns; 

 

1. Redemption 

 

Israel’s slavery is contrary to the covenant promises made to Abraham, Issac, and Jacob, the 

fathers of the nation. It is on the basis of these promises, and nothing else, that God will show 

His faithfulness by redeeming His people out of slavery.
352

 “Redemption is God’s act of 

judgment upon His enemies whereby He retrieves His lost people and makes them His
353

…It is 

thus a supernatural act of salvation worked by God out of love
354

 for a people powerless to help 

themselves.
355

 

 

2. Sacrifice 

 

Intimately tied to these events is the slaying of a Passover lamb, which delivers Israel from 

judgment so that they may live and go free. We understand that Jesus Christ is our lamb, who 

takes away the sin of the world. “He is our Passover, sacrificed for us. Our meal of fellowship 

with God is His communion feast.” In fact, Jesus death is called an exodus (departure) in Luke 

9:31 indicating the inauguration of a new Exodus. 
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3. Freedom and Faith 

 

Once the people are free, and they understand what God has done on their behalf
356

, there is 

deep motivation to trust God and obey Him. Rightly so, the exodus event leads to freedom, 

faith, and celebration. This is expressed in a spontaneous act of worship
357

 centered on telling 

what God has done, pointing to His faithfulness.
358

 We see a beautiful pattern of song from 

Moses in Exodus 15, part of it which proclaims: 

 

“The Lord is my strength and my song, 

and he has become my salvation; 

this is my God, and I will praise him,”
359

 

 

“Redemption as a release from slavery or from a position of misfortune now becomes one of 

the most significant themes in the Bible.”
360

 The exodus of God’s people here points to 

something much greater. Namely, Jesus Christ who is the true and greater Moses who has 

come to “bring His people out of slavery far worse than that imposed by Egypt – a slavery to sin 

and death. And by His death and resurrection He has defeated an anti-God figure much more 

heinous than a mere human pharaoh – Satan himself.”
361

  The Good News is that the required 

blood of a sacrifice to set things back to how they should be has been shed. We must rest in the 

confidence that the Church’s Exodus is complete in Christ, and that in Christ we have truly 

entered the Promised Land.  

 

God’s Covenant with Moses 
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Israel’s New Life 

 

Israel was given a new life after God delivered them out of Egypt. The journey
362

 from the Red 

Sea to Mount Sinai takes Israel “through inhospitable country where they immediately learn 

the faithfulness of God to provide for their needs, even though they murmur their 

discontent.”
363

 Goldsworthy is right in writing that we learn about the ‘quality of the redeemed 

life’ in this episode. See, as Christians we have been redeemed and we are being redeemed, so 

we must learn, like the Israelites, to “live by faith and not by sight.”
364

 This is a key concept: 

 

“As Abraham did before them, Israel discovers that there is an element of not 

yet having what is promised. Thus they must look to the future in hope, and live 

by the promises of God.” 

 

To begin with, the people were led by Moses to the very place where God had spoken from the 

flaming bush before the exodus event. As Israel reaches Mount Sinai and stands
365

 before the 

living God the first words they hear concern the covenant. Many argue that Israel’s redemption 

and new life is summed up in Exodus 19:4-6: 

 

1. God has executed judgment against His enemies, and the enemies of His people. 

(4a) 

2. God has redeemed His people out of Egypt and reconciled them to Himself. (4b) 

3. If God’s people show faith through obedience they will be God’s treasured 

possession of all other people groups. (5) 

4. They will exist in a unique relationship to God and represent Him as a kingdom of 

priests to the whole world. (6) 
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Early in Genesis Abraham is told that all nations of the world will be blessed through his 

descendants.
366

 We begin to understand how his works here in Exodus 19 when God calls Israel 

to be a ‘kingdom of priests.’ See, it is the function of a priest to approach God on behalf of 

others and approach people on behalf of God. Therefore, the blessings of God would overflow 

through them to the whole world. 

 

The Law – Living as God’s People 

 

One of the things often disputed among thinking Christians is the place of the Old Testament 

Law in the Christian life.
367

 In trying to make sense of the nature and meaning of the law many 

Christians get bogged down on the details or particulars of the law. What we often fail to see is 

the context from which the law was given, and thus we fail to overlook the relationship of the 

law to the grace of God. 

 

When thinking through these issues one must consider the function of the law ‘within Ancient 

Israel.’ Notice, the very first word at Mount Sinai is a word about grace and redemption; God 

declares “you yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians.”
368

 God saved the Israelites 

while they were totally helpless in slavery to be His people. We must remember that “all the 

commandments of God’s covenant focus on the heart of covenant relation, the bond between 

God and His people.”
369

  God was true to His word and now asks Israel to “obey His voice and 

keep His covenant,” and this thankful and obedient response seems absolutely appropriate. 

Goldsworthy notes that the same pattern is expressed in the giving of the Ten Commandments 

when God begins by stating “I am the Lord your God (YHWH), who brought you out of the land 

of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”
370
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“He is their God, and He has saved them. On this basis the law is given…the law 

is given to those who have already experienced the grace of God in salvation, 

and it [the law] is not the basis upon which they will be saved.” 

 

This was the situation in which the law
371

 was given to the Israelites, their status as God’s 

people had already been established. The privileges of such a relationship would be maintained 

by obedience to the stipulations. “God’s commandments call His people to acknowledge Him as 

their Savior and Lord.”
372

 Think about it, “to claim to have received he gift of [this relationship] 

with God while persisting in a life marked by alienation and enmity is clearly nonsense.”
373

 The 

task of obedience was given because they already existed in an undeserved relationship with 

God, therefore obedience is in response to God’s salvation. The first stipulation of the Ten 

Commandments has direct implications on, and is inclusive of, all the commands that follow. 

““You shall have no other gods before me.”
374

 This is an exclusive claim to sovereign power and 

rule over the people. So, in the first commandment we see the central principle, from which the 

other nine flow out of as direct implications.
375

 Goldsworthy writes: 

 

“Sinful and ignorant human beings cannot know what this means in every area of 

life. The Israelites were dependant on God’s revelation for a proper 

understanding of the appropriate responses to the command.” 

 

In giving His people the Ten Commandment’s God was expressing what it looks like for the 

Israelites to live in relationship to the one true God, their king. The laws given are not arbitrary; 

they “stem from and reflect the character of God and his purpose for mankind in creation.”
376

 

The purpose of Israel’s obedience was to reflect God’s nature to the world around them. “How 
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Israelites act toward each other is a concrete expression of their devotion to the God of the 

Exodus.”
377

 

 

1. Morally these laws reflect the pure relationship dynamics that God built into 

creation which was disrupted by human sin. 

2. Some of the laws reflected the actual situation of Israel as in their historical 

experience.  

3. Others seem to relate to certain aspects of Israel’s ritual life. 

 

As a whole these commands include the principles which govern all the laws of God. The 

implications of upholding or breaking these commands “spread out like ripples in a pond for all 

other aspects of the Israelites’ lives.”
378

  Now it is important to understand that the law was 

given at a certain point in history, and it was important at that point for God to detail it out in 

the way he did. Remember, God has revealed Himself progressively over time. “The Bible sees 

God’s revelation as progressive, moving through stages until it is completed in Christ.”
379

 

Redemption from slavery ultimately foreshadows the saving work of Christ. So, while these 

events contain the ‘structure’ of the gospel they do not reveal the fullness of it yet. “Because 

the revelation in the exodus is incomplete it requires more detailed exposition of what it means 

to live as redeemed people. In their spiritual infancy the Israelites needed to be tutored much 

more directly
380

 in holy living.”
381

 

 

The Tabernacle - A Way for God to Dwell with Man 

 

God’s covenant with His people is characterized by the willingness of God fellowship with an 

undeserving people. The establishment of a covenant with Israel reflects what was intended to 
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be in God’s relationship with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden before the fall. In other 

words, the covenant is an act of love by God to restore His rebellious, sinful, God-denying 

people back to Himself. But we cannot miss the most important aspect of this transaction. 

 

“How can people who are still sinful approach a Holy God? The Biblical answer is 

through a go-between, a mediator. Moses is the mediator of God’s saving acts in 

the exodus, and also of the word of God that interprets the redeemed existence 

brought about by the saving acts of God in the exodus.”
382

 

 

While Moses served as a mediator for Israel, there was also another means by which God 

dwelled with His people, namely, through the tabernacle system which God gives His people.
383

 

God gives Moses the details of the tabernacle and the function of the priests within the 

tabernacle system.
384

 God also gives Moses an intricate description of the construction of the 

tabernacle.
385

 In Leviticus God gives the various sacrifices that are to be performed in the 

tabernacle system. Simply put, the people are still totally dependant on God for showing them 

how to live in proper relationship with Him, and God gives them every detail. The layout of the 

tabernacle has theological significance. “It provides a graphic expression of the spiritual state of 

Israel as the covenant and redeemed people who are [still] sinful.”
386

 In other words, the 

tabernacle conveyed a sense of “heavenly order amid earthly chaos.”
387

 

 

1. Remember, the tabernacle was build to symbolize God’s presence in their midst. 

A courtyard with a high fence around the tent indicates the separation that sin 

causes between sinners and a holy God. The courtyard fence has one entrance at 

                                                      

382
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 144.  

383
 It is interesting to note how the author of Exodus frames the narrative of the tabernacle. Chapters 25-31 record the instructions for building 

the tabernacle, while 35-40 record the actual building of the tabernacle. In the middle of these sections is the record of Israel’s rebellion and 

forgiveness in the golden calf narrative. 

384
 Exodus 25-30.  

385
 Exodus 35-40.  

386
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 144.  

387
 P.E. Enns, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 149.  



 76 

one end facing the door of the tent. This presents a ‘double image.’ “On the one 

hand, there were barriers that [blocked] off God’s holiness; on the other, a way 

of access was opened by His grace.”
388

 

 

2. Inside the entrance lies the altar of sacrifice. The shedding of blood gains 

entrance for the repentant worshiper. “As the first act of the sacrificial ritual, the 

Israelite lays a hand on the animal to be offered, thereby symbolizing that the 

animal is going to take his/her place.”
389

 The animal’s blood becomes 

representative of that person. Leviticus 17:11 is an important passage for 

understanding the importance of blood in the sacrifices. God has provided 

animal blood, which contains life, so that the atonement might be made for the 

sins of the Israelites. Blood can serve as an element of atonement because it is 

the carrier and symbol of life.
390

  

 

3. The Israelite priest represents the people and can move into the tent on their 

behalf, but only after cleansing himself in the bath for ritual washing which is 

before the tent because any contact between holy and unclean would be fatal. 

The priests’ work at the altar is primarily to ‘atone, or make atonement’
391

 on 

behalf of the people.  

