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As readers of Scripture we long to know the message of the Bible as a whole. We do not want to miss the forest for the trees. Unfortunately, there are few books that help us to be faithful to the whole counsel of God. What a delight, then, to read Jim Hamilton’s book where the story line of the Scriptures is unfolded. Hamilton rightly sees that the glory of God is at the center of the scriptural record, demonstrating with careful attention to the biblical text the supremacy of God in both the Old Testament and the New. Scholars, students, and laypeople will all profit from reading this work, which instructs the mind, enlivens the heart, and summons us to obedience.”


Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


“In an era when centers in general no longer hold, Hamilton makes a strong case for the centrality to biblical theology of what C. H. Dodd called the ‘two-beat rhythm’ of biblical history: salvation through judgment. Hamilton discovers this theme in every book of the Bible and argues that it is the heartbeat of God’s ultimate purpose: the publication of his glory. In seeking to do justice to scriptural unity and diversity alike, Hamilton’s work represents biblical theology at its best.”


Kevin Vanhoozer, Blanchard Professor of Theology, Wheaton College Graduate School


“Centered on the important themes of salvation and judgment, Hamilton’s book models well how a thematic approach toward biblical theology might be applied to the whole of Scripture. It is to be warmly welcomed as an invitation to reflect on biblical truth and an opportunity to dialogue on how the unity of the Old and New Testaments may be articulated best.”


T. Desmond Alexander, Senior Lecturer in Biblical Studies and Director of Postgraduate Studies, Union Theological College


“Who said that the search for a center in biblical theology is a dead end? In this bold and courageous book, which deals with the entire Bible, James Hamilton Jr. dons the mantle of an explorer in search of the holy grail of biblical theology. As he journeys through the Bible, there are many sights in the biblical landscape that will arrest the attention of those who accompany him, including the pivotal revelation of God in Exodus 34:6–7. Hamilton’s thoughtful analysis and reflection provide many insights into the biblical text. While you may not agree with all of his conclusions, you won’t come back from your journey with him without a greater sense of God’s majesty and glory. Rather than being a dead end, this is a gateway into a new world.”


Stephen Dempster, Stuart E. Murray Associate Professor of Religious Studies, Atlantic Baptist University 
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THE SECOND COMING (1919)

[image: ]

William Butler Yeats

 

 


Turning and turning in the widening gyre
 The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
 Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
 Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
 The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
 The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
 The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
 Are full of passionate intensity.



Surely some revelation is at hand; 
 Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 
 The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out 
 When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi 
 Troubles my sight; somewhere in sands of the desert 
 A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 
 A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 
 Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 
 Reel shadows of indignant desert birds. 
 The darkness drops again; but now I know 
 That twenty centuries of stony sleep 
 Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle, 
 And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 
 Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

  

 

 

GOD'S GRANDEUR (1877)

[image: ]

Gerard Manley Hopkins

 

 

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.


It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;


It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil

Crushed. Why do men then now not reck his rod?

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;


And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;


And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

 

And for all this, nature is never spent;

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;

And though the last lights off the black West went


Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—


Because the Holy Ghost over the bent


World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.

  
 

 

Chapter 1
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CAN THE CENTER HOLD?


 

1. Introduction 

William Butler Yeats captured the spirit of Our Time in the opening lines of his poem “The Second Coming”: 

 


Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
 The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
 Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold . . . 


The image of a world spinning out of control, a world no longer heeding the call of its Master because truth is only “true for you,” matches the default settings of our intuitive templates. Biblical scholars and theologians are no exception1


Describing theologians since the 1960s, David Wells writes: 

 


They, too, began not with divine revelation but with human experience, not with God’s interpretation of life but with the interpretation that in our self-asserted freedom we have devised for ourselves. They rejected the idea that there is any center to the meaning that they sought, any normativity to any one proposal2



Academic practitioners of biblical theology have not transcended the spirit of the age. Walter Brueggemann has written that “in every period of the discipline, the questions, methods, and possibilities in which study is cast arise from the sociointellectual climate in which the work must be done”3 While I would never assert that everyone who thinks biblical theology has no center has either capitulated to or consciously embraced the spirit of the age, the “sociointellectual climate” corresponds to the view that biblical theology has no center4 We are all affected by the temperature of the times. We need not look far to see that the center has not held, and things have fallen apart. As Brueggemann writes, “The new situation in Old Testament theology is reflective of a major breakpoint in Western culture. . . . The breakpoint concerns modes of knowledge that have too innocently yielded certitude5 ” 

The purpose of this book, quixotic as it may seem, is to seek to do for biblical theology what Kevin Vanhoozer has done for hermeneutics6and David Wells has done for evangelical theology7 The goal is not a return to an imaginary golden age but to help people know God. The quest to know God is clarified by diagnosis of the problem (Wells), the vindication of interpretation (Vanhoozer), and, hopefully, a clear presentation of the main point of God’s revelation of himself, that is, a clear presentation of the center of biblical theology. I hasten to embrace the humility articulated by Schlatter and recently restated by Schreiner: there is more than one way to pursue biblical theology, and there can be no final, definitive treatment of the subject. Though I am pursuing the center, I celebrate the fact that “each of the various approaches and perspectives can cast a different light upon the NT, and in that sense having a number of different approaches is helpful8 ”I hope that even those who are not convinced that I am right about the center for which I argue will nevertheless profit from the perspective articulated here. 

Vanhoozer describes his goal as “reinvigorating author-oriented interpretation through a creative retrieval of Reformed theology and speech-act philosophy.” The urgency of his task grows out of the recognition that “the fate of hermeneutics and humanity alike stand or fall together9 ” Similarly, Wells writes, “It is not theology alone in which I am interested but theology that is driven by a passion for truth; and it is not evangelicalism alone in which I am interested but evangelicalism as the contemporary vehicle for articulating a historical Protestant orthodoxy10 ” These academic sallies are necessary because, in the words of Machen, “what is today a matter of academic speculation begins tomorrow to move armies and pull down empires11 ” The ramifications ideas have in the wider culture reflect their impact on the church, and as Justin Taylor has noted, “As goes the academy, so goes the church12 ” For Wells, in the providence of God, the upheavals in society “that could portend a very troubled future and perhaps the disintegration of Western civilization” also point to “a moment when, in God’s mercy and providence, the Church could be deeply transformed for good13 ” 

The transformation the church needs is the kind that results from beholding the glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18–4:6). This glory of God is a saving and judging glory—an aroma of life to those being saved and death to those perishing (2 Cor. 2:15–16), and this saving and judging glory is at the center of biblical theology. If there is to be a renewal,14 it will be a renewal that grows out of the blazing center that is the glory of God in the face of Christ. This saving and judging glory, I contend, is the center of biblical theology. 

Seeking to exposit the center of biblical theology is necessary because many today question whether the Bible tells a coherent story. There are many who do not embrace the idea of a center for biblical theology and yet maintain that the Bible is coherent,15 but if the Bible tells a coherent story, it is valid to explore what that story’s main point is. That leads us to ask whether the Bible shows us what God’s ultimate purpose is. Understanding God’s ultimate purpose, even with our limited human capacities, gives us insight into the meaning of all things. We know why things exist because we know the one “for whom and through whom are all things” (Heb. 2:10). This knowledge will organize our relationships and priorities, and it is desperately needed in Our Time. Wells writes, 

 


Whatever else one may say about modernization, one of its principal effects has been to break apart the unity of human understanding and disperse the multitude of interests and undertakings away from the center, in relation to which they have gathered their meaning, pushing them to the edges, where they have no easy relation to one another at all16



Evangelicals have lost the “theological center,” and this theological center is the Bible’s center. With no center, of course things fall apart. The problem, however, is not that the gravitational center of the Bible’s theology cannot hold. The problem is more along the lines of what Yeats described as the falcon not hearing the Falconer. That is to say, if we will listen carefully to the Bible, it will proclaim to us the glory of God. If we do not hear this, the problem is with us, not the Bible. As Schreiner has pointed out, “We could easily fail to see the supremacy of God and the centrality of Christ in the NT precisely because these themes are part of the warp and woof of the NT. Sometimes we fail to see what is most obvious, what is right before our eyes17 ” God means to reveal himself in an astonishing display of his mercy and justice, with the justice highlighting the mercy18 Before we can pursue the demonstration of this thesis, however, we must consider several preliminary questions. 

 

2. Do Things Fall Apart? (Is There a Unity in the Bible’s Diversity?)

There is much discussion today about the real diversity that exists within the overarching unity of the Bible19 In some circles there is also a widespread suspicion that there might be not one orthodoxy or a single theology of the Old and New Testaments but orthodoxies and theologies20 Walter Brueggemann asserts that there is “no going back to a singular coherent faith articulation in the text (much as canonical approaches might insist on it)21 ” We cannot go back, but I believe that if we do as Francis Watson proposes and radicalize “the modern theological and exegetical concern to identify ever more precisely those characteristics that are peculiar to the biblical texts,”22 we will find ourselves face to face with, as Brueggemann puts it, “a singular coherent faith articulation in the text.” At its center, I contend, will be the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

Denny Burk makes the point that scientific study “makes empirically testable predictions” and that theories “can only be tested by attempts to falsify” them23 In this book, I am putting forth the theory that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology. This theory will be tested against the “grammar” of the biblical evidence, with special attention given to any evidence in the Bible that might falsify it (and see chap. 8, where I discuss objections to the thesis). The remainder of this book will seek to show that this is “a theory that adequately explains a grammatical phenomenon [in this case, the teaching of the whole Bible!] without being falsified by the relevant body of empirical data24 ”

One obstacle facing those committed to the unity of the Bible is a certain disdain some biblical scholars have for systematic theology. A strong desire to avoid the charge that one’s prior theological conclusions control one’s exegesis, coupled with a vague sense that “belief has a distorting effect on historical inquiry,”25 leads many to prefer to “let the tensions stand,” indefinitely postponing legitimate and necessary theological synthesis. 

As the spiral of meaning widens into incoherence for some, we can focus our gaze by beginning with the purpose of biblical theology. Having considered the purpose of biblical theology, we will take up the question of how to define the center of biblical theology and then ask how we identify the center of biblical theology. 

 

2.1 Finding Our Way in the Widening Gyre: The History and Purpose of Biblical Theology

We can think of the practice of biblical theology in two ways. On the one hand, we have the practice of the believing community across the ages. On the other hand, we have a label that describes an academic discipline. Regarding the first, I would argue that biblical theology is as old as Moses. That is, Moses presented a biblical-theological interpretation of the traditions he received regarding Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers, and his own experience with his kinsmen26 Joshua then presented a biblical-theological interpretation of Israel’s history (Joshua 24), and the same can be said of the rest of the authors of the Prophets and the Writings, the Gospels and Acts, the Epistles and the Apocalypse. The biblical authors used biblical theology to interpret the Scriptures available to them and the events they experienced. For the believing community, the goal of biblical theology is simply to learn this practice of interpretation from the biblical authors so that we can interpret the Bible and life in this world the way they did. 

It seems to me, then, that the history of biblical interpretation in the church is a history of more and less success in accurately understanding the interpretive strategies used by the biblical authors. Some figures in the history of the church were more adept at this than others27 Some failed miserably, but it seems that a shift happened with the rise of the so-called Enlightenment. Prior to that time, the effort to interpret the Bible the way the biblical authors did was an effort to follow them in typological interpretation, or figural reading of the Bible28 Hans Frei has shown how, in view of the rise of historical criticism, figural reading and typological interpretation came to seem “preposterous” and “lost credibility29 ” And this brings us to the second way of thinking about biblical theology, namely, as an academic discipline whose results are measured more by the academy than by the believing community, for as Frei has written, “Figural reading, concerned as it was with the unity of the Bible, found its closest successor in an enterprise called biblical theology, which sought to establish the unity of religious meaning across the gap of historical and cultural differences30 ” 

Many recognize that the method of study referred to as biblical theology was marshaled by the Reformers,31 who wanted to “chasten the church’s unbiblical theological speculations.”32 During the Enlightenment, biblical theology came to be employed by many whose objective was to separate their study of biblical texts from the authority of the Bible and Christian readings of it33 Adolf Schlatter called this approach to the Bible’s theology a “radical and total polemic against it.”34 Geerhardus Vos is regarded as something of a pioneer by many North American evangelical students of biblical theology. In a sense, Vos salvaged the tool from the damage done to it by the Enlightenment. Vern Poythress suggests that biblical theology had a “checkered history before Vos redefined it35 ” 

For Vos, biblical theology was a kind of exegesis that studied “the process of the self-revelation of God deposited in the Bible.” Biblical theology is “the study of the actual self-disclosures of God in time and space which lie back of even the first committal to writing of any Biblical document,” and it “deals with revelation as a divine activity, not as the finished product of that activity36 ” In the years since Vos wrote, some less conservative scholars—not necessarily following Vos—have pitted “what happened” against “what the text says,” and some have suggested that Scripture is merely a record of God’s revelation rather than itself being revelation from God37 This is probably not what Vos meant to articulate,38 but because of what has happened since he wrote, his description of biblical theology might be confusing in today’s context. 

For this reason I would suggest a slightly different description of what biblical theology is and what it should do. Again, there is more than one way to do biblical theology, and this book will not be the final word on the subject. There are insights to be gained from a variety of approaches because the Bible cannot be exhausted, and its truths are such that looking at them from different angles only increases our appreciation of the book’s humble, and yet stunning, beauty. In this study, I will pursue a biblical theology that highlights the central theme of God’s glory in salvation through judgment by describing the literary contours of individual books in canonical context with sensitivity to the unfolding metanarrative39 In my view this metanarrative presents a unified story with a discernible main point, or center. This study will be canonical: I will interpret the Protestant canon, and the Old Testament will be interpreted in light of the ordering of the books in the Hebrew Bible (see further below). It will be literary: I will seek to interpret books and sections of books in light of their inherent literary features and structures as we have them in the canon40


Interpretation in light of the unfolding metanarrative assumes that the historical and chronological claims in the books be interpreted as they stand. That is, I will assume, for instance, that Deuteronomy was part of the impetus for rather than the product of Josiah’s reforms. In doing this, I seek to allow the book to tell its own story instead of imposing onto it an alternative story generated by the modern academy. I would hope that even those who do not believe, as I do, that there was a real Moses who wrote the Pentateuch will nevertheless show themselves liberal enough to grant that the texts do make that claim, and tolerant enough to allow space for interpretations that deviate from critical orthodoxy41 Rather than interpreting a disputed scholarly reconstruction, I will interpret the claims the texts make. I believe the texts are true and trustworthy,42 so Brueggemann’s words on Barth’s perceived fideism seem relevant: 

 


It is relatively easy to indict Barth for fideism and theological positivism, and that indictment has been reiterated often. The problem is that there is obviously no legitimate starting point for theological reflection, and one must begin somewhere. The counterindictment is somewhat less obvious and has only more recently been mounted: that the Cartesian program of autonomous reason, which issued in historical criticism, is also an act of philosophical fideism43



Biblical theology seeks to understand the Bible in its own terms,44 in its own chronology, as reflected in its canonical form. One of the key tasks of biblical theology is to trace the connections between themes and show the relationships between them45 There is an important point of application in connection with this weighing and sorting of scriptural themes: biblical theology is concerned with what the Bible meant for the purpose of understanding what the Bible means. The biblical theologian who writes in the service of the church46 does so to elucidate the biblical worldview47 not merely so that it can be studied but so that it can be adopted48 This approach rejects the view that biblical theology is concerned with what the Bible meant, leaving what the Bible means to systematic or dogmatic theology49


To make such a declaration is, in a sense, to plant a flag. Brueggemann explains that 

 


most scholars who have attempted to work in Old Testament theology since Barth have been double minded . . . . The tension that scholars face is between the epistemological assumptions of modernity that issue in historical criticism and that resist normative statements as fiduciary and potentially authoritarian, and the neoevangelical statement of normative theological claims that are perhaps impositions on the biblical materials. . . . Old Testament scholarship until recently has refused to choose and has sought to have it both ways. This refusal to choose has constituted the great problem for Old Testament theology50



Asserting that what the Bible meant is normative is “fiduciary,” but this is not a problem for those of us who are convinced that faith is properly basic51 As for “authority,” to reassert the claims of the Bible is to assert the Bible’s authority. This is prideful only if we conduct ourselves as though we have invented these claims or are not subject to them ourselves. But we who assert the Bible’s authority should be eager to submit humbly to that authority and repent when the Bible indicts us. Placing oneself under the authority of the text in this way would seem to be the best way to avoid “impositions on the biblical materials52 ” This is to make a choice that moves us beyond “the great problem for Old Testament theology.” 

Thus, the purpose of biblical theology is inductively to understand the canonical form of the Bible’s theology as it is progressively revealed in its own literary forms and salvation-historical development, and this sharpens our systematic and dogmatic theology. Biblical theology is always done from some systematic perspective. Rudolf Bultmann’s influential Theology of the New Testament53 perfectly illustrates this point: his approach was found by many to be compelling precisely because it presented a holistic system that accounted for all the details— of course, the details that did not fit were attributed to a later redactor. But what is at issue here is that Bultmann’s biblical theology was systematic54 Similarly, Walther Eichrodt wrote, “We have to undertake a systematic examination with objective classification and rational arrangement of the varied material55 ” 

Our biblical-theological understanding will line up—implicitly or explicitly—with our systematic conclusions. This cannot be denied, and it should be embraced, with the two disciplines of biblical and systematic theology functioning to further our understanding of God and his word. John Goldingay says, “I want to write on the Old Testament without looking at it through Christian lenses or even New Testament lenses,”56 but such an approach seems analogous to a botanist examining an acorn in order to predict what will sprout from the seed. How seriously would we take such a botanist professing openness to the idea that the acorn might make potatoes?57 Botanists know what oak trees are, and Goldingay professes to be a Christian. Rather than trying to transcend our ultimate philosophical and theological conclusions, we should use them to help us understand, with constant readiness to submit them to the searchlight of Scripture. We cannot, after all, abstract ourselves from our creatureliness, from our backgrounds and experiences, and from our convictions and beliefs58 We have not that ability. If our presuppositions do not help us understand, rather than pretend we do not have them, why not revise or, if necessary, reject them? The great challenge in biblical theology is to hold together everything the Bible says so that nothing is nullified, negated, or neglected. The particular usefulness of biblical theology comes from its inductive approach. 

Some today are referring to biblical theology as a “bridge discipline”59 that connects exegesis and systematic theology, but we can also view biblical theology, systematic theology, and historical theology as equal tools, each of which can be used to sharpen our exegesis and theology60 And the reality is that all these methods are used in teaching Christians, which makes them all dogmatic theology. We might not need all these tools for a good reputation in the academy, but we need each of them for the health of the church. As Reventlow says: 

 


“Biblical theology” is in the widest sense of the term an exegetical, hermeneutical and systematic discipline. . . . For its concern is to present to Christian faith an account of how far and why the whole of the Bible, Old Testament and New, has come down to us as Holy Scripture. Biblical scholarship cannot refuse the church an answer to this question61



The purpose of biblical theology, then, is to sharpen our understanding of the theology contained in the Bible itself through an inductive, salvation-historical examination of the Bible’s themes and the relationships between those themes in their canonical context and literary form. In this book I am arguing that one theme is central to all others. If one theme is central to all others, how do we define and identify that theme? 

 

2.2 How Do We Define the Center of Biblical Theology?

Reventlow describes the search for the center of biblical theology succinctly as “the attempt to discover a particular concept or central idea as a connecting link between the two Testaments or as their ‘centre,’ around which a biblical theology can be built up62 ” I would suggest that the connecting link between the testaments and the central idea around which we can build a biblical theology is the idea that the texts put forward as God’s ultimate purpose. The Bible gives a number of explanations of the actions of God. Sometimes these explanations are presented as statements made by God himself. The center of biblical theology will be the ultimate reason that the Bible gives to explain what God has done. Jonathan Edwards63 helpfully distinguishes between “subordinate ends” and “ultimate ends64 ” If my ultimate end is to go to work to do my job, there are many subordinate ends that must be accomplished in the pursuit of my ultimate end. Among other things, I get out of bed and get dressed. I make oatmeal in the microwave so that I can eat breakfast to keep from being hungry. I put my key in the car to drive to work. Getting out of bed, putting on clothes, eating breakfast, and driving are all subordinate to the end of doing my job. 

When we examine the explanations the Bible gives for why God does what he does, we find clearly stated subordinate and ultimate ends. Though God is beyond our comprehension, we can know him and speak meaningfully about him because he has revealed himself to us in the written and living word. Moreover, God has given his Spirit to teach and lead those who believe. By the Spirit, in faith, we can discern God’s subordinate and ultimate ends because the Bible reveals them to us. 

If it can be shown that the Bible’s description of God’s ultimate end produces, informs, organizes, and is exposited by all the other themes in the Bible, and if this can be demonstrated from the Bible’s own salvation-historical narrative and in its own terms, then the conclusion will follow that the ultimate end ascribed to God in the Bible is the center of biblical theology65 At the conclusion of his treatise concerning The End for Which God Created the World, Edwards writes,“All that is ever spoken of in the Scripture as an ultimate end of God’s works, is included in that one phrase, the glory of God; which is the name by which the ultimate end of God’s works is most commonly called in Scripture; and seems most aptly to signify the thing66 ” 

 

2.3 How Do We Identify the Center of Biblical Theology? 

Many themes have been put forward as the center of biblical theology. Arbitrating between these requires attention to what the Bible tells us about these themes in both their immediate and canonical contexts. The center of biblical theology will be the theme that is prevalent, even pervasive, in all parts of the Bible. This theme will be the demonstrable centerpiece of the theology contained in the Bible itself, because this theme will be what the biblical authors resort to when they give ultimate explanations for why things are the way they are at any point in the Bible’s story. Before we consider the various proposed centers, it will be helpful to summarize briefly the metanarrative, or all-encompassing story, the Bible tells. 

In broadest terms, the Bible can be summarized in four words: creation, fall, redemption, restoration. This sequence functions as an umbrella story encompassing the whole canonical narrative, but it is also repeated countless times on both individual and corporate levels. The whole cosmos is created, is judged when man rebels, is redeemed through Christ’s death on the cross, and will be restored when Christ returns, but this also happens to the nation of Israel and to particular individuals. For instance, God’s word creates Israel as a nation when, having already called Abraham out of Ur, God calls the descendants of Abraham out of Egypt and gives them his law at Sinai. The nation falls at Sinai, is redeemed by God’s mercy, and, in a sense, is restored through the second set of stone tablets. This pattern is repeated again and again in the Bible. God’s word creates David as king of Israel, David falls with Bathsheba, he is redeemed after coming under the judgment of the prophetic rebuke, and he is restored and allowed to continue as king. Within the grand drama that goes from creation to consummation there are many such “plays within the play.” 

One significant variation on this theme takes shape as Yahweh brings Israel out of Egypt, makes a covenant with them, and gives them the Promised Land, where they sin, they are exiled, and the Old Testament prophets point to a return from exile that will be a new exodus67 In significant ways the Gospels interpret the death and resurrection of Jesus in these terms68 It is as though his death is the climactic moment of exile, the moment when the temple is destroyed (cf. John 2:19), and his resurrection begins the new exodus (cf. Luke 9:31). This story of salvation history is a story of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. Those who believe in Jesus have been saved through the salvation through judgment of the exile and restoration he accomplished in his death and resurrection, and we are now sojourning, passing through the wilderness on our way to the Promised Land, looking for that city with foundations, where the Lamb will be the lamp. 

At creation Yahweh designed a cosmic theater for his glory. On the cosmic stage God constructed a garden-temple, and he put his image in the temple. The image of God, man, was to extend the borders of the garden-temple by ruling over the earth and subduing it (cf., e.g., Num. 14:21; Hab. 2:14)69 Describing the commission Adam and Eve received, Beale writes: 

 


They were to extend the geographical boundaries of the garden until Eden covered the whole earth. . . . The penultimate goal of the Creator was to make creation a liveable place for humans in order that they would achieve the grand aim of glorifying him. . . . God’s ultimate goal in creation was to magnify his glory throughout the earth70



Adam and Eve rebelled. They were expelled from the garden-temple. The charge to multiply and fill, rule and subdue, was passed down, however, and eventually a nation, Israel, was given the task. Just as God walked with his image in the garden, he walked with the nation, dwelling in a tabernacle and then a temple, both of which appear to be modeled on the garden71


Just as Adam was to rule and subdue, the nation was to extend its borders until the glory of God covered the land as the waters cover the sea (Num. 14:21; Isa. 11:9; Hab. 2:14), and this would be accomplished as all the kings of the earth bowed the knee to the anointed king of Israel, to whom God said he would give the nations as his inheritance (Ps. 2:1–12). These nations would stream to Zion to learn the law of Yahweh (Isa. 2:1–5). This is the ideal, but just as Adam failed, so the kings of Israel failed. Just as Adam was expelled from the garden, so the nation was expelled from the land. A subtle indication of hope for the future was stated both in the words of judgment at Adam’s fall72 and in those that accompany Israel’s fall. Beyond the exiles from Eden and the land, a new day will dawn. 

God never abandoned the purpose of causing his glory to cover the land as the waters cover the sea. Moreover, even though Adam and Israel failed, God’s purpose was not thwarted. Mysteriously—in a way that was not revealed until Jesus came—even the failure of Adam and Israel and the judgment that fell on them was part of the outworking of God’s purpose. 

At long last, the king came with healing in his hands, succeeding where Adam and Israel failed, dying on behalf of his people, rising from the dead in triumph, and building a new temple—not a building but a body of believers (e.g., Eph. 2:19–22; 1 Pet. 2:4–5)73 This new temple is to be built from people of all nations, but the building of this temple is not the consummation of God’s purposes. God’s purposes will be realized when all see Jesus coming with the clouds, even those who pierced him, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only son, while the redeemed rejoice (Rev. 1:7; Zech. 12:10). He will then ascend the throne and judge the living and the dead (Revelation 19–20), and the dwelling of God will be with men in the new and better Eden, the new creation (Revelation 21–22). God and the Lamb will be the temple (21:22). There will be no need for sun or moon, for the Lamb will be the lamp of God’s glory, radiating light aplenty, the centerpiece of praise (21:23–24). 

The center of biblical theology is the theme that organizes this metanarrative, the theme out of which all others flow. Having originated from their center, other themes exposit and feed back into it. Many of these other themes have been put forward as central to biblical theology, causing some confusion as to whether the idea of a “center” is even viable. Remarkably, the theme that I am suggesting as the center of biblical theology has not received much consideration in this discussion. 

 

3. Mere Anarchy Is Loosed upon the World: The Plethora of Proposed Centers

Scholars have proposed an almost bewildering array of themes each of which contends for the claim to centrality in Old Testament theology, New Testament theology, and biblical theology. These include: God’s self-revelation, God as the Lord, the holiness of God, God’s steadfast love, the sovereignty of God, God’s name, God’s rule, God’s kingdom, God’s presence, God’s design, God’s election of Israel, the organizing principle of the covenant, promise-fulfillment, the new creation, God himself, and Jesus74 The criticisms of these proposals come down to the objection that they are either too broad or too narrow75 D. A. Carson, for instance, objecting to the proposal that Jesus is the center of New Testament Theology, writes, “Although at one level that is saying everything at another level it is saying almost nothing”76 Too general. On the other end, Hasel writes, “Any center of the NT (or the Bible) is not broad, deep, and wide enough to do justice to the whole canonical NT77 ” Too narrow. The validity of these criticisms is attested to by the multiplication of proposals. Unsatisfied scholars continue to search for an adequate center. Joining them, I contend that there is a theme that has not been seriously considered, a theme broad enough to encompass all the data while also being focused enough to help readers of the Bible organize what they find in all the texts they read. 

Some conclude that the very fact that so many “centers” have been proposed proves that there is no center. Carson writes: “The pursuit of the center is chimerical. NT theology is so interwoven that one can move from any one topic to any other topic. We will make better progress by pursuing clusters of broadly common themes, which may not be common to all NT books78 ” Andreas Köstenberger concurs: “The quest for a single center of NT theology is misguided and should be replaced with an approach that recognizes several themes as an integrated whole. . . . The search for a single center of the NT should be abandoned. It seems more promising to search for a plurality of integrative motifs79 ”Elmer Martens writes similarly of Old Testament Theology: “One must speak, therefore, of a unity forged via interlocking traditions; the language . . . of trajectories and boundaries rather than ‘center.’ By the end of the twentieth century, a consensus of sorts emerged questioning the viability of a center80 ” And Charles Scobie writes regarding biblical theology: “It is difficult to understand the obsession with finding one single theme or ‘center’ for OT or NT theology, and more so for an entire BT. It is widely held today that the quest for a single center has failed. . . . It is the multithematic approach that holds most promise81 ” 

In spite of the judgment of these respected scholars, it must be observed that their statements do not seem to have taken into account one theme that has only recently been put forward as the center of biblical theology: the glory of God82 Whether this theme is broad enough to encompass all other themes will be addressed below. Anticipating the charge that it might be too broad to be useful, I am sharpening the proposal to focus specifically on the glory of God manifested in salvation through judgment. Can the center hold? Is the gravitational force of the glory of God in salvation through judgment sufficient to organize the universe of biblical theology? 

 

4. The World Is Charged with the Grandeur of God: Proposed Centers and the Center

I have suggested that all the Bible’s themes flow from, exposit, and feed back into the center of biblical theology. Do other proposed centers relate this way to God’s glory in salvation through judgment? Proposed centers in the discussion below are italicized to draw attention to them; otherwise they might be overlooked as they find their proper place in orbit around and in service to the central theme of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. 

The created realm (creation) is a spectacular theater that serves as the cosmic matrix in which God’s saving and judging glory can be revealed. God’s glory is so grand that no less a stage than the universe—all that is or was and will be, across space and through time—is necessary for the unfolding of this all-encompassing drama. The psalmist sings, “The heavens are recounting the glory of God, and the skies are proclaiming the work of his hands” (Ps. 19:1). Similarly, Paul exclaims, “From him and through him and to him are all things; to him be the glory forever! Amen” (Rom. 11:36). Creation is for the glory of God. 

If we ask why God reveals himself (the self-revelation of God) in creation, we meet with answers in such texts as Numbers 14:21, “The glory of Yahweh will fill the whole earth”; Isaiah 6:3, “The fullness of the whole earth is his glory”; Habakkuk 2:14, “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of Yahweh as the waters cover the sea”; Psalm 72:19, “His glory fills the whole earth”; and Revelation 4:11, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, because you created all things and because of your will they existed and were created.” The self-revelation of God is for the glory of God. 

The holiness of God is an attribute of God that is put on display, particularly when he judges (e.g., Lev. 10:1–3, 10). As such, when God judges he reveals himself as a holy God. The psalmist urges,

 


 Ascribe to Yahweh the glory of his name; worship Yahweh in the splendor of holiness. (Ps. 29:2) 


There is a connection here between the name of Yahweh83 and his holiness, and both are to result in the worship of Yahweh, which ascribes to him due glory. The holiness of God is for the glory of God,84 and it is most commonly revealed in judgment. 

Just as the holiness of God is often seen in judgment, the steadfast love of Yahweh is an attribute of God that is put on display when he works salvation. Just as God’s revelation of his holiness results in his glory, so it is with his steadfast love: “Not to us, O Yahweh, not to us, but to your name give glory, because of your steadfast love, because of your truth” (Ps. 115:1, emphasis added). The steadfast love of God is for the glory of God, and it is most commonly revealed in salvation. 

While the holiness of God is often seen in judgment, and the steadfast love of God is often seen in salvation, it is also true that God reveals his holiness when he saves, because when he saves he fulfills promises he has made. Salvation reveals God’s uniqueness and his righteousness (aspects of holiness) as he keeps his promises. Judgment and salvation reveal God’s holiness. 

Similarly, while God’s steadfast love is seen in salvation, it is also seen in judgment. When God judges, he enforces standards he himself has set, showing steadfast love to himself and the demands of his character. Further, when God judges, he shows steadfast love to his people. They are saved from their enemies when he judges those enemies. They are saved from their sins when God judges their sins (e.g., Isa. 40:2; Rom. 8:3). And they are saved from self-centered thinking when God’s judgment crashes in upon the idolatry of the self and crushes it. 

As God enforces the standards he has set and keeps the promises he has made, we see that promise-fulfillment serves salvation through judgment. God promises to save and judge, and he fulfills these promises by saving and judging. But again, promise-fulfillment is not an end in itself. Salvation and judgment reveal God’s steadfast love and his holiness. God reveals his holiness and his steadfast love not as ends themselves, however, but as means to the end of displaying his own glory. 

The psalmist describes the way that holiness and steadfast love are manifestations of God’s glory: 

 


Surely his salvation is near to those who fear him, 
 that glory may dwell in our land.
Steadfast love and truth meet together; 
 righteousness and peace kiss each other. (Ps. 85:10–11) 


And again, 

 


Righteousness and judgment are the foundation of your throne;
steadfast love and truth go before you. (89:15, ET 14) 


The holiness of God, God’s steadfast love, and the manifestation of these in promise-fulfillment all serve to show the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

The election of Israel displays the character of Yahweh. He does not choose the most numerous or the largest and strongest (Deut. 7:7). Rather, he chooses Israel in order to establish his steadfast love to the weak and lowly. He then enables them to love him and keep his commandments, but he has also chosen them to execute the requiting destruction demanded by his holiness against those who hate him (7:9–10). God elects Israel to show his love by saving them, which entails judgment upon the enemies of the nation—and both Israelites and non-Israelites prove to be enemies of the nation. This shows that the election of Israel reveals the name of God by affording him an opportunity to reveal himself as a holy God who shows steadfast love. The election of Israel demonstrates the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

God’s covenant with Israel also highlights his glory, as he condescends to reveal his covenant name to Moses and Israel (Ex. 3:13–15), a name that is later proclaimed by Yahweh himself as he reveals his glory to Moses85 As Eichrodt recognized, Yahweh’s covenant with Israel is not an end in itself but serves the greater purpose of forging a relationship with his people,86 and in this relationship he will make himself known (God’s self-revelation) as a holy God who shows steadfast love because of his covenant. As Scott Hafemann has written regarding the covenant relationship, “This relationship is the means by which God reveals his glory.”87 God’s covenant is for his glory, and his glory will be seen in salvation through judgment. 

From these considerations of the relationship between other proposed centers and the center proposed here, I submit that these other proposals flow from, exposit, and feed back into the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 

5. “Salvation through Judgment to the Glory of God”: What Does This Phrase Mean?

What is the glory of God? I would suggest that the glory of God is the weight of the majestic goodness of who God is, and the resulting name, or reputation, that he gains from his revelation of himself as Creator, Sustainer, Judge, and Redeemer, perfect in justice and mercy, loving-kindness and truth. 

What is meant by the phrase “salvation through judgment”? As a preview of the argument developed throughout the book, what follows is a brief explanation of what I intend “salvation through judgment” to communicate. 

Salvation shows God to be “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and great in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (Ex. 34:6b–7a). Ross Wagner rightly states, “These words are invoked repeatedly throughout Israel’s sacred writings as a way of characterizing the intimate connection between God’s very nature and his commitment to his people.”88 Judgment shows God to be the one “who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the sons and on the sons of the sons, on the third and on the fourth generations” (Ex. 34:7b; for a catalog of quotations of and allusions to this text, see the appendix to chap. 2, §8, “Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings”). Thus, salvation and judgment balance one another. The reality of judgment should keep us from thinking of God in purely sentimental terms as though he were a grandfatherly buddy who just lets things go. The reality of salvation should likewise keep us from thinking of God as merely a terrifying, vengeful judge89 Those who flee to him will be saved, but those who do not fear him will be judged. Paradoxically, it is the reality of his terrifying judgment that is meant to send us fleeing to him. This matches the “eternal gospel” proclaimed by the angel in Revelation 14:6–7: “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship the one who made the heaven and the earth and sea and springs of water.” 

Salvation always comes through judgment. Salvation for the nation of Israel at the Exodus came through the judgment of Egypt, and this pattern is repeated throughout the Old Testament, becoming paradigmatic even into the New. When God saves his people, he delivers them by bringing judgment on their enemies. This is not limited to Old Testament enemies such as the Philistines. At the cross, the ruler of this world was cast out (John 12:31). At the consummation, Jesus will come to afflict those who afflict his people (2 Thess. 1:6, cf. 6–10). 

Salvation for all believers of all ages is made possible by the judgment that falls on Jesus at the cross. The cross allows God to be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:24–26). The cross of Christ, the climactic expression of the glory of God in salvation through judgment, is the turning point of the ages. 

Even though members of the old covenant remnant lived before Jesus, saving faith for them was explicit trust in the promises of God. The promises of God began in Genesis 3:15, with the promise of a seed of the woman who would crush the serpent’s head90 Many of the Old Testament’s promises concern an anointed Redeemer, who came to be referred to as the messiah, whom God would raise up to accomplish the salvation of his people. So even though Old Testament saints did not know that the messiah would be named Jesus, grow up in Nazareth, and so forth, in the words of Genesis 3:15 they heard God promise to raise up a man who would save them. Faith came by hearing, and they trusted God to keep his word. They were saved by faith in God’s promised messiah. 