 

4. Inside the tent are a lampstand, a table, and an altar for burning incense, 

different instruments symbolizing some aspect of the divine grace God has 

shown to the Israelites. The far end of the tent is partitioned with a curtain to 

screen off the glory of the Lord’s presence, and behind this, in a cubic room, is 

the Ark of the Covenant.
392
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What we see in God’s design for the tabernacle is that God desires to dwell among His people 

and fellowship with them. Sin separates His people from Him, but God provides a way of 

reconciliation through sacrifice and the mediation of the priest. The Israelites are shown that 

the faithful and proper application of the sacrificial system is acceptable before God and works 

the pardon of sin. This is explicitly seen in Leviticus 1-6 where the sacrificial offerings express 

reconciliation and restore fellowship with God.
393

  

 

Holy is the Lord 

 

In the Scripture on of the words most often used to describe God is holy. God reveals his 

holiness in his saving acts, and calls upon those he has saved to be conformed to that standard. 

“What may appear to us to be rather arbitrary and irrelevant laws of clean and unclean foods
394

 

are commanded on the basis of the covenant, which is the chief revelation of the character of 

God.”
395

 

 

For I am the Lord your God. Consecrate yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I 

am holy…For I am the Lord who brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be 

your God. You shall therefore be holy, for I am holy.
396

 

 

Simply put, the covenant people of God are to be marked with the character of God as revealed 

in His word and acts.
397

 The law was that which highlighted the nature of the new creation 

which was being formed around God’s covenant people while they remained within the old, 

fallen, confused, sinful world. In Leviticus 26 we see a summary of the law. 
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1. God has saved Israel because He is faithful to the promises He made to Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob. His promises are irrevocable; God cannot go back on His word. He would be 

their God, and they would be His people. By redeeming them out of Egypt he has openly 

declared that they belong to Him.
398

  

 

2. In His law God informs Israel how this new relationship to God should be expressed in 

their lives. Their real desire to live according to His word is the indication that they are 

redeemed. As the redeemed they will know the blessings of the new Eden.
399

 

 

3. Apostasy will lead to disqualification from the blessings, and the curses will become a 

reality.
400

 But, if they repent and turn back to the Lord, they shall again know the 

blessings of the covenant.
401

 Yet, as the story continues we will see that Israel will 

always fall short of the glory of God.  

 

The law consistently reminds God’s people of their “inability to achieve God’s standard of 

holiness and to love him with all their heart, soul, and strength.”
402

 So we begin to see that 

there is the reality of the continuing effects of sin, which is experienced along with the blessings 

of the covenant. See, the Law expresses God’s holiness and in turn expects perfect obedience 

from God’s people. In this respect, the law can only condemn. But, God’s purpose was to save 

His people. So, from the very outset, “it was clear that atonement must be made.”
403

 

 

“It is precisely then that the law also instructs them to avail themselves of the 

laws of sacrifice as they repent and cast themselves on God’s mercy. Thus they 
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learn that they cannot keep the law only be recognizing their inability to keep it, 

and by receiving forgiveness of sins and their acceptance with God as a gift.”
404

 

 

Here is the paradox, although the people of Israel had been chosen by God and formally 

recognized as the people of God, the history of Israel is a history of failure. But God 

provided a way of salvation through sacrifice because God’s righteous requirements 

could not be satisfied by human effort.  

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

The Gospel and the Law 

 

The giving of the law was, in many ways, an act of re-creation. In the giving of the law God was 

declaring that the Israelites were to “behave as new-creation beings, conforming themselves to 

God’s standards”
405

 in all areas of life. In the context we learn that: 

 

“The Mosaic Law was seen to be God’s fatherly instruction, and in it he decreed 

that the people should love God and love their neighbors. There is no doubt that 

the aim of the law was to establish mutual love relationships. Yet the history of 

Israel demonstrates that this ideal cannot be achieved without God’s divine 

intervention.”
406

 

 

As we know from scripture the law could not save the people. In fact, the laws inability to save 

people was its deficiency.
407

 The law not only reflected God’s holiness but also revealed sin in 

humanity, and even stirred up sin, thus showing the power of sin to enslave.
408

 Thus, when one 
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is saved through faith in Jesus Christ they are released from the power of sin and the 

condemnation of the law. 

 

In salvation we are given new hearts to know and understand God’s order for creation and be 

committed to brining it about. The spirit of rebellion against the authority and rule of God is 

replaced by a spirit of obedience. Therefore, internal motivation replaces external constraint.
409

  

 

Jesus came to fulfill all righteousness for us. By faith we receive the gift of Jesus law keeping, 

which was perfectly achieved on our behalf, and in Him we become the righteousness of 

God…We uphold
410

 the law by turning our backs on our own warped efforts to keep the law 

and by putting all our confidence and trust in the one who satisfied all the laws demands on our 

behalf.”
411

 So, Jesus did not so much replace the Old Testament law as make explicit its proper 

application, through Him to the heart and not just external behavior.
412

 

 

The Gospel and the Tabernacle  

 

There is a seven fold instruction to Moses concerning the building of the tabernacle in chapters 

25-31. What is significant about this is the sevenfold repetition of the phrase “the Lord said to 

Moses”, making the connection between the building of the tabernacle and the seven days of 

creation. In the midst of a fallen world, in exile from the Garden of Eden, God undertakes 

another act of re-creation in establishing the tabernacle system.
413

 The tabernacle is “a piece of 

holy ground in a world that has lost its way.”
414

 Jesus is the reality to which the tabernacle 

pointed. This is why the Apostle John wrote of Christ’s incarnation in these terms, “And the 

Word became flesh and dwelt (tabernacle) among us.”
415
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“Jesus embodies more clearly what the Old Testament structures did truly but only partially.”
416

 

Christ himself is holy and sacred ground in whom God’s glory resides. “The true and abiding 

Tabernacle is not a tent…but the incarnate Lord.”
417

 Jesus is the high priest
418

; Jesus is also the 

sacrifice for sin.
419

 In Christ we are able to “approach God boldly and with full assurance, 

knowing that the sin question has been dealt with once and for all.”
420

 Thus, God dwells with us 

through the mediation of Christ. 

 

Appendix: Israel’s Law and the Christian 

 

Christian’s disagree on how to answer the question: ‘How does Israel’s law relate to the 

Christian?’
421

 On the surface, this can be a difficult discussion when reading through some of 

the laws that do not seem to apply to us in our situation in time.
422

 Sometimes people attempt 

to argue that only the moral aspects of the law are relevant for the Christian life today. In other 

words, they take the three different types of law given ‘moral, civic, ceremonial, and argue that 

the civic and ceremonial laws are no longer relevant and can be discarded. But, the old 

covenant is seen as a distinct unified package with different aspects all working in harmony. 

These various aspects cannot be unraveled and treated as parts.
423
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We need to acknowledge that the Law of Moses does not “provide a complete and binding 

guide to Christian morality. But, on the other hand it should not be dismissed as irrelevant.”
424

 

The reason many people have problems with understanding the law in the context of the 

Christian faith it simple, they are looking at the rule rather than the principle. In other words, 

“they take the moral commands and instructions from the Bible and obey them, but they do 

not go behind the command to see the reasons for them.”
425

 So, we are not aiming for right 

behavior or action by itself, but to understand the purpose or goal behind the rule that calls for 

right behavior. While many of the rules in the Bible are applicable today, some are not. Rules 

that are very particular in nature become inapplicable when the context changes. We must 

learn to look beyond the rule itself to see the principle behind it, which is still binding. The rules 

are particular applications of a principle to a specific context. Now, just to be clear I am not 

arguing that the rules do not matter, because they do, the moral life would be difficult, it not 

impossible without rules. But, rules are simply appropriate applications of a principle. Jesus 

argued in Matthew 22: 34-40 that the two greatest commandments were to “love the Lord 

your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind”, and to “love your 

neighbor as yourself.” In many ways these function as the bigger principles
426

 by which the rest 

of the law hangs.
427

 

 

Israel’s Faithlessness and God’s Faithfulness 

 

In the Pentateuch we are continually reminded of God’s faithfulness to His covenant promises. 

In being brought out of Egypt and having God covenant with them, Israel, the new nation was 

“re-born” as the people of God. It would seem that God’s promises to the Patriarchs were now 

becoming reality as the Israelites looked ahead to possessing the promised land of Canaan. The 

torah narrative continues in Numbers where God’s covenant people are standing in the valley 

of Mount Sinai headed to the Promise Land. The looming question as we read the narrative is 
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how will God choose to fulfill His promises? We begin to see a pattern, the fulfillment and delay 

of fulfillment of God’s promises are the organizing principle of the reminder of the Pentateuch 

and of Joshua.
428

 

 

God’s Presence among His People 

 

Commenting Numbers Goldsworthy notes that “nothing summarizes the position of Israel and 

the nature of God so well as the famous blessing that God told Aaron, Moses brother, to 

pronounce over the people.”
429

 

 

The Lord bless (good harvest, peace, children) you and keep you (guard and 

protect); 

The Lord make his face to shine (a pledge of good favor) upon you and be 

gracious to you; 

The Lord lift up his countenance (treating them with good favor) upon you and 

give you peace (overall ‘well-being’).  

 

These words are very significant to Israel’s identity; they speak the people’s restoration to God 

and God’s provision for His people in a fallen world. More importantly, the very name of God 

rests upon Israel.
430

 Therefore, they have been chosen to proclaim the one true God to the 

nations. This never changes, because it is a gift of sheer grace based on election. The presence 

of God is also witnessed in God’s gift of the Tabernacle. Throughout Moses writings we 

continue to see that the tabernacle was central to the life, organization, and governance of 

Israel. In fact, the organization of Israel’s camp demonstrated this. “The layout of the camp was 

carefully organized: the tribes formed an outside circle and the priests an inner one, with the 

tabernacle at the center. This organization was maintained even as Israel moved throughout 
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the wilderness on their journey to the Promise Land.
431

 Both in camp and while marching, the 

tabernacle was central, just as God was central to the very heart of the nation. 

 

Within Israel Moses continues “his unique ministry as prophet and priest”
432

 as God instructs 

him from above the mercy seat in the tabernacle on how God’s people are to properly live in 

relationship with Him. The details of God’s instruction are very meaningful. “The emphasis on 

preparations is so strong…that the long-awaited fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham 

concerning the land of Canaan appears to be imminent.”
433

 Furthermore, to signify the 

presence of God, during the day a cloud rested above the tabernacle and during the night it was 

fire.
434

 

 

“The sense that God actually lives among His people is enhanced by the guidance 

of Israel by the cloud. Whenever it is taken up from the tabernacle the people 

move on until the cloud stops at the place they are to rest. This is a pilgrim 

people whose God goes with them.”
435

 

 

God’s name, the tabernacle, and His very presence leading Israel signify the fulfillment of the 

covenant, and the relationship of grace He has initiated with them. They begin they journey 

from Mount Sinai to the Promise Land and all is well in the first 10 chapters of Numbers. But at 

the 11
th

 chapter there is a sudden transition to rebellion which “vividly draws attention to the 

fickleness of the Israelites.”
436

  

 

Israel’s Faithlessness 
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Simply put, Israel did not trust God. There are several instances where “the people refused to 

accept difficult conditions God was making them endure.
437

”
438

 There were also instances 

where the people refused to accept the leaders God had provided for them.
439

 “Nothing is 

more remarkable than the grace of God, and nothing illustrates that grace more than God’s 

perseverance and goodness to a continually rebellious and impatient people.”
440

 Here are two 

examples from Israel’s history of rebellion and doubt in spite of God’s promises.  

 

1. One of the most forthright examples of the Israelites rebellion occurred while 

Moses was away on Mount Sinai when the people created and worshipped the 

golden calf. Because of Moses intercession for them, as their mediator, God did 

not pour out His wrath on them even though they deserved it.
441

 Notice that the 

Levites were faithful during this episode, thus God appoints them to guard the 

tabernacle. 

 

2. Another explicit rebellion of the people of Israel is their refusal to enter the 

Promise Land.
442

 Twelve scouts are sent to spy and report on the land of Canaan. 

Ten of them return in fear because of the strength of the people and their large 

fortified city, thus incite fear among the Israelites. Yet Joshua and Caleb remind 

the people of God’s presence.
443

 But the Israelites remain faithless arguing that 

obtaining the land is impossible and it would be better to return to Egypt. 

 

In light of His people’s faithlessness God declares to Moses: “How long will this people despise 

me? And how long will they not believe in me?”
444

 Again, Moses intercedes for the people and 
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prevents their total destruction,
445

 but they are judged. God declares that only Joshua and 

Caleb will enter the Promise Land with a new generation of Israelites. In other words, those 

who experienced the power of God in the exodus will wander for forty years in the desert and 

die there. Simply put, Israel would not trust God. While in the wilderness a plague of deadly 

snakes is sent as judgment among God’s grumbling people. Moses cries out to God and 

intercedes for the people and is told to set a bronze snake on a pole in the middle of the camp. 

If anyone was bitten by one of these deadly snakes they were told to simply look as the bronze 

snake and they would be saved from death.
446

 Looking at the bronze snake was simply an act of 

faith in the promise of God. “The brass serpent, the image of the curse upon Israel, was lifted 

up as a sign of God’s power over the curse and His deliverance from it.”
447

 

 

It becomes quite clear that Israel is incapable of keeping their covenant promise. They continue 

to reject the paradise that God has placed before them, because they are simply afraid of 

completely trusting God. Near the end of Numbers
448

 we are given a list of forty places where 

the Israelites camped after leaving Egypt, before ending up at the edge of the promise land. 

“The lengthy description of the long journey suggests that the people are now near their 

journey’s end; and if God has helped them thus far, then He will surly enable them to reach 

their goal, the land of Canaan.”
449

 Hart reminds us of a reoccurring theme, namely, that God’s 

promises cannot be thwarted by circumstances or man: 

 

“The failure of Israel to believe seemed to threaten the fulfillment of God’s 

promise of the land, but by the end of Numbers the picture is bright again. God 

has not revoked His promise; He is bringing His people into Canaan.”
450
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We continue to see that the history of God’s redemption moves from grace to grace. 

 

Preparing to Enter the Promise Land 

 

Forty years after the exodus event a new generation of Israelites prepare to enter the Promise 

Land. In the book of Deuteronomy we have the sermonic words Moses gives the Israelites 

before entering the land under their new leader Joshua.
451

  As the narrative continues we see a 

covenant renewal with the new generation that reminds and emphasizes Israel of their faithless 

history and God’s faithfulness to His promises.
452

 In fact, much of Moses words are devoted to 

explaining that “even God’s people are intrinsically sinful, and the inevitability of their moral 

failure. Despite all God has done for His people, they will surely disobey.”
453

 Yet here they stand 

prepared to enter the Promise Land. Moses exhorts the people to be reminded of God’s grace, 

and be obedient to God’s voice.
454

 So, “to keep ‘moving’, Israel must keep listening and 

obeying.”
455

 Goldsworthy explains: 

 

“Now there is opportunity for a new beginning. The Lord…is a God who fights for 

His people. But, as ever, the covenant has a conditional side. Deuteronomy 

repeats the stipulations of the covenant that are to be obeyed…[expressing] the 

relationship of covenant faithfulness”
456

 And the very essence of covenant 

faithfulness is expressed in these words: Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the 

Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your 

soul and with all your might.” 
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If there is only one God, and that God has chosen one people to make Himself known to all 

other peoples of the world, the grace shown to that people should motivate total devotion 

from the chosen people. These covenant stipulations, or sanctions, are graciously given to Israel 

to explain what it means to live in relationship with God by explaining what happens if you obey 

and what happens if you don’t. The focal point is God’s goodness in choosing and saving Israel, 

and the blessings that come from His covenant love. This points Israel to be reminded of their 

responsibility to live as the Holy people of God. In Deuteronomy we find the “most eloquent 

expression of the kingdom of God and the purpose of creation.”
457

 So, it would be a mistake to 

think that the reward/punishment structure simply functions to motivate covenant faithfulness 

by the treat of destruction. Remember, Israel’s salvation was not based on their faithfulness to 

God
458

, but God’s sovereign grace and choice. Thus, they are stirred up to obedience ‘from the 

heart’
459

 in response
460

 to God’s redemptive love. “The goal of this election is that Israel should 

be His people in the good land, the new Eden.”
461462

 This is something that the faithless Israel 

does not deserve. Israel may be God’s chosen nation, but not because of their moral stature.
463

 

In fact, God has chosen a ‘stiff-necked’
464

 people who are prone to idolatry and 

disobedience.”
465466

 

 

Into the Promise Land
467
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The New Leader Joshua 

 

After forty long years in the wilderness the Israelites are ready to face their enemy. Their new 

leader Joshua is reminded of God’s promise: God will give them the land and no one will be 

able to stop Him, and thus them.
468

 Joshua’s name literally meant ‘the Lord has delivered.’
469

 

Joshua was the successor to Moses and the person divinely chosen to lead the nation of Israel 

across the Jordan, to take the Promise Land in order to realize the covenant blessings that God 

had given Israel. So, Joshua gave life to Israel in that though him the covenant promises were 

realized and fulfilled.  

 

Taking the Promise Land 

 

God has given the land into the hands of the Israelites, but they must take the land in faith.
470

 It 

is the initiative of God to give not only the land, but also the Canaanites into their hands. “As a 

response to this divine initiative, the first decision they must make on entering the land is to 

destroy all [remnants] of Canaanite civilization.”
471

 There are several reasons for this command: 

 

a. Israel is primarily acting as God’s agents of judgment upon a wicked 

civilization.
472

 

b. God makes it clear that Israel would not be able to resist the temptations to turn 

and worship other gods at this stage in their national development.
473

 In fact, 

“the general threat posed by the peoples of Canaan was so great that Israel had 
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to [wipe out their culture] in order to avoid falling away from God and 

worshiping other deities.”
474

 

 

“Israel’s conquest of the land is portrayed as a series of victories in which God directs the 

operation and Israel responds in obedience.”
475

 Israel was called to return to God that which 

belonged to Him.
476

 It’s important to notice that God does show grace to those outside of 

Israel. Rahab was an example of someone who saw the acts of God and believed in the God of 

Israel, similar were the Gibenonites.
477

 This being an illustration of how other peoples and 

nations of the world could find blessing through Israel’s God. As promised, Israel enters the 

land after forty years of wandering and finally finds rest.
478

 There was very little that Joshua and 

the people had to do other than reap the rewards of victory. The prime example being Jericho, 

where the collapse of the walls signaled for them to enter the city and ‘take’ it.
479

 

 

The land of Canaan was Israel’s inheritance, promised to their ancestors and given to them by 

their God in a covenant. Gratitude and praise were expressed by bringing the first fruits of 

produce to God
480

, and obedience to the covenant stipulations.
481

 The only reason the promise 

has been fulfilled is because God has fought for them. Just as the exodus was marked with 

God’s hand in bringing them out of slavery so is God’s hand in bringing them into the promise 

land.
482

 It is interesting to note that the Israelites entrance into Canaan is very similar to their 

exit from Egypt. In the same way that God removed obstacle of the Red Sea for the Israelites to 

exit Egypt, He stopped the Jordan River so that they could cross on foot.
483
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The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

Gospel Living 

 

In the Gospel accounts we see a parallel between Jesus forty days in the wilderness and Israel’s 

forty years in the desert. The temptations were almost identical, relating to food, protection, 

and idolatry. But Jesus did not give in to the temptations. Jesus is the new Israel who succeeded 

where Israel failed. Remember, in the wilderness the people of Israel were humbled, tested, 

taught that God was faithful, and shown His provision. God’s feeding them with manna showed 

His children that they are given nourishment from God. We see Jesus speak of Himself as the 

true sustaining nourishment from God: 

 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, 

but my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. For the bread of God is he 

who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”
484

 

 

The writer of Hebrews uses the imagery of Israel’s journey to describe the Christian life. 

Reflecting on Hebrews 11 Millar writes: “life with God is always a journey, in which people 

respond to His grace…faith throughout the Bible involves an initial commitment/repentance 

followed by a lifetime of similar decisions to submit to the sovereign Lord.”
485

 

 

Gospel Obedience 

 

In the narrative of Genesis-Joshua we continually see God’s people disobey, rebel, and doubt 

God. This problem points to ‘the problem underneath the problem’, human beings are 

intrinsically sinful and it is inevitable that we will morally fail. But God continually shows grace 

to the Israelites even when they fail. What we understand now it that the grace which God had 
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shown to Israel in the past would be surpassed by His provision of a lasting solution to the 

problem of human sin.
486

 Man’s sinfulness is what brings condemnation before God, which is 

revealed by the law and expressed in Israel’s inability to keep the covenant. 

 

“The ultimate function of the law is not to enable obedience, but to expose 

disobedience, paving the way for the divine intervention which will eventually 

enable real obedience, and a new intimacy with God Himself.” 

 

Yet Christ was without sin, upholding the law perfectly, and made a new covenant of faith with 

us. God intervenes for us and makes obedience a real possibility through Christ. In other words, 

Christ upholds the law and we are righteous through His obedience. Again, Christ is the true 

and greater Israel to which we are grafted in.
487

 

 

Gospel Relationships 

 

We see God’s grace and its implications of the exodus event in the lives of the Israelites.  

 

“The nation has been redeemed, and now belongs to God. As His unique people, 

they must submit to Him in worship. He has redeemed them from Egypt to enjoy 

a relationship with Him, and to do so in His land. They must not treat one 

another in a way that is incompatible with how He has treated them in 

redeeming them.”
488

 

 

What we see in this quote is the correlation between Israel’s obedience to worship, the land, 

and to human relationships.
489

 How does this relate to us now? First, the proper response to 

God’s grace shown in salvation through Jesus Christ should be shown in our everyday life as 
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worship.
490

 Next, the land is no longer the locus of God’s relationship with His people, Christ 

is.
491

 In other words, Christ is the promise land through which spiritual nomads find rest and 

nourishment.
492

 Last, in view of the mercy God has shown us in redeeming us from slavery to 

sin, we extend that same mercy to others.
493

 

 

The Gospel of Salvation 

 

During the wanderings of the second generation of the Israelites we see a beautiful contrast to 

the gospel of Jesus Christ. They rebelled against God’s directing word and God judged them by 

sending poisonous snakes among them. In doing this God turned their hearts back to Him for 

help. The Israelites cried out for mercy and God answered by commanding Moses to make a 

serpent out of brass and lift it up for the people to see. 