89Cf. R. W. L. Moberly, “How May We Speak of God? A Reconsideration of the Nature of Biblical Theology,” TynBul 53 (2002): 200–202 (177–202). See also Hermann Spieckermann, “God’s Steadfast Love: Towards a New Conception of Old Testament Theology,” Biblica 81 (2000): 305–27. 90See Hamilton, “The Skull Crushing Seed of the Woman,” and “The Seed of the Woman and the Blessing of Abraham,” TynBul 58 (2007): 253–73. 

Everyone who gets saved is saved through judgment. All who flee to Christ and confess that he is Lord and that God raised him from the dead (Rom. 10:9) do so because they realize their need for a Savior. They realize their need for a Savior because they have become convinced that God is holy, that they are sinful, and that God will judge. In a sense, they feel the force of God’s condemning justice. They sense the weight of the wrath that remains upon them (John 3:36), and they recognize that Jesus is their only hope. Thus, historically (in Christ on the cross) and existentially (in their own experience of the wrath of God that makes them feel their need for Christ), believers are saved through judgment91


There is another way in which salvation works itself out in the Bible, chiefly to be seen in the Old Testament Writings and the New Testament Letters. This is the way that announcements and warnings of coming judgment are meant to function to lead people to salvation. The vocalization of the truths of God’s justice is meant to cause people to be saved through judgment for the glory of God. The certainty of the justice of God prompts people to seek his mercy, and both sides of this equation glorify God. 

All of this reveals God as righteous and merciful, loving and just, holy and forgiving, for his own glory, forever. And his glory is what is best for all concerned92


This section on the way that God’s glory in salvation through judgment functions as the center of and organizing principle for biblical theology can be summarized in seven points: 

The glory of God in salvation through judgment is 

	God’s way of showing his glory and defining his own name (Ex. 33:18–34:7; see the appendix [§8] to chap. , “Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings”); 

	the goal of God in redemptive history (e.g., Isa. 66:20–24; Rev. 19:1–8; see the texts in appendix 2 [§6] to chap. , “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory”); 

	the pattern of the Bible’s metanarrative—creation, sin, exile, restoration; 

	the pattern of each major redemptive event in the Bible—fall, flood, exodus, exile from the land, the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the return of Christ; 

	the existential experience of individuals who are convicted of their sin, feel condemnation, trust God for mercy, and join him in seeking the glory of his great name (see the appendix [§7] to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”); 

	the ground of the Bible’s ethical appeals—fear of judgment curbs behavior and keeps people on the path that leads to salvation; 

	the content of the praises of the redeemed (e.g., Exodus 15; Judges 5; Psalm 18; Rev. 11:17–18; see the appendix [§5] to chap. 6, table 6.7, “Doxologies in the New Testament”). 


 

6. Like Shining from Shook Foil

It would be impossible to exhaust the Bible’s testimony to the glory of God in salvation through judgment. All we need to do is shake the foil, so to speak, and it will gather to a greatness like the ooze of oil93 God’s glory is like a many-faceted gem, which reflects and refracts light in ever-new, ever-unexpected ways as it is admired. The plan of this book is not to dissect the gem, but selectively to admire it. 

As we proceed through the canon in this study, I will follow Stephen Dempster’s helpful explanation of the sequence of the books of the Hebrew Bible94 On this understanding, the Old Testament falls into three sections (table 1.1): Torah (Law), Neviim (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). This is the way the Old Testament is laid out in the JPS translation of the Old Testament called the Tanak. The word TaNaK is formed from the first letter of each section: Torah, Neviim, Ketuvim. 

 

Table 1.1. The Tripartite Shape of the Hebrew Bible

[image: 1]


This is not the only way of approaching the books of the Old Testament (and there is some variation in the arrangement of the books of the Old Testament in the order of the Writings), but this way of looking at the Old Testament seems to match the way Jesus described it in Luke 24:44 when he referred to “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms95 ” 

The contents of these three sections are slightly different than what might be expected by Christian readers of English translations of the Old Testament, so in table 1.2, the books are listed under their headings. Perhaps the most unexpected features are that the books of Joshua through Kings are referred to as “Prophets,” while Daniel is classed with the “Writings.” The Prophets actually fall into two parts, the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets. And the Writings can be divided into three parts, The Book of Truth,96 the Megilloth (small scrolls), and the Other Sacred Writings97

 

Table 1.2. The Books in the Tripartite Order
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Dempster has explored the way that a narrative story line is begun in the Torah and carried through the Former Prophets98 This story takes us from Adam to the exile. When we proceed into the Latter Prophets, instead of a continuation of the narrative story line, we find poetic commentary on that story line. Isaiah through Malachi is thus commentary on Genesis through Kings99 The poetic commentary continues through the first two-thirds of the Writings, when the narrative story line is resumed in Esther and continued through Chronicles (table 1.3). 

 

Table 1.3. Narrative Story Line and Poetic Commentary
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Again, approaching the Old Testament this way follows ancient tradition regarding the arrangement of the Old Testament (the prologue to Sirach, lines 8–10; 4QMMT, line 10; Luke 24:44; and Baba Bathra 14b). Moreover, Christopher Seitz writes, “In actual fact, the only order that settles down in the history of the Old Testament’s reception is the tripartite of the Hebrew order100 ” 

In a fascinating essay, David Noel Freedman observes the remarkably balanced amount of material in the major sections of the whole of the Old Testament101 The amount of material is based on the number of words, and Emanuel Tov writes, “According to tradition, the Masorah stemmed from the time of Ezra, called a [image: ], ‘an expert scribe,’ in Ezra 7:6, and the time of the soferim in the generations after him. See b. Qidd. 30a: ‘The older men were called soferim because they counted all the letters in the Torah.’”102 Freedman finds what he refers to as a “bilateral symmetry” by which he means “that the whole Hebrew Bible is divided into two equal halves, and these in turn are subdivided into relatively equal or proportionate parts.”103 Thus, the Torah and the Former Prophets, the narrative story line, are roughly the same length as the Latter Prophets and the Writings, the poetic commentary and the resumption of the story line: 


Torah + Former Prophets = 149,668 words
 Latter Prophets + Writings = 155,856 words 


Freedman’s analysis also finds a roughly chiastic symmetry in the length of these major sections of the Hebrew Bible: 

 


Torah, 79,983 words 


 Former Prophets, 69,685 words


Latter Prophets, 71,852 words 


Writings, 84,004 words 


 

This information prompts Freedman to assert: 


It is our contention that such palpable symmetrical patterning cannot be the result of random forces; the canonical collection we know as the Hebrew Bible could not have been achieved by the process advocated by most scholars, i.e., gradual accretion over a long period of time. . . . The collection as we know it (with modifications . . .) must be the product of one person, or of a very small group, working at one time, in one place, to achieve the results visible in the entire structure of the Hebrew Bible104



On the basis of this information, which Stephen Dempster has referred to as “an extraordinary fact,”105 Freedman concludes, “We attribute the conception and execution to the Scribe Ezra and Governor Nehemiah, who may have worked partly in tandem, but also in sequence, with Ezra responsible chiefly for the conception and Nehemiah for the execution and completion of the project.”106 If Ezra and Nehemiah did organize the Old Testament in the way that Freedman suggests, it would not seem too much to imagine that they understood their work to communicate a coherent message with a main or central theme107


The argument that the Bible’s theology does have a center is strengthened by this evidence that a “canonicler” arranged the books of the Old Testament and presented them in their canonical form, presumably under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit108 The idea that the Bible’s theology has a center is not, however, dependent upon this way of accounting for the Old Testament canon. 

I am convinced that God’s revelation of his saving and judging glory to the earliest biblical author on record, Moses, had a decisive influence on the progress of revelation as it unfolded. More will be said about this in the discussion of the book of Exodus in chapter 2 (§3),109 but introducing this consideration here is warranted because it is so decisive for my argument. Yahweh declared his own name to Moses when Moses asked to see his glory (Ex. 33:18–34:8). Can there have been a greater influence on Moses’ understanding of Yahweh than that event? In short, Yahweh announced himself to Moses as a merciful and forgiving God who upholds justice (34:6–7). Moses quickly bowed low and worshiped (34:8). What I am arguing is that when Yahweh declared his name to Moses (33:19), showed him his glory (33:18), and caused all his goodness to pass before him (33:19), he defined himself as a saving and judging God, a God who saves through judgment. Yahweh’s steadfast love and refusal to clear the guilty, then, are intrinsic to his identity and inform everything he does. Yahweh’s declaration of his name, which announces both his reputation and his character, profoundly influenced Moses, whose writings in turn profoundly influenced every other biblical author110 I hope to show that the saving and judging glory of God dominated the implicit assumptions of the biblical authors, that it was the gravitational lodestone that held together the stories they told, the songs they sang, and the instructions they gave. Indeed, the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology. 

Returning to the way the biblical canon will be approached in this study, Dempster further observes that the New Testament can be seen to have a similar shape in that it begins with the narrative story line of Jesus and the early church in the Gospels and Acts, continues with commentary on the story line in the Letters, and concludes with a resumption of the narrative story line in the Apocalypse (Revelation)111 Viewed this way (see table 1.4), the Bible is seen to be a unified metanarrative that begins at creation and ends with the consummation of all things. 

 

Table 1.4. The Shape of the New Testament
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This metanarrative is, of course, composed of individual books, written by many different human authors who were guided by the divine author. A word is in order on how these individual books will be treated in the following study, for, as Paul Hoskins has noted, “Two common pitfalls accompanying studies in OT and NT theology are insufficient care in interpreting biblical texts in their contexts and focusing attention upon certain passages while failing to integrate others112 ” This book intends to cover the whole Bible, treating every text in context and integrating all the Bible’s teaching (especially parts that might appear to be in conflict with my thesis), but this book cannot be a full commentary on every verse of the Bible. 

Structuring what follows according to its canonical form identifies this study with the “canonical approach” to biblical theology113 For the most part, each chapter that follows will begin with an overview of the biblical books covered in the chapter: their story, themes, and particular way of showing forth the glory of God in salvation through judgment. After the overview, each book will be discussed in more depth, and most will be examined according to the literary structure inherent to the book itself. I am seeking to show how the glory of God in salvation through judgment is communicated in the parts and the wholes of the biblical books in an effort to preempt the charge that I have foisted this center onto the material. So the treatment will seek to attend to canonical and literary features, but in some cases, Genesis, for instance, my discussion will be more thematic. I make this choice for a book like Genesis because the ten toledoths that appear to structure the book (Gen. 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2) are well known and often discussed,114 and so it seems to me that there is a place for discussing the contents of Genesis according to themes growing out of Genesis 3 and 12 in an effort to showcase the center of the theology of Genesis. Drawing attention to these themes in Genesis will also point out key features of the stage on which the rest of the Bible’s drama will be enacted. 

There will surely be a main theme of this overarching story. Seeking to discover this theme is a legitimate enterprise, for as Dempster writes, “If it is the case that the Hebrew canon is also a Text with a definite beginning, middle, ending and plot, then the task of discovering a fundamental theme becomes not an exercise in futility but an imperative of responsible hermeneutics.”115 Similarly, Elmer Martens states that “Biblical theology is an attempt to get to the theological heart of the Bible116 ”

The New Testament authors present their accounts as the completion of the story begun in the Old Testament, and the Old Testament itself creates the expectations realized in the New Testament. The two are to be read together, and this book will follow, in its general outline, the structure of the Old and New Testaments that has been briefly discussed above. As the story unfolds, the central theme of the theology contained in the Bible itself will flame out like shining from shook foil, and the dearest freshness deep down in these rich soils will be the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment

IN THE TORAH


 


And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills
 Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
 And here were forests ancient as the hills,
 Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 
              —Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Kubla Khan” 



 


1. Introduction 

The Torah is a story of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The main character is Yahweh, God of Israel, and the five books of the Pentateuch narrate the beginnings of the stately pleasure dome that he decreed. The world is created, the image bearers rebel, judgment and mercy are shown them, and a covenant is eventually initiated with Abraham through which the nations will be blessed. According to Torah, the world was brought into being by the word of Yahweh, exists as the effulgence of his overflowing goodness, and experiences both justice and mercy from its Maker. A brief overview of the story line of the Pentateuch, presented book by book, will prepare us to see how the glory of God in salvation through judgment is central to the theology of each book of the Torah. 

 

1.1 The Story of Torah Book by Book 

Genesis, the book of beginnings, tells us where we came from: God made us and all things. It tells us how everything was made: God spoke and it was. The genealogies hint at when these things took place, and the whole scene is set in Eden. The sinless condition in the pristine garden with uninhibited access to God’s presence is soon lost. Adam and Eve are banished from the garden. They are judged, with promises of mercy folded into the judgment. Mankind becomes increasingly wicked, until God de-creates the world with a flood (just as the waters were separated that the dry land might appear, so now the dry land has been overwhelmed by the waters), saving Noah and his family through the judgment. The descendants of Noah in Shinar move to build their own tower into heaven, and God judges this effort by confusing human language. God then promises to bless Abraham and all the world through him. These blessings of Genesis 12 correspond to the curses of Genesis 3 in significant ways, and the rest of Genesis traces the passing down of the blessing to Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, with Judah also figuring prominently in the narrative. 

Exodus briefly recounts the fulfillment of part of God’s promise—that the descendants of Abraham would be numerous—before recounting the way that Yahweh made a great name for himself by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt: mighty hand and outstretched arm, forcing the world’s superpower to bend the knee, getting glory over Pharaoh, whom he raised up for this very thing. After the judgment of Egypt, the narrative moves to the judgment of the stiff-necked people Yahweh chose for himself. Then at Sinai, just as Yahweh spoke creation into existence, he speaks Israel into existence, fulfilling another part of the promise to Abraham by making his descendants a great nation. Woven into the instructions for the building of the tabernacle, which is something of a new Eden, is another instance of salvation through judgment: Yahweh judges Israel’s sin with the calf, saves them through the judgment, and announces that his goodness, which is his glory, is bound up in the meaning of his saving and judging name. He is free to show mercy and compassion to whomever he pleases. 

Leviticus continues with Israel at Sinai, the nation learning how to live with a holy God. Yahweh takes up residence in the tabernacle, which requires that he be surrounded with holiness, and outside the holiness is cleanness. The camp of Israel must be clean. Outside the camp is the unclean realm. If the holy, Yahweh, comes into contact with anything unclean, death results. Israel can be made unclean in two ways: contact with the dead and transgression of Yahweh’s commands. Israel can be made clean one way: by offering the prescribed sacrifices and following the clear instructions for cleansing. High-handed sin is the sin of casting off the covenant by refusing to repent and follow the instructions given in order to be cleansed. The Levitical system operates only by faith: Israel must believe that Yahweh really is in the tabernacle, that he really is holy, that sin and uncleanness really do make it dangerous to be near Yahweh, and that the prescribed sacrifice really will atone for sin. All of this must be taken on faith. All of it proclaims the blazing glory of Yahweh, who judges sin and justly punishes transgression, but who also mercifully provides a way for Israel to enjoy his presence. 

Numbers opens with a census at Sinai, describing the people of Israel as a military host encamped around the tabernacle. From Sinai the people march on to the land, but they bog down in the wilderness because of their rebellions against the covenant Lord. At each point Yahweh saves the people through judgment. Some Israelites die when Yahweh judges, but the nation is preserved through these outbreaks of his holiness. The oracles of Balaam allude to the blessing of Abraham and bind it fast to the promises of a coming king of Israel. Another census is taken upon the death of the wilderness generation, and Israel comes right up to the border of the Promised Land. 

Deuteronomy pulses out the heartbeat of the Old Testament. Bringing together all that has gone before, and setting the standard by which all that comes after will be judged, Deuteronomy prepares the nation for the next aspect of the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham: the conquest of the land. The nation’s history is briefly reviewed, they are given every reason to love Yahweh and keep his commands, and the clear choice between life and death, obedience and disobedience, blessing and cursing, is set before them. Yahweh spoke to them out of the midst of the fire, he saved them by a mighty hand and outstretched arm, and he will execute justice and show mercy in accordance with his testimonies, statutes, judgments, and laws. The laws in Deuteronomy elaborate upon and exposit the Ten Commandments, and the book closes with blessings and curses, poetry and promises, the departure of Moses and the investiture of Joshua. 

The major movements of the Torah might be summarized as shown in table 2.1. 

 

Table 2.1. The Story Torah Tells 

 

	Genesis 1–11
	Creation, fall, flood, Babel

	Genesis 12–50
	The fathers: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph

	Exodus 1–15
	The exodus from Egypt

	Exodus 16–18
	Judgment and mercy in the wilderness

	Exodus 19:1–Numbers 10:10
	The giving of the law at Sinai

	Numbers 10:11–36:13
	Death of the wilderness generation

	Deuteronomy
	Sinai commands applied to life in the land


 

With this preview of the Pentateuch before us, we can examine more closely the glory of God in salvation through judgment as the central and controlling theme both of the Torah as a whole and of each of its constituent parts. We move forward to examine each book in turn. 

 

2. Genesis 
2.1 The Heavens Proclaim the Glory of God 

Genesis opens with the proclamation that God made all things by his spoken word. Contrasting what Genesis says with other accounts of the origin of all things will help us see more clearly how Genesis 1 and 2 proclaim the glory of God.1 When compared with other ancient creation accounts, the Genesis narrative is remarkable for its presentation of the purity and power of Yahweh. 

 

2.1.1 The Gods of the Nations 

We will briefly consider Babylonian, Egyptian, and Greek creation myths. The noteworthy feature of these accounts, for this discussion, is the ungodliness of the gods. 

In the Babylonian Enuma Elish (ca. 1400–1100 BC), “Primeval Absu was their progenitor, And matrix-Tiamat was she who bore them all.” 2 From other gods Marduk is eventually born. There is conflict in the pantheon, and Marduk does battle with Tiamat, whom he kills, and having triumphed over “the demonic horde,” he “crushed her skull.” This done, “he split her in two . . . . Half of her he set up and made as a cover, heaven” (COS, 1:398). With the other half he makes the earth, builds Babylon as “the abode of [his] pleasure,” and makes humans from the blood of the vanquished god Qingu (COS, 1:400–401). 

According to ancient Egyptian texts (ca. 1300–1100 BC), 3 the god Shu is the atmosphere, who stands on Geb, the earth, and with upraised arms holds up Nut, the sky.4 One of these texts reads, “I am the ba of Shu, the self-evolving god: it is in the body of the self-evolving god that I have evolved” (COS, 1:8). Other texts “describe the birth of Shu through the combined metaphors of masturbation and spitting."5 Everything apparently derives from Atum, “the sum of all the forces and elements of the created world,"6 who claims, “I am the one who acted as husband with my fist: I copulated with my hand, I let fall into my own mouth, I sneezed Shu and spat Tefnut” (COS, 1:14). James Allen comments on these lines, “Atum’s semen is envisioned as falling into his mouth, from which it is ‘sneezed’ and ‘spat’ to produce the two gods.7 Atum thus disgustingly generates Shu and Tefnut, who is associated with the natural order of the universe. Shu (atmosphere) and Tefnut (order) then give birth to Geb (earth) and Nut (sky).8


Hesiod’s “Theogony” (ca. 700 BC?) is a major source of what we know of Greek mythology. According to Hesiod’s poetry, “Verily at the first Chaos came to be.” Next comes Gaia (Earth), then “dim Tartarus in the depth,” followed by Eros (Desire), “who unnerves the limbs and overcomes the mind and wise counsels of all gods and all men within them.” No explanation is given as to the origin of Chaos, Gaia, Tartarus, or Eros. Chaos produces Erebus (Darkness) and Nyx (Night). Nyx conceives from union in love with Erebus and bears Aither (Brightness) and Hemera (Day). Next Gaia brings forth Ouranos (Heaven), then Ourea (Mountains), Nymphs, and Pontos (Sea)—all apart from “sweet union of love.” Gaia then “lay with” Ouranos, thereby giving birth to twelve Titans, among whom is Cronos (Time). On this explanation of all things, “mother earth,” Gaia, spontaneously appears. We are not told whence she comes. She then brings forth “father sky,” Ouranos, parthenogenically; they mate, and “father time,” Cronos, is among their offspring. Ouranos knows that one of his children will overthrow him, so he seeks to confine them within Gaia. Cronos overcomes his father, Ouranos, by castrating him.9 In this violent account, the Time-Space universe is personified, and while a cause-effect explanation of the sequence of the beginning of all things is given, there is no first mover, no ultimate purpose, which leaves the big questions unanswered. The Roman poet Hyginus (64 BC to AD 17) tells a story that has Cura (Persephone) molding man from clayey mud (Fabulae, 220). Other myths say that Prometheus fashioned man from clay. 

 

2.1.2 The Purity and Power of the God of the Bible 

Seen against the backdrop of these perverse and brutal accounts, Genesis presents Yahweh in sovereign, dignified majesty speaking the universe into existence. No conflict and no sexual perversion is to be found in Genesis 1.10 Yahweh needs no rival gods out of which he makes either the world or human beings. Instead, Yahweh does as he pleases, bringing creation into existence by his powerful word (Rom. 4:17; Heb. 11:3). The description of creation is orderly: key phrases are repeated with a regular but uneven rhythm, such as “and God said,” “and it was so,” “and God called,” “and there was evening and there was morning,” “and God saw that it was good.” These give the account an epic beauty, a simple elegance of style matched to the grandeur described. 

The process of creation is presented as two sets of three days followed by rest—not from weariness but because work is done—on the seventh (see table 2.2). On the first three days, God as it were prepares the canvas: (1) light and darkness, named day and night; (2) expanse separating waters above and below, named heaven; (3) gathered waters and dry land with vegetation, named earth and sea. Then on the next three days the canvas is adorned by the Master: (4) sun, moon, and stars are the lights to separate day from night; (5) the waters below swarm with living creatures and the heaven above is filled with birds; (6) the dry land is filled with beasts and creation is crowned with the image of God: man.11 The result is that “God saw all that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day” (Gen. 1:31). In contrast to Babylonian, Egyptian, and Greek gods, Yahweh is a God in whom there is no guile, the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow (James 1:17). 

 

Table 2.2. The Days of Creation 
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2.1.3 Gender for the Glory of God 

The description of the creation of woman in Genesis 2 can also be compared to an account of the creation of woman in Greek mythology. In his poem “Works and Days,” Hesiod presents the creation of woman as a punishment against both Prometheus and man. Prometheus had stolen fire from Zeus, who was unwilling to give it to men himself, so Zeus punished Prometheus and man by making woman. Hesiod presents Zeus announcing to Prometheus, “You are glad that you have outwitted me and stolen fire—a great plague to you yourself and to men that shall be. But I will give men as the price for fire an evil thing in which they may all be glad of heart while they embrace their own destruction.” Zeus then bade Hephaestus to “make haste and mix earth and water and to put in it the voice and strength of human kind, and fashion a sweet lovely maiden-shape . . . . And he charged Hermes the guide, the Slayer of Argus, to put in her a shameless mind and a deceitful nature."12


Comparing the Bible with such an account highlights the benevolence of the only true and living God, who creates a helper for man because it is not good for him to be alone (Gen. 2:20). The woman is not a curse on the man but his helper—the man is created to work and keep the garden (2:15), and the woman is made to help the man (2:18).13


When set next to other ancient accounts of the creation of the world and humanity, the Genesis account is aglow with the power, goodness, purity, and uniqueness of the God revealed in the Bible. He is responsible for all that is, and all that is, is good. Genesis 1 and 2 show God to be glorious indeed. Not only is the God of the Bible unsullied by the brutality and perversity of other ancient accounts of the origin of all things, but he is also presented as building for himself a cosmic temple. In this cosmic temple, he places his image, whose task is to fill the earth and subdue it such that the glory of Yahweh covers the land as the waters cover the sea (see the texts in appendix 2 [§6] to chap. 3, “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory”). 

 

2.1.4 The Primeval Temple 

The description of the garden of Eden is echoed in the descriptions of the tabernacle and the temple, leading to the conclusion that Genesis 2 presents creation as a cosmic temple, a holy dwelling place of God.14 The charge to Adam to fill the earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:28) is a priestly charge to expand the borders of Eden so that God’s habitable dwelling will be the whole earth. Thus, the glory of Yahweh will cover the earth as the waters cover the sea (Num. 14:21; Isa. 6:3; 11:9; Hab. 2:14).15 The language used to describe Adam’s “working and keeping” the garden (Gen. 2:15) is used elsewhere in the Pentateuch to describe the priests’ “working and keeping” the tabernacle. And this language is used for no other purpose.16 The significant tree in the midst of the garden is matched by the lampstand, with its branches and almond blossoms, in the tabernacle. The cherubim woven into the wall hangings and overshadowing the ark are reminiscent of the bearer of the flaming sword, guarding the entrance to the garden. Alexander, Beale, and others have suggested that the tabernacle and temple were likely conceived as “microcosms”—buildings that depicted the universe.17 Table 2.3 summarizes observations made by Gordon Wenham, Greg Beale, and others.18


 

Table 2.3. Correspondences between Eden and the Tabernacle and Temple 

 

	Correspondences
	Eden
	Tabernacle/Temple

	God walking among his people
	Gen. 3:8
	Lev. 26:11–13; Deut. 23:14; 2 Sam. 7:6–7

	Holy tree/blooming lampstand
	Gen. 2:9
	Ex. 25:31–40; 1 Chron. 28:15

	Gold and precious stones
	Gen. 2:11–12
	Ex. 25:7, 11, etc.

	Entered from the east
	Gen. 3:24
	Num. 3:38

	Guarded by cherubim
	Gen. 3:24
	Ex. 25:10–22; 26:1; 1 Kings 7:29

	Food/bread
	Gen. 2:9
	Ex. 25:30; 1 Kings 7:48

	Priest who "works and keeps"
	Gen. 2:15
	Num. 3:7–8; 8:26; 18:5–6

	Rivers flowing out
	Gen. 2:10–14
	Ezek. 47:1; Joel 3:18; Zech. 14:8


 

The implication of these parallels is that God put man in a place where man was to know, serve, and worship God, a place where God was present. God is known, served, worshiped, and present in his temple, the cosmos. And both Beale and Alexander state the upshot of the imagery. Beale writes, “This understanding of the temple as a small model of the entire cosmos is part of a larger perspective in which the temple pointed forward to a huge worldwide sanctuary in which God’s presence would dwell in every part of the cosmos."19 Alexander agrees: “Linked to both Eden and the cosmos, the tabernacle, as a model, conveys the idea that the whole earth is to become God’s dwelling place."20

 

2.2 Paradise Lost 

Adam fails to keep the realm of God’s dwelling pure, allowing an unclean serpent to enter the garden.21 The serpent subverts the created order by tempting the woman rather than the man,22 and his attack is an assault on the goodness of God (Gen. 3:1–5). Eve falls to the temptation, Adam transgresses, and the man and woman immediately experience alienation from one another and God (Gen. 2:25; 3:6–8). 

This account can again be compared with Hesiod’s account of how evil was unleashed in the world, though we must note that whereas in Genesis human sin defiles a pristine creation, in Hesiod the world is hardly holy prior to the opening of Pandora’s “box.” In his poem “Works and Days,” Hesiod tells us that the woman is named Pandora, “because all they who dwelt on Olympus gave each a gift, a plague to men who eat bread."23 Hesiod claims that prior to this, “men lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and heavy sicknesses.” He does not explain how men could have been that way, given the corruption and violence of the gods one sees when considering his account of the origin of all things. Moreover, these gods are anything but benevolent toward mankind. Hesiod has a significant problem of good, which he fails to notice. Pandora is given a jar (mistranslated “box”), and this jar is commonly taken as a symbol for the woman’s womb, purportedly because a jar is similar in shape to the womb.24 Hesiod tells us: 

 


The woman took off the great lid of the jar with her hands and scattered all these and her thought caused sorrow and mischief to men. Only Hope remained there in an unbreakable home within under the rim of the great jar, and did not fly out at the door; for ere that, the lid of the jar stopped her, by the will of Aegis-holding Zeus who gathers the clouds.25



If Pandora’s jar is indeed a symbol of the womb, then it would appear that the trouble that comes upon humanity comes through the offspring of the woman. The other side of this is that hope is also to be found in the womb of the woman. 

In the Genesis account, God is presented not as taking vengeance upon man by giving him woman, but as a kind and just God who gives man a needed companion. God commands Adam not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. God provides free access to all other trees and communicates the consequences of transgression: death (Gen. 2:16–17). It is God’s world, and he has the right to make the rules. There is nothing unfair or deceptive about this command, nor is keeping it beyond Adam’s physical ability. After the man and the woman transgress the command, God takes the initiative. As God justly keeps his word to Adam, justice is laden with mercy. Indeed, the justice of God sets the scene for unlooked-for displays of mercy. 

God does not owe kindness. He does not even owe patience. He has every right to implement the promised punishment with no questions asked. But instead of putting Adam and Eve to death on the spot, he invites Adam to explain by asking the simple but profound question: “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9). 

After drawing out the facts, revealing along the way that Adam and Eve are unwilling to take responsibility for what they have done (Gen. 3:10–13), God announces his judgment, folding mercy into the middle. Different judgments fall on the three transgressors, but only the serpent is absolutely condemned. The serpent becomes the most cursed animal: he will go on his belly, and dust will be his food (3:14). Moreover, there will be enmity between the serpent and the woman and between their respective seeds. The seed of the woman will crush the serpent’s head, and the serpent will strike the heel of the seed of the woman (3:15). The serpent will be in constant conflict with the woman and her seed. The word “seed” can refer to either the single or the collective seed of the woman.26 The serpent, agent of uncleanness who instigated transgression, will be ultimately defeated when the seed of the woman crushes his head. This points to the final defeat of evil,27 and it is here that salvation first comes through judgment. 

The serpent will strike the heel of the seed of the woman. Judgment. The seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. Salvation. Later texts interpret this to mean that the seed of the woman will stomp on the head of the serpent (Pss. 58:4, 6, 10; 91:13; 108:13; Rom. 16:20).28 As table 2.4 indicates, this announcement of judgment on the serpent provides fundamental imagery that is reused and interpreted throughout the rest of the Old Testament.29


 

Table 2.4. Imagery from Genesis 3:14–19 in the Old Testament 
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Often interpreters have failed to see these interpretations of Genesis 3:14–19 that resonate through the Old Testament because they have approached biblical theology the way a computer might compile a subject index for a book. As The Chicago Manual of Style puts it, “A computer can search, record, and alphabetize terms and can arrange numbers far more efficiently than a person. But it cannot distinguish between a term and a concept or between a relevant and an irrelevant statement. At best it can generate a concordance."30 Too much biblical theology has fallen prey to the word-study fallacy and has failed to see that themes can be developed with synonymous terms. Charles Halton has shown that “ancient writers felt no compulsion to provide direct links with their allusions . . . . Instead, they borrowed imagery and fused it with their own rhetorical purposes."31 I would suggest that this is exactly what has happened in the Old Testament with Genesis 3:15. 

As salvation comes through judgment, readers of Genesis are given key insight into the nature of God. The promise that the serpent’s head will be crushed comes leavened in the statement of judgment against the serpent. It is important to note that had there been no transgression, there would have been no judgment. Had there been no judgment, there could be no mercy. It would not be needed. 

The justice of God is put on display as he judges the serpent. The mercy of God is demonstrated as he announces—from no compulsion or constraint—a future salvation that humanity has neither merited nor requested. God freely declares that the seed of the woman will crush the head of the seed of the serpent, and in this salvation that comes through judgment—judgment that results from the human transgression and promises final justice on the evil of the serpent—comes the first picture of free mercy in the Bible. Adam and Eve are responsible for their actions. They are guilty. They deserve death. God does not owe them mercy, and they have only sought to avoid justice by shifting blame (Gen. 3:10–13). They are not seeking God; they are hiding from him (3:8). They do not ask for mercy; they do not take responsibility for what they have done. Even if they ask for mercy, God is under no obligation to grant it. 

This mercy, then, arises only from God. This is not something that humans deserve, not even in part. Of his own goodness, displaying his own intrinsic character, God announces that the woman will have seed—which means that the promised punishment of death will not be immediately enacted on the physical bodies of the human couple. Not only will their physical lives continue, but they will have seed: offspring. Not only will they have seed, but their seed will triumph over the snake. Salvation comes through judgment, and God makes known his character in justice and mercy. His justice is as exacting as his mercy is surprising. 

Justice does fall. The actions of the human couple—hiding themselves from one another (Gen. 3:7) and from God (3:8)—show that the penalty is felt as soon as the deed is done.32 Adam, at the moment of his sin, brings death into the world. Death is alienation from the life of God. Death truly removes the couple from the freedom and innocence and lack of shame and fear that is found only in perfect obedience. The moment they sin, Adam and Eve are removed from that realm of life, and in the opening of their eyes (3:7), they find themselves in the realm of death. This spiritual reality is made a physical reality when they are banished from the garden of Eden (3:23–24). But even here there is mercy: they will not have access to the tree of life, whereby they might live forever in a fallen state. God gives the gift of physical death (3:22; 5:5). 

Justice falls not only in the spiritual death that will eventuate in physical death; the man and the woman also have their God-ordained roles made more difficult. Adam and Eve were commissioned to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28). This is made doubly difficult in that the woman will have pain in childbearing (3:16a) and want to rule her husband,33 with the result that he will rule over her with more force than necessary (3:16b). It is here in the curse on the woman that we find ourselves face to face with the first feminism. The woman was made to help the man (2:18), and before the rebellion they experienced shameless intimacy (2:23–25). After sin, God announces that the woman will now want to rule over her husband. So the command to be fruitful and multiply is made difficult by the intensified pain in childbearing and the relational strain between the man and the woman. This is judgment. 

Salvation comes through judgment, however, for the promise is that the seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. So through the judgment of pain and relational difficulty, the conquering seed will nevertheless come. The coming of the deliverer points to the overcoming of both labor pains and relational difficulties. Salvation comes through judgment. 

Adam was commissioned to work and keep the garden. Having cursed the serpent and promised pain and strife to the woman, Yahweh announces to Adam that the ground is cursed because of his sin (Gen. 3:17). His labor will be painful and sweaty, and the cursed land will bear thorns and thistles for him. Then, dust that he is, to dust he shall return (3:17–19). 

The curses can thus be grouped under three headings: (1) enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, (2) difficulty in childbearing and male-female relations, and (3) problems with the land (see table 2.5). 

These curses are major themes in the book of Genesis, and they are answered in the blessing of Abraham. Before we turn to that, however, there is more salvation through judgment to see in Genesis 3. In the announcement of judgment, Adam and Eve hear that they will have seed, and he (note the masculine singular pronoun) will crush the head of the serpent. It is apparently on the basis of this hope that Adam names his wife Eve, “because she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20).34 Adam and Eve are judged, and in the judgment they hear a word of promise, which, as Eve’s name indicates, Adam believes.35


Adam and Eve are saved through judgment—judgment against their own transgression. They recognize that they deserve to die: they feel the force of condemnation and seek to hide from God. There is no place to hide. After God 

 

Table 2.5. The Curses of Genesis 3:14–19 
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speaks the curses, Adam and Eve know that their only hope is what God says will be. God speaks the hope of salvation into being. Adam and Eve’s only hope of salvation is the judgment that God promises will fall on the snake through their seed. 

 

 

2.3 Blessing and Cursing, Judging and Saving 

A ten-member genealogy in Genesis 5 traces the line of descent from Adam to Noah, and then another ten-member genealogy in Genesis 11 traces the line of descent from Noah’s son Shem to Abraham.36 Abraham is then blessed by God in Genesis 12. The content of the blessings in Genesis 12:1–3 matches the content of the curses in Genesis 3:14–19.37 Against Sailhamer’s suggestion that “the narratives of Genesis 12–50 show little relation to Genesis 1–11,”38 I will argue here that the narratives of Genesis 12–50 are thick with the blessings of Genesis 12 overcoming the curses of Genesis 3. 

Sarah is barren (Gen. 11:30), which is an outworking of the difficulty God added to childbearing in Genesis 3:16. God promises that this barrenness will be overcome when he announces to Abraham that he will be a great nation (12:2). So in spite of Sarah’s barrenness, and in spite of the relational difficulties (3:16 again) she and Abraham will face (see, e.g., 16:1–5), God will grant them seed (12:7). The genealogies that connect Abraham to Adam show that the seed of Abraham is the seed of the woman. Yahweh declares to Abraham that it is through Isaac that his seed will be named (Gen. 15:4; 17:19). Isaac is the seed of the woman, the seed of Abraham whose birth overcomes the curse of Genesis 3:16. 

Before we ever get to the blessing of Abraham, however, the conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman first manifests itself when Cain kills Abel.39 Cain thus shows himself to be seed of the serpent (see John 8:44; 1 John 3:8–15).40 When the Lord promises to bless Abraham, and when he declares that all the families of the earth will be blessed in Abraham (Gen. 12:3), he is promising victory to the seed of the woman over the seed of the serpent. 

Abraham will have a great name and be a blessing (Gen. 12:2). This will find its ultimate fulfillment when the seed of Abraham crushes the head of the serpent so that all the families of the earth can be blessed in Abraham and in his seed (22:18; 26:4; Gal. 3:14). 