 

The people were only commanded to look at the serpent of brass, and those who did were 

healed and lived.
494

 Jesus said of Himself: 

 

“As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 

that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” 

 

What was Jesus saying? Remember that the brass serpent was an ‘image’ of the curse upon 

Israel, in brining healing to those who looked at the serpent lifted up God was showing His 

power over the curse by delivering His people from it. This is profound.  

 

Jesus said, “I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”
495

 Jesus was 

lifted up and exposed on the cross as the one accursed.
496

 Just as Paul wrote, “Christ redeemed 
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us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone 

who is hanged on a tree.”
497

 See, Jesus bore the curse of sin n the cross for us. “For our sake he 

made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.”
498

 

 

God’s Rule through Israel’s King’s 

 

The Need for a King 

 

As we have seen in the book of Joshua Israel has successfully taken the land of Canaan as God 

promised. As we move into the book of Judges
499

 we are shown Israel’s error of taking their 

conquered enemies in, and using them for forced labor.
500

 “The Lord rebukes them for making 

covenants with the Canaanites and reminds them that these foreigners will become a snare to 

them.”
501502

 Their covenant with foreigners proves to be troublesome, because the pattern of 

rebellion among the Israelite people is continued. After making the covenant with the 

Canaanites the Israelites begin to be drawn towards their religions
503

, which results in the 

Israelites beginning to “indulge in religious syncretism
504

 and even apostasy
505

.”
506

 

 

As part of the Old Testament narrative Judges recounts the various attempts in which Israel 

seeks to establish some sort of leadership over the wayward people. One of the main functions 
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of the book of Judges is “explaining theologically the transition from conquest leadership under 

Joshua to royal leadership under David.”
507

 The account concludes with a reference to the 

instability and chaos in the land as due to the lack of a king.
508

 In fact, the statement that “there 

was no king in Israel in those days; each man did what was right in his own eyes”
509

 summarizes 

the period, but also points to a transition. In a cycle familiar to the Old Testament narrative God 

judges the people of Israel for their faithlessness by allowing their enemies to invade and 

oppress them, they repent and turn back to God, and God saves them from their enemies.
510

 

During this period Israel has certain leaders, judges, who exercise rule over the people under 

God’s guidance.
511

 Many times these judges are the instrument through which God uses to save 

His errant people. The hope is found in God’s mercy as it “appears in His continual sending of 

saviors and judges.”
512

 

 

What’s ironic about this period is that Israel finally dwells in the promise land, but because of 

their disobedience they are not enjoying the promised blessings they longed for as they exited 

Egypt and journeyed to Canaan. Plus, the judges that exercise leadership over the Israelites 

have obvious flaws in their character which has major implications on the nation as a whole.
513

 

 

This pattern is continued even when the Israelites have a king, because the one they choose 

must be a leader who abides by God’s law,
514

 and all men are stained by the reality of sin. 

Again, since the king represents the people, his covenant obedience affects the life of the 

nation. In essence the king of Israel must reflect the character of God to His people. 

 

Kingship and the Kingdom of Israel 
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Remember, the Bible is a grand narrative and the focus is Jesus Christ the true and greater king 

of God’s kingdom. When moving forward to examine the kingly rule of Saul, David, and 

Solomon we need to remember how the Old Testament fits within all of redemptive history. 

Goldsworthy aptly reminds us: 

 

The events of saving history in the Old Testament prefigure and demonstrate the 

pattern of the one true and perfect saving act yet to come. They do it well 

enough to point the people of that time to a way of salvation by grace through 

faith.
515

 

 

Remember, in every instance that Israel is saved in the Old Testament it is a gracious act of 

God. The continual failure of the Israelites and their leaders all point to the fact that some 

greater act of salvation is still ahead, in fact must come, in the future. These people and events 

provide the ‘type’
516

 of that which is to come. Therefore we need to notice the distinction 

between the pattern and the perfection. In the people and events of the Old Testament we see 

that there is a great inadequacy, something is incomplete, which longs for ultimate fulfillment 

in the life and work of Jesus Christ. In other words, what we see in the Old Testament is the first 

stages of God’s progressively revealed salvation.
517

 Everything in the Old Testament points 

beyond the historical events or persons themselves to Jesus Christ, since fulfillment of all God’s 

promises are found in His saving work. With that in mind lets look at Saul, David, and Solomon. 

 

Kingship Established with Saul 

 

When the narrative picks up in the books of Samuel Israel is in disarray: “though the Israelites 

live in the land promised by God to the patriarchs, their hold on it is threatened by the 
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Philistines, who are only the last of a series of foreign enemies sent as judgment on Israel’s 

unfaithfulness.”
518

 During this time a prophet named Samuel arises under the leadership of Eli, 

the priest of the Lord, in the sanctuary. The devastating encounters with the Philistines lead the 

people to proclaim a need for a king. Samuel was distressed at the people because to set up a 

human king would be to supplant God as Israel’s leader.
519

 But the design of kingship had been 

established long before this period by God himself; 

 

1. Jacob prophesied of the kingship in Judah.
520

 

2. Written into the decrees and ordinances of the law were provision for a king.
521

 

 

Within the law of Israel a kings rule was to reflect the covenant relationship established with 

God. So, kingship in Israel was defined by the covenant, and was therefore theocratic.
522

 But 

the people of Israel seemed to model their desire for a king after the autocratic
523

 rule of the 

Canaanite and Philistine kings. Therefore, Israel’s longing for a king at this point was nothing 

more than a desire to imitate the pagan nations, and the prophet Samuel warns
524

 them of 

their folly in rejecting and not desiring God’s pattern for kingly rule.
525

 Ultimately the people 

were after security, safety, and strength by their own means, ignoring that God had promised 

them in the covenant. It is understandable, then, that Samuel later accuses the people of failing 

to trust God.
526

 The Israelites had forgotten “that God has committed Himself…to giving them 

those things in a way that no pagan ruler could.”
527

 Nevertheless, God instructs Samuel to 

comply with their request because ultimately it is His will that the people of Israel be ruled by a 

king. 
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Saul is chosen as the first king by the drawing of lots. Saul’s rule looks promising as he acts as a 

savior-judge of Israel. In fact, “He is ready to recognize
528

 the hand of the Lord in his victory 

over the Ammonites.”
529

 At this point Samuel reminds Saul and the people of Israel that if they 

follow the Lord, all will be well.
530

 But sin rears its ugly head again. When Saul doubts God’s 

ability to deliver his dwindling army, he decides to take up the role of priest and make an 

unlawful sacrifice, not keeping the covenant stipulations that the Lord had provided. The 

prophet Samuel then tells Saul that his kingdom will not continue, because the Lord desires a 

ruler who is “after His own heart.” 
531

 “Samuel withdrew from Saul to indicate that the Lord had 

rejected him.”
532

 Saul shows in his actions
533

 that he is the very opposite of the covenant king 

that God desires
534

 since the king must be subject to God’s word.
535

 Thus God rejects his 

kingship, and brings about a new king to take the throne. 

 

The Dynasty Established through King David 

 

During the reign of Saul God is developing a man after His own heart.
536

 The prophet Samuel is 

sent to choose David from among the sons of Jesse and anoint him as the new king. David is the 

“youngest and least significant of eight brothers who is chosen.”
537

 But the Spirit of the Lord 

comes upon David and leaves Saul.
538

 In fact, David’s rise to power is summed up in 2 Samuel 

5:10; he was successful because the Lord was with him.  
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The first incident of God’s blessing being evident on David is the narrative of ‘David vs. 

Goliath.’
539

 Here is the future king of Israel empowered by the Spirit of God to represent God’s 

people against the Philistines; this is a beautiful picture of what is to come in the savior-kingship 

of Christ. Goldsworthy puts it like this: 

 

As all Israel retreats in terror from the Philistines and their champion [Goliath], 

God’s anointed king, who appears weak and insignificant, fights for his people 

knowing that the battle is the Lord’s. David stands alone as the one in the place 

of many, and through him God works salvation for Israel. 

 

At this point Saul’s jealousy is enflamed and continues to burn until he decides to go after 

David’s life. David flees Saul’s presence knowing the intense rejection and anger that is kindled 

towards him. Thus, “David became an outlaw in the wilderness.”
540

 Yet in the midst of such 

turmoil David trusts in God to spare his own life and remove Saul from kingship by His own 

accord. Therefore David refuses to kill King Saul on two occasions when it would have been very 

easy, he leaves it to the Lord to bring about His will in His time,
541

 knowing that God will 

vindicate him. Simply put, David “committed his cause to God, and trusted God to judge His 

enemies and to keep His promise.”
542

 

 

Eventually Saul looses his sanity, looses his kingship, and dies on Mount Gilboa in a battle with 

the Philistines, which is somewhat ironic.
543

 At the age of thirty David is crowned as king, and 

the Lord continues to bless his rule. Goldsworthy notes several factors that point to David’s 

successful campaign as king. 
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1. David secures the boarders of Israel against the Philistines by defeating them, 

while providing rest for the people.
544

 

2. He conquers the Jebusite’s control of Jerusalem and establishes it as his capital, 

which also provides a central location for Israel’s corporate worship.
545

 

3. He brings the Ark of the Covenant back to Jerusalem making God’s kingship 

visible in Israel. It could be said that God validates David’s kingship by allowing 

him to bring the ark into ‘David’s city’, making it the locus of Israel’s religious and 

political life.
546

 

4. The Davidic Covenant itself establishes David’s seed and dynasty.
547

 

 

David also decided that he was going to build a permanent temple for the Ark in Jerusalem.
548

 

The prophet Nathan comes to David on the behalf of the Lord forbidding the building of the 

temple. God had promised to make David’s name great and to give his people rest in their land. 

God did not want David to build the house of God (a temple) but will himself make for David a 

house (a dynasty).
549

 David is to bear a son who will build a temple and whose throne will be 

established forever.
550

 Consider the continuity of the covenant with David to the covenant 

made to Abraham; 

 

1. “I will be their God, they will be my people.”
551

 

2. “I will be his father, and he shall be my son.”
552
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David’s line was going to depend on God’s grace. David was not called to build a temple, he was 

a warrior.
553

 It was only when the wars were over, when the Lord had subdued all the enemies 

of the kingdom; then and only then, would the Temple be built.
554

 This would happen under the 

rein of Solomon, David’s son. 

 

The Eternal Kingship Established through Solomon 

 

The notable features of King Solomon are narrated in a way that shows him to be the one who 

puts the finishing touches on the glories of David’s reign.
555

 In fact, Clowney writes that the 

reign of Solomon completes the reign of David, and they must be taken together. So, together 

David and Solomon picture the Lord’s king. “David the royal warrior is succeeded by Solomon, 

the prince of peace
556

.”  Solomon is often considered the wisest king to ever live. Solomon’s 

wisdom and desire for understanding direct his governance of the people.
557

 The significance of 

wisdom in Solomon’s rule is shown in his desire for justice
558

, achieving prosperity in the land 

according to the covenant promise
559

, and understanding the relationships between each part 

of creation.
560

  Solomon’s reign is directly tied to the building of the beautiful temple using the 

resources established in his fathers reign. The building of the Temple tells us two things of the 

Davidic Kingdom; 

 

1. In the ancient Near East, the culmination of a king’s military campaign was often 

culminated by the building of a palace or temple. 

2. Also, it was common among the ancient Near East that if a ruler is permitted to 

build a temple for a deity, that implies the deity’s blessing upon his rule.  
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The permanent structure of the temple in the Promised Land replaces the tabernacle. When 

the ark is brought into the sanctuary the glory of the Lord fills the house.
561

 “The long march of 

the centuries had come to rest.”
562

 God had brought His people out of bondage in Egypt to 

Jerusalem (David’s city), the place of His dwelling. The building of the temple proclaimed that 

God will dwell in the city of David with His people.
563

 The temple was the place where sacrifices 

were made. The temple was the place where reconciliation with God was made. When sin 

infected the relationship of the people with God repentance and prayer toward the temple 

would secure forgiveness.
564

 In other words, through the temple the covenant relationship with 

God was maintained.
565

 Beyond this Goldsworthy points out the significance of the temple 

system to those outside of the Israelites: 

 

At the temple foreigners can find acceptance with God.
566

 The temple is a 

witness to all nations that God dwells with Israel…In other words; a foreigner can 

be joined to the people of God only by coming to the temple, for it is here that 

God chooses to deal with those who seek Him.
567

 

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

Clowney aptly reminds us that “the appointed roles of God’s servants point forward to their 

fulfillment in God’s final Servant, Jesus Christ. They have a symbolic function, providing a key to 

the way in which the historical narratives of the Old Testament demonstrates types of the work 

of Christ.”
568

 

                                                      

561
 1 Kings 8:6-10.  

562
 Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 168.  

563
 1 Kings 5-8.  

564
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 169.  

565
 1 Kings 8:15-53.  

566
 1 Kings 8:41-43.  

567
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 169.  

568
 Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 138.  



 103

 

1. A Pattern for the King to Come. 

 

God establishes human kingship in the reign of Saul. Through David God brings the ark to 

Jerusalem, thus making the city the focal point of God’s covenant relationship with His people. 

God uses the reign of Solomon to build the temple as His dwelling place within the city. At the 

heart of their rule were the covenant promises of God. The king represented the whole nation 

and mediated God’s rule to the people. Through the establishment of kingship over Israel God 

shows the pattern for the coming King’s rule over the earth. The ministry of these kings 

foreshadowed the King to come from the line of David. In one way “David foreshadows the 

longsuffering restraint of Christ’s humiliation
569

, while Solomon typifies Christ as the Judge, who 

ushers in the Kingdom
570

 by judging justly.”
571

 

 

The covenant with David
572

 looked beyond Solomon, and would be far greater than Solomon; 

He would be the Lord Jesus Christ from the house of David.
573

 Christ is the true hope for the 

future.
574

 Christ is the true King mediating God’s rule over the nations.
575

 Unlike these kings, 

Jesus kept in covenant with perfect obedience and trust in God, and therefore was exalted as 

King of Kings and Lord of Lords. The kingship in Israel pointed to a true and greater King, Jesus 

Christ.
576

 

 

2. God’s Devotion to His Promises. 
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For each of the kings, their “place in the history of God’s redemption is grounded in [their] 

calling not in [their] obedience. Quite evidently, each of these kings are far from a perfect 

example for us. Even the greatest king, David, “a man of faith, who repented of sin and trusted 

in the Lord’s salvation”
577

 was not perfect. This illustrates that God’s plans cannot be thwarted. 

It also shows us God’s devotion to His promises. “The amazing grace of God appears in this 

devotion…The Old Testament term for loyalty or devotion (chesed) is used almost exclusively, 

not of our devotion toward God, but of His devotion toward us.” One the one hand, David was 

a man after God’s own heart, a king who was devoted to the Lord. But on the other hand, 

David’s great sin with Bathsheba showed imperfection in that devotion.
578

 The same can be said 

of Solomon, his heart was not fully devoted to God, in his old age his foreign wives turned his 

heart away.
579

 When it came to the actions of these human kings, it was God’s name that was 

at stake. But even when these kings fell into sin, God remained faithful to His promise.
580

  

 

Thank God that He was faithful to His promises because He sustained and orchestrated David’s 

line to bring about a greater King who was without sin, represents us to God, and mediates 

God’s rule to His people with grace. While we have these earthly kings to show us the pattern, 

the only true, faithful, just, and eternal King is Jesus Christ who creates a new people under His 

governance, and His kingdom will never end. 

 

Faith as a Life of Wisdom and Worship 

 

“A consistent theme throughout the Old Testament is that of God as the creator, covenant-

maker and redeemer.”
581

  All of these themes point to God’s personal dealings with humanity. 

He is not a distant deity who is uncaring or unsympathetic.
582

 In fact, we have the privilege of 

                                                      

577
 Clowney, The Unfolding Mystery, 153.  

578
 2 Samuel.  

579
 1 Kings 11:4-5.  

580
 2 Samuel 7:15.  

581
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 172.  

582
 Some scholars have tried to describe the God of Ecclesiastes as distant and unknowable, but this does not seem to be the case. The most 

frequent activity ascribed to God in Ecclesiastes in ‘giving’, which is always in the context of dealing with people.  



 105

looking back over ancient redemptive history as a whole, which in many ways can be 

summarized as the story of ‘God saving His people’; and doing so because He loves them as His 

‘son.’
583

  Now, what we often fail to consider is that the writers of the Old Testament mainly 

focus on key people and/or the great events of redemptive history. Goldsworthy points out the 

importance of noticing this point for us as we read the Old Testament: 

 

This “easily obscures the fact that often whole generations are born, grow old 

and die without them [key people or great events. This perspective is important 

to realize that] life in Israel is not three miracles a day and a new holy war each 

week. Most people live their lives while God does no new thing.”
584

 

 

Think about it, for every biblical hero there are thousands of Israelites of whom we never hear. 

We learn much about the life of faith in the famous figures, but what did it look like for the 

ordinary Israelite? Also, most of the Biblical narrative found in the Old Testament tends to focus 

on the nation as a whole
585

, so how did these scriptures speak to individuals in everyday life? 

This question is answered in the wisdom literature and in the psalms. See, the questions of 

piety are dealt with in the Psalms, and the quest for knowledge and understanding and dealt 

with in the wisdom literature. 

 

Wisdom: The Fear of the Lord 

 

In Genesis we are told that man is created in the image of God. Being created in the image of 

God is significant to our relationship with God, with others, and with the rest of created order. 

We were created to reflect God in His creation. In order to know what this meant God gave 

humanity His word to guide us in these relationships. Simply put, God’s Word provides 

humanity with the “framework for a right understanding of the universe.” By God’s word we 
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are able to rightly interpret reality. With this understanding humanity was given the freedom 

to: 

 

“…use their God given brains and senses to gather knowledge, to classify it, to 

deduce relationships, to invent, to plan and to have dominion over creation.”
586

 

 

Now, sin was an outright rejection of God’s order in creation as shown in His word. It was a 

refusal to accept and follow God’s revelatory word as the basis of knowledge and 

understanding. One of the main themes of Proverbs is seen in this principle: 

 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, 

and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.
587

 

 

In Solomon’s prayer to dedicate the Temple the fear of the Lord is linked to God’s covenant 

with His people.
588

 Therefore, fear should not be understood as terror. The fear of the Lord in 

the context of the Old Testament is: 

 

“… a response of reverence and awe and trust to the redemptive revelation of 

God. It is the Old Testament equivalent to trusting in Christ or believing in the 

gospel. The fear of the Lord is the response of faith to all that God has done to 

redeem His people, and He Himself interprets what He has done by His Word.” 

 

Remember that God’s revelation has been progressive throughout redemptive history. In the 

beginning the people of God failed to gain true knowledge and understanding by not trusting 

God’s Word. Later, while God was still forming His people, they came under the instruction of 

the law to show them what it was like to live in a proper relationship with God, and show them 
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it is something they cannot achieve. The law revealed sin, which is, in essence, failure to trust or 

revere God.  By the time of Solomon all of redemptive history revealed that God’s word and His 

saving acts provide the framework of grace, which motivates the proper response to God. The 

proper place of humanity in relationship to God is complete trust and reverence. Therefore, 

those who trust and revere God above all other things are truly wise, for they have gained 

understanding. In fact, this is the central principle found in Solomon’s Ecclesiastes: 

 

The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God and keep his 

commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.
589

 

 

None of us have ever upheld this. There is only one who has lived with complete 

reverence for the Father. There is only one who has upheld and kept all the 

commandments. That one was Jesus Christ, and through His perfect obedience we are 

granted righteousness when we place our faith in Him. Christ has fulfilled the whole 

duty of man for us.  

 

Creation Order and Disorder 

 

In the beginning there was proper order in God’s creation. This order was expressed in the 

harmonious and good
590

 relationships between God, man, and the rest of creation. With the 

entrance of sin came disorder and confusion in which all of creation was affected with terminal 

and destructive consequences.
591

 “Human thought that reflects this rebellion is foolishness, not 

wisdom, and involves a deliberate and wicked suppression of the truth.”
592593
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The situation that ancient Israel found themselves in was that of attempting to understand 

what their present stage of redemptive history and experience meant for their lives. 

 

The Israelite believer had similar problems to those we have as Christians. What 

is the response of faith to the secular world? How does the believer relate to 

other believers and to unbelievers in a creation that is yet unregenerate?”
594

 

 

The wisdom literature
595

 of the Old Testament provided knowledge for the Israelites for proper 

understanding and living in a world in which all relationships were in disorder and confusion 

because of sin. While there is disorder in creation we need to be reminded of two great truths 

pertaining to gracious God. 

 

1. God has never let sin completely destroy all order. Creation still has order in the 

sense that it can support life. 

2. God, in His goodness, lovingly chose to reveal His word for the purpose of 

enabling the believer to progress in wisdom and understanding for life. 

 

Salvation, or the regeneration of order, includes ‘right thinking’ and knowledge. Remember, 

God is a God of order.
596

 Therefore God’s people should seek to live in a way that ‘orders’ their 

lives with God’s purposes, understanding that it can only be done in humble submission to God, 

motivated by His grace, and empowered by His Spirit. 

 

The Wisdom Books 

 

The wisdom books
597

 of the Old Testament focus in on ‘right thinking’ and the search for 

knowledge.
598

 Each of these wisdom books are written from the standpoint of covenant 
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believing Israelites, and are essentially explorations of human experience. In many ways these 

wisdom books provide a pattern for us to grow in wisdom as we “assemble our experiences and 

to examine them for the underlying relationships that make life coherent and meaningful.”
599

 In 

Ecclesiastes wisdom is portrayed as “a divine gift
600

, though also something acquired 

gradually
601

, and as beneficial
602

 if esteemed and employed at the right
603

 moment.”
604

 The 

individual proverbs are just that, reflections on life in light of God’s creation order and 

revelation. In revealing Himself God provides the framework by which we ought to think. For 

the most part, “in normal daily experience the predictable relationship between deeds and 

their outcomes remain the principle way we learn about life, to determine how to pursue the 

good life.”
605

 

 

As we reflect on experience, with an understanding of God’s mandate to us, “we are 

responsible for the decisions we make as we seek to be wise (to think in a godly way) and to 

avoid being foolish (to think in a godless way).”
606607

 Therefore, our decisions are wise when 

they are made in light of God’s revelation and a proper understanding of God’s will revealed in 

creation order. In the Proverbs one will find that God expects humans to make wise decisions, 

he “expects them to use his gift of reason to interpret the circumstances and events in life”
608

 

with consideration of the outcome. But, while much of experience is predictable from patterns 

in humanity or nature, there is also much mystery. 
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“God is great and His ways are often hidden
609

 from us. He does not reveal to us 

the whole picture of His will; indeed we could not understand it if He did. Thus, 

the believer may encounter suffering and tragedy that seem senseless and a 

denial of God’s care and control of events.”
610

 

 

One needs to remember that there are limits to human empirical
611

 wisdom. 