In the initial blessing of Abraham, the Lord promises to make him a great nation (Gen. 12:2). This not only points to triumph over the curse on the genders but also implies land. The land promise is then made explicit in Genesis 12:7, when “the Lord appeared to Abram and said, ‘To your seed I will give this land.’” As the story of the Pentateuch unfolds, the Promised Land almost becomes a new Eden. The Lord will walk among his people in the land, just as he walked in the garden (Gen. 3:8; Lev. 26:11–12; Deut. 23:15, ET 14).41 Like the fertile garden of Eden, the Promised Land will flow with milk and honey. On the way to the Promised Land, the camp of Israel is even described in Edenic terms.42 Table 2.6 sets forth several points of contact between the description of Eden in Genesis 2:8–10 and the description of the camp of Israel in Numbers 24:5–6. 

 

Table 2.6. Correspondences between Eden and Israel 
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The promise of seed to Abraham guarantees that the cursed difficulty in childbirth and conflict between the genders will be overcome. The conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman will also be resolved by the seed of Abraham, in whom all the nations will be blessed. And the curse on the land is answered by the promise of land, where the collective seed of Abraham will become a great nation.43


Yahweh judges in Genesis 3, and in Genesis 12 he promises to save. The curses of Genesis 3 are matched point for point in the blessing of Abraham, as seen in table 2.7.44


 

Table 2.7. Curses Answered by Blessings 

 

	Curses
	Blessings

	Seed conflict (3:15)
	All the families of the earth will be blessed in you (12:3; 22:18; 26:4).

	Gender conflict (3:16)
	I will make you a great nation (barren Sarah shall have a seed) (11:30; 12:2; 17:16).

	Land conflict (3:17–19)
	To your offspring, a great nation, I will give this land (12:1–2, 7).


 

 

2.4 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:15 

The seed conflict that runs through Genesis and into the rest of the Bible takes both an individual and a collective shape. The individuals in the line of promise are seed of the woman, and at points an individual seed of the woman is opposed by an individual seed of the serpent. There are also instances where the collective seed of the woman, the righteous remnant, is opposed by the collective seed of the serpent. We will begin with the individuals before looking at the groups. 

Eve speaks of Seth as “another seed instead of Abel, for Cain killed him” (Gen. 4:25), indicating that she sees Abel as a possible fulfillment of the one promised in Genesis 3:15. The genealogies that take us to Abraham have been noted, and the blessings of Abraham are successively transmitted to Isaac, to Jacob, and to Joseph’s younger son Ephraim45 (see the references for each in table 2.8), though “Judah prevailed . . . and the prince came from him” (1 Chron. 5:2; cf. Gen. 49:8–12). These individuals are regarded as the seed of the woman, and Abel, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph are directly opposed by individuals who are seed of the serpent. 

 

Table 2.8. The Blessing of Abraham in Genesis 

 

	Abraham
	12:1–3, 7; 13:15–16; 15:5, 18; 17:1–9; 18:18; 22:17–18

	Isaac
	17:19; (cf. 24:60); 26:2–5, 24

	Jacob (3:17–19)
	25:23; 27:27–29; 28:2–4, 13–15; 32:12, 28–29; 35:9–12; 46:2–4

	Ephraim
	48:14–20 (cf. 1 Chron. 5:2; Ps. 78:67–69)


 

The conflict between Cain and Abel has been noted above. When Jesus said that Satan was “a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44), he was almost certainly referring to Cain killing Abel. Then John speaks of the “children of the devil” who are “like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother” (1 John 3:10, 12). 

Ishmael also shows himself to be seed of the serpent as he mocks46 the seed of the woman, Isaac (Gen. 21:8–9). This is to be expected from the “wild donkey of a man” whose “hand is against everyone” with “everyone’s hand against him” (16:12). 

Esau reveals himself to be seed of the serpent by despising his birthright (Gen. 25:34). Then Isaac pronounces over him what looks like a curse (27:39–40). Esau hates Jacob, the seed of the woman, loved by his mother, and wants to kill him (27:41).47


Cain killed Abel. Esau wanted to kill Jacob. And Joseph’s brothers hated him and wanted to kill him (Gen. 37:4–5, 18–19). 

The seed conflict is worked out on the individual level in the instances just seen, and there are also instances of collective seed conflict in Genesis (see table 2.9). Abraham goes to war to rescue Lot (Gen. 14:14–16) and has harsh words for the king of Sodom (14:22–24). He also comes into conflict with Abimelech and his servants, who are Philistines (21:22–34). Isaac, too, is troubled by the Philistines (26:14–16). The defiling of Dinah results in the slaughter of Shechem (34:1–29), which causes Jacob some concern (34:30). In an ironic twist, the children of Israel, Joseph’s brothers, at least for a time, fill the role of the seed of the serpent as they hate Joseph (37:4–5) and entertain the notion of killing him (37:18). 

 

Table 2.9. Seed Conflict in Genesis 
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These individual and corporate enmities are outworkings of the justice of God announced in Genesis 3:15. In the symbolic world Genesis gives its readers, people are either seed of the serpent, on the side of the snake in the garden, or seed of the woman, on the side of God and trusting in his promises. 

There is also mercy in some of these instances, as when Abraham and Abimelech make a covenant (Gen. 21:27) and when Joseph is reconciled to his brothers (45:1–15). Genesis teaches that God is faithful, and God kept his promise to put enmity between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent. Paul acknowledges the collective nature of the enmity between the serpent and the seed of the woman when he says that God will crush Satan beneath the feet of the Roman Christians (Rom. 16:20). Evidently, Paul understands God’s purposes, articulated in the garden, as being accomplished through the church. Paul also knows that at some points references to the “seed” are references to the seed of the woman, as evidenced by his words in Galatians 3:16, “It does not say, ‘And to your seeds,’ as to many, but as to one, ‘And to your seed,’ who is messiah.” Similarly, in the Apocalypse, John shows the dragon thwarted in his efforts against the singular seed of the woman (Rev. 12:13–16), only to make war on the collective seed of the woman (12:17). 

 

  

2.5 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:16 

All that God owes to the world is justice, and Genesis shows God visiting upon the world the justice promised in Genesis 3. Difficulty in childbearing can be seen in the barrenness of Sarah (Gen. 11:30), Rebekah (25:21), and Rachel (30:1, 22). The barrenness of these women often generates marital disharmony (e.g., 16:5; 30:1–2), and there are many other instances of conflict between the genders (see table 2.10). Abraham’s action of using Sarah as a human shield is hardly noble manhood (12:10–20; 20:1–13), nor does Abraham honor Hagar’s femininity (16:3–4, 6). Gender relations are so perverted in Sodom and Gomorrah that the men of Sodom wish to “know” males instead of females (19:5). Lot’s offer of his daughters is outrageous (19:8), as is their later treatment of him, with the wretched consequence that he becomes the incestuous father of his own grandsons (19:30–38). 

We see a partial reversal of gender conflict in the account of the seed of Abraham, Isaac, who loves his wife (Gen. 24:67). But like Abraham, he passes her off as his sister to protect himself (26:6–11). The sad circumstances of Jacob’s marriage to two women, one of whom is hated (29:31), the other bitter at her barrenness (30:1), are vivid pictures of the gender trouble resulting from the curse. A most vicious example of this gender conflict is given in the account of the rape of Dinah (34:2), and then there is the shameful treatment of Tamar (38:6–14) by Judah (38:15–18). Potiphar’s wife makes illicit advances on Joseph (39:7, 10–18), and her lies are plausible enough outside Eden (39:19–20). All of this grows out of the curse on gender relations in Genesis 3:16. 

Some of these instances are direct examples of women seizing the initiative with negative results: Sarah recommends that Abraham go in to Hagar; Lot’s daughters plot to conceive by their father; Tamar puts herself in Judah’s path dressed like a harlot; Potiphar’s wife seeks to seduce Joseph. This is the way that God said things would be in Genesis 3:16, and the narrative bears out the truthfulness of God’s word. God’s justice is worked thoroughly through all of human life, so that Paul can confidently assert that those who marry will have trouble (1 Cor. 7:28). 

 

2.6 The Justice of God: Genesis 3:17–19 

God said to Adam that the ground was cursed because of his sin (Gen. 3:17), and the cursed ground tragically receives the blood of Abel (4:11). The cursed land is then deluged with waters that prevail on the earth (7:19), resulting in the death of all flesh (7:21). Everything on the dry land dies (7:22). 

The land is not only defiled with dead bodies but also afflicted with famines. A famine causes Abraham to go to Egypt (Gen. 12:10). Isaac is also confronted with famine (26:1), as is Jacob (41:54; 42:1–5). God faithfully administers the 

 

Table 2.10. Gender Conflict in Genesis 
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justice he promised, and the patriarchs of Israel face famine on a cursed land made unclean by corpses. 

 

2.7 The Mercy of God: The Seed of the Woman 

Justice is not God’s final word, however, and it does not appear to be his ultimate purpose. But justice does provide a backdrop for the display of mercy. Without justice, mercy has no meaning. Significantly, the reversal of the curses of Genesis 3:14–19 is related to the seed of the woman at every point. The difficulty between the seeds will end when the seed of the woman crushes the head of the serpent. The difficulties in childbirth and between the genders must be overcome for the seed of the woman to be born. And, the curse on the land is answered by the promise of land to the seed: “To your seed I will give this land” (Gen. 12:7). 

Relational difficulties are continually overcome: the Lord gives Abraham and Isaac their wives back after they forfeit them through the sister fib. Isaac loves Rebekah (Gen. 24:67), and Jacob loves Rachel (29:18). In spite of the way Judah and Tamar come together, God blesses the children of their union (Gen. 38:27–30; Ruth 4:18–22). 

Difficulty in childbearing is also conquered as barren women bear children: Isaac is born of Sarah (Gen. 21:1). Jacob and Esau are born to Rebekah (25:21). Joseph and Benjamin are born to Rachel (30:22). 

It is God who has cursed childbearing and gender relations, and it is God who makes possible and preserves these marriages, as seen when Yahweh answers the prayer of Abraham’s servant and leads him straight to Rebekah (Genesis 24). It is God who opens wombs. Once again, the only thing that God owes to humanity is justice. When Abraham twice forfeits his wife to protect himself, God is under no obligation to restore Sarah to him, but God will keep his promise in spite of the Patriarch’s wife-forfeiting ploy.48 Nor is God under any obligation to reverse the curse on childbearing and speak life into a dead womb. God mercifully gives hope to those who have none, and he mercifully maintains the descent of the seed of the woman. 

God was not obligated to bless Abraham, for he “served other gods” beyond the Euphrates (Josh. 24:2). By blessing Abraham, God put mercy on display against the wider backdrop of his justice. Justice is God’s keeping his word and displaying his righteous character. Mercy is God’s freely pardoning and blessing those who deserve justice. Justice reveals who God is and accentuates the gratuitous splendor of his mercy. 

Yahweh delivers Sarah from Pharaoh (Gen. 17:17) and protects her from Abimelech (20:3, 6–7). Yahweh visits Sarah with the result that she conceives (21:1). Yahweh leads Abraham’s servant to Rebekah (24:12, 14, 21, 26–27, 44, 48). Yahweh grants Isaac’s prayer that Rebekah would conceive (25:21). Yahweh providentially protects Rebekah from Abimelech (26:8–9). Yahweh opens Leah’s womb (29:31), and then Rachel’s (30:22). Yahweh redeems the situation between Judah and Tamar, giving Perez and Zerah (38:1–30). 

Yahweh also delivers the seed of the woman from the seed of the serpent. Cain killed Abel, but Abel was accepted by God (Gen. 4:4). Ishmael mocked Isaac, but through Isaac Abraham’s seed was named. 

We are given an important picture, too, when God commands Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. The child of promise, beloved of his father, is to be slain on Mount Moriah. 

Abraham believes that both he and his child will return from the mount of sacrifice (the verb for returning in Gen. 22:5 is plural), and Abraham believes that God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering (22:8). However Abraham expects this to be accomplished (cf. Heb. 11:17–19), he intends to sacrifice Isaac (Gen. 22:10), when at the last moment God provides a ram to be sacrificed instead of Isaac (22:13). Isaac is saved through the judgment that falls on the ram. God is then glorified for his mercy (see 22:14). 

In spite of (and through) the wickedness of Rebekah, Jacob is spared from Esau. Then later, though Joseph’s brothers mean evil against him, God means their actions for good (Gen. 50:20). 

From the beginning, those who hoped in God were looking for God to reverse the curses through the promised seed of the woman. Eve indicated this first in her response to the birth of Cain (Gen. 4:1), then in her response to the birth of Seth (4:25). When Noah is born, his father gives him a name related to the word rest, and speaks of Noah giving “relief from our work and from the painful toil of our hands because of the land which Yahweh cursed” (5:29). The language used here corresponds almost exactly to the language of the curse on the land in Genesis 3:17 (see table 2.11), and the only other place (in addition to Gen. 3:17 and 5:29) in the Old Testament that the word for “painful toil” ([image: ]) is used is in the curse on childbirth in Genesis 3:16. Lamech is presented as making a statement reflecting his hope that the seed of the woman will reverse the curse on the land (5:29).49


 

Table 2.11. Terms Common to Genesis 3:17 and 5:29 
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From what the narrative tells us, Lamech’s hopes that the birth of Noah portends the reversal of the curse can only be based on what God said in Genesis 3:15. These hopes are later augmented in God’s promise of land to Abraham (12:7). 

In spite of the curse on the land, God blesses the fields and flocks of Abraham (Gen. 12:16; 13:6; 21:22; 24:35), Isaac (26:12–14), and Jacob (31:5–9; 33:11). And then, through unexpected turns of events, the whole earth is blessed in the seed of Abraham, as Joseph provides food in the famine (41:57). 

In all these instances, salvation comes through judgment to the glory of God. The curse on the land highlights both the blessing of the fields and flocks of the patriarchs and Joseph’s provision of food for the world. The curse on childbearing makes precious the mercy of God in giving seed to barren women. Then God saves the seed of the woman by judging those who are against his people, the seed of the serpent. God shows himself to be just to the seed of the serpent and merciful to the seed of the woman. 

2.8 The Center of the Theology of Genesis 

In Genesis, creation displays the glory of God. The crown of God’s creation rebels against God’s just command, and God justly announces curses against the serpent, upon childbearing and male-female relations, and upon the land and man’s work. All is not lost, however, for God reveals himself to be merciful as well as just. Having orchestrated a realm in which his justice is put on display, Yahweh surprises the condemned with the wonder of free mercy. He announces that a seed of the woman will come, which means that death is at least postponed, and there are hints that it might even be overcome (see Enoch, Gen. 5:24). The promise of seed means that the curses on male-female relations are not insuperable and that the pain in childbearing does not altogether prevent procreation. Not only is there the hope of the new life of a child, but this seed will also crush the head of the serpent. He will defeat evil, which implies that he will open the way to a renewed Eden where men find rest from painful labor in the very presence of God (4:26; 5:29).50


God’s mercy often comes folded into his justice. For instance, when Sodom is about to be visited with God’s just wrath, God mercifully delivers Lot. Lot, however, does not seem to want to be delivered: “And he lingered, and the men seized his hand, and the hand of his wife, and the hand of his two daughters, with the mercy of Yahweh upon him, and they brought him and caused him to rest outside the city” (Gen. 19:16). Lot finds the mercy of Yahweh irresistible—those angels have delivered him against his will. Yahweh is mighty to save, whether the saved desire his salvation or not. The fire that rains down on Sodom makes the overcoming deliverance Yahweh works for Lot all the more precious. 

God confirmed his promised mercy when he declared to Abraham that his seed would overcome the curses, and then the promises to Abraham were passed to Isaac, then to Jacob. Genesis closes with promises of a king from the line of Judah, in the splendor of Joseph reigning over Egypt, pattern of the coming seed of the woman, seed of Abraham, in whom all the nations of the earth have been blessed. Salvation comes through judgment, setting forth the grandeur of the glory of God. 

 

3. Exodus 

Exodus continues the story of God glorifying himself in salvation through judgment as the promises to Abraham continue to find fulfillment against the backdrop of the curses. God promised to make Abraham a great nation (Gen. 12:2), and the seventy people who went down to Egypt are described in Exodus 1:7 in terms of the original commission to Adam to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:28). They have been fruitful and have multiplied, in spite of opposition from Pharaoh (Ex. 1:7, 12). The commission to be fruitful and multiply was not only given to Adam and Eve but also passed to Noah and his sons (Gen. 8:17; 9:1, 7). God’s promise to multiply Abraham (22:17) links Abraham and his line with God’s original charge to Adam, and these connections are made with the children of Abraham right down to the exodus generation (see table 2.12). Isaac asserts that Yahweh has enabled him to be fruitful (26:22), and when he passes the blessing of Abraham to Jacob, he prays that God will make him fruitful and multiply him (28:3–4). When Jacob returns to the land, God himself commands him to be fruitful and multiply (35:11), an incident Jacob recounts before blessing Ephraim and Manasseh, the sons of Joseph (48:4). 

 

Table 2.12. Be Fruitful and Multiply 
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Thus, the Old Testament establishes the universal significance of Israel in God’s purposes by showing that the nation of Israel has inherited God’s charge to Adam to be fruitful and multiply. The wickedness of Adam’s descendants resulted in the flood, and God charged Noah with the same task he had given Adam. The wickedness of Noah’s descendants resulted in the confusion of language at Babel, and the task given to Adam and Noah passed to Abraham and his seed. Thus, the statement that “the people of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (Ex. 1:7) connects Israel to Adam and foregrounds the cosmic significance of what God is doing in Israel. 

God is keeping the promise he made to Abraham to make him into a great nation, and this in spite of the new king in Egypt who does not know about 

Joseph. The king of Egypt, serpent on his crown, 51 is of his father the Devil, who was a murderer from the beginning. This seed of the serpent commands the Hebrew midwives to murder the male seed of the woman (Ex. 1:15–17), and when that fails, he orders his people to throw the newborn Hebrew boys into the river (1:22). Through the wicked opposition of the seed of the serpent, Providence places one particular seed of the woman in Pharaoh’s own house (2:1–10). Pharaoh’s best efforts are thus overcome, and Yahweh’s ability to orchestrate the deliverance of Moses condemns the seed of the serpent to the coming confrontation. 

3.1 Salvation through Judgment at the Exodus 

God delivers Israel from Egypt so that they will know that he is Yahweh (Ex. 6:7). He judges Egypt so that the Egyptians will know that he is Yahweh (7:4–5). He protects Israel from the plagues that fall on Egypt so that Pharaoh will know that he is Yahweh (8:20–22). He explains to Pharaoh: 

 


For this time I will send all my plagues on you yourself, and on your servants and your people, so that you may know that there is none like me in all the earth. For by now I could have put out my hand and struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. But for this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth. (9:14–16) 


God wants Pharaoh to know that there is no one else like God (9:14). He wants Pharaoh to see his power (9:16a). He wants all the earth to know his name, to hear the tale of his saving and judging glory (9:16b). Yahweh declares to Pharaoh that he intends to be known, to be glorified in his salvation of Israel through the judgment of Egypt. 

Yahweh also wants Israel to pass this experience of his glory on to coming generations (Ex. 10:2). However offensive these things may be to modern sensibilities, the earth belongs to Yahweh (9:29). He raises Pharaoh up (9:16), hardens his heart (4:21, see table 2.13),52 and slays the firstborn of Egypt (11:4–5). Yahweh does these things in order to save Israel through the judgment of her oppressors. 

 

Table 2.13. The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart
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It is sometimes suggested that Yahweh hardens Pharaoh’s heart only after Pharaoh hardens his own heart.53 But as table 2.13 shows, Yahweh twice announces to Moses that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and then there are two references to Pharaoh’s heart being hardened “as Yahweh said” before we read that Pharaoh hardened his own heart. Pharaoh is clearly responsible for his own choices, but Yahweh announces to him that he has raised him up in order to show his power (Ex. 9:16). Further, Yahweh takes responsibility for the hardening of Pharaoh (10:1). Paul recognizes the astonishing implications of these statements, and he addresses the objections that this might raise about God’s justice (Rom. 9:14–18) and human responsibility (9:19–23). Paul’s answers to these objections will be examined later in this study (see chap. 6, §2.2.1). At this point it is imperative that we see that Yahweh clearly declares why Pharaoh is being treated in this way: 

 


Then Yahweh said to Moses, “Go in to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his servants, that I may show these signs of mine among them, and that you may tell in the hearing of your son and of your grandson how I have dealt harshly with the Egyptians and what signs I have done among them, that you may know that I am Yahweh.” (Ex. 10:1–2) 


Yahweh states that he has hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that he can display his signs so that Israel can pass the story down so that they might know him as he is, Yahweh. 

On several occasions Pharaoh takes steps toward acknowledging Yahweh’s lordship, even indicating that he might let some of the people go. But each time, his heart is hardened anew. These instances demonstrate that Pharaoh is unable to let the people go, and that even when he confesses his own sin and Yahweh’s righteousness (e.g., Ex. 9:27) or makes promises to let the people go (e.g., 8:8), it is Yahweh’s word that stands. Yahweh has declared that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart (4:21; 7:3), and it is this, not Pharaoh’s false promises, that will come to pass (see table 2.14). 

 

Table 2.14. Pharaoh’s False Promises 
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This matter of the hardening of Pharaoh is not some arcane, peripheral theological question. Again and again through the Exodus narrative the hardening of Pharaoh is linked to Yahweh’s revelation of himself. Yahweh makes himself known by hardening Pharaoh so that he can demonstrate his power through the plagues against Egypt. 

This point is also made through what seems to be Yahweh’s response to Pharaoh’s question, “Who is Yahweh?” (Ex. 5:2). Again and again Yahweh asserts, “I am Yahweh!” and at several points this assertion is introduced by the declaration, “You shall know.”54 Yahweh tells Israel that they will know that he is Yahweh (6:7), and he tells Egypt (7:5) and Pharaoh (e.g., 9:29) the same thing. At several points Yahweh tells Pharaoh that he will know that there is none like Yahweh (8:10; 9:14). The repeated assertions that people will know that “I am Yahweh” demonstrate that Yahweh is purposefully revealing his own identity. These events are not happening by accident. Yahweh has engineered them to make himself known (table 2.15).

  

Table 2.15. Yahweh’s Intent to Make Himself Known 
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Following Yahweh’s announcement to Moses, “I Am who I Am” (Ex. 3:14),55 the story of Yahweh hardening Pharaoh’s heart so that he can deliver Israel from Egypt through a series of crushing judgments against the gods of Egypt (12:12) shows who Yahweh is by recounting what he says and what he does. In all this, Yahweh’s ultimate commitment is to make known his name: “I am Yahweh” (see the references in table 2.15). He wants his name to be proclaimed in all the earth: “But for this purpose I have raised you up, to show you my power, so that my name may be proclaimed in all the earth” (9:16). He wants to get glory for himself: “And I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them, and I will get glory over Pharaoh and all his host, and the Egyptians shall know that I am Yahweh” (14:4, similarly 14:17). Yahweh accomplishes this purpose by showing justice to Egypt and mercy to Israel. 

But is what Yahweh does to Pharaoh just? From the perspective of the biblical authors, all human creatures owe their Creator thanks and praise (e.g., Rom. 1:21). No human creatures successfully give God the glory and thanks due him (3:23). Therefore all human creatures stand under God’s condemnation. The severity of the judgment meted out matches the unspeakable evil of refusing to honor God as God and render him thanks. He does not owe mercy. The only thing he owes is justice, and the gravity of the heinousness of disregarding the infinite worth and beneficence of God calls for punishment that fits the crime. If God does not visit a just punishment, it shows that he has as little regard for himself as the creatures who have refused to honor him as God and give thanks to him. God shows his own great worth by visiting due justice against Egypt, and he shows his love by mercying Israel. 

But is this mercy just? If Israel is also guilty, how can God maintain justice if he shows them mercy? Just as a principle of substitution was set forth in the provision of a ram in place of Isaac in Genesis 22, the blood on the doorposts at Passover teaches an important lesson. Judgment falls on the Passover lamb, and thereby the firstborn of Israel are saved. As Alexander puts it, “The sacrifice of the animal atones for the sin of the people, the blood smeared on the door-posts purifies those within, and the eating of the sacrificial meat consecrates those who consume it.”56 Where the doorpost is not covered by the blood of the lamb, the firstborn dies (Ex. 12:1–13). Those Israelites who believe that Yahweh will keep his word save their firstborn sons through the judgment that falls on the Passover lamb. This salvation through judgment is by faith—they have to believe what Yahweh has spoken, and believe it enough to slay the lamb and smear the blood. 

In addition to the ten plagues that culminate in the death of the Egyptian firstborn, Yahweh destroys the Egyptian army in the Red Sea. In Egypt, Israel has been saved through the judgment of the plagues.57 On the way out of the land of Egypt, Israel is saved through the waters of judgment that engulf Pharaoh’s army, just as Noah was saved through the waters of judgment that engulfed all living things (Gen. 7:21–23). Yahweh’s intentions—to show his power, make known his name, and exalt himself over Pharaoh—are realized when he delivers Israel. Israel sings a song of praise extolling Yahweh’s might (Ex. 15:1–18), 58 and Yahweh’s fame resounds through the nations so that Rahab says, “The fear of Yahweh has fallen upon” the inhabitants of Jericho (Josh. 2:9–10). Even the Philistines, years later, 59 know of the mighty deeds of Yahweh against Egypt (1 Sam. 4:7–8; 6:6). 

 

3.2 From Egypt to Sinai 

The Exodus narrative repeatedly states that Yahweh delivered Israel from Egypt so that they could serve him in the wilderness by sacrificing to him.60 Yahweh will be their God, and Israel will be his people (Ex. 6:7). Once they are in the wilderness, however, rather than serving and sacrificing, Israel grumbles because they do not have water (15:24; again at 17:2), because they do not have bread, and because they do not have meat (16:2–3). Yahweh sweetens the water for the people (15:25), announces “I am Yahweh” (15:26), announces “you shall know that Yahweh has brought you out of the land of Egypt” (16:6), and then appears in glory (16:10), again asserting “you shall know that I am Yahweh” (16:12). The first instance is referred to as a test (15:25)—Israel is to trust Yahweh on the basis of all they have seen (Exodus 1–14), and they are to keep his word (15:26). The second time the people grumble, Yahweh responds with another test, to see if the people will follow his instructions regarding the seventh day (16:4–5). The people disobey by gathering more than they need (16:19–20) and by gathering food on the seventh day (16:27). Yahweh rebukes them (16:28–29), and as a result they obey him and rest (16:30). Obeying Yahweh’s instructions, the people eat manna for forty years (16:35). By disciplining his children, Yahweh enables them to follow his instructions and receive his provision. Through judgment (rebuke) on their disobedience, salvation—in the form of daily provision—comes. 

There is more complaining, and Yahweh again provides water for the people at Massah and Meribah (Ex. 17:1–7). Yahweh tells Moses, “Behold, I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb, and you shall strike the rock, and water shall come out of it, and the people will drink” (17:6). As Psalm 78 sings these events (Ps. 78:15–20), the psalmist may interpret the rock that was struck as Yahweh himself: “They remembered that God was their rock” (78:35).61 If we have here a picture of Yahweh standing before the rock, Moses striking the rock, and Yahweh being identified with the rock, with the result that water flows out that the people might drink, then it would seem that Yahweh is being struck so that the people might drink. Through the striking of their Lord, the people receive the water of life. Such an interpretation might inform those places in the Gospel of John where Jesus indicates that he will provide living water for his people, and then, when he is struck, blood and water flow from his side (John 4:10–14; 7:37–39; 19:34). 

When Amalek fights against Israel in Exodus 17:8–13, we have another instance of the seed of the serpent opposing the seed of the woman. Yahweh announces that he will destroy the Amalekites (17:14), and Moses builds an altar named “Yahweh is my banner” (17:15–16). 

Moses recounts to his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, all that Yahweh did for Israel (Ex. 18:1–8). In response to this, Jethro the Gentile priest of Midian rejoices, blesses Yahweh, confesses, “Now I know that Yahweh is greater than all gods,” and offers sacrifices to the God of Israel (18:9–12). The salvation through judgment that Yahweh accomplished in Egypt wins him praise from those of other nations. 

 

3.3 At Sinai 

Everything narrated from Exodus 19 through Numbers 10 takes place at Mount Sinai. Exodus 19–24 recounts Israel’s experience of the laws given by Yahweh himself at Sinai. Chapters 25–31 move to instructions for the tabernacle, the incident of the golden calf is described in chapters 32–34, and that is followed by the construction of the tabernacle in chapters 35–40. Exodus concludes with Yahweh taking up residence in the tabernacle as his glory cloud is seen to cover the tabernacle and fill it. As we will see below, there are significant differences between the appearance of Yahweh in glory in Exodus 19, prior to the giving of the law, and his appearance in glory in Exodus 40, with the law given and the tabernacle built. 

When Yahweh reveals himself to Israel in Exodus 19, he has delivered them from Egypt, but the terms of the relationship between Yahweh and Israel have not been set. Yahweh comes as one known but unknown, imposing and unpredictable, and the awestruck Israelites are undone by his overwhelming glory. 

Yahweh sets the terms for Moses: if Israel will obey him and keep his covenant, they will be his “treasured possession among all peoples,” for all the earth belongs to him (Ex. 19:5). Moreover, as Adam was a priest, so Israel will be a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (19:6). The people state that they will do everything Yahweh has spoken, and Yahweh announces that he will come in a thick cloud, that the people may hear him speak and believe what Moses says (19:7–9). 

The people are then instructed to wash and consecrate themselves for their meeting with Yahweh, which will take place “on the third day” (Ex. 19:10–15).62 On the third day, Yahweh descends on Mount Sinai. The heaven thunders. The lightning flashes. The earth quakes. The shofar blast is long and loud. It is as though the elements and the dimensions are strained and would crack under the burden of the weight of the glory of God. The people, naturally, tremble (19:16). Moses positions them at the foot of the mountain—which they must not touch lest they die (19:12–13)—that they might meet their God (19:17). 

The mountain smokes, and Yahweh descends in fire (Ex. 19:18). Yahweh tells Moses to go warn the people not to break through to gawk at Yahweh, lest they die, and to instruct the priests who will draw near to consecrate themselves, “lest Yahweh break out against them” (19:21–22). Moses protests that this has already been done (19:22). With two abrupt imperatives Yahweh responds, “Go! Get down!” (19:24). Moses obeys (19:25). 

And then, that most frightful moment: thunder roaring, sky flashing, mountain quaking, smoke shrouding, shofar blaring, fire blazing, people trembling, Yahweh speaks the ten words. He is, as Eichrodt described him, “the jealous God, who will admit no derogation from his majesty.”63


Yahweh is the most significant thing about the Ten Commandments.64 When he gives voice to the inauguration of this covenant, the first thing he does is announce his own identity: “I am Yahweh your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (Ex. 20:2).65 No gods before him. No carved images of him. No misuse of his name. No work on the day he hallowed and blessed. These first four commandments obviously pertain to Yahweh, but perhaps the centrality of Yahweh to the last six commandments is less apparent—on the surface, anyway. These commands come with Yahweh’s authority. They reflect the way that he has created the world. They are to be obeyed because he has spoken them, because he created this world by his word, because this world is made to work according to his word (cf. James 2:11). Fathers and mothers are to be honored because God is a Father to his people, and God is to be honored (Ex. 4:22–23; Eph. 3:14–15).66 No murder because God alone gives life (Deut. 32:39), and people are in God’s image (Gen. 1:27; 9:6).67 No adultery because God made man male and female, that the two might become one flesh (Gen. 2:23–24; Matt. 19:4–5). No theft because God makes poor and rich (1 Sam. 2:7). No false witness because God does not lie (Num. 23:19). No coveting because God alone is to satisfy, and at his right hand there are pleasures evermore (Ps. 16:11). The authority and majesty and identity of Yahweh are central to all ten of the commandments, and “moral action is inseparably bound up with the worship of God.”68


In response to what they see and hear—thunder and lightning, shofar and smoke—the people ask Moses to intercede for them: “You speak with us and we will hear, but let not God speak with us lest we die” (Ex. 20:15–16, ET 18–19). Yahweh then gives to Moses a representative set of laws in Exodus 21–23,69 along with the promise that an Angel bearing Yahweh’s name will go with Israel (23:20–21). Yahweh’s commands come from his own personal authority, and his presence is the motivating factor for all obedience. Israel will live before Yahweh, and transgression will be a direct affront to his holiness. This makes the fear of Yahweh central to obedience: “Moses said to the people, ‘Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him might be before you, that you might not sin’” (20:17, ET 20). 

Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel are then summoned to draw near to worship Yahweh (Ex. 24:1–2). Moses reports Yahweh’s words to the people, and they agree to do all he has commanded (24:3). The text then tells us something that much modern scholarship allegorizes70 into a fictional narrative having to do with symbolic nonentities that undermines the text’s claim to be an authoritative revelation of God. This fictional narrative has as its main characters “the Jahwist,” “the Elohist,” “the Deuteronomist,” and “the Priest,” but the text makes the simple claim, “Moses wrote all the words of Yahweh” (24:4).71


Having offered burnt offerings and sacrificed peace offerings, Moses reads the book of the covenant to the people, the people again promise to obey, and then Moses sprinkles blood from the sacrifices on the people (Ex. 24:5–8). The covenant is inaugurated with blood. Judgment falls on the sacrificial animals in place of the people, and just as blood covered the doorposts on the night of the Passover, blood covers those entering into this covenant with Yahweh. Since the sacrificial victim is slain, their penalty is paid, and they are covered by the blood of the substitute. Through the judgment they are saved. And this clears the way for the manifestation of God’s glory. Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders go up the mountain, behold God, and partake of a covenant meal (24:9–11). Moses then ascends the mountain with Joshua, and the cloud of Yahweh’s glory covers the mountain, as the waters cover the sea, for six days (24:13–16). The people of Israel, too, behold the glory, and it looks to them like a consuming fire on the mountaintop (24:17). 

Yahweh then gives Moses instructions for building the tabernacle (Exodus 25–31). Yahweh announces the purpose of this tabernacle, “that I may dwell among them” (25:8). The significance of Yahweh’s presence among Israel cannot be overstated. Yahweh’s presence is the distinguishing characteristic of Israel. His presence demands their holiness and gives rise to the particular shape of the Mosaic covenant. All of it is informed by the simple fact that Yahweh dwells in their midst, and all of it reveals his saving and judging glory. 

Like the shadow of the dome of pleasure floating midway on the waves,72 the tabernacle is constructed as a movement back toward Eden. As a command was given in the garden, the testimony given to Moses goes into the ark of the covenant (Ex. 25:16). As cherubim with flaming sword guard the way to Eden, cherubim of gold are stationed over the mercy seat (25:17–21). As Yahweh met with Adam and Eve in the garden, so Yahweh will meet with Moses from above the mercy seat (25:22). As there was abundant food in the garden, there is showbread on the table (25:30). As there were sacred trees in the garden, there is a lampstand with branches and bowls shaped like almond blossoms in the tabernacle (25:31–40). As the image of God, Adam, was placed in the garden, so also Aaron and his sons minister as priests in the tabernacle (28:1–3). Unlike the situation in the garden, where no sin offerings were necessary, when Aaron and his sons are consecrated as priests, a bull must be offered as a sin offering (29:14). As Adam faced death for transgression, so Aaron and his sons must follow Yahweh’s instructions lest they die (28:35, 43). The tabernacle will be sanctified by the very glory of Yahweh (29:43). Yahweh will dwell among Israel and be their God (29:45). And they will know that he is Yahweh, their God, who brought them up from the land of Egypt that he might dwell among them. And these declarations are punctuated with words of weight: “I am Yahweh their God!” (29:46). 

All of this is to be done according to the pattern shown to Moses on the mountain (Ex. 25:9, 40; 26:30; 27:8), and Yahweh has filled the artisans with the spirit of wisdom for the work (28:3), giving the Spirit of God to Bezalel and Oholiab (31:1–6). The instructions for the building of the tabernacle are given in Exodus 25–31, and then it is actually built in chapters 35–40. Chapters 32–34 recount an episode in which Yahweh proclaims his saving and judging name. 

 

3.4 The Glorious Name: Exodus 32–34 

While Yahweh is revealing, instructing, and enabling, the people are busy forgetting, departing, and sinning. They have been redeemed from Egypt that they might serve Yahweh in the wilderness. They agreed to do everything he said when he spoke to them from the mountain, but these commitments are soon forgotten. 

When the people see the delay of the prophet, Moses, they approach the priest, Aaron, who at their bidding fashions for them “gods” that will go before them (Ex. 32:1). Yahweh was a man of war (15:3) who reigned (15:18) at the Exodus, but the people have rejected him from being king over them.73 They have thus placed other gods before Yahweh, the first thing he told them not to do. When they celebrate these “gods,”74 they proclaim a “feast to Yahweh” (32:5). This seems to indicate that the worship of the calf Aaron fashioned has been added onto the worship due Yahweh alone. They have thus made carved images for themselves, the second thing Yahweh told them not to do. 

In response to this, Yahweh distances himself from the nation, describing them as Moses’ people whom he, Moses, brought out of Egypt (Ex. 32:7). Yahweh brought them out of Egypt (20:1) to be his people (6:7), but in response to their idolatry Yahweh is prepared to destroy them (32:9–10). Significantly, Yahweh threatens to do for Moses what he earlier promised to do for Abraham, saying, “I will make you a great nation” (32:10; cf. Gen. 12:2). 