“Sometimes the normal relationship between deeds and their outcomes do not seem to 

exist.”
612

 The book of Job illustrates this and encourages the reader to humbly recognize 

that God’s ways will not always be expressed in ways humanity can grasp. Consider 

Job’s friends who reason from effect to cause and conclude that Job must brought 

about his suffering by some secret sin. But this was not the case with Job, he was 

‘innocent’ and did not have any empirical reason why he was suffering. At the very most 

we can conclude that “life can to some extent be foreseen”
613

, but this is not always the 

case.  

 

Thus, wisdom is not purely intellectual, but involves “trust in the sovereign will of a gracious yet 

mysterious God.”
614

 Like Job, Jesus trusted in God when God was silent at the cross, He faced 

the suffering at the will of His Father, showing faith by crying to the only one who He could 

trust, ‘His God.’ Jesus is the true and greater Job, the truly innocent sufferer, who then 

intercedes for and saves his ignorant friends. For us, we must also take into account the 

corruption of human understanding by sin. Sin has confused the pure and orderly relationships 

in creation, thus causing corruption and disorder. Sin also distorts and obscures the truth, 

making us prone to misunderstanding and false thinking.  
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Even in situations when we do not understand what God is doing, hopefully in the end 

we are driven to worship, namely because the fact that there is mystery in God’s ways 

which compels us to trust in His goodness. I think it was well said, while reflecting on the 

Psalms, that: 

 

Wisdom and “understanding may wait but obedience cannot. Believers who 

faced trial and, although puzzled, continued in faith and obedience found their 

faith re-shaped in the light of their experience.”
615

 

 

In many cases, whether the situation is out of ones hands, or has direct connection to 

the choices one make, one can look back and see God’s guidance in the situation. 

 

Worship: Praise in the Psalms 

 

There are several types of psalms within Israel’s ancient song book known as the Psalms.
616

 

Each type of psalm is written within different situations, and for use in different situations. The 

psalms are prayers, praise, and instruction within the context of a relationship with God.  

 

“They show how individuals and congregations think about God and their 

relationship to Him. Like wisdom literature, the psalms take their starting point 

from [remembering God’s covenant and recalling salvation history]. Unlike 

wisdom, the psalms are much more…a response to what God has done.”
617

 

 

The Psalms are works that focus on the history of redemption, the covenant, and encounters 

with the living God. Take two focuses in the psalms for example: 
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1. Psalms of Praise 

 

In these specific functioning psalms the psalmist will praise God as creator
618

, 

protector and redeemer
619

, as King and Lord of history.
620

 The important point is 

this, “worship of God is typically a recalling of the mighty saving deeds of God 

within the history of Israel.”
621

 Remember, memory
622

 plays a primary role as a 

theme in the Psalms. Many of the Psalms recall the prayers that have already 

been answered, other bring to light God’s past acts of deliverance. These Psalms 

remind the reader of God’s reliability to His promises, which builds faith. 

 

We are not ancient Israelites. But we can see a pattern of response here that we 

should emulate. We should be draw to worship as we consider the good news of 

Jesus Christ. Merely remembering the fact that Christ delivered us from slavery 

to sin, and we find rest in Him as Savior and Lord, should be sufficient to 

motivate praise at anytime. (good and bad) 

 

2. Psalms of Lament 

 

Psalms of lamentation often compare the declared status of God’s people with 

their actual situation. In these psalms the people are turning to God in the midst 

of sorrow, suffering, or persecution.
623

 Often times these psalms are found after 

a psalm of lament as ‘songs of re-orientation.’
624

 While these psalms of lament 
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are launched from a heart of despair, most of them are followed up by, or “finish 

on a note of confidence that God will yet act to save and restore them.”
625

 

 

Again, we can find a gospel pattern here. We will all find ourselves in times of 

suffering, sorrow, and persecution. Sometimes inflicted by our own sin, by 

others, and sometimes permitted by God. In the same way we must turn to God 

in complete trust and re-orient ourselves to considering that Christ endured the 

ultimate suffering, sorrow, and persecution on our behalf so that we would have 

eternal life. The gospel then becomes our ultimate source of comfort in real 

times of despair while here on earth. 

 

Here is the point, the great objective facts about who God is and what He has done are the 

foundation for, and motivate all worship and obedience. Therefore, the psalms are expressions 

of fellowship with God by those who know what it is to be redeemed by grace. Simply put, true 

worship can only be a response to God’s character and His works, as he has revealed.  

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

 

What God has done in redemptive history provides the believer a framework to understand all 

of reality. With this framework the believer expresses fellowship with God by seeking wisdom 

and understanding from His Word and returning praise to Him alone.  “The word wisdom 

suggests a concern for the way we think, the way we use our minds or intellects.”
626

 If we 

consider salvation history we understand that all of creation has been subjected to sin. 

Therefore we cannot assume that human understanding and knowledge are neutral: All aspects 

of humanity have experienced the deleterious effects of sin.
627

 The natural reasoning 

                                                      

625
 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 177. 

626
 Goldsworthy, The Gospel and Wisdom, 339.  

627
 Romans 12:2.  



 114

capabilities of man only allow us to ‘see through the glass darkly.’ The Gospel alone provides 

salvation from the noetic effects of sin, and thus allows us to gain true wisdom.  

 

As Christians we must remember that the Christian mindset comes about through the gospel, 

and so we must think of Christian wisdom as conforming of the mind to the gospel. In this sense 

all believers have the mind of Christ.
628

 Christ is not only the wisdom of God,
629

 but is also our 

wisdom.
630

 Our conformity to Christ is the fruit of our salvation. Therefore, “growing as a 

Christian really means learning
631

 to apply the fact of the gospel to every aspect of our thinking 

and doing.”
632

 It is only when we see the person and work of Jesus Christ are we able to 

properly understand ourselves, our experience, and the world around us. This has direct 

implication on what it means to be a ‘mature Christian.’ A mature Christian is: 

 

“One who is able to look at the whole of reality through Christian eyes…He is 

learning to understand all things in terms of what they are in this corrupted 

realm and of what God intends them to be by virtue of His redeeming work. 

Thus, he is an integrated person who is learning daily through the gospel how to 

relate, not only to himself, but to all things according to the purposes of God.”
633

 

 

We must learn to tie all wisdom and worship to three points of the Biblical narrative, 

namely, creation, fall, and new creation. 

 

The Postexilic Prophets 
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Prophecy is the most common means though which God has communicated with people 

throughout history. In fact, you could summarize the story of prophecy as ‘the story of God 

speaking to His people through human massagers.’ This was how God guided His people, 

informed them how to act in certain situations, and warned them of things to come. More 

importantly: 

 

“The Old Testament prophets’ words are the very words of God. When a true 

prophet predicts events, those events surly come to pass according to the word 

of the Lord which he spoke to the prophet.”
634

 

 

Since the prophets words are the very words of God
635

, God’s people are obligated to 

believe and obey them. When Israel disbelieved or disobeyed the prophet they were 

held responsible as unto God.
636

 The prophets were the very ‘mouth pieces’ of God.  

 

It is also important to understand that all prophecy is grounded in God’s covenant faithfulness. 

All of God’s actions in the Old Testament are related to His covenant promises. In fact, the 

principle expression of His relationship to His people is covenant. “The existence of prophecy 

among [His] people was a great blessing, for it indicated that God cared about them enough, 

even in their sins, to speak personally to them.”
637

 God’s covenant promises stand behind the 

prophets, in fact, the covenant promises are the foundation for the whole process of 

redemption. This is important to understand as we read the prophets. The prophets pick up on 

themes from Israel’s past and thus imply the continuation of God’s [covenant] faithfulness.”
638

 

Within this context the prophets speak of the future fulfillment of all God’s purposes. 
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Thus, in the Old Testament God speaks through prophets in order to communicate His ruling 

word, governing history for His purposes. Now, there are different audiences relating to the 

message that God delivers through these prophets, His ‘mouth pieces.’
639

 Sometimes the focus 

of the message is on a remnant or few
640

, other times the message is directed at the whole 

nation. Either way, the prophetic message could be summed up in three parts: 

 

1. Prophets identify specific ways in which God’s people have broken the 

covenant. 

 

Throughout the prophets this message comes is delivered in several contexts. 

These include social injustice and oppression, insincere worship, mixing pagan 

religion with the true faith revealed by God, and false worship of idols.
641

 

 

2. Prophets warn and pronounce the judgment of God on those who are 

unfaithful to the covenant. 

 

The prophets call for repentance among the people or else they will experience 

the judgment of God.
642

 Sometimes this is issued in the destruction of specific 

important cities.
643

 Whether it’s the end of the nation or the end of the world
644

 

the judgment of God is immanent because Israel continually rejects God’s grace. 

 

3. Prophets speak a message of comfort and grace to the faithful. 
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The comfort and grace of God was offered to those who rested in trusting that 

God would bring about His promises. This would have been hard for them to see 

in their context, but God had greater plans for redemption: 

 

“From our perspective we can see that nothing has gone wrong with God’s plan. 

The problem is human sin, and it becomes even clearer that this problem cannot 

be dealt with by those things that God had done [thus far] for Israel in her 

history. [But God]…in His wisdom lead His people in a series of distinct stages of 

revelation towards the fullness of time when salvation would come in power.”
645

 

 

A Prophetic Warning to God’s Covenant People 

 

“From the time God establishes Israel as His chosen people under the terms of 

the covenant, there exists the warning against covenant-breaking disloyalty. It 

was largely the prophets’ responsibility to make this warning clear…As the 

mouth piece of God, the human mediator of the Word of God, the prophet 

reveals God’s plan for salvation.”
646

 

 

All of this should be viewed in the context of a covenant relationship. We must remember that 

Israel did not deserve the good favor granted to them by God. God chooses absolutely without 

any condition, and chooses a people who are undeserving. What we understand we come to 

see as redemptive history unfolds is that God’s plan of salvation not only applies to the 

Israelites, but will one day in its fullness have significance for all the nations of the earth. “From 

the beginning there can be no dispute that the grace of God means that election is 

unconditioned by any virtue in those who are chosen, and that salvation is a free gift received 

by faith alone.”
647

 Yet, at the same time people are responsible for their actions. Therefore we 
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cannot let unconditional election or free grace undermine God’s judgment. In redemptive 

history we can see God’s deserving judgment against wickedness revealed in the days of Noah, 

against Babel, against Sodom, against Pharaoh, and against the pagan Canaanites.  