Moses understands the implications of such a declaration. If Yahweh does not follow through on his promise to Abraham, how can Moses be sure that Yahweh will follow through on the promise to him, either? Moses pleads with Yahweh, asking him why his wrath is hot against his, Yahweh’s, people, whom he, Yahweh, brought up from Egypt (Ex. 32:11). From there, Moses appeals to Yahweh’s concern for what the Egyptians will think.75 If Yahweh destroys the people, the Egyptians will conclude that Yahweh took Israel out of Egypt with the evil intent of harming, killing, and consuming them (32:12). Moses appeals to Yahweh that he remember the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, and he quotes Yahweh’s promises back to him (32:13). “And Yahweh relented concerning the evil which he spoke to do to his people” (32:14).76


This episode shows Moses appealing to Yahweh on the very basis of what earlier narratives have shown to be Yahweh’s controlling concerns. Yahweh has acted to make known his matchless name by showing his steadfast love to the children of Abraham and simultaneously showing his unparalleled power and justice by judging Egypt. Yahweh could justly destroy the nation of Israel and start over with Moses, and this might even fulfill the promise to Abraham, since Moses himself descends from Abraham. But when Moses appeals to Yahweh’s concern for his reputation in Egypt, to his commitment to the people, and to the promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Yahweh shows mercy. This underscores Yahweh’s supreme concern for his own glory. 

Like Adam, the garden priest who shifted blame when confronted with his disobedience, Aaron, the national priest shifts the blame when Moses confronts him (Ex. 32:22–24). Just as Adam the priest failed to restrain Eve from sinning, then followed her into it, so Aaron the priest fails to restrain Israel from sin, then follows them into it (32:1–4, 25). This means war. 

Moses summons all on Yahweh’s side to himself, and because of the great worth of Yahweh, they go through the camp and kill brothers, friends, and neighbors. Three thousand fall in Israel that day (Ex. 32:26–28). Through this judgment, salvation comes. Moses understands what Yahweh’s holiness requires, and he offers himself as a sacrifice of atonement for Israel: telling Israel he is going up to Yahweh to seek to make atonement for their sin (32:30) and confessing the sin of the people to Yahweh (32:31), he offers himself to be blotted out of Yahweh’s book if the people cannot be forgiven (32:32). Yahweh responds with both justice and mercy. The justice comes in his immediate answer (32:33–35), and the mercy comes when, at Moses’ insistence, Yahweh agrees to continue with his stiff-necked, obstinate people (33:1–17). 

Before the tabernacle is built, the tent where Moses encounters Yahweh’s presence is outside the camp (Ex. 33:7). Yahweh only enters the camp once his holy dwelling is fully prepared and the camp is made clean by his statutes. 

Once Moses is assured that Yahweh will go with the people, just as he earlier expressed Yahweh’s own priorities in his petition that Yahweh not destroy the people (Ex. 32:11–13), so now he expresses Yahweh’s own priorities in asking to see Yahweh’s glory (33:18). As we have seen, God often announces that the purpose of what he has done is “so that you will know that I am Yahweh.”77 When God says this, he is declaring that he wants people to know his name. He wants them to know him as he is. The clearest indication of what this means is found in Exodus 33:18–34:7. Responding to Moses’ request to see his glory, Yahweh says, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim my name, ‘Yahweh,’ before you,” (33:19a, emphasis added). Note that when Moses asks to see God’s glory, God responds that he will show him his goodness and proclaim his name. This means that God’s glory is seen in his goodness, and the proclamation of his name reveals Yahweh’s goodness, which is his glory. 

Yahweh then adds, “And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will mercy whom I will mercy” (Ex. 33:19b). These words declare that Yahweh is not obligated to do what Moses has asked. Yahweh chooses when and to whom he will reveal his glorious goodness. 

When Yahweh reveals his goodness to Moses, showing him his glory and proclaiming his name, we read, 

 


And Yahweh passed before him and proclaimed, “Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and great in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the sons and on the sons of the sons, to the third and the fourth generations.” (Ex. 34:6–7) 


In this revelation of the glory of Yahweh, Yahweh makes known his character by proclaiming his name. Yahweh’s goodness is first explained in the declaration that he is merciful and gracious. This mercy and grace is shown in the way that Yahweh is patient, loves with steadfast extravagance, and forgives. The declaration that he does not give the guilty a free pass also explains Yahweh’s goodness. He is just, and he punishes iniquity for generations. In this declaration of his name, Yahweh announces his mercy and his justice: this is his glory, and this glory of Yahweh is reflected all through the Old and New Testaments.78


Yahweh’s declaration of his name in Exodus 34, which is the revelation of his glory, informs the places in the Bible before and after this incident where Yahweh states his intention of making known to people that he is Yahweh. To know that he is Yahweh is to know that he is merciful and gracious, not clearing the guilty but punishing iniquity. To know that he is Yahweh is to know his name, his character. To know that he is Yahweh is to know his goodness—goodness that upholds what is right. If he does not uphold what is right, he is not good. If he does not keep his word, he is not faithful and cannot be trusted. Yahweh’s righteousness, therefore, is an essential component of his love. An unrighteous, unfaithful god is not a loving god but a scary, unpredictable horror in the likeness of the ancient Near Eastern deities or the gods of the Greco-Roman pantheon. But Yahweh is righteous, faithful, and loving. Even when his holiness demands the death of transgressors, this is an expression of his goodness and love as it upholds his faithfulness and shows him trustworthy. 

The Bible has established that mankind is set on sin (Gen. 6:5; 8:21), so all deserve to be punished. But God is also pleased to show mercy, which he is not obligated to give to anyone. He mercies whomever he pleases (Ex. 33:19b). To pardon the guilty unjustly would not be loving to those whom the guilty offended, and in this age of the weightless god we do not recognize that the person most offended by sin is God.79 We can also understand this on analogy with human relationships: if a judge fails to sentence a convicted murderer, the rights of the wronged are not upheld, and those who survive the murdered person probably do not feel that the judge has been loving. In this scenario, the judge has not been loving. He has only been unjust. But God’s mercy is not unjust. 

When God mercifully pardons, he upholds his own righteous standard. He satisfies the wrath he justly feels when he has been offended. In the old covenant God’s righteous standard was upheld through the Levitical system of sacrificial, substitutionary atonement,80 but even this was looking forward to the cross. Paul says God demonstrated his righteousness when he put Jesus forward as a propitiatory sacrifice, explaining that this demonstration of righteousness was necessary because God had previously passed over sins (Rom. 3:24–26). Yahweh’s perfect goodness is displayed in the balance between justice and mercy, which he works together to display his unique character: “Steadfast love and truth have met together, righteousness and peace have kissed each other” (Ps. 85:10). Yahweh judges the substitute so that the one for whom the sacrifice is made can be saved—mercifully and justly saved. When God causes people to know that he is Yahweh, he shows them his glory in salvation through judgment. 

Moses’ response to such a revelation is natural and right: “And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the earth and worshiped” (Ex. 34:8). Yahweh’s revelation of his just and merciful character wins him glory. Yahweh then declares that he will reveal more of his own greatness to elicit more praise for himself: “And he said, ‘Behold, I am cutting a covenant; before all your people I will do marvels, such as have not been created in all the earth or in any nation. And all the people in the midst of whom you are shall see the work of Yahweh, for it is a fearful thing that I will do with you’” (34:10). 

Yahweh then stirs the hearts of the people to provide the material for the building of the tabernacle (Ex. 35:21–22), so much that the people are told not to give any more (36:4–7). The tabernacle is then constructed, and Israel’s scrupulous obedience is punctuated by almost twenty statements that Israel built the tabernacle “as Yahweh had commanded Moses” (39:1, 5, 6, 21, 26, 29, 31, 32, 42, 43; 40:16, 19, 21, 23, 25, 26, 27, 29, 32). 

Disobedience is judged, and through the judgment the people are disciplined to obey. This marked obedience in building the tabernacle is followed by Yahweh’s taking up residence among the people, stiff-necked (Ex. 34:9) though they be: 

 


And the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of Yahweh filled the tabernacle. And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled on it, and the glory of Yahweh filled the tabernacle. In all their journeys, when the cloud lifted up from over the tabernacle, the sons of Israel would set out. But if the cloud did not lift up, then they did not set out till the day that it lifted up. For the cloud of Yahweh was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in it by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel in all their journeys. (40:34–38) 


Israel is saved through judgment, and the tabernacle, with its implements of sacrifice, makes it possible for the glorious Yahweh to take up residence—no longer outside the camp (cf. 33:7), but in their midst. Salvation comes through judgment and leads to the experience of the glory of God, a glory so overwhelming that it dictates the movements of those who perceive it. Israel has constructed the tabernacle “as Yahweh had commanded Moses.” Thus, in obedience to Yahweh’s word, they have built a microcosm—a symbolic picture of the cosmos on a reduced scale. The tabernacle symbolically depicts the world that God has made, and when his people obey him, God does for the tabernacle what he will do for the world: he fills it with his glory. The filling of the tabernacle with the glory of Yahweh is a proleptic enactment of the earth being filled with the glory of Yahweh. This is why the world exists. 

 

3.5 The Center of the Theology of Exodus 

The book of Exodus is very clear in its presentation of Yahweh’s intentions. He intends to save Israel through the judgment of Egypt, and he intends this judgment on Egypt to be severe. He intends to humble Pharaoh and his people. He intends to force them to recognize that he, not their gods, is Lord. He wants Egypt, Israel, and all the earth to know that he is Yahweh. And they will know that he is simultaneously just and merciful, so much so that the finite mind can scarcely perceive the glory of the justice and the mercy as they intermingle and radiate with the blinding splendor of the one they reveal. Yahweh glorifies himself at the exodus by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt. 

Genesis leads readers to expect Yahweh’s defeat of evil to be accomplished through a seed of the woman, seed of Abraham, seed of Jacob, and perhaps seed of Joseph or Judah.81 Unexpectedly, however, the seed of the woman in the book of Exodus is raised up from the house of Levi (Ex. 2:1). This sets an important pattern, as the one who leads Israel to deliverance is from the tribe of the priests and serves as a prophet.82 Moreover, he is raised in the royal house of Egypt. In a sense, the seed of the woman through whom the seed of the serpent is crushed in the book of Exodus, bringing salvation for the people of God through the judgment of their enemies and putting the glory of God on display, is a prophet, a priest, and a king.83


Once the exodus was accomplished, Yahweh took Israel out in the wilderness to make himself known to them. All along it was stated that once out of Egypt, Israel would serve Yahweh in the wilderness. His self-revelation to them at Sinai, trumpet blast, thick darkness, earthquake, lightning, and fire on the mountain, overwhelmed them with the awareness of his frightful greatness. This was meant to discipline them, that they might serve him in fear and holiness, which was meant to keep them from sin. Sin would be disregarding Yahweh to pursue their own course, reflecting gross ingratitude and brazen boldness against their covenant Lord. When the people did not honor Yahweh as God and give thanks to him, Yahweh judged their sin, and through the judgment, he saved them from themselves even as thousands died. With the revelation of the tabernacle, and with its construction, salvation again comes through judgment as Yahweh takes up residence among Israel, glory filling the tent. In the book of Exodus, all things find their place with relationship to the central revelation of the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment. 

 

4. Leviticus 

Israel has learned that no one can dwell with the consuming fire, no one can dwell with the everlasting burning (cf. Isa. 33:14). Freed from bondage to the Egyptians, only the remnant within the nation has been freed from bondage to sin.84 At Sinai God creates a covenant with Israel designed to allow the holy God to dwell among the sinful people, and Leviticus sets forth the terms of the covenant as it relates to sacrifice, the status of clean and unclean, and daily life. 

Leviticus 1–7 relates the laws on the sacrifices. Chapters 8–10 describe the institution of the priesthood. Chapters 11–16 deal with uncleanness and its treatment. Chapters 17–24 then give prescriptions for practical holiness.85 Just as Yahweh is the most significant thing about the Ten Commandments, he is the most significant thing about the Levitical cult. 

The governing reality is that Yahweh dwells in the Holy of Holies in the tabernacle. Everything near him is holy, and outside what is holy is what is clean. Outside the clean realm is the unclean realm of the dead. If the Holy One comes into contact with anything unclean, death results. Yahweh’s glory is thus bound up in his otherness, his holiness, and if he is to be with Israel, they too must be separated from all that is unclean, lest they die. These regulations are a judgment—it was not this way before sin entered the world—but through the judgment of these regulations, and through the judgment of death that is visited upon the numerous sacrificial beasts, the people of Israel are saved and enabled to remain in the presence of their glorious God. 

In Exodus, God’s instructions to Moses regarding the making of the tabernacle are recounted, and the tabernacle is something of a new garden of Eden.86 God will walk among Israel just as he walked with Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:8; Lev. 26:11–13). These texts present an arrangement whereby God will dwell among the nation in the tabernacle. God teaches Israel how they must live if he is to remain among them. The instructions in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers address specific details but do not give an overview explanation of the Levitical cult. The rationale of the sacrifices is not fully explained.87 From the details, however, a fairly clear picture can be deduced. 

The key ideas are these: Yahweh is going to reside in the Holy of Holies, enthroned above the cherubim, with the ark as his footstool (Ps. 132:7–8). Yahweh is holy (Lev. 11:44; 19:2). Again, when the holiness of Yahweh comes into contact with anything unclean, death results (see the account of Nadab and Abihu and the resulting instructions in Lev. 10:1–11).88 Therefore, the camp of Israel must be clean. 

The camp of Israel is built on the idea that there are degrees of holiness surrounding Yahweh. The closer one gets to Yahweh, the more sacred the space becomes.89 He dwells in the Most Holy Place. Only the high priest can enter the Most Holy Place, and only once a year. Outside the Holy of Holies is the holy place, which only the priests can enter. Moses and Aaron and his sons camp in front of the tabernacle to 

 

Figure 2.1. The Camp of Israel 
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the east, guarding the sanctuary for the protection of the people of Israel. Unauthorized people who draw near are put to death (Num. 3:38). Encamped around the tabernacle are the Levites, who act as a buffer for the rest of the people “so that there may be no wrath on the congregation of the people of Israel” (Num. 1:53). The twelve tribes of Israel are then camped around the tabernacle (Num. 2:1–31). Outside the camp is the unclean realm of the dead (see fig. 2.1).90


There are two ways to become unclean: contact with the dead and transgression. There is one way to be cleansed and thereby reenter the camp without danger: sacrifice.91 Contact with the dead includes contact with blood or other bodily discharges, which explains, for instance, why women are unclean after childbirth (Leviticus 12). Lepers are always unclean because they are constantly exposed to deadness on their skin (Leviticus 13, esp. 13:45–46). 

Transgressions are either intentional or unintentional (cf. Lev. 4:2; Num. 15:27–31). The fact that a transgression is deliberately chosen or even premeditated does not make it necessarily “intentional” or “high handed.” In the Levitical system, high-handed sin is unrepentant sin. Sin is “intentional” when the sinner refuses to repent of the sin and offer the prescribed sacrifices (cf. Ps. 7:13, ET 12).92 The sinner is throwing off the covenant. He or she does not believe the claims of the Bible—that God dwells among the people, that he is holy, and that he will punish transgression. The sinner does not fear God because the sinner does not believe what the Bible says about God. 

This brings us to a very important point about the Levitical cult: this system only works by faith. The prophets make clear that Yahweh is not interested in perfunctory obedience. In their statements that Yahweh desires mercy not sacrifice (e.g., Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6–8), they are not rejecting sacrifice but calling for lives that show that the mercy provided by the sacrificial system has been internalized. The Levitical system only works if the worshiper believes that Yahweh is in the midst of the people, believes that he is holy, believes that sacrifice must be offered for cleansing, and lives in a way that corresponds with these beliefs (e.g., Lev. 15:31; 22:9). 

The meaning of Leviticus 18:5 in its Old Testament setting is to be understood in this context: “The one who does them shall live by them” means that (1) the holiness of God will not break out against the unclean and kill them if they do the commandments and offer sacrifices, and (2) acceptable doing of the commandments and offering of sacrifices requires faith in God and his promises. The Levitical system is a faith-based system, not a works-based system, and the experience of Enoch (Gen. 5:24) shows that walking with God gives the word life connotations that go beyond the threescore and ten. Doing the commandments by faith in order to live results in life now and hereafter. 

All of this glorifies God by highlighting his holiness and his authority. As Gordon Wenham notes, “God’s demand to be holy, to keep the commandments and so on was recalled in every sacrifice.”93 God’s presence among Israel is so significant that the elaborate rituals and requirements are a small thing compared to the weight of the one who resides in their midst. As noted above, the elaborate system is also a judgment. Whereas Adam and Eve needed none of these prescriptions regarding cleanliness, sin, and sacrifice in Eden, the system is a judgment on Israel’s sin because only through this system can God dwell among people east of the garden. As Kiuchi puts it, “Holiness is what the first man and woman had before the fall, and . . . the various rules in Leviticus aim to lead the Israelites, as it were, back to this existential condition.”94 Thus, even as the system of sacrifices is a judgment brought on by sin, House is correct that “the sacrifices in Leviticus 1–7 are based on God’s mercy, grace, and kindness. God willingly forgives those who do not have any intrinsic merit of their own.”95


The substitution seen in both the sacrifice of the ram in place of Isaac and the Passover lamb in place of the firstborn of Israel is also reiterated in the Levitical system. Wenham writes, “In some degree substitution seems to form part of the theology of all the sacrifices.”96 The worshiper places his hand on the head of the sacrificial animal (e.g., Lev. 1:4). The description of the Day of Atonement ritual in Leviticus 16 adds that when the high priest places his hands on the head of the animal, he is to confess the sins of the people over the animal (16:21), and this seems to make explicit what is implicit elsewhere. As Wenham writes, “In sacrifice it appears that the worshipper identifies himself with the animal he offers. What he does to the animal, he does symbolically to himself. The death of the animal portrays the death of himself.”97 The substitute is judged on behalf of the worshiper. The transfer of guilt from the worshiper to the sacrificial beast, and then the death of the beast, cleanses the worshiper of sin. The blood of the beast atones for the soul of the worshiper (Lev. 17:11). Kiuchi writes, “The offerer is viewed as the object of the Lord’s wrath to varying degrees, and the offerings symbolize the offerer appeasing the Lord’s wrath.”98 The worshipers are saved by faith through the judgment that falls on the sacrifice. God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

Excursus: Leviticus 18 and Deuteronomy 30 in Romans 10 

The Levitical system was not intended as a ladder for Israel to use in her climb to heaven. Rather, it was the means whereby God dwelt among the sinful nation without killing them, and the system also separated Israel from the nations (Lev. 20:24). Two texts in the New Testament could give the impression that the Levitical system is works based,99 but when we understand the salvation-historical perspective of Romans 10 and Galatians 3, we see that Paul is not claiming that Moses taught Israel to earn their salvation by works of the law.100


Paul writes in Romans 10:5–8: 

 


For Moses writes about the righteousness that is from the law, “the man who does them shall live by them.” But the righteousness from faith speaks thus: “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ down) “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith which we proclaim). 


One could get the impression that in Romans 10:5 Paul is claiming that Moses taught that righteousness from the law is based on works—doing the commandments—whereas in 10:6 the righteousness from faith is based on trust. One major problem with such a conclusion would be that it overlooks the salvation-historical contribution of Romans 10:4, which says, “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.” This statement has many profound implications, but one of them is that now that Christ has come, the time during which the Levitical system was operational has ended: “Christ is the end of the law.”101 Now that Christ has come and the law has ended, anyone who seeks to establish his own righteousness apart from Christ must do so through perfect obedience to the law since no other sacrifice for sin is available.102


We must also observe that whereas Paul refers to Leviticus 18:5 in Romans 10:5 (“the man who does them shall live by them”) to illustrate “the righteousness that is from the law,” he then quotes statements from Deuteronomy 30:11–14, interspersed with christological applications, to illustrate “the righteousness from faith.” It would be very strange for Paul to quote Moses’ words in Leviticus 18 to point to law-based righteousness, followed by quotations of Moses’ words in Deuteronomy 30 to point to faith-based righteousness. Paul is not saying that when Moses wrote Leviticus 18 he was a legalist, but then when he wrote Deuteronomy 30 he was teaching justification by faith! The key point is that “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness” (Rom. 10:4). Now that Christ has brought an end to the law, no sacrifice remains for sin (see Heb. 10:26), and so anyone who refuses to trust Christ must attain to God’s standard of righteousness through perfect obedience to the law.103


The context of Deuteronomy 30 is also instructive for our understanding of Paul’s argument. To briefly anticipate the discussion of Deuteronomy below, Moses had just stated in Deuteronomy 29:3 (ET 4), “To this day, Yahweh has not given to you a heart to know and eyes to see and hears to hear,” which means that whereas God has given them everything they need for life and godliness, he has not changed them on the volitional level. God gave Israel commandments that would allow him to walk among them (Deut. 23:14) and give them long life in the land (5:16). These commandments were not beyond the physical abilities of the Israelites, and this is the point of the statements in Deuteronomy 30:11–14. The Israelites do not have to accomplish superhuman feats to get God’s instructions; “the word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart to do it” (30:14). Deuteronomy 30:11–14 teaches that the word is in their hearts in that it is available to them, but Deuteronomy 29:3 (ET 4) states that the word is not in their hearts such that they want to do it. They have the physical ability to do everything they are required to do (30:11–14). They do not want to do what they are required to do (29:3, ET 4). 

Thus, in its own salvation-historical context, Leviticus 18:5 refers to living by doing the commandments by faith. Not doing them in order to earn salvation by works, but doing them on the basis of the belief that Yahweh has given them. Yahweh resides in the midst of the people, and the commandments are the means whereby the people may remain in God’s presence.104 This word to which Israel has access in Deuteronomy 30 benefits them only if they believe it. So the fact that Paul sets these two texts against one another in Romans 10:5–8 leads to the conclusion that Paul is quoting Leviticus 18:5 not as it applied in Moses’ day but as it applies to Paul’s own Jewish contemporaries who “have a zeal for God, but not according to knowledge” (Rom. 10:2). They are “ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God” and are “seeking to establish their own” (10:3). They do not believe that “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes” (10:4), and so if they are to be righteous, they have two options: either they can obey the law perfectly (which they cannot actually accomplish), or they can repent and confess Jesus as Lord (10:9–10). Paul is not dealing with what Leviticus 18:5 meant prior to the coming of Christ. Paul is dealing with what Leviticus 18:5 means for those who are not submitted to the righteousness of God that has now been revealed in Christ (Rom. 10:3; cf. 3:21–22).105


Those who refuse to believe in Jesus and cling to the Levitical system no longer have sacrifices to offer for their sins and uncleanness. If they are to be saved by the Levitical system now that they have rejected faith in Christ, they must keep the law perfectly, stumbling at no point (cf. Gal. 5:2–3; James 2:10). Paul teaches this in Romans 10 in the hope that the crushing judgment of the righteous requirement of the law will be brought home to his kinsmen according to the flesh, so that for the glory of God they might be saved through being condemned. 

 

4.1 The Center of the Theology of Leviticus 

Yahweh is holy. His holiness tolerates neither sin nor uncleanness. Kiuchi suggests that the notion of uncleanness is based on what happened with the serpent in Genesis 3.106 The regulations set forth in Leviticus are a judgment, and they make it possible for people to substitute animals of sacrifice that will be judged in their place, that they might be saved. Genesis gives rise to the expectation of a seed of the woman who will accomplish salvation for Israel through the judgment of their enemies. Exodus typologically shows Moses doing these very things as Yahweh’s agent. And Leviticus adds that Israel herself is sinful and must seek atonement for sin through substitutionary sacrifice that appeases the wrath of God. Thus may Yahweh justly show mercy. The penal substitutionary sacrifices are demanded by the very glory of God. If they are not offered, God cannot keep his word and show mercy. In Leviticus, God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

5. Numbers 

The book of Numbers opens one month after what is recounted at the end of Exodus (cf. Num. 1:1; Ex. 40:17), and the first ten chapters of Numbers are set at Sinai, with the cloud lifting and the people setting out in Numbers 10:11–12. There is a census taken in Numbers 1, and another in Numbers 26. Between these two a generation dies in the wilderness. After the second, no Israelite deaths are recorded in the book of Numbers. After the census in Numbers 1, chapters 2–11 order the camp of Israel for its march on Canaan. Numbers 12–25, however, recount Israel’s wickedness in the wilderness. After the exodus generation dies, the generation that will enter the land is numbered in chapter 26. In chapters 27–36, the camp of Israel is again ordered for a march on Canaan. Through judgment on one generation, the next gets an opportunity to enter and take the land. 

The numbering of the people in Numbers 1 sets the stage for what amounts to a continuation of Leviticus in Numbers.107 Before the first chapter ends, we read that the Levites are to encamp around, carry, and guard the tabernacle and its furnishings (Num. 1:47–54). Non-Levites draw near on pain of death (1:51).108 East of the tabernacle are encamped the tribes of Judah (significantly listed first), Issachar, and Zebulun (2:1–9). On the south are Reuben, Simeon, and Gad (2:10–16). To the west are Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin (2:18–24). And on the north are Dan, Asher, and Naphtali (2:25–31). The tribes are encamped by their standards, they are numbered, and the order of march is assigned. The use of military terminology befits the coming conquest. The tribes thus encamped around the tabernacle complete the picture of the concentric rings radiating out from Yahweh: Holy of Holies, holy place, courts of the tabernacle, Moses and Aaron with his sons at the entrance, Levites encamped around the tabernacle, tribes of Israel encamped around the Levites. 

The Levites are to serve Aaron and his sons, the priests (Num. 3:1–9), and again, non-Levites who draw near face death (3:10). The Levites are substituted for the firstborn of Israel (3:11–13), Yahweh asserting that they shall be his own, punctuating his claim with the assertion, “I am Yahweh” (3:13). Israel’s time at Sinai is rounded out with more regulations (Numbers 4–9), before the people set out at Yahweh’s command (10:11–13). 

Moses’ triumphant words when the ark sets out and comes to rest point to the glory of Yahweh that will be demonstrated in the deliverance of Israel that will come through Yahweh’s judgment of her enemies: “And when the ark set out, Moses would say, ‘Arise, O Yahweh, and let your enemies be scattered, and let those who hate you flee before you.’ And when it rested, he would say, ‘Return, O Yahweh, to the ten thousand thousands of Israel’” (Num. 10:35–36). 

The continual presence of Yahweh in the pillar of fire and cloud leads and protects, but it also observes and condemns. Dumbrell observes, “The glory-cloud is God’s manifested presence, serving both to save and to judge Israel during this wilderness period.”109 None of Israel’s complaints escapes Yahweh’s notice: the grumbling is heard and judged. In Egypt Yahweh saved Israel through judgment on her Egyptian oppressors. In the wilderness, Yahweh saves Israel through (and from) his judgment on her sinfulness. 

There are unspecified complaints that provoke Yahweh’s anger (Num. 11:1–2), complaints about what Yahweh has not provided—meat and fish, leeks and onions (11:4–5)—complaints about what he has provided—manna (11:6)—and Yahweh’s anger blazes out (11:10). Yahweh’s reaction to these complaints is based on the fact that Israel owes Yahweh gratitude for the liberation and provision she enjoys. Rather than gratitude, the people indict Yahweh, who, in their eyes, has given them what is not good, manna, and not given them what is good, meat and melons, cucumbers and garlic. This rejection of what Yahweh has given and the concomitant suggestion that better things should have been provided is diagnosed as despising Yahweh (11:20). Moses cries out to Yahweh for help (11:10–15), and Yahweh says that he will give the Spirit to seventy men who will help Moses (11:16–17). 

The complaints come not only from the people; even Aaron and Miriam speak against Moses, and they too are saved through judgment (Num. 12:1–16).110 There is more trouble from people in leadership when the spies come back with their bad report (Numbers 13). The glory of Yahweh appears to the people (14:10), and the people’s fear of the inhabitants of the land is diagnosed as a rejection of Yahweh and a refusal to believe him (14:11). Yahweh has announced that he will bring the people into the land, and their fear of the descendants of Anak (14:33) shows that they do not fear the one who made the giants. As he did when Israel made the golden calf, Yahweh again states that he will destroy Israel and make a greater and mightier nation from Moses (14:12). Again Moses appeals to Yahweh’s concern for his reputation among the Egyptians (14:13) and to how that reputation will spread (14:14),111 and Moses quotes Yahweh’s own declaration of his name back to him: 

 


And now, please let the power of the Lord be great, just as you said, saying, “Yahweh is slow to anger and great in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression, but he will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the sons, to the third and the fourth generations.” Please pardon the iniquity of this people, according to the greatness of your steadfast love, just as you have forgiven this people, from Egypt until now. (14:17–19) 


Yahweh has declared that he will show his power (e.g., Ex. 9:16), and Moses appeals for him to show his power in Numbers 14:17. In Exodus 34:6–7,112 Yahweh announced himself to be all the things Moses quotes back to him in Numbers 14:18, and in petitioning this way Moses is calling for Yahweh to show his greatness by being justly merciful, asking for pardon according to Yahweh’s great mercy, which Yahweh has consistently shown to Israel (14:19). 

Yahweh grants Moses’ request, saying, “I have pardoned, according to your word” (Num. 14:20), and he then goes on to affirm that this pardoning will not keep him from accomplishing his ultimate purpose: “But truly, as I live, all the earth will be filled with the glory of Yahweh” (14:21). This is an explicit declaration of what has been implicit all along, which is that Yahweh’s glory will cover the land as the waters cover the sea.113 It also becomes explicit at this point that Yahweh’s demonstrations of mercy will neither detract from his justice nor keep him from his purpose, and the next words explain how. Mercy will be shown, but it will be a mercy that comes through judgment. Israel will not be wiped out—mercy— but the generation that came out of Egypt will die in the wilderness—judgment (14:22–23, 29). 

The leadership again rebels when 250 chiefs of Israel join with Korah against Moses and Aaron (Num. 16:1–3). Moses declares that theirs is a gathering together against Yahweh (16:11). The glory of Yahweh appears to the congregation (16:19), and Moses and Aaron intercede for Israel (16:20–22). The earth splits and swallows the rebels (16:31–33), a fire consumes 250 men offering incense (16:35), and thus is the word of Moses confirmed that these men despised Yahweh (16:30). Remarkably, the congregation grumbles against Moses and Aaron the next day (16:41)! Again the glory of Yahweh appears to judge the nation, and again Moses and Aaron intercede on behalf of the people (16:42–50). Aaron’s staff buds to show that Yahweh chose him and to stop the grumbling (Numbers 17). Aaron, his sons, and the Levites are to work and keep the tabernacle, “that there may never again be wrath on the people of Israel” (18:5–6). 

The point being made in all these episodes is that Israel is in the presence of Yahweh, and they owe him praise and thanks for what he has done and how he has provided. Grumbling about circumstances, the kind of food, or who is in charge directly attacks the one who sovereignly orchestrated the circumstances, chose this food not that, and appointed the leaders who are in place. Grumbling against Yahweh suggests that what he has brought to pass is not good, or that his choices were not wise, or that he will not be able to do what he has said, or that he has not been faithful to his promises. Yahweh responds to suggestions that he is not faithful, able, wise, and good—which are at the heart of unbelief—with wrathful indignation. He is a consuming fire—even with Moses. 

Numbers 20 is a bleak chapter: Miriam dies, the people need water, Moses strikes the rock, Edom refuses to let Israel pass, then Aaron dies. After Miriam’s death (20:1) the people again assemble against Moses and Aaron because there is no water (20:2–5). The glory of Yahweh again appears, and Yahweh tells Moses to speak to the rock that it may yield water (20:6–8). 

Yahweh said to speak to it. Moses decides to strike it (Num. 20:11). Water comes forth, but Yahweh holds Moses and Aaron accountable for not believing him so as to hallow him before the eyes of the sons of Israel (20:12). There is a direct connection between believing Yahweh, obeying him, and upholding him as holy. The person who refuses to obey Yahweh’s word exalts himself over the expressed will of Yahweh. Judgment falls: Moses will not take the people into the land (20:12). But there is also mercy: the water comes from the rock. And there is glory: for though the people quarreled with Yahweh, “he was hallowed among them” (20:13). 

The importance of obeying Yahweh’s word is seen in the judgment against Moses, and the same is brought into focus when the people are saved from fiery serpents. After they again speak against God and Moses (Num. 21:5), Yahweh sends fiery serpents whose bite is deadly (21:6)—judgment. The people urge Moses to seek mercy from Yahweh, which he does (21:7). Yahweh instructs Moses to make a bronze serpent and set it on a pole, and all who look to it will live when they see it (21:8–9). The narrative teaches that it is not those who rely on their own understanding who find salvation, but those who believe what Yahweh says. Yahweh is again glorified in this salvation through judgment. 

Having defeated Sihon and Og (Num. 21:21–35), Israel arrives on the plains of Moab (22:1), and Balak summons Balaam to curse Israel (22:2–6). Readers of the Torah know that Yahweh promised Abraham that he would bless those who blessed him and curse those who cursed him, and so Balaam’s prospects are not bright. Try as he might, he simply cannot curse Israel. So, in the darkened wisdom of those who know not God, Balaam keeps trying. His first oracle seems to reflect an awareness of the promise to Abraham (Gen. 12:3). Balaam acknowledges the difficulty of cursing those whom God has not cursed, denouncing those whom God has not denounced (Num. 23:8). The promise of innumerable descendants to Abraham (Gen. 13:16) is also echoed in Balaam’s first oracle (Num. 23:10). God’s faithfulness to the promises to Abraham is implicitly affirmed in Balaam’s second try, as he asserts that God is not going to lie or fail to fulfill what he has said (23:19). Balaam is then forced to confess that he cannot overcome Yahweh so as to revoke his blessing (23:20). He goes on to celebrate Yahweh’s bringing Israel out of Egypt (23:22), saying that there is no magic that can stand against what Yahweh has done (23:23). The second and third oracles are concluded with words reminiscent of Jacob’s blessing on Judah (23:24; 24:9; cf. Gen. 49:9). Balak dismisses Balaam in frustration, but this elicits yet another blessing on Israel, ancestral voices prophesying war, speaking of a scepter and a star that will arise out of Jacob to crush the head of the seed of the serpent (Num. 24:17; see table 2.4).114


Balaam fails in his attempt to curse Israel, so instead he incites Israel to wicked idolatry (Num. 31:15–16; 25:1–2). As House observes, “Balak now realizes that Israel can be stopped only if the people stop worshiping Yahweh.”115 Yahweh responds in wrath (25:3), calling for a killing purge (25:4–5). The zeal of Phinehas for Yahweh’s name is yet another example of deliverance—the atonement Phinehas makes (25:13)—coming through judgment as Phinehas spears the flagrant idolaters (25:6–8). These events are followed by the new census in Numbers 26, and the nation is prepared for the taking of the land in the remaining chapters of Numbers (27–36). 

 

5.1 The Center of the Theology of Numbers 

In the wilderness Yahweh judges Israel’s sin, and after judgment falls on a whole generation, the nation arrives on the plains of Moab. Judgment even falls on Moses, who is not permitted to enter the Promised Land because he failed to uphold Yahweh as holy in the eyes of Israel. These judgments fall, but Israel is saved through them. Yahweh judges. Rebels die. Indeed, a generation perishes in the wilderness, but because of the steadfast love of the Lord the nation is not consumed (Lam. 3:22, MT, ESV mg.). Through these judgments Yahweh’s justice shines forth with a severe and painful brightness, but through them all Yahweh mercifully perseveres with his persnickety people. 

Yahweh even turns an attempt of a pagan prophet to curse his people into an opportunity to remind them of his promises. Not only does Yahweh reiterate his promises; he weaves several lines of promise together. Numbers 24:17 refers to a “scepter” and “star” that will arise out of Jacob and “crush the forehead” of Moab. The head crushing alludes to Genesis 3:15, and the “scepter” is reminiscent of the “scepter” that will not depart from Judah (Gen. 49:10). The many references throughout Numbers 22–24 to the impossibility of reversing Yahweh’s blessing on Israel reminds readers of the blessing of Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3). Thus, the Balaam oracles connect the seed of the woman to the blessing of Abraham and the promise of a king from Judah who will judge the enemies of Israel. 

In Numbers, then, Israel is saved through the judgments that fall on them, and the promise of the conquering seed of the woman is reaffirmed. Because of Yahweh’s mercy, Israel continues to enjoy his presence, protection, and provision. In Numbers, the salvation of Israel comes through Yahweh’s judgment of their wickedness, seen chiefly in the generation of corpses that fall in the wilderness. Through exacting justice Israel is mercifully brought to the border of the Promised Land that the land might be filled with the glory of Yahweh. 