 

Modern skeptics often point to these events in anger in order to wage emotional war against, 

what they see to be, the barbaric God of Christianity. But one must understand that such 

judgments must be understood in light of the complete biblical picture of man’s rebellion 

against God. As for God’s elect, all of God’s judgment must be seen in context of the covenants 

God had made with them. There are firm warnings against turning away from the covenants. 

 

“Israel is saved by grace alone, but to be saved is not merely to be acquitted of 

guilt. It is a positive restoration to fellowship with the living God. There is always 

a real choice in front of the people of God: the way of life or the way of death, 

covenant blessings or covenant curses.”
648649

 

 

Basically, God makes it clear through the prophets that Israel cannot go on enjoying the 

blessing of the covenant while it rebels against the responsibilities of life in covenant with God. 

Over and over again God sends prophets to warn the people and call them back to Himself. The 

prophetic office from Moses to Elisha must be understood in light of God’s salvation, instructing 

His people how, and calling them back, to live in fellowship with Him. Here are a few examples: 

 

a. Samuel has the role of helping the Israelites understand life under kingship. 

b. Gad and Nathan function to minister to David as the kingdom develops. 

c. Elijah and Elisha minister to Israel after the division from Judah and call the 

people back to true faith when infiltrated by foreign gods.
650
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Through the prophets God warns individuals that if they persist in unbelief they will be cut off 

from the covenant people and by implication their blessings.
651

 Furthermore, if the whole 

nation persists in unbelief it will forfeit its blessings.
652

 So, the covenants are both conditional 

and unconditional. “The condition is that those who reject the covenant in unbelief will find the 

blessings of the covenant removed from them.” But God’s promises are unconditional in the 

sense that He will bring about His promises in spite of His peoples unbelief. In other words, God 

will not allow rebellion to frustrate His purposes in fulfilling His covenant originally made to 

Abraham. 

 

A Prophetic Cry on Behalf of God’s Covenant People 

 

After the reign of Solomon there is a steady decline in the condition of Israel, which continues 

for another 400 years. Things continually got worse; the people lived with no regard for their 

long-term future. “One wonders why the people did not see their condition and do something 

about it?”
653

 But, theologically we understand that the sinful nature of man will resist the call of 

continual reformation.  

 

Another reason for the national decline is the separation of the northern tribes of Israel, which 

leads to syncretism with Canaanite people and their religious beliefs.
654

 The southern tribes 

also practice unbelief by accepting some of the pagan practices.
655

 “As time goes on it becomes 

clear that the limit is being reached”
656

, and after Solomon the covenant curses become a 

reality. Yet, God continues to use the prophets
657

 to call the people to return to Him and to 

covenant faithfulness. 
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As the nation continues to crumble one might wonder what was happening to God’s plan. 

Looking back from Abraham to Solomon God performed mighty acts of salvation for His people. 

 

1. Israel’s denial of God’s kingdom leads to bondage in Egypt, where God mightily 

delivers them from captivity into freedom. 

2. God binds them to Himself in a covenant relationship at Mount Sinai. This shows 

that redemption is more than release from bondage, but also a life in fellowship 

with God. 

3. This freedom and fellowship is shown in Israel’s entry into the Promised Land 

and the establishment of their nation under the rule of God. 

 

But after Solomon one might wonder what happened to the promises of God? The sinful 

people continue to deny God’s rule, the nation continues to rebel, and the kingdom 

disintegrates. Seemingly, God’s promises have begun to fade. But in the ministry of 

Elijah and Elisha there is a shift in the message proclaimed by the prophets.  

 

Thus far, the “Books of Moses” had been the record of God’s covenant, and His acts of 

salvation for His people. During this time, “the main task of the prophets…is to call Israel 

to faithfulness to the covenant.”
658

 But, as the decline of the nation progresses and the 

prophets begin to have new posture and a new perspective.  

 

While the prophets continue to remind Israel of their failure to keep the covenant and threaten 

the judgment of God upon their sins, there is a new aspect to their ministry. What emerges is a 

recognition and cry for help, because Israel is incapable of true repentance and covenant 

fidelity. Therefore, they cry to God as the only one who can save them from total destruction. 

There is no tangible evidence of the promised kingdom of God. 

 

An Unfinished Story?  
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As we read the message of the prophets we realize that while the Israelites are 

repetitively warned of God’s judgment, they are largely unrepentant.
659

 So as one 

comes to the end of the Old Testament we find that nothing has been resolved and it 

becomes clear that it is a “book without an ending.”
660

 But the story continues. 

 

Looking back we see that God would ultimately save those who had faith in Him and His 

promises - completely, finally, and gloriously. So, from our perspective we need to 

understand that all of God’s dealings with Israel in the Old Testament are expressions of 

grace that function as ‘shadows’ of something greater to come But as we look back we 

see that God allows this shadow to fade so that the full light of the gospel may be 

revealed in its place. 

 

Throughout the whole history of redemption God has been progressively revealing Himself and 

His plans. In the end we see that He is faithful to His original covenant commitment.
661

 He is 

therefore, the savior God who restores His people and all of creation to His kingdom; He makes 

“all things new.” 

 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ 

a. Jesus is the true and greater Israel 

We understand through the Old Testament that God’s redemption has failed to “come about” 

in Israel’s history since the relationship between God and man had been lost in the garden. 

In the gospel we understand that God’s redemptive plan points to Christ as the only solution – 

for sin and unrepentant hearts. While the prophets continuously called the people to 
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repentance, there was no covenant faithfulness. Thus the prophets called to God as the only 

one who can bring about true change – and He answered with Christ.  

Where Israel failed, Jesus comes as the true Israel to carry out God’s purposes perfectly and 

“believers from all periods of history are credited with his perfection and righteousness as a 

gift.” 

b. Jesus is the true and greater prophet. 

Jesus is the true prophet heralding God’s kingdom.
662

 Not only does Jesus proclaim God’s 

prophetic word, He is God’s Word.
663

 Jesus is greater in than the Old Testament prophets 

because He is not a mere messenger sent to God’s people, He is God himself, come in the flesh. 

While Jesus is a prophet, He is more than that, He is the one to whom the Old Testament 

prophets pointed to. Remember, it was Christ who proclaimed to the disciples: 

 

“And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, He interpreted to them in all 

the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.”
664

 

 

So, while the Old Testament prophets were messengers who declared ‘thus says the Lord’, 

Jesus had the authority to declare ‘But I say to you.’
665

 The life and work of Jesus in revealing 

God’s redemptive purposes is the climax to the prophetic office of the Old Testament. Just as 

we read in the book of Hebrews: 

 

“Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the 

prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 

appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world.”
666
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Jesus: His Life, Ministry, Death, Resurrection 

 

The Arrival of the Kingdom 

 

The story of Jesus is the climactic episode of the grand drama of the Bible. There was a 

widespread expectation among the Jews of first-century Palestine and of the diaspora that God 

is about to act to renew creation and restore his reign over the whole world. This is the “good 

news of Jesus”. This word was commonly used to proclaim the kind of announcement that 

brings great joy – wedding, birth, or military victory. But we soon find, based on the response of 

the religious leaders, that none of the first century newspapers in Jerusalem would have read: 

 

“God is not acting in love and power through Jesus and by His Spirit to restore all 

of creation and all of human life to live again under the benevolent reign of God 

himself.”
667

 

 

Now some messages can be received merely as information. But some require immediate 

response – “your house is on fire”. The message of Jesus called people to repent and believe. 

 

“We might paraphrase Jesus call to repent and believe this way: Turn from your 

false views of the world and embrace the reality of the presence of the coming 

kingdom of God in me. You may not see the power of God’s healing kingdom 

breaking into history, but you can believe that in me God’s liberating power is 

now present. Give up your old way of life, and trust me for a new one.”
668
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Beyond that, the focus turns from the Torah to Jesus himself. (Rabbi and Learners) Jesus calls 

his disciples to hear and follow him. His disciples are to give their full devotion and allegiance to 

him and him alone, and through him they express loyalty to God.  

 

The Revealing of the Kingdom 

 

All of Jesus deeds and power are unmistakable evidences of God’s liberating power at work 

through him.  

 

1. When Jesus heals the blind, lame, mute, deaf, and the leper, we see that God’s healing 

power is flowing into human history to end the reign of sickness and death. 

2. When Jesus calms the sea or feeds the five thousand he demonstrates the power of God 

to restore a cursed creation. 

3. When Jesus raises Lazarus and Jairous’ daughter from the dead we see the power of 

God conquering death itself.  

Jesus’ miracles are windows through which we can catch a glimpse of a renewed cosmos, from 

which Satan and his demons have been cast out – thus sin and evil. Therefore creation will be 

restored to its original beauty and harmony, “all things will be made new”. Much like what we 

look forward to in Revelation. 

 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of 

God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their 

eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, 

nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.
669

 

 

The Opposition to the Kingdom 
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When Jesus starts revealing the kingdom of God, he draws many people, large crowds, to listen 

and see. What caused problems for the religious establishment was that Jesus challenged the 

status quo, announcing and embodying a radically different view of the kingdom of God.  

The religious leaders were looking for a revolutionary who would suddenly and forcibly deliver 

Israel from the power of Rome. The religious leaders were separatists – self-appointed 

guardians of the people’s identity. “Part of their strategy to keep themselves pure involved 

careful attention to the central place of the temple, food laws, tithing, Sabbath-keeping, and 

the choice of acceptable meal time companions”.
670

 And Jesus boldly challenges these views on 

the Sabbath and food laws, moreover he deliberately eats and drinks with all those whom the 

religious leaders would exclude.
671

 

 

Jesus Gathers a New Kingdom Community 

 

“The prophets promised that Israel would one day be restored, its scattered people brought 

together once more under God’s reign.
672

 So when Jesus says that he is sent to the lost sheep of 

Israel
673

, he has in mind that the end-time gathering of Israel has begun. But according to the 

Prophets, this end time salvation will not be limited to Israel.”
674

 Israel is only the first nation to 

be renewed, and then the gentiles will share in its salvation.
675

 The disciples, or “the twelve”, 

represent the twelve tribes of Israel, becoming the nucleus of the renewed nation.
676

 

Therefore, Jesus choosing of the twelve becomes a symbolic/prophetic action by which 

inaugurates the end time gathering spoken of in the prophets.  

 

The gathering of the twelve has a central purpose. 
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1. They would be in Community with Jesus: They will hear the good news of the gospel and 

see him demonstrate it with his actions.  

 

2. They would be send out to proclaim Jesus: They would also learn to build these things 

into their own lives. For the disciples, being in community with Jesus means to live like 

Jesus, obey his teaching, and take an active part in his mission.  

This kingdom community would look like no other community the world had ever known. 

 

A Kingdom of Sinners and Outcasts 

 

1. Jesus Welcomes Sinners: Within his kingdom Jesus included the poor, sick, and the lost – 

essentially those who were marginalized within Israel. Often times the Jews would look 

at the poor, beggars, sick, handicapped as those who have incurred God’s judgment 

against their sin. 