 

6. Deuteronomy 

The first mention of loving God in the Bible came in Exodus 20:6, which referred to “those who love” Yahweh and keep his commandments. But the idea of loving God is not elaborated upon until Deuteronomy.116 In Leviticus, Israel is urged to obey Yahweh’s commands on the basis of his identity, the assertion “I am Yahweh” often prefacing or following his commands.117 In Numbers, the God who is a consuming fire purges the wickedness of his people in the wilderness. In Deuteronomy, Moses prepares the people to enter the land.118


The first three chapters of Deuteronomy review Israel’s history from Sinai to the plains of Moab. Deuteronomy 4–11 then seeks to motivate Israel to keep the law. Chapters 12–28 set forth the stipulations of the covenant, and in chapters 29–34 Moses gives his last will and testament.119 As Peter Vogt writes, “At the heart of the Deuteronomic world view is the supremacy of Yahweh. One of the primary goals of the book is to inculcate a sense of total loyalty to him.”120


 

6.1 From Sinai to Moab 

Forty years have passed since the exodus from Egypt (Deut. 1:3). Deuteronomy describes its own contents as Moses’ attempt to explain the Torah (1:5).121 It is important to recognize that the historical review on which Moses takes the people in Deuteronomy 1–3 has the intention of motivating Israel to obey Yahweh.122 Moses recounts Israel’s history that they might learn from their past. 

Reviewing the departure from Sinai (Deut. 1:5–8), the appointment of leaders to help Moses (1:9–18),123 and what happened with the spies sent from Kadeshbarnea (1:19–28) gives Moses an opportunity to tell the new generation what he said at that time: 

 


And I said to you, “Do not tremble, and do not be afraid of them! Yahweh your God is the one who goes before you. He will fight for you, as in all that he did with you in Egypt before your eyes, and in the wilderness which you saw, where Yahweh your God carried you just as a man carries his son, in all the way which you walked until you came to this place.” (1:29–31) 


Moses recounts Israel’s history so that he can remind Israel of both the way that Yahweh has worked on their behalf and the wrong response of the generation that fell in the wilderness: “But in this matter you did not believe in Yahweh your God” (1:32).124 The recounting of these events from Numbers 10–13 affords Moses the opportunity to teach Israel who Yahweh is on the basis of what he has said and done. These events angered Yahweh, and he swore that the evil generation would not inherit the land—Caleb and Joshua excepted (Deut. 1:36, 38). The generation entering the land is also warned not to presume on Yahweh’s grace, for when the wilderness generation tried to repent and obey Yahweh’s command to go up and take the land, the Lord did not go up with them, their enemies defeated them, and Yahweh did not hear their prayers (1:41–45). Moses reminds Israel of the judgment that fell on the wilderness generation that they might learn from the mistakes of their predecessors and be saved through the judgment that fell on them. 

Yahweh’s authority to give Israel the land he has promised is stressed when he tells them not to contend with those whose land he is not giving them: the people of Esau in Seir (Deut. 2:1–8), Moab (2:8–13), and, once the wilderness generation has perished (2:14–16), Ammon (2:17–23). The narrative thus demonstrates that Yahweh is Lord of all lands. He has allotted Israel’s portion to them. This should make Israel confident as they cross into the portion allotted to them by Yahweh, the Lord of all. 

Moses recounts how Yahweh commanded Israel to rise and cross the Valley of Arnon, how he announced that he, Yahweh, had given Sihon, king of Heshbon, into Israel’s hand, and how he promised to put the dread and fear of Israel on all the peoples under heaven, making them tremble when they heard the report of Israel (Deut. 2:24–25). 

Just as Yahweh hardened Pharaoh at the exodus, so he hardened Sihon at the beginning of the conquest (Deut. 2:30). As surely as Yahweh brought Israel out of Egypt, he will bring them into the land he has promised them. Both divine sovereignty and human responsibility are affirmed here: Sihon, literally, “was not willing” to allow Israel to pass. He is responsible for his unwillingness. But there is something behind his unwillingness: Yahweh hardened him. Yahweh’s hardening does not remove Sihon’s responsibility for his unwillingness. 

There is also divine sovereignty and human responsibility in the taking of Sihon’s land. In Deuteronomy 2:31, Yahweh announces that he has given Sihon over to Israel—divine sovereignty. But it is also true that Israel must take possession and occupy his land—human responsibility. Similarly in 2:33, Moses relates, “And Yahweh our God gave him over to us, and we struck him and his sons and all his people.” Yahweh did the giving; Israel did the striking. 

The striking and hardening of Sihon is reminiscent of the exodus. And the striking of Og, king of Bashan, reminds readers of the report of the spies (Num. 13:28), because Og was a giant (Deut. 3:1–11). Neither Pharaoh nor giants can keep Yahweh’s people from the land he is giving them.125 Moses presses home the historical lesson in Deuteronomy 3:21–22: “And I commanded Joshua at that time saying, ‘Your eyes have seen all that Yahweh your God did to these two kings; thus Yahweh will do to all the kingdoms into which you are crossing. Do not fear them, because Yahweh your God, he is the one who fights for you!’” 

The rejected repentance of the wilderness generation (Deut. 1:41–45) teaches Israel to obey the first time Yahweh commands, and Moses’ failed attempt to gain permission to enter the land (3:23–28) functions the same way. Yahweh has shown mercy in response to Moses’ prayers in the past, but he is not obligated to mercy anyone. With respect to entering the land, Yahweh does not show mercy to Moses, even though he appeals to Yahweh’s incomparable greatness (3:24). There is a measure of mercy, though, for while the judgment that Moses not enter the land is upheld, he is allowed to go up to the top of Mount Pisgah and greet it from afar (3:27; cf. Heb. 11:13–16). 

 

6.2 Motivation to Obey 

Before the exposition of the law in Deuteronomy 12–28, Moses seeks to motivate Israel to do the law in chapters 4–11. 

 

6.2.1 Reasons to Obey 

In Deuteronomy 4 Israel is urged to obey because of the way Yahweh judged their disobedience at Baal Peor (4:1–4), because of the good effects and matchless quality of the laws Yahweh has given (4:5–8), because of their frightful experience of Yahweh at Sinai (4:9–24), because of what Yahweh will do to them if they disobey (4:25–31), and because of the unique love Yahweh has shown them (4:32–40). Yahweh has dealt with them the way he has so that they might know him. Yahweh wants them to know that he is God, that there is no other (4:35, 39), and therefore they should obey (4:40). As Vogt notes, “The emphasis is on Israel’s unique experience of Yahweh’s nearness and their status as recipients of Torah. . . . It is through Torah that Yahweh’s nearness is experienced by Israel.”126 It would be difficult to imagine a more compelling case for love-driven law keeping than the one made by Moses in Deuteronomy 4. 

 

6.2.2 Out of the Midst of the Fire 

The experience of Yahweh at Sinai is recounted in Deuteronomy 5. Yahweh spoke to Israel “face to face at the mountain, from the midst of the fire” (Deut. 5:4). Moses stood between Yahweh and the people (5:5), and Yahweh announced his identity (5:6), then spoke the Ten Commandments (5:7–18, ET 7–21). Again, the most significant thing about the Ten Commandments is Yahweh himself.127 Moses reviews how the people confessed that they had seen Yahweh’s “glory and greatness” (5:21, ET 24), expressed fear that continual exposure to Yahweh would consume them (5:22, ET 25), and asked Moses to go hear everything Yahweh had to say and report back to them, promising obedience (5:24, ET 27). 

 

6.2.3 Israel’s Heart Problem 

Yahweh agrees to this arrangement (Deut. 5:25, ET 28), and his response to the willingness of the people to obey (5:26, ET 29) picks up a key theme in biblical theology. Readers of the Bible see that something is wrong with the human heart as early as Genesis 6:5, where Yahweh, who knows the hearts of all men, sees that “every inclination of the reckonings of [man’s] heart is only evil all the time.” Knowing this, Yahweh responds to Israel’s professed willingness to obey with the words, “Who will give that their hearts might be like this, to fear me and to keep all my commandments always?” (Deut. 5:26, ET 29).128 Later in the canon, Yahweh will answer the question “who will give” through Ezekiel’s promise that Yahweh will give a new heart to his people (Ezek. 36:26; cf. Jer. 32:39). The theme of the heart problem in Deuteronomy is addressed almost immediately after this, when Moses tells the Israelites, “And these words which I command you today shall be upon your hearts” (Deut. 6:4). Later in the canon, apparently in response to Israel’s inability to keep these words on their hearts, Yahweh promises through Jeremiah that he, Yahweh, will write the Torah on the hearts of his people (Jer. 31:33). 

The heart problem comes up again in Deuteronomy 10:16, when Moses calls on Israel, “Circumcise the foreskin of your heart and stiffen your neck no more.” The second phrase exposits the first—the call to circumcise one’s heart is a call to cease resisting the authority of Yahweh. But this is something that Israel cannot do to herself, which Moses recognizes in Deuteronomy 29:3 (ET 4), “To this day, Yahweh has not given to you a heart to know and eyes to see and ears to hear.”129 Yahweh alone can remedy this problem: “Yahweh your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your seed to love Yahweh your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live” (Deut. 30:6).130 Deuteronomy 30:6 makes plain that the circumcision of the heart enables one to love Yahweh. 

We saw above in Deuteronomy 10:16 that the circumcision of the heart would make Israel willing to submit to Yahweh’s authority (“stiffen your neck no more”). This indicates that heart circumcision equips people with a volitional ability to love and submit to Yahweh, a reality that seems to have been recognized by Jeremiah, who wrote, “To whom shall I speak and testify, that they may hear? Behold, they are uncircumcised of ears, and they are not able to listen. Behold, the word of Yahweh is for reproach to them; they do not delight in it” (Jer. 6:10). Those who do not have circumcised ears are not able to listen, but they do hear—enough for the word to be a reproach to them. In other words, they hear the word physically, but “they do not delight in it.” They cannot hear it in the sense that they do not perceive its beauty: it is a reproach to them (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14). These observations lead me to the conclusion that the ability provided by heart circumcision is equivalent to the ability provided by the new birth.131


The verse that immediately precedes Deuteronomy 30:6, where Yahweh promises to circumcise the hearts of his people, indicates that this will happen after the nation is exiled. When Yahweh brings the people back from all the places he has scattered them for breaking the covenant (30:5), then he will circumcise their hearts (30:6). 

This means that Deuteronomy 30:6, Jeremiah 32:29, and Ezekiel 36:26 all point to a day in the future. Nevertheless, there is evidence that there were people under the old covenant who did delight in the law of the Lord (see Psalm 119), which indicates that there has always been “a remnant according to the election of grace” (cf. Rom. 11:5). 

 

6.2.4 Life under Law 

A new direction is opened up when Moses begins to appeal to love as a motivation for obedience in his address to the nation on the plains of Moab. Again and again Moses urges Israel to love Yahweh and obey his commands.132 When we stop to ask whether anyone would love one of the fearsome deities described in other ancient Near Eastern texts, whether any Greek or Roman would love Zeus or any other member of the pantheon, we see that while those other deities are imagined as awe inspiring, terrifying, even grand, there is none like Yahweh. What other god actually loves his people and instructs them to love him? 

Obedience to Yahweh will result in blessing (Deut. 6:1–3), and Israel is to love Yahweh alone, with his word on their hearts (6:4–6).133 Having the word on the heart is to issue in teaching it to the children in and through daily routines (6:7). The Torah is to guide Israel’s actions and function as the grid through which they view the world: “And you shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes” (6:8). The Torah is to adorn their homes (6:9). 

When they enjoy the prosperity of the Promised Land, Israel’s adherence to Torah will show their devotion to him (Deut. 6:10–13). If they go after other gods, Yahweh will destroy them (6:14–15). The terms are clearly set, and the warning of possible judgment is to lead them to salvation. They should not put Yahweh to the test, since they have seen his faithfulness to his word in the past (6:16–19). They are to remember their history (6:20–24), and their obedience to the law will produce a Phinehas-like righteousness (6:25; cf. 9:4–6). 

Yahweh chose Israel because they were unimpressive (Deut. 7:6–7), because he loves them and will keep the oath he swore to their fathers (7:8).134 Therefore they are to know Yahweh, who is everything he declared himself to be in Exodus 34:6–7, which is alluded to in Deuteronomy 7:9–10.135 Faithfulness to Yahweh is the path to blessing and triumph (7:11–16). Israel is not to fear any of the peoples they will face in the land because Yahweh is with them (7:17–26). 

This section of Deuteronomy seeks to motivate Israel to obey the Torah, and the strategy employed in chapters 8 through 10 is to remind Israel of their history of disobedience. Yahweh humbled Israel in the wilderness to know their hearts (Deut. 8:2). He sustained them with manna, something they did not anticipate, to teach them to rely upon his word (8:3). As a father disciplines his son, so Yahweh disciplined Israel in the desert (8:5). The land promised to them is an Edenic place of brooks and streams, milk and honey (8:7–9).136 Israel is to bless Yahweh for this land (8:10). They are not to forget the way Yahweh saved them through the judgment he wrought against Egypt (8:11–14), nor are they to forget the way he saved them through his judgment on their wickedness, judgments of fiery serpents and thirsty ground where there was no water (8:15–16). If they exalt themselves in their own thinking and do not remember Yahweh, then just as Yahweh is judging the nations of the land, he will judge them (8:17–20). This threat of judgment is meant to preserve them in salvation. 

Moses calls on Israel to know that Yahweh is a consuming fire who will destroy Israel’s most intimidating enemies (Deut. 9:1–3), and the Israelites are to know that God is judging the wicked nations he is driving out before them (9:4–5). Israel is not receiving the land because they are righteous; they are stubborn (9:6). They are to remember the way they provoked Yahweh from Egypt to Moab (9:7). The incident with the golden calf at Sinai is recounted (9:8–21), as are Israel’s other rebellions (9:22–24). When Moses narrates the way he interceded for Israel (9:25–29), we see again that he appealed to Yahweh on the basis of Yahweh’s character: Yahweh must be faithful to the promises he made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (9:27); he must protect his reputation in Egypt (9:28); and he must hold fast his heritage, the people he redeemed through his mighty acts (9:26, 29).137


After rehearsing God’s mercy in the second set of tablets (Deut. 10:1–5, 10–11), the death of Aaron (10:6), the journey (10:7), and the setting apart of the tribe of Levi (10:8–9), the call to obedience to Torah culminates in one of the most beautiful passages in the Bible: Deuteronomy 10:12–22. 

What Yahweh requires of Israel is summarized in Deuteronomy 10:12–13. They are to walk in his ways, love him, and serve him with all they are, and the way they are to do this is by keeping the commandments and statutes Moses is giving them for their good. Verse 14 asserts Yahweh’s authority to make these demands: “Behold, to Yahweh your God belong the heavens of the heavens, the earth and all that is in it” (10:14). Yahweh is the Lord of all, and he has chosen Israel “above all the peoples” (10:15). On the basis of this, their unique position in Yahweh’s cosmic purposes, Israel is called to circumcise their hearts and stiffen their necks no more (10:16), “for Yahweh your God, he is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, mighty, and fearsome God, who shows no partiality and takes no bribes” (10:17). Knowing Yahweh as the one who does justice for the orphan and the widow, who loves and provides for the sojourner, should prompt Israel to do likewise (10:18–19). Israel is to fear Yahweh, serve him, cleave to him, and swear by his name (10:20). Yahweh is to be the central reality of their existence. He is to be the most relevant thing in their lives. He is their praise, their God, who has done magnificent and fearsome things for them, making a small tribe into a myriad of people (10:21–22). 

Israel is called to love Yahweh (Deut. 11:1), consider what he did in Egypt (11:2–7), and obey the good law in the good land that they might enjoy the good life (11:8–15). If they follow other gods, they will perish (11:16–17). As in Deuteronomy 6:6–9, Israel is urged to put these words Moses is giving them on their hearts, in their souls, on their hands, before their eyes. They are constantly to discuss them, adorn their homes with obedience to them, and enjoy the way that Yahweh will keep his promises (11:18–25). Before moving to the stipulations themselves, Moses makes clear what is at stake. He sets before Israel the consequence and the reward, the blessing and the curse. Blessing will follow obedience as cursing will follow disobedience. Therefore, Israel should obey (11:26–32). 

 

6.3 The Covenant Stipulations 

Yahweh is the supreme reality in the universe, and in Deuteronomy 12–26 he sets forth the stipulations to the covenant between himself and Israel. They will be blessed beyond anything they can imagine if they obey but frightfully cursed if they do not. The promise of the curse is meant to motivate obedience. Israel is to be saved through the promise of judgment for the glory of Yahweh. If they are not, they will be judged, and there will be a salvation that will come through the judgment of the exile, as Deuteronomy 4:25–31 and 30:1–10 indicate. In between are the laws by which Israel is to live. 

There is a sense in which everything that follows the recital of the Ten Commandments in chapter 5 serves to exposit those ten words. Broadly speaking, all of Deuteronomy 6–25 can be understood as a development of the Ten Commandments, as table 2.16 shows.138


 

Table 2.16. Deuteronomy’s Exposition of the Ten Commandments 

 

	Commandment
	Chapters in Deuteronomy and Exposition

	1. No other gods
	6–11, love and worship Yahweh

	2. No idols
	12–13, central sanctuary and false gods

	3. Name
	13–14, holiness to Yahweh

	4. Sabbath
	14–16, periodic duties

	5. Parents
	16–18, authority: judge, king, priest, and prophet

	6. Murder
	19–22, life and law

	7. Adultery
	22–23, regulations on sexuality

	8. Theft
	23–25, property

	9. False testimony
	24–25, truthfulness

	10. Coveting
	25, unselfish levirate marriage


 

Yahweh is to be dearer to Israel than the convenience of worshiping where they please (Deuteronomy 12).139 Anyone who seeks to lead Israel away from Yahweh through false prophecy—be that person brother, son, daughter, wife of one’s bosom or soul-mate friend—the person is to be stoned to death (Deuteronomy 13). Israel is to be distinct, set apart to Yahweh, and this will be reflected in what they do with their hair, their food, their money, and their calendar (Deuteronomy 14–15). They are to worship Yahweh as he has prescribed and no other way, appearing before him three times a year at the place he chooses to set his name (Deuteronomy 16–17). Israel’s leaders, judges, kings, priests, and prophets, serve at Yahweh’s pleasure and according to his instructions (Deut. 16:18–18:22).140 Yahweh gives Israel cities of refuge (Deuteronomy 19), instructions for warfare (Deuteronomy 20–21), instructions concerning human sexuality (Deuteronomy 22), regulations for keeping the camp clean (Deuteronomy 23), laws for marriage and divorce (Deuteronomy 24), instructions for levirate marriage (Deuteronomy 25), instructions for tithes and offerings (Deuteronomy 26), and many other things. Peter Vogt states, “At the core of Deuteronomy is a theology of the supremacy of Yahweh, expressed in the life of Israel through adherence to Torah.”141


Adherence to these laws will result in Yahweh’s protection and blessing. Transgression of them results in judgment. An intimate acquaintance with the laws of the Torah is assumed by later narrators of the Old Testament. The Torah is the standard by which later narratives measure, whether they say that is what they are doing or not. The intellectual furniture of the Old Testament worldview is built and arranged by the laws of Torah, revealed by Yahweh. 

Deuteronomy 27–28 recounts the blessings and cursings that attend the Torah. If Israel breaks the covenant, they will be exiled from the land, scattered among all nations (Deut. 28:64). Moses is remarkably explicit about Yahweh’s emotions in this: “And it shall be that just as Yahweh rejoiced over you, to cause good for you and to multiply you, so Yahweh will rejoice over you to consume you and destroy you and pull you up from the land where you are entering there to possess it” (28:63). Once again, the intention of this frightful announcement of the pleasure Yahweh will take in doing justice is to promote obedience. 

 

6.4 Moses’ Last Will and Testament 

After all that was said to motivate obedience in Deuteronomy 4–11, and after the gracious giving of the Torah in Deuteronomy 12–26, obedience would seem to be a reasonable consequence. Reason alone, however, does not govern the human heart. Sin never makes sense. In order to obey, one must have a circumcised heart. Circumcision of the heart, however, is not something one does to oneself. One must be given what one needs by Yahweh himself, and Moses declares to Israel that Yahweh has not given them the kind of heart they need (Deut. 29:3, ET 4). 

Moses reminds Israel of what Yahweh has done for them (Deut. 29:4–8, ET 5–9), informs them that they are entering into sworn covenant with Yahweh (29:9–14, ET 10–15), and reminds them of how they lived in Egypt and the idols they have seen on the way to the land (29:15–16, ET 16–17). From there Moses warns Israel against apostasy and declares to them that Yahweh will bring on them “all the curses written in this book” (29:19, ET 20; cf. 29:17–19, ET 18–20). 

As Moses commences to tell Israel what will happen if they break the covenant, it is almost as though he is prophesying what will happen when they break the covenant (Deut. 29:20–27, ET 21–28). Noteworthy here is the way that Moses describes the glory Yahweh will get from other nations when he judges Israel. The other nations will ask why Yahweh has destroyed his land, what has caused “the burning of this great wrath” (29:23, ET 24). The answer will be that Israel broke the covenant and worshiped gods not allotted to them (29:24–25, ET 25–26). “And Yahweh’s anger burned against this land to bring upon it all the curses written in this book; and Yahweh uprooted them from the land in anger and in fury and in great wrath, and he cast them to another land as it is this day” (29:27, ET 28). Other nations will understand that Yahweh is holy when he judges Israel. They will, as this text shows, confess the righteous judgment of Yahweh against covenant-breaking Israel when he sends them into exile. 

Remarkably, Deuteronomy 29:28 (ET 29) seems to acknowledge both the mysterious purposes of Yahweh with which the people are being confronted and the opportunity to avoid the fate being promised to them if they disobey. I take the reference to “the secret things” that “belong to Yahweh our God” in the first half of Deuteronomy 29:28 (ET 29) to refer to Yahweh’s sovereign plan in which Israel will experience everything Moses is describing; this will become clearer in the first verse of chapter 30. The rest of Deuteronomy 29:28 (ET 29), however, states that the things that are revealed belong to Israel and the children of Israel that they may obey the law. In other words, the prophecy of what will happen if/when Israel transgresses the covenant is given in order to motivate Israel to keep the covenant. 

It is not as though Israel has no chance. They are receiving fair warning. It is not as though they are robots. They will choose what they want. It is not as though they are being asked to do something that is beyond human capacity. The word is near them, in their mouths and hearts so they can do it (Deut. 30:14). But they will not do it. They do not have the heart to do it (29:3, ET 4). In spite of all the history of what Yahweh has done for them (Deuteronomy 1–3), in spite of all of Moses’ rhetorical brilliance in seeking to motivate them to keep the law (Deuteronomy 4–11), in spite of the straightforward revelation of what it is they are to do (Deuteronomy 12–28), Israel will break the covenant. Yahweh knows this (31:16–21), and because Yahweh warns him of it, Moses knows it too (31:27–29). 

But there is hope beyond the judgment. And here it seems that Yahweh’s secret things are the reasons he has—reasons only he knows—for working history such that he will get glory in salvation through judgment. We read in Deuteronomy 30:1–3, 

 


And it shall be when all these things come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have set before you and you return to your heart among all the nations where Yahweh your God has driven you, and you return to Yahweh your God, and you listen to his voice according to all that I am commanding you today, you and your sons, with all your heart and with all your soul, then Yahweh will return your captivity and have mercy on you, and he will turn and gather you from all the people where Yahweh your God scattered you. 


Here the warning of punishment described in chapter 29 is treated as a prophecy, and Moses declares that after exile will come restoration to the land. This, however, will be a supernatural return, for the exiles will be gathered from the end of heaven (30:4), Israel will be more prosperous and more numerous than ever (30:5), and Yahweh himself will circumcise their hearts (30:6a). As a result of Yahweh’s heart-circumcising work, the people will love Yahweh and live (30:6b). Through the judgment will come salvation. 

Israel has a genuine choice between life and death, blessing and curse (Deut. 30:11–18), and heaven and earth are witness to the covenant between Yahweh and his people (30:19). Israel is urged to choose life, to love Yahweh, to cleave fast to him (30:19–20). They have a real choice, but their “chooser” will always select sin because Yahweh has not given them the heart they need (29:3, ET 4). But they will make their choice, and they will be judged for the rightness or wrongness of the choice they make. The fact that Yahweh promises to change their chooser by circumcising their hearts does not remove their responsibility for the choice they will make. Nor does it make Yahweh unjust if he chooses not to change their chooser, or if he chooses only to change the choosers of those he chooses. People are responsible. And Yahweh is sovereign. 

Yahweh will go before Israel (Deut. 31:3), with them never to leave nor forsake (31:6). Joshua is charged to be strong and courageous (31:7–8, 14, 23). Yahweh appears in a pillar of cloud and prophesies that Israel will whore after other gods and break his covenant (31:16). He declares that he will be angry, forsake them, and hide his face, and that evil will come upon them (31:17–18). He instructs Moses to teach a song to Israel as a witness against them (31:19). 

The song of Moses calls heaven and earth to witness (Deut. 32:1) and proclaims the name of Yahweh (32:3). Yahweh is the Rock who is faithful, just, perfect, and upright (32:4), but the people have dealt corruptly against him (32:5). Yahweh’s love to Israel is recounted (32:6–14), as are the abominations with which Israel repaid his kindness (32:15–18). Yahweh will judge Israel, and part of the judgment is the promise to provoke Israel to jealousy by those who are no people (32:21, cf. 19–26). Yahweh’s concern for his own reputation, and his concern that Israel’s enemies not boast over him, will prompt him to mercy (32:27). Israel will be saved through judgment for the glory of God. Israel’s folly is announced, the folly of failing to respond appropriately to Yahweh (32:28–33). Like the secret things that belong to Yahweh (29:28, ET 29), this too is stored up with Yahweh, sealed in his storehouse (32:34). Vengeance is Yahweh’s, the foot of those who disregard him will slide in due time (32:35), and Yahweh will judge his people and be satisfied against his servants (32:36). He will taunt the folly of worshiping other gods (32:37–38), and he declares that he alone is God—none beside him; he kills and makes alive, wounds and heals, and none can deliver from his hand (32:39). 

Yahweh raises his hand and swears that he will judge (Deut. 32:40–42), but after the promise of judgment is a promise to avenge the blood of his children and atone for their land (32:43). Through the judgment comes salvation. All of this is a warning from Moses to Israel (32:46). Through this word—and the fear of Yahweh it engenders—they will live long in the land they are crossing the Jordan to possess. 

Yahweh then commands Moses to go up on Mount Nebo and die because he acted unfaithfully against Yahweh and did not treat Yahweh as holy (Deut. 32:48–51). The death of Moses functions as a seal on all that he has announced to Israel. Yahweh will keep his word, and Moses’ own death outside the land is proof of it.142 Israel is to understand that Moses died outside the land because he did not believe Yahweh’s word and treat Yahweh as holy, and they should learn from his death. Their salvation is to come through the judgment that falls on Moses. 

Moses blesses the twelve tribes of Israel (Deuteronomy 33), ascends Mount Nebo, sees the land, and dies (34:1–5). Yahweh buries him (34:6), Israel mourns him (34:8), and though Joshua is full of the spirit of wisdom because Moses laid his hands on him (34:9), no prophet like Moses has arisen when the closing words of Deuteronomy are put down (34:10–12).143


 

6.5 The Center of the Theology of Deuteronomy 

Yahweh’s glory is the central reality of Deuteronomy. It is Yahweh who has saved Israel through the judgment of their enemies (Deuteronomy 1–3). It is ultimately Yahweh whose compelling existence is to motivate obedience (Deuteronomy 4) to the law he revealed when Israel heard his voice out of the midst of the fire on the mountaintop (Deuteronomy 5). It is Yahweh that Israel is to love (Deuteronomy 6–11), Yahweh Israel is to serve (Deuteronomy 12–28), and it is Yahweh who must give them the heart they need (29:3, ET 4; 30:6). Yahweh has the secret things to himself (29:28, ET 29), laid up with him, sealed in his storehouses (32:34). Israel will break Yahweh’s covenant (30:1; 31:16–32:42), but Yahweh will restore them through the judgment he visits upon them (30:2–10; 32:43). There is none like Yahweh, God of Jeshurun (33:26), who is glorified in salvation through judgment in the manifestation of his justice and his mercy. 

 

7. The Center of the Theology of the Torah 

From the garden to the plains of Moab, the Torah proclaims the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Yahweh speaks the world with a word, and it is. When his word is broken, the creation itself is subjected to futility. In the judgment, though, comes a hint of a future salvation. Some few hold to that hint, and the hints and promises grow, waiting for the day when the seed of the woman arises to crush the head of the serpent and his seed. Sailhamer proposes that “the big idea of the Pentateuch is ‘the importance of living by faith.’”144 I agree that the Pentateuch teaches its audience to live by faith, but I think this stops one step short of the center of its theology. The faith the Pentateuch teaches is faith in a God who is just and merciful, and it is not faith that is ultimate but God’s glory in the salvation through judgment he will accomplish. 

The Torah gives the truth about the real world. It furnishes the framework through which life is to be read. All experience is to be interpreted in light of Torah. The central reality of this all-interpreting word is the one who proclaims his own name, putting his goodness on display, showing his glory to Moses, defining himself as patient, steadfast in love, merciful, unconstrained, exacting in justice and thorough in its execution (Ex. 34:6–7). 

The Torah is a story of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. He will save his people by judging their enemies, and he will judge the sin of his people, saving them through the purifying judgment of exile. When he triumphs over the enemies of his people, he will be glorified for his matchless might. When he saves his people from their own wicked hearts, he will be glorified because he is mighty to save. No force in the wicked hearts of people, no power in heaven or earth, will keep him from winning for himself a people for his name. At the center of the theology of the Torah is the truth that God will be glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 


. . . And all who heard should see them there, 
And all should cry, Beware! Beware! 
His flashing eyes, his floating hair! 


Weave a circle round him thrice, 


And close your eyes with holy dread . . . 


—Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Kubla Khan” 


 

8. Appendix: Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings 

This list of verses (all texts here ESV) tracing the influence of Exodus 34:6–7 is “font coded,” meaning that corresponding elements are all placed in a similar kind of font. Here is a key from the constituent thoughts of Exodus 34:6–7:

 

	Bold
	references to "Yahweh God": The LORD, THE LORD, a God

	Grey
	Yahweh passing before

	Italics
	Yahweh as merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness

	Helvetica
	Yahweh's steadfast love for thousands

	SMALL CAPS
	Yahweh as FORGIVING INIQUITY AND TRANSGRESSION AND SIN

	Underlining
	Yahweh who will by no means clear the guilty

	ALL CAPS 
	Yahweh VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS ON THE CHILDREN AND THE CHILDREN'S CHILDREN, TO THE THIRD AND THE FOURTH GENERATION


 

8.1 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law 

 


You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS ON THE CHILDREN TO THE THIRD AND THE FOURTH GENERATION of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments. “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” (Ex. 20:5–7) 



The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS ON THE CHILDREN AND THE CHILDREN’S CHILDREN, TO THE THIRD AND THE FOURTH GENERATION.” (Ex. 34:6–7) 



The Lord is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, forgiving iniquity and transgression, but he will by no means clear the guilty, VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS ON THE CHILDREN, TO THE THIRD AND THE FOURTH GENERATION. (Num. 14:18) 



You shall not bow down to them or serve them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, VISITING THE INIQUITY OF THE FATHERS ON THE CHILDREN TO THE THIRD AND FOURTH GENERATION of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments. “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” (Deut. 5:9–11) 



Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments, to a thousand generations, and repays to their face those who hate him, by destroying them. He will not be slack with one who hates him. He will repay him to his face. (Deut. 7:9–10) 



 


8.2 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Prophets 

 


     I will recount the steadfast love of the Lord,


        the praises of the Lord, 


     according to all that the Lord has granted us, 


        and the great goodness to the house of Israel


      that he has granted them according to his compassion, 


        according to the abundance of his steadfast love. (Isa. 63:7) 


 

You show steadfast love to thousands, but you REPAY THE GUILT OF FATHERS TO THEIR CHILDREN AFTER THEM, O great and mighty God, whose name is the Lord of hosts. (Jer. 32:18) 

 

And I will betroth you to me forever. I will betroth you to me in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love and in mercy. I will betroth you to me in faithfulness. And you shall know the Lord. (Hos. 2:19–20) 

 


        “. . . and rend your hearts and not your garments.”


      Return to the Lord your God


        for he is gracious and merciful, 


     slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love;


         and he relents over disaster. (Joel 2:13) 


 

And he prayed to the Lord and said, “O Lord, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster.” (Jonah 4:2) 

 


     Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity 


        and passing over transgression 
         for the remnant of his inheritance? 


     He does not retain his anger forever, 


        because he delights in steadfast love. (Mic. 7:18) 


     The Lord is a jealous and avenging God; 


        the Lord is avenging and wrathful; 


     the Lord takes vengeance on his adversaries


        and keeps wrath for his enemies. 


     The Lord is slow to anger and great in power,


        and the Lord will by no means clear the guilty.


     His way is in whirlwind and storm,


        and the clouds are the dust of his feet. (Nah. 1:2–3) 


 

8.3 Exodus 34:6–7 in the Writings 

 


     But you, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, 
         slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. 
                     (Ps. 86:15) 



     The Lord is merciful and gracious,
         slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (Ps. 103:8) 



     He has caused his wondrous works to be remembered; 
         the Lord is gracious and merciful. (Ps. 111:4) 



     The Lord is gracious and merciful, 
         slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. (Ps. 145:8) 


But you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and did not forsake them. (Neh. 9:17) 

Nevertheless, in your great mercies you did not make an end of them or forsake them, for you are a gracious and merciful God. 

Now, therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love, let not all the hardship seem little to you that has come upon us, upon our kings, our princes, our priests, our prophets, our fathers, and all your people, since the time of the kings of Assyria until this day. (Neh. 9:31–32) 

For if you return to the Lord, your brothers and your children will find compassion with their captors and return to this land. For the Lord your God is gracious and merciful and will not turn away his face from you, if you return to him. (2 Chron. 30:9) 

 


8.4 Less Certain Allusions 

8.4.1 In the Law 

 

And he said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name ‘The Lord.’ And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.” (Ex. 33:19) 

For the Lord your God is a merciful God. He will not leave you or destroy you or forget the covenant with your fathers that he swore to them. (Deut. 4:31) 

 

8.4.2 In the Prophets 

 

    For my name’s sake I defer my anger, 
                for the sake of my praise I restrain it for you, 
                that I may not cut you off. (Isa. 48:9) 

    “For a brief moment I deserted you, 
                but with great compassion I will gather you.
            In overflowing anger for a moment 
                I hid my face from you,
            but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you,” 
                says the Lord, your Redeemer. (Isa. 54:7–8) 

 

     O Lord, you know;
                remember me and VISIT me,
                and take vengeance for me on my persecutors. 

     In your forbearance take me not away; 
                know that for your sake I bear reproach. (Jer. 15:15) 

 

8.4.3 In the Writings 

 

    Yet he, being compassionate,
                atoned for their iniquity 
                and did not destroy them; 

    he restrained his anger often 
                and did not stir up all his wrath. (Ps. 78:38) 

 

    For you, O Lord, are good and forgiving,
                 abounding in steadfast love to all who call upon you. 
                (Ps. 86:5; cf. also 106:7, 45) 

 

    O Lord our God, you answered them;
                you were a forgiving God to them, 
                 but an avenger of their wrongdoings. (Ps. 99:8) 

 

    Light dawns in the darkness for the upright;
                 he is gracious, merciful, and righteous. (Ps. 112:4) 

 

    Gracious is the Lord, and righteous; 
                our God is merciful. (Ps. 116:5) 

 

I prayed to the Lord my God and made confession, saying, “O Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments . . .” (Dan. 9:4) 

 

And I said, “O Lord God of heaven, the great and awesome God who keeps covenant and steadfast love with those who love him and keep his commandments . . .” (Neh. 1:5) 
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DELIVER US

[image: ]

 

 

Our enemy, our captor is no pharaoh on the Nile

Our toil is neither mud nor brick nor sand

Our ankles bear no calluses from chains, yet Lord, we're bound

Imprisoned here, we dwell in our own land

 

Our sins they are more numerous than all the lambs we slay

 These shackles they were made with our own hands . . .

 

Deliver us, deliver us

 Oh Yahweh, hear our cry

 And gather us beneath your wings tonight

 

—Andrew Peterson, from the album
 "Behold the Lamb of God," used by permission

  
 

 

Chapter 3
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God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment

IN THE PROPHETS


 
1. Introduction

The three sections of the Old Testament (Law, Prophets, and Writings) each begin with an emphasis on the power of the word of God.1 At the beginning of the Torah, Genesis opens with God speaking the world into being, each new aspect of creation ignited by the explosive phrase “and God said” (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 28, 29). In Joshua, the first book of the Prophets, Yahweh charges Moses’ replacement, for whom the book is named, not to let the Torah depart from his mouth. He is to meditate on it day and night, to keep and do it all, that he may be “prosperous and successful” (Josh. 1:8). These words are echoed in the first lines of the first book of the Writings, where Psalm 1 pronounces a blessing on the man who meditates on the Torah of Yahweh day and night (Ps. 1:2), promising that whatever he does will “prosper” (1:3). The Torah opens with Yahweh speaking, and the Prophets and the Writings begin by pointing to the necessity of meditating on Yahweh’s words day and night.

The Lord’s word is his standard of judgment, and reliance upon that word leads to salvation. The Prophets and the Writings advocate the way of prosperity (Josh. 1:8; Ps. 1:3), but that path does not wind its way toward the economic wisdom of the day. It is the path of constant meditation on the word of Yahweh.

He is honored when his people keep his word, and the primacy of his word is emphasized at the beginning of each major section of the Old Testament. That word has an overarching message. The thesis of this chapter is that if the Bible were likened to a multisyllabic term, its controlling syllable would be the glory of God in salvation through judgment. This chapter will seek to show from the Prophets how the accent on this syllable controls the pronunciation and meaning of the word of God. 

The section of the Old Testament referred to as the Prophets falls into two parts, the Former Prophets and the Latter Prophets. The Former Prophets, Joshua through Kings, present the narrative story line that continues the plot begun in the Pentateuch. This plot begins with the conquest of the land and ends with the exile from it. Most of the Latter Prophets, Isaiah through Zephaniah, provide poetic commentary on events narrated in the Former Prophets, particularly 1–2 Kings.2 At the end of 2 Kings the nation goes into exile, and the narrative story line later resumes in the Writings with Esther–Chronicles. The remaining Latter Prophets—Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi—address the post-exilic situation described in Esther–Chronicles. 

 
Table 3.1. The Prophets and the Exile 

[image: 24]


The theological center of the Prophets is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The macro-level story is one that narrates Israel entering the land, visiting Yahweh’s justice on the wicked inhabitants of the land only to do evil themselves in the eyes of Yahweh, being judged and delivered through a series of chastisements, and ultimately suffering the climactic judgment of exile from the land. Through the judgment of the exile, however, comes a purging that leads to salvation. Yahweh glorifies himself in his justice and his steadfast mercy. The stories and oracles that tell this overarching story will be discussed in two groups below, first the Former Prophets, then the commentary thereon in the Latter Prophets. 

 
2. The Former Prophets: Joshua–Kings 

The wilderness generation perished outside the land, and through that judgment a new generation prepares to enter the land. With the wicked purged from their midst, once they cross the Jordan, God’s people take the land through the judgment they visit upon the enemies of God. Then, just as a Pharaoh arose who did not know Joseph, a generation of Israelites arises who do not know Yahweh and Joshua (Judg. 2:7, 10). Once Joshua and his elders die, the nation enters the period of the judges. Yahweh uses other nations to judge Israel’s sin, and then he raises up deliverers, who save Israel by visiting justice upon her oppressors. The period of the judges ends when Israel rejects Yahweh from being king over them and asks for a king like all the nations, which is exactly what they get in Saul. Once Saul comes under judgment, the Lord mercifully raises up David to shepherd his people. David’s sin with Bathsheba points the nation in the direction of exile. Solomon builds the temple, but David’s sinful infidelity is exaggerated by Solomon, whose many wives turn his heart away from Yahweh. The kingdom is rent asunder after Solomon’s death, and Yahweh’s patience and mercy are displayed throughout the nation’s slow march toward the purging punishment of the exile. 

 
2.1 The Former Prophets Book by Book 

In the book of Joshua, Moses’ appointed successor leads the people into the Promised Land. Israel takes the land (Joshua 1–11), then apportions it to the twelve tribes (12–24). The book of Joshua shows much of what was announced in Torah, particularly in Deuteronomy, being fulfilled, while the stage is cleared of Canaanites for the drama of Israel’s life in the land. The nature of the conquest—the inhabitants of Canaan being placed entirely under the ban— forcefully communicates the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The total destruction of the inhabitants of the land is just only if the deity who calls for such a measure is worthy of all honor. If Yahweh’s worth is not so great that those who reject him have committed a crime that cries out for infinite justice, then the zero-tolerance policy against the people of the land is a brutal, unjust, egomaniacal atrocity.3 But Yahweh’s policies are not like those of mere men, whose importance does not warrant the slaughter of their opponents. Nor is this a kind of immature self-centered phase that Yahweh eventually grows out of when he decides to be nice and send his Son, Jesus. Rather, the ban on the Canaanites heralds the infinite majesty of the justice of Yahweh, whose holiness demands perfect loyalty, whose worth is such that anything less than absolute allegiance defiles unto death. The conquest of Canaan enacts the glory of God’s justice against those who look to worthless things to be for them what only God can be for them. This justice against the inhabitants of Canaan is intended to deliver Israel from the deleterious influence of idolaters and give them the land that has been promised. Yahweh commissioned Adam and Eve to “fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28), and in Joshua 18:1, the sons of Israel assemble in Shiloh and “the land was subdued before them.”4

Judges takes up the story, and whereas Joshua succeeded Moses, no one succeeds Joshua. Moreover, the music of Joshua had some scattered notes in a dark, foreboding, minor key. These tones stated that not all the land was conquered, nor were all its inhabitants put to the ban. In Judges it is as though the music has been transposed into this frightful minor key as the statements in Joshua about the remaining people of the land are stacked up in summary form in Judges 1. If Adam was undone by one unclean serpent, the presence of so many unclean seed of the serpent bodes ill for the seed of the woman. The minor key melody of Judges sounds the glory of the justice of Jehovah, who does not spare the rod with Israel, his unfaithful son. Yahweh’s fatherly chastisement of his wayward child makes meaningful the mercy he shows his people when they cry out to him. Judges depicts a progressive deterioration of the situation in Israel, but near the end a new note begins to be sounded. This new note is reminiscent of tones heard earlier in the grand symphonic poem of Israel’s Scriptures. It recalls the promise to Abraham that he would sire kings (Gen. 17:6) and to Judah that he would hold the ruler’s staff (Gen. 49:9–11). This note is rich and layered with Balaam’s words of a scepter and star that would arise in Israel (Num. 24:17). And this is no haphazard note; it finds its place in the music with the elegance of mathematical precision—ordered as it is by the Mosaic instructions regarding Israel’s king (Deut. 17:14–20). This note sounds that in those days there was no king in Israel, and when this note of explanation is joined to the melodic song of Judges, the listener is haunted by the hope of the ravishing beauty of what might be. 

That beauty is approximated in the story of Samuel, but not in the way the world expects. God judges all human pride and presumption based on worldly estimations of beauty, and he hears the humble who cry to him. The proud are consumed in the flames of God’s justice, and God raises the weak and lowly up to defeat his enemies. Hannah’s rival provokes her, but God hears Hannah’s prayer, opens her womb, and gives her what she “asks”5 for, Samuel. Hannah dedicates Samuel to the service of Yahweh at Shiloh, where the proud sons of Eli are abusing the people. The Lord judges them and establishes Samuel as the prophet of his word. In Samuel’s declining years, the people exchange Yahweh for Saul, a tall proud king like the kings of the nations, but, ironically, Saul’s concern for himself and his kingdom robs him of the freedom to pursue God’s kingdom with reckless abandon—he has to protect himself. Whereas mighty Saul should fight Goliath, David shows a disregard for himself that comes from supreme concern for the honor of the name, the reputation, of Yahweh. Thus, David slays Goliath for God’s glory. As the story unfolds, proud Saul is brought low, and humble David is exalted. Once exalted, David falls grievously. God is just against David’s sin. The key difference between Saul and David is that David repented of his sin, and he received mercy through God’s justice. Part of God’s justice is the revolt of proud Absalom, but in the midst of David’s pain over the death of Absalom is the mercy of his return to Jerusalem and continuance as king. In Samuel God glorifies himself in the salvation through judgment that comes through the raising up of the reliant and the putting down of the proud. This glorifies God because the proud rob God of the glory he alone deserves, while the reliant declare their need for the all-sufficient, all-powerful one, and this reliance honors and pleases the Lord. 

First and Second Kings begin with the scion of David, Solomon, and trace out the story of national decline. Solomon reigns in a new garden as a new Adam and builds a new dwelling of God in the temple. But the messianic splendor of Solomon makes his inability to resist foreign women and their gods all the more tragic. Ten tribes are torn from the Davidic house and given to Jeroboam, who invents his own religion and makes the northern kingdom of Israel sin. The kings of the north fail to turn from the sin of Jeroboam, and God’s justice falls when the Assyrians demolish the northern kingdom of Israel. Fitful faithfulness shown by Judah’s kings delays her exile, but only for so long. Through the crushing judgment of the exile, all that Israel is tempted to trust is pulverized, and a remnant is thereby saved to praise the God who keeps his promises. 

 
Table 3.2. The Story of the Former Prophets 

 

	Joshua 1–11
	Taking the land

	Joshua 12–24
	Dividing the land

	Judges 1–2
	Military and religious failure

	Judges 3–16
	The judges (6–8, Gideon; 11–12, Jephthah; 13–16, Samson)

	Judges 17–21
	No king: no restraint

	1 Samuel 1–8
	Samuel, the last judge

	1 Samuel 9–15
	King Saul

	1 Samuel 16—2 Samuel—1 Kings 1–2
	King David

	1 Kings 2–11
	King Solomon

	1 Kings 12—2 Kings 17
	Divided kingdom and destruction of the north (1 Kings 17—2 Kings 13, Elijah and Elisha)

	2 Kings 18–25
	Judah and exile


 
2.2 Joshua 

Joshua 1–5 describes the “crossing over” ([image: ]) into the land, chapters 6–12 then relate the “taking” [image: ] of the land, followed by the “apportioning” ([image: ]) of the land in chapters 13–21, and the book concludes with a call to “serve” [image: ] in the land in chapters 22–24.6

 

2.2.1 Crossing Over into the Land 

As the people prepare to enter the land, Yahweh commissions Joshua (Joshua 1), the spies are helped by Rahab in Jericho (Joshua 2), and the nation miraculously crosses the Jordan in a way that recalls the parting of the Red Sea, celebrating Yahweh’s wonders with twelve memorial stones (Joshua 3–4). Yahweh’s glory radiates through these narratives. The nation is then circumcised, Passover is celebrated, and just as Yahweh appeared to Moses to initiate the exodus, the commander of the hosts of Yahweh appears to Joshua, who like Moses is commanded to remove his sandals because the ground is made holy by the presence of God (Joshua 5). These narratives demonstrate that what was true of Genesis through Deuteronomy will continue to be true of Joshua: Yahweh is the central reality of the universe. Creation displays his glory. The calling of Abraham shows that he is perfectly compelling. The transformation of the patriarchs from scoundrels to saints shows his patient power. His mercy and might are then seen as he pries the lowly loose from the iron fist of the Pharaoh in Egypt. His holiness and authority are seen in the laws of Leviticus and the chastenings of Numbers. And Deuteronomy lifts up this glorious God that Israel might trust him. Yahweh is the most significant reality of Torah, as seen in the narratives describing creation, the patriarchs, the exodus, and the law, and Yahweh will be the most significant reality in the Prophets, as seen in these narratives of the conquest of the land (Joshua).7

The book of Joshua presents Yahweh speaking to Joshua after the death of Moses (Josh. 1:1–9). In this speech Yahweh himself commands Joshua to lead Israel now that Moses is dead (1:2), and he announces that he will now fulfill the promise to Abraham by giving Israel all the ground on which the soles of their feet tread (1:3; cf. Gen. 13:18; Deut. 11:24). The opening of Joshua is connected to the end of Deuteronomy through verbal and thematic links with Deuteronomy 31:1–8, and especially through the command in Joshua 1:6–9 to be strong and courageous because Yahweh is with him (cf. Deut. 31:6).8 These connections show forth the theme of Yahweh’s faithfulness to his word, but his faithfulness to his word is part of a yet greater theme: Yahweh’s presence and the knowledge of his unassailable might are to give Joshua and Israel confidence even if they seem like grasshoppers in their own eyes (cf. Num. 13:33). Moreover, the call to courage announces that Yahweh’s worth is such that it would be better to perish fighting for him than to quail before his enemies. If Yahweh is not worth more than even life itself, this call to courage is cruel and dangerous.9 But these narratives are written from the perspective that there is none like Yahweh, that his holiness will be vindicated against the idolaters of Canaan, and that his mercy will be shown as Israel inhabits the land. Yahweh is the most significant reality of Joshua 1, and his presence with Joshua (cf. 1:5, 9, 17) guarantees Israel’s success—if they are careful to do his word. 

Preparing to enter the land, Joshua sends two men to spy it out, and the greatness of Yahweh is declared to the Israelite spies by the Canaanite harlot Rahab. Yahweh promised to Moses that he would put the dread and fear of Israel on all the inhabitants of the land (Deut. 2:25), and Rahab, an inhabitant of Jericho, declares that he has done so: 


I know that Yahweh has given to you the land, and that the terror of you has fallen on us, and that all the inhabitants of the land have melted because of you. For we have heard how Yahweh dried up the waters of the Red Sea from before you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the Amorites who were across the Jordan, to Sihon and to Og, whom you put under the ban. And we heard, and our hearts dissolved, and no more spirit rose in the men before you because Yahweh your God, he is God in the heavens above and on the earth below! (Josh. 2:9–11) 


The terror Israel provokes does not result from the might of her army, the multitude of her men, the strategic genius of her generals, or the overwhelming superiority of her technology (and it does not appear that they employed a market strategist, either). The terror of Israel results from the report of what Yahweh did in Egypt and the fact that he is God in heaven and on earth. This report has brought all that Rahab trusts under judgment: it stands condemned before Yahweh’s overwhelming greatness. And through this judgment she is saved by and for his glory. 

This passage has been described as “thoroughly Deuteronomistic in language and theology,”10 but it is perhaps more accurate to say that it reflects the Bible’s relentless emphasis on the center of its theology.11 What Rahab describes the inhabitants of Jericho feeling is a fulfillment of something promised in Deuteronomy (Deut. 2:25), but her words also recount events that were narrated in Exodus (Red Sea crossing, Exodus 14) and Numbers (Sihon and Og defeated, Numbers 21). Those who overemphasize “deuteronomic” theology run the risk of neglecting the way that the theology of Deuteronomy is consonant with the theology of the rest of the Torah. For instance, Yahweh declared to Pharaoh that it was his intention to cause his name to be proclaimed in all the earth (Ex. 9:16), and this is fulfilled when the Israelites have the mighty deeds of Yahweh extolled to them by the Canaanite prostitute. 

Yahweh brought the world into being by the word of his power (Genesis 1), and by that word he summoned Abraham from Ur (Gen. 12:1; cf. 15:7) and Israel from Egypt (Ex. 20:1) (table 3.3). 

 
Table 3.3. I Am Yahweh Who Brought You Out 

 

	Joshua 1–11
	Taking the land

	Joshua 12–24
	Dividing the land

	Judges 1–2
	Military and religious failure


 

In the same way, Yahweh is about to take Israel into the land. They go by his mighty word, on the power of his promises. The spies confidently report back to Joshua, “Yahweh has given into our hands the whole land; indeed, all the inhabitants of the land have melted because of us” (Josh. 2:24). The judgment of Canaan, declared by a Canaanite, gives confidence to Israel. The most significant thing about the account of the spies in Joshua 2 is the reputation of Yahweh, that is, the esteem in which he is held—in a word, his glory. Not only is Yahweh glorious, but Israel will give more glory to Yahweh if they trust the report of the spies (cf. Rom. 4:20–21). 

Joshua announces to the people that Yahweh will do wonders in their midst (Josh. 3:5), and he does just that when he causes the waters of the Jordan River to pile up in a heap such that Israel crosses over on dry ground (3:13–17). Significantly, Joshua states, “By this you shall know that the living God is in your midst, and he will surely dispossess from before you the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Hivites, the Perizzites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, and the Jebusites” (3:10). The wonder of Yahweh’s stopping the waters of the Jordan is to inspire Israel to believe that he will indeed keep his word. They are to know his presence among them, and more specifically, they are to know that Yahweh is going to give them the Promised Land through the defeat of Canaan: their salvation will come through the judgment of the Canaanites and their gods for the glory of Yahweh.12

The display of Yahweh’s power in Israel’s crossing of the Jordan is marked with twelve memorial stones to this mighty act of Yahweh (Josh. 4:1–9). These twelve stones will help the Israelites pass down the story of Yahweh’s power when the children ask what they are (4:6, 21), and there is an explicit comparison to what Yahweh did at the Red Sea (4:23).13 Joshua announces that Yahweh has dried up the Jordan River “in order that all the peoples of the land might know the hand of Yahweh, that it is mighty, that you might fear Yahweh your God always” (4:24). Israel is to fear Yahweh; the peoples of the land are to know his power. They hear the news, and their hearts melt (5:1). Yahweh exalts himself by saving his people and causing their enemies to fear the coming judgment. 

On their way to the salvation of taking the land, Israel passes through a judgment of sorts when Yahweh commands the uncircumcised conquest generation to be circumcised (Josh. 5:2–8), and there is a reminder/warning of the generation that fell under judgment in the wilderness (5:6). Through the judgment of circumcision, the reproach of Egypt is rolled away (5:9). This recalls the circumcision of the sons of Moses that took place before the exodus from Egypt (Ex. 4:24–26). Yet another connection is made to the exodus from Egypt when Joshua encounters the captain of the host of Yahweh (Josh. 5:13–15). Just as Moses drew near and inspected the burning bush, Joshua draws near the man with the drawn sword (5:13). Just as Moses was instructed to remove his sandals because of the holy ground, so Joshua is told to remove his (5:15). These historical correspondences connect the beginnings of the triumphant exodus to the beginnings of what is hereby guaranteed to be the triumphant conquest. There might be an escalation of significance in that whereas Moses was resistant to what Yahweh commanded him to do and is not said to have worshiped, Joshua not only does not question and object, as Moses did, but he worships (5:14).14

This man with the drawn sword stands to the east of the land, at its entrance, creating an intriguing connection between the land Israel is crossing over to possess, and the land from which Adam and Eve were expelled.15 The way to Eden was guarded at the east by a cherubim with a flaming sword (Gen. 3:24). Similarly, Balaam likened the camp of Israel to a garden planted by Yahweh (Num. 24:6), and as he made his way to their camp, he met the angel of Yahweh, who had a drawn sword in his hand (Num. 22:22–35). With Yahweh in their midst, Israel has recaptured something of the Edenic experience. As they cross into the land, Israel moves in the direction of the reversal of the curse.16

The typological connections between the exodus and conquest set forth in Joshua 4:23, where the crossing of the sea is compared to the crossing of the river, and 5:13–16, where, like Moses, Joshua unshods his feet on holy ground, join with other features in the text17 to indicate that Yahweh’s goal at the conquest is the same goal he had at the exodus. There he wanted all to know that he is Yahweh. He pursued his glory—the proclamation of his name—by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt. At the conquest, Yahweh causes the inhabitants of the land to know that he is God (2:9–11), he makes Israel know that he is among them (3:10), and he makes the peoples of the land know his might (4:24). Just as Yahweh hardened the heart of Pharaoh to accomplish his purpose at the exodus, so he hardens the hearts of the kings of the land at the conquest (11:18, 20).18 Just as Yahweh demonstrated his glory at the exodus by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt, he demonstrates his glory at the conquest by saving Israel through the judgment of the peoples of the land. 

If one follows the inner logic of the theology of the Bible, the destruction of the peoples of the land is not unjust. Because of their wickedness (Deut. 9:5), Yahweh commands Israel to place them under the ban lest their idolatry be contagious (20:16–18). Just as Yahweh making himself known was the most significant thing about the destruction of Egypt, so also the demonstration of Yahweh’s holiness is the most significant thing about the ban on the Canaanites.19 The conquest will be seen as a brutal, uncivilized, merciless atrocity only if we reject what the first five chapters of Joshua proclaim: that Yahweh is glorifying himself in the salvation of Israel wrought through the judgment they visit on the peoples of the land. Yahweh is showing astonishing mercy to Israel, and he is not clearing the guilty of the land (cf. Ex. 34:6–7). 

 

2.2.2 Taking the Land 

The account of the taking of the land continues to highlight God’s glory in mercy and justice. Israel takes Jericho (Joshua 6), Ai (chaps. 7–8), Gibeon (chap. 9), southern Canaan (chap. 10), and northern Canaan (chap. 11), and then the Lord’s victories through Moses and Joshua are summarized (chap. 12). Mercy comes to unexpected people like the harlot Rahab (chap. 6), repentant Israel (chap. 8), and even deceptive Gibeon (chap. 9). The absolute justice visited against the Canaanites and the Israelite clan of Achan brings mercy into stark relief. 

Just as Yahweh alone saved Israel from Egypt, with no help from the Israelites, so also Yahweh initiates the conquest of the land. Yahweh puts the fear of Israel on the peoples, and he gives Israel what is surely one of the most counterintuitive strategies for taking a walled city ever attempted. The plan? They are to march around the walls of Jericho (Josh. 6:1–5). That’s it. Brilliant! This plan makes no sense to the wisdom of the world. Rather, it looks like folly and weakness. Israel is to trust Yahweh even if they cannot see how he will accomplish his plan, and even if his declaration of how he will do so does not make sense to them. And Yahweh brings down the walls (6:20). Having chosen the weak things of the world, Israel (Deut. 7:7–8), Yahweh gives victory over Jericho such that Israel has no grounds for boasting of their power or wisdom. It is only by faith that Joshua engages in this strategy (Josh. 6:6–16), and by trusting the word of Yahweh rather than his own understanding (cf. Prov. 3:5–6), Joshua glorifies Yahweh by depending upon him. 

Yahweh did not choose the greatest nation on earth; he chose the fewest, Israel (Deut. 7:7). And when he is pleased to show mercy to an inhabitant of Jericho, he does not choose the most virtuous or noble of the citizenry; he chooses Rahab, a harlot (cf. Josh. 6:17, 22–23, 25). No one in Jericho deserves to live. None of them has honored Yahweh as God or given thanks to him (cf. Rom. 1:21). Yet Yahweh is pleased to show kindness, and as he declared to Moses that he would show mercy to whomever he pleased (Ex. 33:19), he chooses to show mercy to one whose unworthiness underscores the riches of his grace. Thus is the free, unconstrained mercy of God displayed in all its glory, and the burning of all Jericho makes the salvation of Rahab and her family more heavy with the weight of the glory of God. 

Achan, however, sins in Jericho, taking “devoted things” for himself (Josh. 7:1). In response, Yahweh visits judgment on Israel at the hand of the Canaanites (7:2–5). When Yahweh dried the waters of the Jordan, the hearts of the people of the land melted (5:1). When the anger of Yahweh burns against Israel because of Achan’s sin (7:1), the hearts of the men of Israel melt (7:5). 

This episode demonstrates that Yahweh’s righteousness is not limited by his commitment to Israel. His commitment to them does not cause him to show an unjust favoritism toward his chosen people. When they sin he punishes them, showing the glory of his justice. Through the judgment of the defeat at Ai, however, Israel is delivered because they are thereby prompted to purge the evil from their midst. In a crisis of faith brought on by this defeat, Joshua petitions Yahweh on the same basis that Moses did: “And what will you do for your great name?” (Josh. 7:9, cf. the appendix [§7] to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”). Yahweh explains, “I will be with you no more, unless you destroy the devoted things from among you” (7:12). The transgressor is identified, “And all Israel stoned him with stones. They burned them with fire and stoned them with stones. . . . Then Yahweh turned from his burning anger” (7:25–26).20

We must not too easily pass over this. A man received the death penalty, and his family died with him, because he plundered a cloak from Shinar along with some silver and gold (Josh. 7:21). It is only the majesty of Yahweh that makes this just. For this to be just, the greatness of Yahweh must be such that trusting in what one can see, rather than what Yahweh has said, is a crime that warrants the forfeiture of life. The ancient Israelites were not a barbaric, bloodthirsty people, but Yahweh is a God whose holiness is a consuming fire. Achan himself gives “glory to God” and “praise to him” and confesses his sin against Yahweh (7:19–20). Israel is saved from Yahweh’s wrath through the judgment that falls on Achan. Yahweh is shown to be just and merciful, and the awful demands of holiness thunder transcendent greatness. 

Through the judgment on Achan, Israel places Ai under the ban (Josh. 8:1–29). Israel then engages in the covenant-confirming ceremony prescribed at the end of Deuteronomy (Josh. 8:30–35). In their reading “all the words of the Torah, the blessing and the curse” (8:34), salvation through judgment is enacted upon the people as the promises of God’s judgment, announced in the curses, come as a means of salvation. The people are to be motivated by the promised curses to trust and obey and enjoy the blessing of Yahweh’s saving glory. 

Remarkably, even the Gibeonite Gentiles experience the glory of God in salvation through judgment. As other nations gather together against Yahweh and his anointed, Joshua (9:1–2; cf. Deut. 34:9; Ps. 2:1–3), the Gibeonites recognize their inability to stand against Israel and her God and deceive Israel into making a covenant of peace. When they come to Joshua, though what they say in the first part of Joshua 9:9 is not true—they have not come from a very great distance—what they say in the rest of the verse is: “Your servants have come because of the name of Yahweh your God, for we have heard a report of him and all that he did in Egypt.” The Gibeonites have heard what Yahweh did to Egypt, and they have also heard that Yahweh “commanded his servant Moses . . . to destroy all the inhabitants of the land,” so they “feared greatly” for their lives (9:24). Yahweh’s greatness brings condemnation on everything the Gibeonites have trusted, and through that they desperately seek salvation. Israel fails to seek Yahweh (9:14), and Joshua makes peace with them (9:15). The fear of Yahweh and the fear that Israel will destroy them provokes the Gibeonites to subject themselves to Israel. Having learned of their deception, Joshua curses them and makes them servants (9:23). This is judgment, but through the judgment they keep their lives. Moreover, these Gentiles who are saved through judgment become servants of the house and altar of Yahweh (9:23, 27). As with Rahab, the overwhelming glory of Yahweh forces those who feel the coming condemnation to risk all they have to seek mercy. 

The report of what has happened causes the inhabitants of the land more fear (Josh. 10:1–2). The nations again gather, this time to fight Gibeon (10:3–5). The Gibeonites cry out to Joshua for salvation (10:6), and Yahweh tells Joshua not to fear because he has already given the enemy into his hand (10:8). Yahweh routs the enemy (10:10), casts down hailstones from heaven to kill the enemy (10:11), and makes the sun stand still for approximately a whole day (10:12–14). Through these judgments, Yahweh’s power and justice are displayed, Gibeon is saved, and the captains of Israel make their enemies a footstool for their feet (10:24; cf. Ps. 110:1). Again and again, Yahweh fights for Israel and delivers their enemies into their hands (Josh. 10:28–43).21 After a final spasm of resistance (11:1–5) and Yahweh’s telling Joshua not to fear and delivering the enemies into Israel’s hand (11:6–15), the announcement comes that Joshua “took” [image: ] all the land (11:16–23). 

 

2.2.3 Dividing the Land 

Once the land is taken, it is apportioned [image: ] to the tribes (Joshua 13–22). As noted above, scattered through this section of Joshua are a series of notes in an ominous minor key. These dark elements of the music give a sense of foreboding to the conquest of the land, and the unease created by these features is realized in the book of Judges. The notes in the minor key to which I refer are the statements that Israel has not fully driven out the Geshurites or the Maacathites (13:13), the Jebusites (15:63),22 or the Canaanites in Gezer (16:10), and a series of Canaanite cities remain in the allotment to Manasseh (17:11–13). Near the time of his death (23:14), Joshua warns Israel about the polluting influence of these wicked people (23:7, 12). 

Just as Adam was tempted in Eden by the serpent, so Israel will be tempted in the land by these seed of the serpent, the remnants of the peoples of the land. As for what Yahweh swore to Israel, he has faithfully given them all the land he promised (Josh. 21:41, ET 43). Moreover, just as Yahweh rested on the seventh day (Gen. 2:2–3), in fulfillment of Lamech’s hope that Noah might give rest from the cursed land (Gen. 5:29), “Yahweh gave rest to them on every side, according to all he swore to their fathers” (Josh. 21:42a, ET 44). It is almost as though Israel has another chance at Eden. And this salvation comes through the judgment of their enemies: “Not a man stood before them from all their enemies; Yahweh gave all their enemies into their hand” (21:42b, ET 44). “Not a word fell from every good word that Yahweh spoke to the house of Israel. The whole came to pass” (21:43, ET 45). Yahweh glorifies himself in the judgment of the Canaanites, through which he takes Israel into the land he promised them. 

 

2.2.4 Serving in the Land 

Joshua 22 demonstrates Israel’s zeal for Yahweh’s glory. Then in chapter 23 Joshua summons the elders and leaders of the people (23:2) and proclaims Yahweh’s mighty acts to them (23:3), assuring them that Yahweh will continue to fight for them (23:5). Joshua passes on to these leaders the charge Yahweh gave to him in the opening of the book, to be strong and live on Torah (23:6). He urges them to cling to Yahweh and love him (23:8, 11), otherwise they face judgment (23:13). 

Joshua then summons all the people to Shechem and gives them a lesson in biblical theology before his death (Joshua 24). Joshua addresses Israel as a prophet, beginning with the words, “Thus says Yahweh, God of Israel” (23:2). Joshua’s authoritative, prophetic lesson in biblical theology begins with the assertion that Yahweh showed mercy to Abraham. Abraham did not earn God’s favor, for he was an idolater before Yahweh took him to Canaan (24:2–3).23 Joshua then recounts what Yahweh did for Israel, from the giving of Isaac to Abraham to the giving of the Promised Land (24:3–13), then he calls Israel to devote themselves to Yahweh (24:14–15). The people declare that they will serve Yahweh alone (24:16–18), and then Joshua tells them something that is both surprising and consonant with the Torah: “And Joshua said to the people, ‘You are not able to serve Yahweh, for he is a holy God, he is a jealous God, he will not forgive your transgressions and your sins’” (24:19). 

This is surprising because Joshua calls the people to serve Yahweh, they agree to do so, and then he tells them they are unable to do so. It is consonant with Torah because this is precisely what Moses did when he called Israel to choose life (Deut. 30:11–14), having just told them they had not the heart to do so (29:3, ET 4). Just as the people insisted that they would keep the Ten Commandments (Deut. 5:24–27), prompting Yahweh to indicate that they lacked the heart to do so (5:28–29), so the people assure Joshua that they will serve Yahweh (Josh. 24:21). It is almost as though this moment of covenant commitment at the end of Joshua’s life is a replay of what happened at Sinai,24 and Israel’s asseveration makes them witnesses against themselves (24:22).25 Israel serves Yahweh all the days of Joshua, and all the days of the elders who outlive him (24:31). Just as Joseph requested, Israel buries his bones in the land (Gen. 50:24–25; Ex. 13:19; Heb. 11:22). Joshua thus ends with indications of God honoring Joseph’s faith while pointing to a day when Israel will be unwilling, and thereby unable, to serve Yahweh. 

 

2.2.5 The Center of the Theology of Joshua 

Israel crossed into the land in obedience to and by the power of the word of God. They took the land by humble reliance on the word of God, even when that word called them to do what appeared to be ineffective—march around Jericho. Yahweh gave Israel the land through the judgment of its inhabitants, and Israel apportioned the land to her tribes. Joshua then called Israel to serve Yahweh alone. Yahweh glorified himself by keeping his promise to give Israel the land, and he glorified himself by bringing justice against the wickedness of its inhabitants. Insofar as the salvation that came to Israel, her rest in the land, came by the mighty hand of Yahweh judging the wicked inhabitants of the land, the book of Joshua is a story of God’s glory in salvation through judgment; and the ending of the book points beyond itself to more of the same. 

 
2.3 Judges 

The book of Judges begins the story of the way Israel was unable to serve Yahweh in the Land of Promise, the new Eden. Judges opens with a summary of the political and theological aspects of Israel’s failure to complete the conquest (1:1–3:6), and then follow the accounts of the judges (3:7–16:31). The book is concluded with two vignettes that demonstrate that with no king the nation has no restraint (17:1–21:25).26

 

2.3.1 Failure to Complete the Conquest 

In spite of the success of Judah (Judg. 1:1–19), Canaanites remain in the land (1:21, 27–36), and Israel fails to do as God commanded regarding the inhabitants of Canaan. As a result, the angel of Yahweh announces that judgment is coming on their disobedience (2:1–3). Just as the land brought forth thorns and thistles for Adam, the inhabitants of the land and their gods become thorns and snares to Israel (2:3). Israel enters into a cycle of sin, judgment, salvation, and more sin (summarized in 2:11–3:6). 

Everything seen in the Old Testament to this point—Yahweh’s creation and preservation of the world (Genesis 1–11), his purpose of filling the earth with his glory (Num. 14:21), his mercy to Israel’s patriarchs (Genesis 12–50), his redemption of Israel from Egypt (Exodus 1–15; Judg. 2:1), the covenant he looks forward to the need for a new covenant even as the book of Deuteronomy explicitly prophesies a new covenant after exile.” 26For a chiastic arrangement of the book, see Waltke, An Old Testament Theology, 592–93.made with them at Sinai (Exodus 19–Leviticus; Judg. 2:1), and the blessings and curses invoked upon entry into the land (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28; Josh. 8:30–35)27—informs the statement in Judges 2:11 that the people did evil in Yahweh’s eyes. Yahweh responds to Israel’s idolatry with righteous indignation: “They provoked Yahweh to anger” (Judg. 2:12). Yahweh’s response is not an out-of-control emotional outburst that is somehow beneath a deity. Rather, his anger is faithfulness to his word. He sells Israel into the hands of their enemies because if he does not do so, he will be as faithless as they have been (2:14–15; cf. Deut. 31:16–21). Yahweh keeps his word and establishes the glory of his justice. God is true, and every man a liar (cf. Rom. 3:4). 

Judges 2:16–19 seems to anticipate the refrain in Judges 17–21 (17:4; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). Yahweh would mercifully raise up a judge to deliver Israel (2:16), but then Israel would not listen to the judge (2:17). Then when the judge died, Israel would become more corrupt than the previous generations (2:19). This is connected to the refrain about there being no king in Israel because it shows that if Israel’s sin is to be restrained, some authority greater than that of a temporary judge is needed. Nevertheless, Yahweh’s judgment of Israel provides the context for his salvation of them. The deliverer becomes the agent of Yahweh’s salvation for Israel. The judges save Israel by defeating their oppressors: salvation for Israel comes through judgment against her own sin administered by her oppressors, and then through the judgment the judges visit on those who oppressed her. This cycle shows that Yahweh is righteous and judges Israel for her iniquity. It also shows that Yahweh is faithful to the promises he has made and able to deliver Israel when they turn to him (2:18). The book of Judges glorifies Yahweh in salvation through judgment. 

 

2.3.2 The Accounts of the Judges 

God’s glorious justice, which is followed by his merciful salvation, is the story told through these accounts of Othniel (Judg. 3:7–11), Ehud (3:12–30), Shamgar (3:31), Deborah (4:1–5:31), Gideon (6:1–8:35), Abimelech (not a judge, 9:1–57), Tola (10:1–2), Jair (10:3–4), Jephthah (10:6–12:7), Ibzan (12:8–9), Elon (12:11–12), Abdon (12:13–15), and Samson (13:1–16:31).28

A clear pattern marks the accounts of Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson. The pattern begins with a statement that Israel did evil in the eyes of Yahweh (Judg. 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1). It continues with Yahweh’s response: he sold them into the hand of an enemy, strengthened an enemy against Israel, or gave them into an enemy’s hand (3:8, 12; 4:2; 6:1; 10:7; 13:1). In Deuteronomy the people were promised that if they turned to the Lord when they came under discipline, he would show them mercy (Deut. 4:29; 30:2; 32:36). When the people come under discipline in Judges, they cry out to Yahweh—at first (Judg. 3:9, 15; 4:3; 6:6–7; 10:10–16). The people do not cry to Yahweh in the account of Samson, which seems to indicate that the nation is getting progressively worse.29 Yahweh hears the cries and raises up a deliverer, a judge, to save Israel (3:9, 15; 4:4–9; 10:10–16), but after Jephthah there is no notice given that the people have cried out to the Lord. In some cases the angel of Yahweh calls the judge (6:11–12) or announces his coming birth (13:3–22). In several instances, the Spirit of Yahweh is upon, clothes, stirs, or rushes upon the judge (3:10; 6:34; 13:25; 14:6, 19; 15:14).30 Once the judge delivers Israel, significantly, the land has “rest” (3:11, 30; 5:31; 8:30). This rest enjoyed by the land resonates with God’s rest upon the completion of his work—shades of Eden. The fact that Jephthah and Samson do not give the land rest points again to the worsening of Israel’s state. 

Yahweh establishes the glory of his justice when he keeps his word and disciplines Israel, and he then establishes the glory of his mercy not only by remaining faithful to the promises he has made to unworthy Israel, but also in the way that he chooses to deliver Israel. These judges who deliver Israel are unlikely, unexpected, surprising conquerors. Ehud is a left-handed “son of the right hand,” that is, a Benjaminite31 (Judg. 3:15). Shamgar appears to have been a Gentile32 and uses an unconventional weapon, an oxgoad (3:31). A woman, Jael, shows herself to be seed of the woman when she crushes the head of the seed of the serpent (4:21; 5:26).33 Gideon is hiding from the enemy (6:11), doubts what the angel proclaims to him (6:13), objects that he is from a weak clan and the least in his father’s house (6:15), and then asks for signs (6:17–21). When he does obey Yahweh, he does so at night for fear of his family and neighbors (6:27). Whatever we conclude about the famed story of the men whom Gideon takes to the river to drink, when some lap like dogs and others kneel to drink,34 the point is that Yahweh is making Gideon’s army smaller so that he will get more glory when this little force of three hundred (7:8) overcomes those as numerous as the sand by the sea (7:12). Yahweh declares that Gideon has too many people with him (7:2, 4). And the battle strategy is not about the readiness or alertness of the men with Gideon but about their willingness to do what Yahweh says, even though, as a battle strategy, what Yahweh says to do sounds like folly and weakness: they are to blow their trumpets, shout, smash their pots, and lift up their torches (7:16–21). They triumph not because they are alert but because Yahweh causes the men of the enemy to fight each other (7:22). This passage is most emphatically not about alert Israelites. Rather, it is about Yahweh’s ability to overcome the wisdom and power of the world with the folly and weakness of obedience. 