 

2. Jesus Fellowships with Sinners: The image of Jesus enjoying table fellowship with the 

outcasts is powerful imagery in that culture. Meals were not casual matters in Jesus 

time but complex social practices that reinforced a person’s social status and place in 

the hierarchy.  

 

3. Jesus Accepts Sinners: Jesus healing miracles demonstrate how he accepts the 

marginalized into the kingdom of God. With healing Jesus restores them. When 

someone was sick or paralyzed they were pushed to the margins of society, as outcasts, 

unclean.  

Jesus Concludes His Kingdom Mission 

 

Upon his final arrival in Jerusalem Jesus performs three actions that symbolically portray the 

nature of the coming kingdom.  

 

1. Jesus entry into Jerusalem on a donkey proclaims God is returning to Jerusalem to 

become king over all Israel and the nations. Furthermore, Jesus is laying claim to David’s 

throne. Jesus enters as a gentle and humble king. The animal chosen for his entry is a 

humble creature of burden rather than a royal war-house (conveying military conquest).  
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2. Jesus enacts judgments on the temple. Remember, the temple stands as the center of 

Jewish hope for the coming kingdom.
677

 By entering and driving out the animals and 

money changers, Jesus symbolically enacts judgment on all that religion embodies. Jesus 

is challenging all of their aspirations and hopes and announcing the destruction of their 

most cherished symbol. This is all done so that the new temple may be the light of the 

nations. Jesus is the new temple, the cornerstone of the renewed people of God.  

a. Jesus dramatizes the kingdom in the Passover meal. Jesus directs his disciples to prepare 

the ritual meal which began in Moses time as a celebration of Israel’s redemption from 

Egypt. But the climactic moment of Israel’s story is not there, but in the death of Jesus.  

“In the Passover tradition the head of the home interprets the events of the Exodus and 

their meaning for the present.”
678

 Jesus body the bread points to the fact that he is 

about to die and his death provides life for his people. Jesus blood the wine points to 

the new covenant – the forgiveness of sins, which Israel has always longed for.
679

 

A New Type of Kingdom 

 

The messiah does not come as a military conqueror but as a humble savior. “Though most Jews 

expect that the Christ will be God’s agent to usher in the kingdom of God, they cannot accept 

his having to suffer the humiliation of crucifixion
680

. Jesus breaks the mold of earthly kingdom 

expectations. “Jesus is God’s chosen one, appointed to usher in God’s kingdom, but he is also 

the crucified victim”.
681

 For Jesus, the battle is won not by killing the enemy, but in allowing 

himself to be killed, to give up his life on the cross.  

 

Jesus return from the dead validates his kingship. “Looking back at the event of the cross 

through the lens of the resurrection: 

 

a. What has at first appeared to be foolishness is revealed to be the wisdom of God.  

b. What had seemed to be weakness is revealed to be the power of God.  

c. What might have appeared to have been humiliation reveals the glory of God.  
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The resurrection is intricately woven together with the renewal of creation as a whole and 

coming of the kingdom of God. Therefore, in the gospel we proclaim the resurrection of Jesus 

to be an event of cosmic consequences, the beginning of God’s renewal of creation. “Jesus 

return from the dead is the dawn of a new day. Jesus is the first to rise again from death, but all 

of God’s people and all of creation will share in his resurrection life.”
682

  

 

a. This is why Christ is called the firstborn of the dead
683

 

b. Christ is also called the first fruits, the first part of the harvest to be brought in as a 

guarantee of the whole harvest to follow.
684

 

c. Christ is pictured as a pioneer of our salvation, the one who goes ahead into new 

territory to lead the way and mark the trail.
685

 

Conclusion 

 

“Jesus entry into human history – his earthy life, death, and his resurrection from the dead – 

marks his climax of the biblical story. Jesus reveals the coming kingdom in his public ministry. At 

the cross he conquers evil itself. The new day of resurrection for all creation dawns when Jesus 

rises form the dead.”
686

 

 

The Birth of the Church and the Beginning of the End 

 

The church is born 

 

In his death Jesus conquered sin, and in his resurrection he inaugurated a new era of salvation. 

The kingdom banquet is ready to be enjoyed, but it does not begin just yet. More people must 

first be gathered to the banquet table. This in-between time – after Jesus first coming and 
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before he comes again – is a time for the greatest gathering of the nations, the mission of the 

exalted Christ, the Spirit, and the Church. 

 

In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and 

teach, until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commands 

through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen.
687

 

 

Luke is implying that the story of the church is what Jesus continues to do and teach, even after 

he has returned to the Father – by the work of the Spirit, to give salvation to the Church. In the 

Old Testament it was promised that in the last days the Spirit would be “poured out” – on the 

messiah
688

, on Israel
689

, and on all people
690

. After Jesus ascension the Spirit falls on the church 

on the Jewish Feast of the Pentecost. “In Jesus day the Feast of the Pentecost celebrated the 

covenant renewal of Israel and the inclusion of the nations within the covenant made between 

God and Israel.”
691

 (Romans 1:16, God’s renewal starts with the Jews and then Gentile believers 

are brought into the fold as the renewed Israel of God’s kingdom) Jesus comes and fulfills that 

hope. As the disciples gather they are filled with the Holy Spirit.  

 

When the day of Pentecost arrived, they were all together in one place. And 

suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it 

filled the entire house where they were sitting. And divided tongues as of fire 

appeared to them and rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with 

the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit gave them 

utterance.
692
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In the Old Testament the wind represents the power of God to bring new life
693

 while fire often 

represented the presence of God.
694

 Now, during the feast of Pentecost people from all over fill 

Jerusalem. Empowered by the Spirit the disciples begin to speak different languages making the 

good news available to these people from different tribes, tongues, and nations.  

 

The Spirit forms a New People 

 

As the gospel is proclaimed the pattern of gospel response becomes clear. God requires those 

to respond to him to repent- to turn from idolatry and reorient their lives to Christ’s coming 

kingdom- and be baptized in to this new community that has now received the gift of the 

kingdom: the Holy Spirit. The church is then described as a pattern for what the Church ought 

to be in every age.  

 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and the fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many 

wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed 

were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their 

possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. 

And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their 

homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and 

having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day 

those who were being saved.
695

 

 

Goheen and Bartholomew describe the early church as having three defining qualities.  

 

1. It centers its life on what will bring life of the Spirit itself: the apostles teaching, 

fellowship, the breaking of bread, and prayer.  
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2. The life of Christ is manifested both in the lives of individuals and the community as a 

whole. The church becomes known by its convincing signs of power within, justice, 

mercy, joy, and worship. In other words, it is the life of the community as it embodies 

the powerful working of the Spirit that authenticates the truth of the good news – 

verifies the truth of the gospel with its winsome lifestyle.
696

 

 

3. As the liberating life of the kingdom becomes more and more evident in the Church, we 

hear that the exalted Lord adds to their number daily those who are being saved. 

Namely, the life and power of the Spirit of Christ is the believing community radiates the 

light of the kingdom and draws people in from darkness.  

The Church Spreads 

 

While Jesus himself primarily concentrated on gathering “the lost sheep of Israel”
697

, he sends 

his church out to extend that mission among all nations. The church then moves out from 

Jerusalem
698

, to Judea and Samaria
699

, to the ends of the earth
700

 just as Jesus had promised in 

Acts 1:8. Yet, this happens according to God’s plans and not the churches plans. In Acts 8:1 we 

see that God uses persecution to expand the church to spread the good news. So, now these 

ordinary believers, the informal missionaries of the early church, begin to spontaneously tell 

the good news to their friends and neighbors as they are spread across the world. 

  

“It would be a gross mistake to suppose that the apostles sat down and worked 

out a plan of campaign: the spread of Christianity was, as we have seen, largely 

accomplished by informal missionaries, and must have been to a large extent 

haphazard and spontaneous…Evangelism was the prerogative and duty of every 
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church member. We have seen apostles and wandering prophets, nobles and 

paupers, intellectuals and fishermen all taking part enthusiastically in this 

primary task committed by Christ to his Church. The ordinary people of the 

Church saw it as their job: Christianity was supremely a lay movement, spread by 

informal missionaries.”
701

 

 

Green continues: 

 

“This must often have been not formal preaching, but informal chattering to 

friends and chance acquaintances, in homes and wine shops, on walks, and 

around market stalls. They went everywhere gossiping the gospel; they did it 

naturally, enthusiastically, and with the conviction of those who are not paid to 

say that sort of thing. Consequently, they were taken seriously, and the 

movement spread, notably among the lower classes.”
702

 

 

One will notice that as the church spreads there is a discernible pattern of growth used by the 

disciples, and the Apostle Paul. For Paul specifically, his work included planting new churches 

and building them up. His goal was to establish witnessing kingdom communities all over.
703

 On 

Paul’s second missionary journey he focuses on the larger cities, establishing churches there.  

 

Living as Kingdom Communities 

 

In the New Testament we read that Christians are told what God has done to give them new life 

– and in turn their new identity as the people of God through faith and baptism. We also read 

what they must do to live accordingly to their new identity. Since God has given them new life 

in the kingdom of God, they are to live as obedient citizens of that kingdom.  
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In other words, they are to become who they already are. 

 

The church – a people who live in a new world with a new identity and a new relationship to 

God. The work was begun by Jesus and his disciples and is carried out by the Spirit empowered 

church, us today, right now. We find ourselves in-between the inauguration of the kingdom of 

God and the consummation of the kingdom of God. So the whole world of the Bible is our 

world, and its story of redemption is our story. Salvation is not an escape from life into some 

existential “spiritual” existence; it is the restoration of God’s rule over all of creation and all of 

human life. 

 

“Christians have also misunderstood salvation as merely the restoration of a 

personal relationship with God, important as that is. Salvation goes much 

further: it restores the whole life of humankind and ultimately of the non-human 

creation as well to God’s original intention in creation.”
704

 

 

As the church enjoys a foretaste of the kingdom to come, it also becomes a prime exhibit of the 

kingdom to the world around her. Witnessing characterizes the meaning of this time of God’s 

story. Witnessing goes beyond our current definition, which usually just speaks to only 

evangelism and cross-cultural missions. “To witness truly will mean to embody God’s renewing 

power in politics and citizenship, economics and business, education and scholarship, family 

and neighborhood, media and art, leisure and play…Our whole lives – the way we live as 

citizens, consumers, students, husbands, mothers, and friends – witnessing to the restored 

power of God.”
705

 

 

Hope for the Days Ahead 
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Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is 

above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
706

 

 

We look forward to this day with hope, rooting out lives deeply in the gospel so that we can 

begin to make the kingdom known in our own communities even today. Hope is a settled 

conviction about the future, a conviction that gives meaning and life in the present.  

 

“What you and I believe to be the goal of history will give particular significance 

and form to our lives today. If we recognize that we have been called to provide 

our world with a preview of God’s coming kingdom, the hope of that kingdom’s 

coming will shape all that we say and do here and now.”
707

 

 

Here is our hope: 

 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of 

God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God 

himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their 

eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, 

nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” 

And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new.” 

Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”
708
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