As the son of a prostitute, Jepthah is an unlikely hero (Judg. 11:1). And as he breaks every one of his Nazarite vows, Samson shows that the only reason Yahweh continues to use him to defeat his enemies and save his people is that Yahweh is a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast loving-kindness.35 These accounts of the judges resound with the glory of God as his mercy is highlighted by his justice. 

 

2.3.3 No King, No Restraint 

The refrain at the end of Judges is that there was no king in Israel, and as a result everyone did what was right in his own eyes (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).36 This creates the impression that Israel’s king was to restrain the evil of the people by enforcing the law of Yahweh, just as Deuteronomy 17:18–20 stipulates. As Dempster puts it, “Israel is in need of lasting kingship instead of a temporary judge.”37

The lack of restraint in Israel is illustrated by two stories that show how the sins of several judges have gone to seed. Gideon’s idolatry (Judges 8) is matched and exceeded by Micah’s (Judges 17–18); Samson’s violation of Nazirite regulations (Judges 13–16) is matched and exceeded by the Levite’s violation of Levitical regulations (Judges 17–18); Samson’s doing what is right in his own eyes when he takes a wife (14:1–7) is matched and exceeded by the Danites’ doing what is right in their own eyes when they take an inheritance (18:1–31); Samson’s wooing and abandoning his wife (15:1–8) is matched and exceeded by the Levite’s wooing and abandoning his concubine (19:1–20:7); Ehud the Benjaminite’s left-handed use of deception (3:12–30) is perverted and exceeded by the left-handed Benjaminites who defend Gibeah’s wickedness (20:12–16); Gideon and Jephthah’s harsh treatment of their fellow Israelites (8:7–19; 12:1–6) is matched and exceeded by Israel’s harsh treatment of Benjamin (20:29–48); and Jephthah’s rash oath that results in the loss of his virgin daughter (11:29–40) is matched and exceeded by Israel’s rash oath that results in the forced “marriages” of six hundred virgins in Israel to the men who remain from the ban on Benjamin (21:1–25).38

 

2.3.4 The Center of the Theology of Judges 

Gregory Wong writes, “If one is to sum up the author’s portrayal of this period of Israel’s history with a single phrase, it would be ‘progressive deterioration.’”39 We can go one step further and ask, why was it necessary to show this progressive deterioration in Israel? The author seems to be tracing the nation’s decline in order to demonstrate the justice of God’s punishment of Israel’s sin, and the horror of the flagrant sinfulness of Israel makes Yahweh’s patient mercy shine all the more brightly. In short, the author of Judges is showing the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment. 

 
2.4 Samuel 

The narrative of Samuel40 focuses on the three major figures in the story: Samuel, Saul, and David. Samuel is the last judge of Israel (1 Samuel 1–8), who anoints Israel’s first king, Saul (1 Samuel 9–15). Saul is followed by David (1 Samuel 16—2 Samuel 24). This narrative is bound together by three poems, one at the beginning (1 Sam. 2:1–10), one in the middle (2 Sam. 1:19–27), and one at the end (2 Sam. 22:1–23:7). Reversal is the rhyme and rhythm of these poems: the mighty, handsome, seemingly impressive people of the world (such as Peninnah, Saul, Goliath, and Absalom) are exposed as bankrupt, while the small, weak, infertile, and unimpressive (such as Hannah, Samuel, Jonathan, and David) are exalted (see 1 Sam. 2:1–10). In Samuel, the important distinctions between the worldly strong and the worldly weak are that those who are weak in the world’s eyes rely on Yahweh and repent of their sin. Not so with those who are impressive in worldly terms. Yahweh judges them, therefore, and their death shows that no matter how strong they may be in the world’s eyes, those who seek their own kingdom rather than Yahweh’s meet bitter ends: “How the mighty have fallen!” (see 2 Sam. 1:19–27). Through the judgment of the proud and strong Yahweh vindicates the humble and weak who, by relying on him, testify to his greatness: “Yahweh is my rock” (see 2 Sam. 22:1–23:7). Thus, Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment in the book of Samuel. This can be seen in the accounts of Samuel, Saul, and David. 

 

2.4.1 Samuel 

Preparing the context in which salvation will come through judgment, the account of Samuel includes his barren mother’s prayer for his birth (1 Samuel 1) and her hymn of praise when her prayer is answered (2:1–11). We read of Eli’s sons of Belial, the curse on their house (2:12–36), and Yahweh calling Samuel into his service (3:1–21). Samuel is not mentioned in the account of the capture and return of the ark (4:1–7:2), but after twenty years (7:2) his faithful ministry leads to repentance and deliverance for Israel (7:3–17). In response to the people’s request for a king, Samuel prophesies about the king’s wicked ways (8:1–22). 

The first poem in Samuel (1 Sam. 2:1–10) sets the theological trajectory for the book of Samuel,41 and this trajectory is one of salvation through judgment for God’s glory. The poem is prefaced by the story of how God closed the womb of Samuel’s mother, Hannah (1:5). Her rival grievously provokes her (1:6), but when Yahweh opens her womb (1:19–20), Hannah sings, “My heart rejoices in Yahweh; my horn is exalted in Yahweh; my mouth is wide against my enemies, because I am glad in your salvation” (2:1). The birth of the child represents Yahweh’s vindication of his faithful servant, Hannah, against her enemy, Peninnah (1:2, 6). This vindication results in Hannah deriding her enemy (2:1), extolling the uniqueness of Yahweh (2:2), warning her enemy against pride (2:3), and explaining the way that Yahweh reverses fortunes: “The bows of the mighty are shattered, and those who stumbled gird on strength; the full hire themselves out for bread, and those who hungered have ceased to hunger; the barren has given birth to seven, and the one with many children is feeble” (2:4–5). This praise comes to Yahweh precisely because he has shut the mouth of the one boasting over Hannah. Hannah is praising Yahweh for saving her through the judgment of Peninnah, and salvation through judgment for God’s glory will be the story of Samuel. 

Hannah continues to praise Yahweh’s power with the words, “Yahweh kills and makes alive; he brings down to Sheol and raises up” (2:6). Just as it is wrong to imagine oneself as somehow superior to others, and then to conclude that this superiority accounts for one’s military might, physical strength, sufficient food, or fertile womb (blessings mentioned in 2:4–5), so it is wrong to assume that one has life by one’s own power (2:6). Yahweh determines who lives and who dies. This theme of God’s sovereignty over life and death will be seen in the death of Eli’s sons (2:25; 4:11), the death of the men of Beth-shemesh who look upon the ark (6:19–20), the sudden death of Nabal when Yahweh strikes him (25:38), the certainty of Saul’s prophesied death (26:10; 28:19; 30:4), Yahweh’s striking of Uzzah (2 Sam. 6:7), and the many who die as a result of David’s sin (24:15). Yahweh judges all human pride and presumption. First Samuel 2:6 teaches that Yahweh’s just judgment when people die makes even life itself a mercy, and this is especially true for sinners. 

Samuel’s mother continues to sing of reversals, which continue to introduce the contents of the book of Samuel: “Yahweh dispossesses42 and makes rich; he lays low and exalts. He raises the poor from the dust; from the ash heap he lifts up the needy to sit with princes, and a throne of glory he causes them to inherit, for to Yahweh are the pillars of the earth, and he has set upon them the world” (1 Sam. 2:7–8). Through the birth of her children, Hannah has been raised up and Peninnah put down (1 Samuel 1–2). Eli’s sons, who bully those who come to worship Yahweh (2:12–17), are killed; meanwhile the little child Samuel is raised up and his word comes to all Israel (2:21, 34–35; 3:19–4:1). When the Philistines capture the ark, they think they have overcome Yahweh, but in the morning their god Dagon is prostrate before the ark (5:1–3), and the next morning Dagon is broken before Yahweh (5:4). Then the “conquered” ark goes on a victory romp through Philistine territory (5:6–6:1).43 Saul, so impressive in the eyes of the world, is replaced by David, whose own father did not expect him to be king—not even bothering to summon him from the fields when Samuel came to anoint one of his sons as king. Little David brings down mighty Goliath. And Absalom, with his fifty runners, his impressive chariot, his political savvy (2 Sam. 15:1–6), and even the revered counsel of Ahithophel (15:31; 16:23), comes to nothing when he tries to steal the very kingdom of God. These reversals—where the proud are brought low and the humble exalted—exalt the God who of his own free mercy saves the weak who rely on his power to overcome those strong in their own strength.44

The next words of Hannah’s poem make explicit the salvation through judgment for those who glorify Yahweh: “He will keep the feet of his faithful ones, and the wicked will be made silent in darkness, for not by strength will a man prevail” (1 Sam. 2:9). The reference to Yahweh guarding the feet of the faithful could allude to the statement that the serpent would strike the heel of the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15; cf. Ps. 91:12–13; Matt. 4:6; Luke 4:10–11). 

The wicked will be judged, the faithful will be preserved, and this will not come through the might of men but by the power of God: “As for Yahweh, those who contend with him will be shattered; he will thunder in the heavens against them. Yahweh judges the ends of the earth, and he will give strength to his king, and he will exalt the horn of his anointed” (1 Sam. 2:10). Aside from prefiguring the way that Yahweh thunders against the Philistines (see 7:10), this text makes an important statement about how Yahweh will accomplish salvation through judgment. The concluding phrases of 1 Samuel 2:10 equate Yahweh’s king with Yahweh’s anointed.45 Moreover, the strengthening of the king seems to be explained in the statement that the anointed’s horn—a reference to military power—will be exalted. And this reference to the military might of Israel under the anointed king explains the idea that “Yahweh will judge the ends of the earth,” which is itself elaborating on the idea that the adversaries of Yahweh will be shattered. This shattering has overtones of broken heads (Gen. 3:15), and it appears that Yahweh’s judgment of the ends of the earth will come through the defeat of his enemies by means of the victorious rise of his anointed king to military power. This text points to the expansion of the borders of Israel through the conquest of rival kingdoms, and the expanding of Israel will mean that Yahweh’s glory is spreading over the dry land. This spreading of the knowledge of the greatness and goodness of Yahweh comes through the judgment and defeat of the opposition. All of this leads to the conclusion that Hannah’s poem prepares the audience of Samuel to expect the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment to be brought about by Yahweh’s anointed king. 

Meanwhile, Eli’s sons Hophni and Phineas are sons of Belial, wicked priests (1 Sam. 2:12–17) whom Yahweh promises to judge (2:27–36; 3:11–14). In a shocking statement, the author of Samuel relates that when their father rebuked them, “they would not listen to the voice of their father, for it was the will of Yahweh to put them to death” (2:25). This states Yahweh’s desire to show judgment against these priests who have intimidated his people (cf. 2:13–16). It seems that in referring to them as “sons of Belial,” the author of Samuel has designated them with a phrase that means “seed of the serpent.”46

When we compare Eli’s reaction to the prophecy of coming judgment (1 Sam. 3:10–18a) to the reactions of Moses and Joshua, we learn something important about the announcement of judgment as it relates to prayer. When Yahweh announced to Moses his intention to destroy Israel, Moses appealed for mercy on the basis of God’s concern for his own glory (Ex. 32:11–14). When Israel was defeated before her enemies, Joshua made the same appeal (Josh. 7:6–9). But when Samuel announces to Eli that God intends to keep his promise to kill his sons (cf. 1 Sam. 2:34 with 3:12–13), unlike Moses and Joshua, Eli resigns himself and his sons to judgment with the words: “He is Yahweh. Let him do what seems good to him” (1 Sam. 3:18). 

Yahweh announces judgment in order to bring about repentance (see Jer. 18:1–11). Yahweh has ordained that the sons of Eli will die (1 Sam. 2:25), but this does not remove Eli’s responsibility to rebuke and restrain his sons (3:13). And Eli’s sons are responsible for their failure to repent. They have had fair warning that Yahweh would judge, and they have refused to repent. Yahweh sovereignly ordained what would take place, and Eli and his sons have chosen their path. This is the mystery of divine sovereignty and human responsibility.47 We cannot deny either side of this equation. God is sovereign. People are responsible. In the face of these realities, we should not resign ourselves to a fatalistic acceptance of judgment, as Eli does, but cry out to Yahweh, who is free and mighty to save, as Moses and Joshua did. Yahweh honors those who honor him, and those who despise him meet judgment (2:30). Those who do not want to fall into the doom of Eli and his sons are taught—through the judgment that falls on Eli’s house—to repent and pray like Moses and Joshua for the honor of Yahweh. Salvation comes through judgment, and when his people rely upon him, Yahweh is honored as the one who is free to change his mind. 

Yahweh accomplishes his purpose when the Philistines defeat Israel in battle. They kill Hophni and Phineas and capture the ark of the covenant (1 Sam. 4:11). The Philistines think they have overcome Yahweh since they have overcome Israel, so they set up the symbol of Yahweh’s presence, the ark, as a household servant in the temple of Dagon, placing it next to the image of Dagon (5:2). If Yahweh is defeated when the ark is captured, it is a defeat like the one that will take place at Golgotha.48 The Philistines awake to find Dagon on his face before the “defeated” Yahweh (5:3). It is worse the next day; Dagon’s head and hands are cut off (5:4), while Yahweh’s hand is heavy against Ashdod (5:6), Gath (5:8–9), and Ekron (5:10–11). The defeat of Israel in battle was Yahweh’s judgment against the wicked sons of Eli, and the severity of the penalty was felt in loss of the ark—the very symbol of God’s presence. Through this judgment upon Israel, however, Yahweh accomplishes judgment upon his enemies as the mere presence of the ark among them forces them to recognize that they cannot overcome him. Through these judgments, Yahweh disciplines Israel and defeats the Philistines, who are forced to “give glory to the God of Israel” (6:5). Moreover, the Philistines are eager to send the ark on its way back to Israel. Yahweh glorifies himself in salvation through judgment. Later, Yahweh again exalts himself by saving repentant Israel through judgment upon the Philistines when he thunders against them in 1 Samuel 7:3–17 (7:10). 

In spite of the way that Yahweh delivered Israel and reigned as king over them, the people of Israel reject Yahweh in their appeal for a king (1 Sam. 8:7). It was prophesied that Israel would have a king (e.g., Gen. 17:6; 49:9–11; Num. 24:7, 17; Deut. 17:14–20), so the desire for a king is not itself evil.49 The evil lies in the fact that rather than desiring a human king through whom Yahweh will exercise his power and authority, the people reject Yahweh (1 Sam. 8:7; cf. Judg. 8:23). Yahweh knows the heart, and his analysis of human motivation is declared to and through the prophet Samuel. Just as their ancestors did, the people commit idolatry by trusting in something other than Yahweh (8:8). Rather than being a kingdom of priests (Ex. 19:6) they want to be “like all the nations” (1 Sam. 8:5, 20). Samuel’s warning about the ways of the king is an announcement of judgment (8:10–18),50 and he promises the people that when they cry out because of the king, Yahweh will not answer (8:18). The people do not respond rightly to this warning of judgment and insist on having a king (8:19). King Saul, then, comes as a judgment against Israel (8:20–22). Mercifully, and in the mystery of his sovereign providence, Yahweh nevertheless uses the “judgment” of Saul to save his people (1 Samuel 11), and then through the judgment of Saul he raises up David to shepherd them (1 Samuel 13–16). 

 

2.4.2 Saul 

Some suggest that the account of Saul is “organized in a positive-to-negative fashion, beginning with the good stories about Saul . . . followed by stories about Saul’s failures and rejection by God.”51 But it seems that the “gift” of Saul is a judgment on Israel for rejecting Yahweh, and it also seems that even in the earlier stories Saul is cast in an extremely negative light. From start to finish, Saul is a negative foil for David. 

Saul the son of Kish is tall and handsome, and there is none better than he in Israel (1 Sam. 9:2). But he is no replacement for Yahweh and proves to be a failure. The failures to come are hinted at when Saul fails to find his father’s donkeys (9:1–5). Israel has forsaken Yahweh for a man who cannot find his father’s donkeys. Then Saul’s unnamed servant proves to be more resourceful than he is. This servant suggests that they seek the man of God (9:6), and when Saul objects that they have nothing to present to the man of God (9:7), the servant— not Saul—has brought money along while Saul has nothing (9:8). Both in the idea and in its execution the servant is more resourceful than Saul. 

As Saul and his servant make their way to Samuel (1 Sam. 9:9–14), the narrator recounts what Yahweh revealed to Samuel the previous day (9:15). This information confirms the interpretation of the concluding statements of Hannah’s song offered above (see comments above on 1 Sam. 2:10). Yahweh says to Samuel: 

 


“At this time tomorrow I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin, and you will anoint him as prince over my people Israel. He will save my people from the hand of the Philistines, for I have seen my people, for their cry has come to me.” When Samuel saw Saul, Yahweh told him, “Behold, the man of whom I spoke to you. This one will restrain my people.” (9:16–17) 


 

Two observations here: First, in the canonical context of Samuel, the fact that Saul is from Benjamin bodes ill for him in light of the indications that the promised king is to be from Judah (cf. Gen. 49:8–12). Second, as noted with reference to 1 Samuel 2:10, a strong connection is established between anointing, becoming king, and delivering Israel by defeating their enemies; and the mention that the king will restrain the people seems to answer the lack of restraint, with the refrain that there was no king, seen at the end of the book of Judges.52

The narrative is arranged such that Israel’s cry for a king in 1 Samuel 8 is immediately answered by the introduction of Saul in chapter 9, and the mention of Yahweh seeing the people and hearing their cry in 9:16 points back to their appeal for a king. This context colors our understanding of Saul’s initial encounter with Samuel. They meet (9:18), Samuel declares that he will feast with Saul (9:19), he tells Saul where the lost donkeys are—apparently before Saul mentions them—and then in the second half of verse 20 Samuel makes a statement that must be understood in the context of Israel’s desire for a king: “And for whom is all the desire of Israel,53 is it not for you and for all the house of your father?” (9:20). Saul’s question in response—“Am I not a Benjaminite, from the smallest of the tribes of Israel, and my family the smallest of all the families of the tribes of Benjamin? And why do you speak to me like this?” (9:21)—indicates that he understands Samuel to be hinting that he will be king. Perhaps this reply also suggests surprise that the king will be chosen from the tribe of Benjamin rather than Judah. Samuel then sets a banquet before Saul, giving him the best portion among the invited guests (9:22–24). As Saul prepares to go his way, Samuel declares to him “the word of God” (9:27). 

Before Samuel declares the word of God to Saul, he anoints him, kisses him, then says, “Has not Yahweh anointed you over his inheritance as prince?” (1 Sam. 10:1). The ESV adopts a note, attested in the LXX but not found in the MT (cf. ESV 10:1b), indicating that what Samuel says in 10:2–8 is “the sign to you that the Lord anointed you over his inheritance as ruler” (10:1b LXX). The “word of God” that Samuel declares to Saul, then, consists of the announcement that Yahweh has anointed him—via the prophet—as prince, and this is then validated by the three signs given in 10:2–8: (1) when Saul leaves Samuel he will meet men with a message from his father (10:2); (2) he will then meet three men who will give him two loaves of bread (10:3–4); and (3) Saul will then meet a troop of prophets, the Spirit will rush upon him, and he will prophesy with them (10:5–6). 

These signs are evidently given to Saul to verify Samuel’s word that Yahweh has anointed him. Samuel then says to Saul, “And it shall be, when these signs come to you, do all that your hand finds, for God is with you” (1 Sam. 10:7). Samuel’s words about waiting seven days in 10:8 seem to point to exactly what he has in mind, for the reference to Saul’s waiting seven days prepares the way for the occasion on which Saul will fail to wait the appointed time (13:8–14). 

We then read, “And it came about, as he turned his shoulder to go from Samuel, that God overturned his heart” (1 Sam. 10:9a). This language of the heart being overturned appears several other places in the Old Testament,54 but this is not the language used to indicate that someone has been enabled to hear Yahweh and obey him.55 Yahweh has “turned” Saul into “another man” (10:6), but from what Saul does after this it does not appear that Saul has had his heart circumcised, that is, been regenerated. The signs that Samuel has given to Saul, however, are immediately confirmed: “And all these signs came on that day” (10:9b). 

The confirmation of the signs should seal for Saul the reality that Yahweh has anointed him as the prince over his people. Curiously, however, Saul does not mention to his inquiring uncle what Samuel said to him about the kingdom (10:16), and then it gets worse. Samuel summons the people, and Saul is chosen king by lot, but he is nowhere to be found (10:17–21). Yahweh reveals that Saul is hiding among the baggage (10:22). When the prophet of Yahweh has declared “the word of God” to Saul, given him three confirming signs—all of which came to pass, and when the lots have fallen to him, hiding among the baggage is not humility.56 It is not humble to hide from what God has appointed one to do. Rather, Saul’s hiding among the baggage should be interpreted in view of the word Samuel declared and the signs he gave. In this light, Saul’s hiding of himself looks more like cowardice and refusal to do what Yahweh has said than it looks like humility. After these events, Saul returns home to Gibeah (10:26), and in the canonical context the mention of Gibeah recalls the putrid smell of the events that took place there in Judges (cf. Judges 19–20). Moreover, Saul refuses to act against those who speak against him (1 Sam. 10:27). 

Yahweh is merciful and saves even when his people reject him as king (1 Sam. 8:7; 10:19), and even through the judgment of Saul Israel is delivered from her enemies (11:1–11; 14:31, 47; 15:1–9). Victory in battle, however, does not necessarily constitute a positive story about Saul’s kingship. McCarter notes that there “is widely recognized” similarity between Saul’s deliverance of Jabesh Gilead (11:1–11) and the accounts of the major judges.57 Perhaps the narrator styles this account such that it corresponds to the accounts of the judges in order to make the point that Israel does not need a king, for it is still Yahweh who sends his Spirit (the language of 1 Sam. 11:6 matches Judg. 13:6, 19, and 15:14 exactly) and empowers the victorious deliverer.58 We might also note that Samson, whom this language recalls, was empowered by Yahweh in spite of his faithless behavior. Further, the way that Saul summons the tribes to battle— cutting a yoke of oxen to pieces and sending them out with a threat—does not convey positive connotations (cf. Judg. 19:29, where the concubine is cut into twelve pieces and sent throughout Israel, another reminder of the stench at the end of Judges). After the battle, some want to enact justice against those who spoke against Saul (1 Sam. 11:12; cf. 10:27), but Saul, unlike Yahweh, has no interest in justice (11:13).59

It seems that virtually everything about Saul’s kingship is negative, and this would explain Samuel’s harsh tone against the people in 1 Samuel 12. As Joshua did (Joshua 24), Samuel provides a lesson in biblical theology for the people of Israel as he summarizes Yahweh’s redemption of Israel, the ways they forgot him, the ways he judged them, and then their rejection of him (1 Sam. 12:6–12). This leads to a call to fear Yahweh and obey him (12:13–15), which is backed up by Yahweh thundering from heaven and sending rain at Samuel’s request (12:16–18). The people recognize that they deserve God’s judgment and plead with Samuel to pray for them (12:18). Samuel assures them that “Yahweh will not forsake his people on account of his great name” (12:22). Yahweh’s reputation is at stake in Israel, and he will act on behalf of his great name. First Samuel 12:22 portrays the prophet understanding what is ultimate in Yahweh’s motivations—his own name. The author of Samuel endorses this theology by choosing to include this account of what the prophet Samuel said. 

But things get worse before they get better. Saul does not trust Yahweh when Samuel appears to delay, and Yahweh seeks a king according to his own heart (13:1–14). In contrast to Saul, Jonathan relies upon the Lord and boldly goes into battle declaring that “nothing can hinder the Lord from saving by many or by few” (14:6 ESV). Saul would not put sons of Belial who spoke against him to death (10:27; 11:13), but he is ready to put Jonathan to death for tasting honey (14:24–30, 36–44). Saul places a curse on anyone who eats before he, Saul, is avenged on his enemies (14:24; and cf. the monument Saul builds for himself, 15:12). Saul’s concern seems to be for his own name, and the result of his silly curse is the limitation of Israel’s success (14:30) and the extension of Israel’s sin (14:31–33). The people rightly object and save Jonathan from Saul’s unjust wrath (14:45). In the salvation of Jonathan, there is rejection, a judgment, of Saul’s foolish curse. 

When Saul refuses to carry out the ban against the Amelakites (1 Sam. 15:1–9), the word of Yahweh comes to Samuel: Saul is rejected (15:10–35, esp. 15:23, 26).60 This sets the stage for Yahweh to seek a king “after his own heart” (13:14). Earlier it was stated that there was none better ([image: ]) than Saul in Israel (9:2), but now Yahweh tears the kingdom from Saul and gives it to one who is better ([image: ]) than he (15:28). The narrative reorients the audience’s understanding of the word “better”: there was none better than Saul in terms of physical stature; but David is better than Saul because he lives for God’s name rather than his own. Through this judgment on Saul, salvation comes as David is anointed king. 

 

2.4.3 David 

David enjoys initial success when he slays Goliath, but then Saul chases him from his home. In the wilderness, David shows himself to be a model of nobility and restraint. Eventually Saul dies, and the narratives vindicate David of any culpability in the deaths of Saul, Abner, and Ish-bosheth. The kingdom is united around David, and Yahweh makes astonishing promises to him. Yahweh begins to cover the dry land with his glory as the territory of David begins to expand. But then the terrible incident with Bathsheba unleashes judgment upon David’s house. David repents of his sin, but the prophetic word that the sword will never depart from his house rings true. This begins to work its way out when Amnon rapes Tamar. In response, Absalom murders Amnon. Absalom does not repent, and David does not do justice against him. Then when Absalom is brought back to Jerusalem, he instigates a coup that ends in his death. All of this is judgment on David for his sin with Bathsheba, but Yahweh remains merciful. David returns to Jerusalem, sings Yahweh’s praise, and buys the land on which the temple will be built. The glory of Yahweh is rightly psalmed at the conclusion of Samuel in response to the manifestation of God’s glory in salvation through judgment.61

 

2.4.3.1 Unexpected Salvation. Jesse’s smallest, youngest son, David, is anointed king (1 Sam. 16:1–12) and the Spirit comes upon him (16:11–13). Judgment on Saul results in the anointing of David, and then David, the seed of the woman, smites Goliath, the seed of the serpent, on the head to deliver Israel (17:49).62 David was provoked to fight Goliath because he “defied the armies of the living God” (17:36). David trusts that Yahweh will deliver him (17:37). David tells Goliath: 


I come against you in the name of Yahweh of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This day Yahweh will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your head. And I will give the dead bodies of the host of the Philistines this day to the birds of the air and to the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, and that all this assembly may know that Yahweh saves not with sword and spear. For the battle is Yahweh’s, and he will give you into our hand. (17:45–47, emphasis added) 


As he challenges Goliath with these words, it is clear that David relies on Yahweh, not his own boyish might (17:47). Moreover, David is defending not his own reputation but Yahweh’s, whom Goliath has defied (17:45). David is not concerned with the reputation he will gain, but he wants all to know that there is a God in Israel (17:46). Through the judgment on Saul comes salvation by David through judgment on the Philistine champion for the glory of God. 

Saul’s reward for exalting himself rather than Yahweh is the loss of the loyalty of his own children: Jonathan embraces God’s declared intentions and enters into a covenant with David (1 Sam. 18:3–4), and Michal, whom Saul seeks to use as a snare for David (18:21), loves David and helps him escape (18:20; 19:11–17). God’s justice thus comes home to Saul, and Yahweh, who does not save with sword and spear, makes all the spears Saul throws at David come to nothing but Saul’s own ruin. 

 

2.4.3.2 No Place to Lay His Head. Saul wickedly pursues David, “but God did not give him into his hand” (1 Sam. 23:14). Yahweh does put Saul into David’s hand (24:10), and David refuses to lift his hand against Saul because Saul is Yahweh’s anointed (24:10). Yahweh brings justice against Saul by Saul’s own hand (31:4). God’s justice is visited when Saul takes his own life, but though his death is God’s justice, Saul remains responsible for what he has done. After Saul’s death David’s kingdom is established (2 Samuel 2, 5). 

As David flees Saul, he eats holy bread (1 Sam. 21:1–6) and acquires Goliath’s sword (21:8–9). He then has a close encounter when he flees to, of all places, Gath, Goliath’s hometown (21:10–15). To add to David’s own problems, a band of people with problems gathers to him: people in distress, people in debt, and all who are bitter in soul take David as their captain (22:2). The weak and foolish things of the world, the things that are not impressive, will be the people led by David to experience a resurrection of righteousness in Israel. God’s judgment will bring Saul and those who exalt themselves low, and his mercy will exalt David and those like him who are trusting in Yahweh. 

Saul’s concern for his own name is so great that his hatred of Yahweh’s anointed, David, leads him to murder Yahweh’s priests (1 Sam. 22:6–19). Remarkably, when David hears of this, he takes responsibility for something for which he is clearly not responsible—the death of these priests (22:20–22). These narratives establish many points of typological contact between David and Jesus.63 Not only does David take responsibility for sin he has not committed, but a city he has saved is ready to hand him over to Saul (23:1–13). On the way to the establishment of the kingdom, while living among the Philistines (1 Sam. 27:1–6), David works to complete the conquest as he puts non-Israelite “inhabitants of the land from of old” under the ban (1 Sam. 27:8–12). 

Then simultaneous events of salvation through judgment take place when the nation is delivered from Saul, who falls in battle, as David is delivering Ziklag through the judgment he visits upon those who have raided it. Saul visits the witch of Endor and is surprised to have Samuel tell him that he will die on the morrow (1 Samuel 28). The means of Saul’s death become immediately apparent as the next chapter shows the Philistines massing for battle (1 Samuel 29). While they are gathering, they send David back to Ziklag (29:4).64 When David comes to Ziklag on the third day after the Philistine-Israeli battle in which Saul and Jonathan perish, he finds it burned and the inhabitants—including David’s wives—captured (30:1–5). The people with David are ready to stone him, but he strengthens himself in God and leads the people to kill the Amalekite raiders and recapture the women and children (30:6–29). Having taken captivity captive, David sends gifts to Israel (30:26–31). So as David is glorifying God by relying upon him and bringing salvation to Israel through the judgment of the Amalekites, God is glorifying himself by delivering Israel from wicked king Saul through the justice visited when Saul takes his own life (1 Samuel 31). 

 

2.4.3.3 Kingdom and Covenant. Second Samuel opens with David’s lament for Saul and Jonathan (2 Sam. 1:17–27). This is the second of three key poems in the book of Samuel, and this middle poem matches the first one that Hannah sang in 1 Samuel 2:1–10. Hannah’s song celebrated the way the Lord raises up the needy and puts down the proud. The song at the opening of 2 Samuel, David’s lament for Saul and Jonathan, is the noble reaction of a needy one who has been raised up, to the death of proud Saul, who has been put down. The reversal promised in Hannah’s song is honored and commemorated in David’s lament. 

David is anointed king over Judah (2 Sam. 2:1–7), but then Abner and Ishbosheth wickedly rebel against Yahweh’s anointed. With no word from the Lord and no prophetic anointing of Ish-bosheth, Abner nevertheless makes him king (2:8–11). It seems that his name has been altered from Ish-baal (see 1 Chron. 8:33) to Ish-bosheth, which means “man of shame,” and shameful it is to set oneself up as rival king to Yahweh’s anointed. Abner’s actions result in war (2 Sam. 2:12–3:6), but then Ish-bosheth accuses Abner of an indiscretion (3:7–8), in response to which Abner promises to “accomplish for David what Yahweh has sworn to him” (3:9). Abner’s experience of the treachery of those who oppose Yahweh (judgment) forces him to join those pursuing what he knows Yahweh intends to do (salvation). The judgment of the wicked saves Abner. But not for long. Abner is soon murdered by Joab (3:26–30). Then Ish-bosheth is also murdered (4:1–8). The death of an opposing general and a rival claimant to the throne (judgment) mark David’s ascension to the throne (salvation), but David has nothing to do with these murders. Indeed, David rebukes Joab and punishes Ish-bosheth’s killers (3:31–39; 4:9–12). 

Through the judgment that falls on Abner and Ish-bosheth, David becomes king over Israel and Judah (2 Sam. 5:1–5). He then takes Jerusalem from the Jebusites (5:6–9); Yahweh’s presence with him makes him greater and greater (5:10); and in the strength of Yahweh he defeats the Philistines (5:17–25). David transports the ark into Jerusalem65 (6:1–23), and Yahweh gives him rest (7:1). 

This rest that David experiences has Edenic connotations, as do the references to Yahweh’s “moving about” among the people in 2 Samuel 7:6–7.66 David’s rest, mentioned in 7:1, appears to trigger the desire to build the temple, mentioned in 7:2.67 This is significant because it connects David’s understanding of his role in God’s purposes with Adam’s role in God’s purposes. Adam’s responsibility is to “subdue the earth,” which appears to refer to the expansion of the borders of the cosmic temple of Eden to cause the glory of God to cover the dry land as the realm in which God dwells expands. David’s desire to build a temple in 2 Samuel 7:2 seems to point to his desire to establish the place where God will cause his name to dwell, a place referred to often in Deuteronomy. David also seems to have set himself to the Adamic task of expanding the borders of the new Eden, the land of Israel (2 Samuel 8–10).68

Yahweh does not permit David to build the house, and instead promises to build David’s house (2 Sam. 7:4–17). David’s response to Yahweh’s astonishing promises in 2 Samuel 7 is instructive. David recognizes that what Yahweh has promised to him is mercy: 


And what more can David say to you? For you know your servant, O Lord Yahweh! Because of your promise, and according to your own heart, you have brought about all this greatness . . . . Therefore you are great, O Lord Yahweh. For there is none like you, and there is no God besides you, according to all that we have heard with our ears. (2 Sam. 7:20–22) 


David states in verse 21 that the reason Yahweh has blessed him is “because of your promise,” probably referring to God’s promise to Abraham, and “according to your own heart,” meaning that Yahweh has done what he chose to do, not what he was obligated to do. It also seems that “according to your own heart” refers to the way that Yahweh brings down the proud while exalting the humble (1 Sam. 2:1–10), using the weak to thwart the strong.69 God is pleased to use the weak and foolish to accomplish his purposes, thereby condemning the strong and proud. David’s emphasis on the Lord’s mercy is also reminiscent of Yahweh’s statement to Moses that he shows mercy and compassion to whomever he pleases (Ex. 33:19). The author of Samuel presents David as recognizing why Yahweh has done what he has done, and the purpose given is that Yahweh might make a great name for himself (2 Sam. 7:23), a name that will be magnified forever (7:26). Yahweh mercifully promises to build David a house (7:1–16), and David recognizes that Yahweh’s self-revelation is mercy (7:18–29, esp. 27), which means that the revelation of Yahweh’s merciful character, his name, has evoked praise from David.70

David’s praise for Yahweh furthers the theme of the glory of God in salvation through judgment, for it is David’s understanding of the uniqueness of Yahweh (2 Sam. 7:22) that sends him out to subjugate the nations to Yahweh. The next chapter shows that while David does not build the temple, he does pursue the task of taking the nations as his inheritance (cf. Ps. 2:8). David defeats the Philistines to the southwest (2 Sam. 8:1), Moab and Edom to the southeast (8:2, 13–14), and Zobah and Syria to the north (8:3–8). Hamath hears and sends tribute to David (8:9–10), and David dedicates the spoil of these victories to Yahweh for the future building of the temple (8:11–12). Twice in chapter 8 the narrator states that Yahweh “gave victory to David wherever he went” (8:6, 14 ESV).71 David then shows kindness to Mephibosheth (2 Samuel 9) and conquers Ammon and Syria (2 Samuel 10).72

David has risen to power. The Lord has finally delivered him from Saul and all his enemies, promising him a lasting dynasty. On the strength of those promises, David has begun to subdue the nations round about, acting as God’s representative who delivers the people of God by visiting justice on their enemies. And then something happens that serves as a warning to all who enjoy prosperity and blessing. 

 

2.4.3.4 Sin and Its Consequences. David has been raised up as a new Adam in a new Eden, and tragically he falls prey to a new temptation that sets the nation on a path to a new exile from the place where God dwells. David despises the word of Yahweh (2 Sam. 12:9) by the way he treats Uriah and Bathsheba (11:1–27). Yahweh promises David through Nathan, “The sword will never depart from your house” (12:10), and “I will raise up evil against you out of your own house. And I will take your wives . . . and give them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun” (12:11). Nathan also promises that the child will die (12:14). 

The rest of 2 Samuel glorifies Yahweh by showing him faithful to these promises. Even with David Yahweh plays no favorites. His justice is as exact with his chosen and anointed king as it is with anyone else. The child dies (12:18), and the sword is raised up against David from within his own house: David’s son Amnon rapes his half sister Tamar (2 Sam. 13:14). David does not do what the law would seem to require—either stone Amnon or require him to marry Tamar, never to divorce her (cf. Deut. 22:25–29). So Absalom, Tamar’s brother, kills Amnon (2 Sam. 13:28–29). For this, Absalom deserves to die (Ex. 21:12; Lev. 24:17; Num. 35:30; Deut. 19:11–13). When Absalom returns to Jerusalem, he steals the hearts of the people (2 Sam. 15:6), and David must flee when Absalom seizes the kingdom (15:10–14). David leaves ten concubines in Jerusalem (15:16), whom Absalom “went in to . . . in the sight of all Israel” (16:22). Absalom is an agent of God’s justice against David, but at the same time Absalom is a rebel against Yahweh’s anointed king. Absalom dies (18:14–15). David is then faced with civil war (20:1–2), but this is soon resolved. God’s justice has been severe against David. He has been saved through it, but in many ways his life has been made miserable by God’s justice against his sins. 

Yahweh is merciful, but he is not indulgent toward sin. He is loving and patient, but he is not unjust. David suffers the just consequences of his sin, but he confesses his sin, repents, and worships the Lord (2 Sam. 12:13, 16, 20). Through the judgment, David’s sin has been addressed, and his repentance and reliance upon Yahweh results in mercy. God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

2.4.3.5 The Site of the Temple. The final chapters of Samuel form a widely acknowledged chiasm (see table 3.4).

 
Table 3.4. Chiastic Structure in 2 Samuel 21–24 

 

21:1–14, The Lord’s wrath 

         21:15–22, David’s mighty men 

             22:1–23:7, David’s praise and last words 

         23:8–39, David’s mighty men 

24:1–25, The Lord’s wrath 

 

This literary structure highlights David’s praise of Yahweh in the central section, and it also draws attention to the matching sets of mighty men and the Lord’s wrath in the two famine stories. I would suggest that reading the two stories of God’s wrath against Israel in light of one another allows them to be mutually interpretive of one another. 

In the first story of God’s wrath on Israel (2 Sam. 21:1–14), David goes to Yahweh to determine the cause of the famine (21:1), and then he goes to the Gibeonites to determine its remedy (21:2–3). The Gibeonites call for the death of seven men from Saul’s house (21:4–6). It seems significant that the text attributes God’s mercy in lifting the famine not to the justice visited upon these descendants of Saul but to the “plea for the land” (21:14, cf. NASB “entreaty,” NIV “prayer”).73 When we compare this with the second story of famine, when the prophet sets the various options before David, David’s response in 24:14 is perhaps influenced by his experience with the severe vengeance demanded by the Gibeonites: “Let us fall into the hand of Yahweh, for his mercy is great, but into the hand of man let me not fall!” In both accounts of God’s wrath on Israel, the justice God visits against the nation brings them back to himself. They are saved through his judgment. 

The accounts of David’s mighty men (2 Sam. 21:15–22; 23:8–39) show the triumph of those who rely on Yahweh and seek to advance Yahweh’s kingdom, and this is also a main theme of the third and final poem of Samuel. Hannah’s poem at the beginning of Samuel announced the reversals that would be seen throughout the book. David’s lament for Saul in the middle of the book marked the story’s most significant reversal—Saul made low and David exalted. And the third and final poem, in 2 Samuel 22 (cf. Psalm 18), shows Yahweh’s humble, reliant servant, David, crying out for help (2 Sam. 22:1–7). Yahweh is then depicted as a divine warrior, rising to help the one who cries to him (22:8–16). And then the recipient of Yahweh’s help sings the deliverance of Yahweh (22:17–46), concluding with praise in response to the way that Yahweh has saved him through the judgment of his enemies (22:47–51). Yahweh’s king is mighty because he relies on Yahweh, which glorifies Yahweh, who saves his people through the judgment of their enemies. 

The book of Samuel ends by setting up the story of the building of the temple as David acquires the threshing floor of Araunah (2 Samuel 24). In this remarkable passage, “the anger of Yahweh was kindled against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying ‘Go, number Israel and Judah’” (2 Sam. 24:1). In the parallel account in 1 Chronicles 21:1 we read, “Then Satan stood against Israel and incited David to number Israel.” The Chronicler appears to have interpreted 2 Samuel 24:1 to mean that Yahweh used Satan to accomplish his purpose as he did with Job. Yahweh did not tempt David to sin (cf. James 1:13), Satan did, but not apart from God’s ultimate purposes (cf. Rev. 17:17). In this instance, Yahweh uses Satan to set up a situation in which he will display his justice and his mercy. The numbering of the people originates in Yahweh’s purpose to discipline Israel, but David is responsible for his actions, especially since he rejects Joab’s attempt to deter him (2 Sam. 24:3–4).74 David recognizes that he has sinned and pleads with Yahweh to take away his iniquity (24:10). The word of Yahweh’s justice comes through the prophet Gad (24:11–13). Yahweh will be just and punish David’s sin, but in choosing his punishment David says, “Let us fall into the hand of Yahweh, for his mercy is great; but let me not fall into the hand of man” (24:14). David knows that Yahweh is going to punish him justly, but he also knows that Yahweh is merciful. Seventy thousand die from Dan to Beersheba (24:15), but then Yahweh relents as the angel stretches out his hand toward Jerusalem (24:16). In this account, as in all of Samuel, Yahweh’s majestic holiness is displayed in terrifying justice that highlights his tender mercy. 

 

2.4.4 The Center of the Theology of Samuel 

The story of 1 and 2 Samuel is an account of the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment. Through the judgment that falls on the wicked sons of Eli, on the nation that rejected the Lord, and on the proud king like the nations, salvation is brought through King David. David rises as a new Adam in a new Eden. Reigning from Zion, he begins to pursue the task of spreading the knowledge of the glory of God. Doing so means bringing God’s justice on surrounding nations, and through the judgment of conquest, those nations experience deliverance from their false gods and are introduced to the law of the one true God. The narrative is designed, however, to show that what was true of Adam is also true of David. Not very much time passes, in terms of narrative space, in the pursuit of the program of spreading God’s glory before the new Adam in the new Eden has a new fall. David’s sin with Bathsheba is the nation’s first step in the direction of exile, and his transgression sets the trajectory of trespass that leads straight to Babylon. God’s justice is visited as David’s sons exaggerate his sins. David committed adultery and murder. The adultery is aggravated by Amnon’s rape of Tamar, and the murder by Absalom’s treacherous fratricide in the murder of Amnon, a recapitulation of what took place with Cain and Abel. Through this justice, however, mercy comes, as it is the wife of Uriah who gives birth to the one named Jedidiah (2 Sam. 12:25), “beloved of Yahweh,” Solomon. The story of Samuel is a story of God being glorified in salvation that comes through judgment. 

 
2.5 Kings 

Like Samuel, Kings was originally one book.75 As Iain Provan has written, “The primary theological theme in Kings is Israel’s God as the true and only God.”76 The one true God of Israel reveals himself in Kings as the God who keeps his promises—promises to save and promises to judge. The story of God’s glory in salvation through judgment in Kings begins with David still on the throne but near death. David passes the kingdom to Solomon, who brings judgment on David’s enemies (1 Kings 1–2). It is almost as though Solomon purges the land of serpents. Solomon receives a divine gift of wisdom to reign righteously, builds the temple, then has his heart turned away by his many wives (1 Kings 3–11). The kingdom is split after Solomon, and the slow march toward exile, in spite of the efforts of Elijah and Elisha, arrives at the destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel (1 Kings 12—2 Kings 17). Judah continues in the land, experiences revival, but then reverts to wickedness and is exiled from the land (2 Kings 18–25).77 God glorifies himself by keeping his promises to his people in Kings. He preserves the line of David, and he also visits justice against sin. At the beginning of Kings, Israel is in the land, her wisest king ruling and building the temple. At the end of Kings, God’s justice has been visited, the people are in exile, and the temple has been destroyed. God has kept his promises, and in his freedom he has judged his wayward people. Kings nevertheless ends with hope for the future, hope that through the judgment of the exile salvation might come for the glory of God. 

 

2.5.1 David and His Sons 

The account of the tumultuous circumstances of Solomon’s becoming king includes three different tellings of Adonijah’s subversive feast (1 Kings 1:9–10, 18–19, 25–26). These three reports of what Adonijah does are matched by three announcements of the anointing of Solomon (1:32–35, 38–40, 43–46). The rejection of Adonijah (judgment) is coordinate with the enthronement of Solomon (salvation—Solomon’s life is at stake), and this results in glory for Yahweh: “And the king [David] bowed himself on the bed and the king also said, ‘Blessed be Yahweh, the God of Israel, who has granted one to sit on my throne this day, my own eyes seeing it’” (1:47–48). David’s final words to Solomon (2:2–4) recall the Mosaic instructions for Israel’s king (Deut. 17:14–20), echo the charge Joshua received (Josh. 1:6–9), allude to the promises made to David (2 Sam. 7:12–16), and are reminiscent of the description of the blessed man in Psalm 1. 

The book of Kings shows that though Yahweh brought judgment upon Israel, he nevertheless remained faithful to the promises he made to them. David is presented as interpreting Yahweh’s promises to him (2 Samuel 7) when he tells Solomon that he is to walk in Yahweh’s ways “as written in the Torah of Moses” (1 Kings 2:3; cf. Deut. 17:14–20) “that Yahweh may establish his word which he spoke concerning me, saying, ‘If your sons keep their ways to walk before me in truth with their whole heart and their whole soul,’ saying, ‘there shall not be cut off for you a man from the throne of Israel’” (1 Kings 2:4).78 Throughout the book of Kings, the kings of Israel are evaluated as to whether they walk in the way of David and whether their hearts are whole toward Yahweh. Paul House puts his finger on a significant contrast between David and his sons: “Of all the personal flaws David exhibits and all the problems he encounters, none is a result of idolatry.”79

David’s final instructions to Solomon are also instructions regarding judgment. Judgment is due to Joab and Shimei (1 Kings 2:5–6, 8–9), and mixed into the middle is the loyalty Solomon must show to Barzillai the Gileadite (2:7). 

 

2.5.2 Solomon, Temple, Idolatry 

Solomon’s establishment as king of Israel amounts to the saving of his life and the life of his mother (cf. 1 Kings 1:12). In the early days of Solomon’s reign judgment falls upon Adonijah (2:25), Joab (2:28–34), and Shimei (2:36–46). Adonijah’s crafty solicitation of help from Bathsheba (2:13–25) is like the serpent’s temptation of Eve (Gen. 3:1–7). Rather than openly attacking the man in charge, both the serpent and Adonijah approach a beloved female. Both the serpent and Adonijah seek to subvert God’s kingdom and rule. Both the serpent and Adonijah are able to persuade the beloved female. Eve ate the fruit, and Bathsheba takes the insidious request to Solomon (1 Kings 2:17–20). Here, however, is where the typological correspondence between Adam and Solomon takes a decisive turn: Adam ate the fruit with no objection, but though Solomon has sworn not to refuse his mother (2:19), he does so, recognizing that Adonijah is seeking to gain for himself the kingdom (2:22). Adam ate the fruit and was expelled from the garden-temple, barred from the tree of life in the garden of God. Adam let the serpent live and was expelled from the dwelling of God. Solomon, by contrast, puts Adonijah to death (2:23–25) and goes on to build the temple, establishing the presence of God among Israel and making the land the realm of life.80 Salvation for Solomon comes through judgment on Adonijah, and the glory of God inhabits the temple. 

Solomon is also saved through judgment against the nations as the land is subdued and he exercises “dominion over all the region west of the Euphrates from Tiphsah to Gaza, over all the kings west of the Euphrates. And he had peace on all sides around him” (1 Kings 5:4, ET 4:24; cf. 5:1, ET 4:21). As Solomon reigns in messianic grandeur, every man under his own vine and fig tree (5:5, ET 4:25), he images God in Adamic proportions. Like Adam he exercises dominion over the created order: as Adam named the animals, Solomon “spoke of trees . . . of animals, of birds, of creeping things, and of fish” (5:13, ET 4:33; cf. Gen. 1:26; 2:20). Solomon’s blessed messianic peace glorifies God, who gave him wisdom and breadth of mind (5:9, ET 4:29), blessing him with all he asked for and more (3:9–13). Yahweh’s glory shines in salvation through judgment in the triumph of Israel over her enemies and the Solomonic splendor she enjoyed. Even Hiram the Gentile blesses Yahweh because of Solomon (5:21, ET 5:7). 

Solomon is thus depicted as a new Adam who overcomes the temptation of the serpentine Adonijah and takes up the task of ruling over the earth and subduing it, extending the realm of Yahweh’s dominion that the glory of the Lord might cover the dry land as the waters cover the sea.81 This task he pursues particularly through the building of the temple (1 Kings 6–7). Once built, the temple is crowned with the glory of Yahweh’s presence: “A cloud filled the house of Yahweh, so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud, for the glory of Yahweh filled the house of Yahweh” (1 Kings 8:10–11). Solomon then blesses Yahweh for keeping his promises (8:15–21), extols Yahweh’s uniqueness (8:23), and calls on Yahweh to hear prayer for his own glory: “Hear in heaven your dwelling place . . . in order that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and that they may know that this house that I have built is called by your name” (8:43).82 After he blesses Yahweh again (8:56–58), Solomon prays that his petition will be heard so “that all the peoples of the earth may know that Yahweh is God; there is no other” (8:60). As Solomon offers sacrifices (8:5, 62–63) and stands “before the altar,” he almost functions as a priest83 (and cf. 2 Sam. 8:18, “David’s sons were priests,” ESV).84 Moreover, he is interceding for the people (1 Kings 8:22–60) in prophetic terms (note the prayers prophesying Israel’s sin, exile, and redemption in 8:46–53). Solomon thus stands as a new Adam, filling the roles of prophet, priest, and king. 

Even the Queen of Sheba blesses Yahweh because of the fame of Solomon (1 Kings 10:1, 9). And then things go bad. Just as David was faithful and honorable when he was dodging Saul’s spears and fleeing from cave to cave, so Solomon appears to have been faithful while occupied with the grand task of temple building. Just as David sinned with Bathsheba when he was established as king and enjoyed a certain amount of rest, so Solomon, once the temple and his palaces are built, multiplies wives who turn his heart away. Solomon conquered the temptation that came from Adonijah through Bathsheba, but his palace becomes infested with the seed of the serpent—hundreds of foreign wives—and Solomon, like Adam and David before him, falls.85

 

2.5.3 Divided Kingdom 

After Solomon’s death, his son Rehoboam reigns in his place. Whereas Israel was explicitly commanded not to intermarry with the people of the land (Deut. 7:3–4), when Rehoboam comes to the throne, the nation receives a king whose mother was an Ammonitess (1 Kings 14:21, 31). This observation raises a significant point in the interpretation of these narratives: the narrative records events from a perspective that assumes the teaching of Torah.86 While the perspective of Torah is assumed, transgressions of Torah are generally not explicitly noted. In order to understand Kings, however, readers must be aware of the terms of the covenant in order to see the justification for the visitation of the curses of the covenant. It seems that what the author of Kings has chosen to include is largely informed by the teaching of Torah, such that while the law of the king in Deuteronomy 17:14–20 is not overtly mentioned, 1 Kings 10:14–11:8 shows Solomon breaking these laws point for point (horses, wives, excessive silver and gold, disregard for the Torah he was to copy and keep). 

Yahweh judges Solomon for his sin: the rending of the kingdom from the house of David is something that comes from the Lord (1 Kings 12:15, 22–24). Ten tribes in the north follow Jeroboam as their king. 

In overt defiance of Yahweh’s law, Jeroboam invents his own, self-made religion (1 Kings 12:28–33). He does this to keep the northern tribes from traveling regularly to Jerusalem, lest their hearts revert to the house of David (12:26–27). Jeroboam places his desire to keep the kingdom over fidelity to the one who made him king (cf. 11:29–39). Not only does Jeroboam desire his kingdom more than he desires to please Yahweh, but he desires his kingdom more than he cares for the faithfulness of Yahweh’s people. This is the meaning of the damning refrain that repeatedly declares that Jeroboam made the people of Israel commit sin (e.g., 1 Kings 14:16; 15:25–26, 30, 34; 16:2; 2 Kings 13:2; 15:28, etc.). 

The dramatic account in 1 Kings 13 serves as an illustration of the state of the whole nation. Israel received a clear word from Yahweh in the Torah. The man of God who denounces Jeroboam’s altar also received a clear word. He was to denounce Jeroboam’s altar, eat no bread, drink no water, nor return by the way he came (13:9). He obeys, but he is accosted by an old prophet, who lies to him and leads him to do exactly what he has been commanded not to do (13:10–19). Just as Jeroboam makes up his own religion with his own priests, his own sacrifices, his own symbols, his own appointed feasts (12:28–33), so also the old prophet makes up his own “revelation” from Yahweh (13:18). Just as the man of God who denounces the altar of Jeroboam should not listen to the old prophet who is lying to him, so also Israel should not follow Jeroboam into the worship of lies. Just as the man of God who denounces Jeroboam’s altar is torn by a lion (13:23–25), Israel’s true prophets announce that she will be torn by a lion, Yahweh (Hos. 5:14; Joel 3:16; Amos 1:2). The Lion of the Tribe of Judah will judge them that he might save them. First Kings 13:33–34 connects what happens between the man of God and the old prophet to the sin of Jeroboam, forming an inclusio with the description of Jeroboam’s homemade religion in 12:28–33 and stating that because they refuse to turn from sin, Jeroboam’s dynasty will be destroyed (13:34). 

The narrative of the divided kingdom not only is marked by self-made religion but also has self-made kings, as the northern kingdom experiences assassinations and conspiracies that cause dynasty after dynasty to fall.87 The houses of Jeroboam, Baasha, and Ahab all fall under the same curse (1 Kings 14:11; 16:4; 21:24). The Lord preserves his remnant, seven thousand who have not bowed to Baal (19:18), and the means of this preservation is, in part, the ministry of the prophets Elijah and Elisha.88

The Lord gives programmatic instructions to Elijah when he tells him to anoint Hazael over Syria, Jehu over Israel, and Elisha in his own place (1 Kings 19:15–16). The statement “The one who escapes from the sword of Hazael shall Jehu put to death, and the one who escapes from the sword of Jehu shall Elisha put to death” (19:17 ESV) makes clear that these three are appointed for judgment on the northern kingdom. Through this judgment, however, Yahweh also works salvation, for it is the next verse in which he declares that he will preserve his remnant that will not bow to Baal (19:18). 

The judgment that falls in these narratives comes because Jeroboam “provoked Yahweh God of Israel” (1 Kings 15:30), as did Baasha (16:2, 7, 13), Omri (16:26), Ahab (16:33; 21:22), and Ahaziah (22:53). Idolatry is provocation because it gives what is due to Yahweh, worship, to those who are not worthy of worship. Not only does this deny Yahweh the glory due his name, but idolatry also corrupts and destroys those who engage in it.89 Yahweh is thus provoked because of his supreme love for himself and because of his concern for what is good for his people. Idolatry corrupts and destroys lives, and Yahweh is too righteous to be so unconcerned that he does not discipline. The discipline is meant to lead to salvation. And the salvation through judgment in these narratives has the same end we have seen elsewhere: that people may know Yahweh (cf. 18:21, 36–37; 20:13, 28). Those who know Yahweh glorify him. 

Yahweh’s patience and mercy are almost beyond belief. Ahab is repeatedly said to have done more evil than all who were before him (1 Kings 16:33; 21:25), and yet he repents in response to Elijah’s rebuke (21:20–27). Astonishingly, the Lord defers the calamity due to Ahab’s house to the days of his sons in response to Ahab’s repentance (21:28–29). Justice will be done, but there is mercy in the delay of justice. Nor is this unfair to Ahab’s sons; they will get their just deserts. 

God’s glory in judgment is seen not only in military defeat. God is glorious, and his laws teach the way of life. Those who do not walk in the way of life find their lives ruined, and that ruination takes shape in all manner of alienation and misery. The sins of the fathers are visited upon their descendants (Ex. 34:7), and the son of Jeroboam dies (1 Kings 14:17). There is mercy in his death, though, because unlike the rest of Jeroboam’s house he will not be eaten by dogs or birds (14:11–13). 

Whereas Israel was to annihilate the peoples of the land and rely on Yahweh alone, even the good King Asa of Judah, when threatened by Baasha of Israel, cries out for help to the king of Syria (1 Kings 15:16–19)! Not only has Asa not relied upon Yahweh, but he is at war with other Israelites. Not only is he at war with other Israelites, but he forms an alliance with non-Israelites against Israelites (15:20–21). This is not an isolated instance of what would have been unthinkable to Joshua’s generation. Failure to trust in and obey Yahweh brings about Yahweh’s justice, and Yahweh’s justice comes in surprising and appropriate ways. 

Kings provides a study in contrast between the ways the kings of Israel provoke Yahweh to wrath over against the ways Yahweh provides mercy and salvation to those who fear and honor him. A famine comes at the word of Elijah (1 Kings 17:1), but the Lord provides for Elijah (17:2–7) and for the widow of Zarephath (17:8–16). The author of Kings seems to be making the point that those who rely on the human power of other nations will be judged, while those who rely on Yahweh will be saved and provided for against all odds. 

The children of the wicked die, but Elijah raises up the dead son of the widow of Zarephath (1 Kings 17:17–23). The woman acknowledges the truth of Elijah’s word (17:24), something the wicked queen in Israel, Jezebel, will not do (cf. 19:2). The prophets of Baal can accomplish nothing (18:23–29), but Yahweh can and does answer prayer (18:30–38). Significantly, the prayer of Elijah is similar to the prayers of Moses, Joshua, David, and Solomon, all of whom prayed for Yahweh to be concerned for his own reputation and glorify himself (Ex. 32:12; Num. 14:13–19; Josh. 7:9; 2 Sam. 7:26; 1 Kings 8:43, 60).90 Elijah prays, “O Yahweh, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known today that you are God in Israel and I am your servant. . . . Answer me, O Yahweh! Answer me that this people may know that you are Yahweh, the God . . .” (1 Kings 18:36–37). The faithful in the Old Testament consistently pray for God to glorify himself, and God consistently answers these prayers. In this instance with Elijah, the fire falls in response to Elijah’s prayer and the people cry, “Yahweh, he is the God! Yahweh, he is the God!” (18:38–39). God glorifies himself by answering Elijah’s prayer, and then Elijah calls for judgment on the prophets of Baal. They are seized, taken to the Brook Kishon, and executed (18:40). Salvation comes through judgment for the glory of God. 

Those who do not trust Yahweh do not honor him, and Yahweh’s judgment is to orchestrate events such that those who refuse to honor him suffer the loss of all things (cf. Deut. 28:15–68). The narrative of Kings demonstrates this in the futility of the wretched lives of the sinful kings. By contrast, those who trust the word of God manifested through the prophet Elisha have bad water made sweet (2 Kings 2:19–22; cf. Ex. 15:22–25). Those who mock the prophet of God are mauled by bears (2 Kings 2:23–24; cf. Hos. 13:8; Amos 5:19), but Jehoshaphat seeks the Lord through the prophet and is delivered (2 Kings 3:11–25). 

The Lord is able to meet the needs of his people: a widow is provided with miraculous oil that her debts might be paid (2 Kings 4:1–7). The dead are raised by the mercy of God through the prophet’s intercession (4:14–37). The death in the pot of poisoned stew is restored to sustaining nutrition by the prophet’s intercession (4:38–41), and twenty loaves of barley feed one hundred men and leftovers remain (4:42–44). If the people will trust Yahweh, they will be saved by his power for his glory. The cleansing of Naaman the leper illustrates the humility necessary to submit to the prophetic word (5:1–19). Naaman initially refuses to do something so lowly as wash in the dirty waters of Jordan (5:12), but once he humbles himself and is cleansed, he confesses that “there is no God in all the earth except in Israel” (5:15).91 This matches the question provoked by the faithlessness of the Israelites: “Where is Yahweh, the God of Elijah?!” (2:14; cf. 3:11); and it is synonymous with Elisha’s declaration that Naaman should come to him to “know that there is a prophet in Israel” (5:8). Yahweh’s presence is mediated by the prophetic word, and one’s response to that word determines whether one will be saved or judged. 

A flood of images washes over the audience of Kings: Elisha’s servant Gehazi is made leprous because he values Naaman’s treasures more than walking with God in integrity (2 Kings 5:20–27); an axe head floats for those who cry out to the Lord and believe the prophetic word (6:1–6); unseen horses and chariots of fire protect Elisha from the seen army of Syria (6:8–17); kindness shown to captured enemies overcomes their hostility (6:18–23); the true prophet Elisha is blamed for the wretched desperation of the besieged city (6:24–33), but he is vindicated and his prophecy fulfilled when the Lord drives away the Syrian army and lepers find their camp deserted (7:1–20); the Shunammite woman appears before the king to petition for her land just when Gehazi tells the king how Elisha raised her son from the dead (8:1–6); at Elisha’s word Ben-hadad, king of Syria, recovers and Hazael becomes king of Syria (8:7–15); King Jehoram does what is evil in the eyes of Yahweh and loses territory (8:16–24); Elisha anoints Jehu king over Israel, and Jehu promptly kills the reigning kings of Israel and Judah (8:25–9:29); Jehu then slays Jezebel (9:30–37), Ahab’s seventy sons (10:1–11), Ahaziah’s relatives (10:12–14), all who remained to Ahab (10:15–17), and all the worshipers of Baal (10:18–28), fulfilling the word of the Lord spoken by Elijah (10:10, 17); Jehu does not turn from Jeroboam’s sin and the Lord cuts off parts of Israel (10:28–36); Ahaziah’s mother Athaliah murders all the royal family92—except Joash, who escapes—and makes herself queen until Jehoida the priest installs Joash and brings justice against Athaliah (11:1–21); Joash (a.k.a. Jehoash) does what is right and repairs the temple (12:1–21); Jehoahaz does evil, comes under judgment, repents, and finds mercy (13:1–9); Elisha, the father of his people, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen, prophesies victory over Syria, dies, and when a dead man is placed in his tomb, Elisha’s bones give him life (13:14–25);93 Amaziah is a good king in Judah, but he is killed in civil war with Israel (14:1–22); a string of relatively short accounts of kings (14:23–15:38) precedes a longer account of Ahaz’s apostasy (16:1–20); then the northern kingdom of Israel is captured by Assyria (17:1–6); a programmatic explanation of Israel’s idolatry, rejection of Yahweh’s prophets, and refusal to believe Yahweh follows (17:7–23); Assyria resettles the land of Israel with foreigners, and Yahweh sends lions among them—it is as though his holiness is breaking out against these unclean Gentiles (17:24–26); the Assyrians send a priest of Yahweh, but the nations resettled in the land continue in their idolatry (17:27–41). 

This flood of images functions like a cloud of witnesses. They testify to the truth of God’s word. They testify to the futility of relying upon anything other than Yahweh. They testify that Yahweh faithfully judges those who reject his word, and they testify that Yahweh saves those who trust his word and rely on him for deliverance. These witnesses give their testimony to the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 

2.5.4 Judah 

With the northern kingdom of Israel gone, the narrative of Kings continues its testimony to the glory of Yahweh in his righteousness and power to save. When Hezekiah is threatened by the Assyrians (2 Kings 18–19), he calls on the Lord in the same way that Elijah, Solomon, David, Joshua, and Moses did: appealing to Yahweh’s concern for his great name.94 Hezekiah extols Yahweh as God, sole Maker of heaven and earth (19:15), and then he prays that Yahweh would hear how Sennacherib has reproached him (19:16) and calls on Yahweh to deliver Judah from his hand “that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you, Yahweh, are God alone” (19:19). Yahweh declares his glory in mind-elevating terms through the prophet Isaiah (19:20–34), concluding with the declaration, “For I will defend this city to save it for my own sake and for the sake of my servant David” (19:34). Hezekiah appeals to God’s concern for his glory, and God answers for his own sake. Then the angel of Yahweh kills 185,000 in the Assyrian camp, Sennacherib goes home, and he is murdered by his own sons while worshiping in the temple of his god (19:35–37). Nisroch, Sennacherib’s god, cannot defend his subjects, even in his own temple. Yahweh, by contrast, is able to defend his people. It is as though the stories of the kings are all given to establish the points made in this episode. Other nations and their gods are not to be looked to for deliverance, no matter how impressive they seem. Yahweh alone is to be trusted and called upon, no matter how impossible the situation may seem. When Yahweh’s people rely upon him alone, he gets glory as they testify to his unique reliability, and he gets glory when he saves his people by judging their enemies. Yahweh shows his glory in salvation through judgment. 

Yahweh adds fifteen years to Hezekiah’s life, again declaring that he will defend Jerusalem for his own sake and for the sake of David (2 Kings 20:6; cf. 1–6), and then Hezekiah’s son Manasseh comes to the throne. Manasseh does much evil and provokes Yahweh to anger (21:6; cf. 1–9), and Yahweh declares that he will bring evil (translated “disaster”95) upon Jerusalem and Judah (21:12, 15, cf. 10–15). The evil of Manasseh is checked by the reforms of his grandson Josiah, who repairs the temple (22:5) and reforms the nation in accord with the rediscovered “Scroll of the Torah” (22:8–11; 22:14–23:14). In the process of the reforms, which includes destroying Jeroboam’s altar at Bethel and burning the bones in the tombs on that mountain in fulfillment of the word the man of God proclaimed in 1 Kings 13 (2 Kings 22:15–16), Josiah finds the tomb of that man of God (22:17–18). This account demonstrates the fulfillment of that man of God’s prophecy against Jeroboam’s altar, and, if the suggestion that 1 Kings 13 is a picture of the nation as a whole is correct, the fulfillment of the word of the man of God reaffirms that God will also keep the promises he has made to the nation. 

In spite of the fact that there is no king like Josiah, before or after him (2 Kings 23:25), Yahweh does not turn from the wrath aroused by Manasseh’s provocations (23:26). The remaining lines of 2 Kings are like the “Dream of the Witch’s Sabbath” in the fifth movement of Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique. Judah goes into exile. Judgment has fallen. John Barton writes: 


The whole Deuteronomistic History might similarly be regarded as a confession of national sin, and this is true whether it sees nothing beyond the disaster, as Noth thought, or holds out a hope for restoration, as argued by von Rad and Wolff. In telling the story of how Israel left Egypt for Canaan, but once there behaved in such a way that those who were not exiled to Babylon returned to Egypt (thus nullifying the exodus), the History expresses the conviction that Israel is a sinful people and deserves the punishment it has received from the hands of God.96


The people have been exiled from the land because Yahweh has kept the covenant he made with them at Sinai. As Eichrodt states, “All that survives the destruction of state and Temple is the God who is jealous for the honour of his Name.”97

 

2.5.5 The Center of the Theology of Kings 

Kings teaches the reliability of Yahweh’s word, showing that those who reject that word are judged, while those who rely on it are saved. Yahweh is depicted in incomparable majesty. He reigns in the midst of his people from the temple Solomon built for him, and in the face of his holiness, before his very eyes, Israel and Judah provoke him to wrath. Yahweh shows astonishing mercy by forgiving those who repent and delivering those who call on him, but his judgment falls. He is faithful to his word, to truth, to the covenant he made. Then through the judgment, salvation comes. In exile, the captive king of Judah receives favor (2 Kings 25:27–30).98 Perhaps the favor shown to Jehoiachin hints at the influence of Daniel in the Babylonian court. Perhaps it hints at the favor that will be shown in the decree that ends the book of Chronicles and opens the book of Ezra. It seems to point to a salvation that will come through judgment for the glory of the Lord Yahweh. 

 
2.6 The Center of the Theology of the Former Prophets 

Thematically speaking, there is a kind of chiastic arrangement of the Former Prophets, Joshua through Kings (see table 3.5): 

 
Table 3.5. Thematic Chiastic Structure in the Former Prophets 

 

Joshua—Obedience and conquest of the land 

       Judges—No king and rampant wickedness 

       Samuel—King Saul and King David 

Kings—Disobedience and exile from the land99

 

In Joshua, the nation of Israel relied upon Yahweh and obeyed his word, even as he called them to do things that defied human wisdom, and they destroyed the nations of the land. In Kings, the nation of Israel relied upon human wisdom and other gods, and they were destroyed by other nations. In Judges, there was no king in Israel, and everyone did what was right in his own eyes. In Samuel, the people asked for a king like all the nations, and the Lord gave them Saul as a judgment because they had rejected Yahweh as their king. Then Yahweh mercifully raised up David and promised him an eternal dynasty, but David fell. David’s sins were exaggerated in the sins of his sons: adultery to rape; murder to fratricide; several wives to hundreds of them. Yet God’s promise remained. Those who believed the promise did so because everything else they trusted had been crushed under the weight of the curse narrated in Genesis 3. They were saved through judgment to glorify God. Those who believed the promise held out hope that God would deliver them by bringing judgment against their enemies. Those who did not believe the promise joined those enemies and placed themselves under God’s judgment. The exile itself was a judgment on those who trusted in things other than Yahweh, and through that judgment Yahweh brought people to the salvation that comes only by trusting in him alone. 

 
3. The Latter Prophets: Isaiah–Malachi 

The latter prophets consist of three long books—Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel— and a fourth that consists of twelve shorter books.100 This Book of the Twelve is only a bit shorter than the three longer prophecies.101 Earlier prophets in Israel’s history, such as Elijah and Elisha, along with others named in the Former Prophets, did not leave written prophecies like the ones found among the Latter Prophets of the Old Testament. 

The written prophecies in this section of the Old Testament all proclaim the glory of God in salvation through judgment. They provide commentary on the events recounted in the Former Prophets,102 asserting that the people have put themselves under the curses of the covenant God made with them, and holding out hope that if the people will repent, God will delight to show them mercy. Yahweh will save them through the verbal condemnation of the prophet and spare them the physical condemnation of national destruction if they will repent. His glorious justice and surprising mercy continue to summon forth his praise, and the prophets match the beauty of the Psalms as they hymn the glory of God. 

Considered in terms of their chronology (see table 3.6), Amos and Hosea seem to have come on the scene first (ca. 760s BC), with Amos prophesying in the north. Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah seem to have ministered through the same period of Israel’s history (ca. 740–680), and they may have known one another personally. The land of Israel is not a large place, geographically speaking. Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah prophesied around the time of the destruction of the northern kingdom by Assyria (721 BC). Nahum was perhaps next to appear (between 660 and 612 BC), and then Habakkuk, Zephaniah, and Jeremiah (ca. 640–570 BC).103 Again it is possible that these men were personally acquainted 

 
Table 3.6. The Years of the Kings and the Prophets 


[image: 28]


 

as they prophesied in the years leading up to the crisis of the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple and the exile to Babylon (586 BC). Ezekiel was active at the time of and during the exile; he might have known Jeremiah, and he names Daniel (Ezek. 14:14, 20), whose book is grouped with the Old Testament Writings. As Stephen Dempster has written, “The Latter Prophets provide commentary on the grand narrative from creation to exile, showing the just judgment and gracious mercy of God.”104

 
3.1 The Latter Prophets Book by Book 

The prophecy of Isaiah presents a strong case that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology. His book105 declares that the curses of Deuteronomy will indeed fall on the people. They will be exiled, but through the exile and the ministry of the servant of Yahweh, the people’s sins will be taken away, and through the judgment will come an eschatological salvation for God’s people so saturated with the glory of God that mere words cannot bear the weight of the tremendous majesty. 

Jeremiah initially calls the people to repentance, but it becomes increasingly clear in his day that judgment will not be averted: the people accustomed to evil cannot learn to do good. Once judgment is certain, through Jeremiah Yahweh commands the people to capitulate to Babylon and look for the day, seventy years hence, when Yahweh promises to bring his people home. Once Yahweh has completed his judgment against Judah, Jeremiah prophesies judgment against the nations. The fall of Jerusalem attests to Jeremiah’s status as a true prophet, who declares that after Yahweh glorifies himself in judgment (exile) he will glorify himself in salvation (return). 

Ezekiel tastes the judgment of exile, and by the river Chebar he sees the glory of Yahweh. He is commissioned to prophesy and to act out signs that point to the destruction of both Jerusalem and the land. And then Ichabod: he beholds the glory depart. This judgment of Yahweh abandoning his temple is followed by announcements of doom to Israel and Judah, followed by announcements of doom to the nations. But through the judgment salvation comes to Yahweh’s glory. Ezekiel prophesies a new day when the people will have new hearts and when Yahweh will reside in a new temple, with the nation led by a new David. Moreover, Yahweh declares that he does all this for his own sake, not Israel’s. That is, Yahweh acts for his own glory. 

The twelve Minor Prophets individually move through judgment to salvation for Yahweh’s glory, but this movement can also be detected when we consider the Twelve as a unit. Broadly speaking, in Hosea through Micah the covenant sin of Israel is denounced. Then the coming punishment, judgment, is declared in Nahum through Zephaniah. And through judgment salvation comes as the restoration to the land and the glorious future for which Israel still longs come into view in Haggai through Malachi.106

 
Table 3.7. The Story of the Latter Prophets 

 

	Isaiah
	After the judgment of the exile, Yahweh will return to Zion in glory, and a shoot from the stump of Jesse will reign in Edenic splendor

	Jeremiah
	After the judgment of the exile, Yahweh will make a new covenant with his people, and a righteous branch from David will be called "Yahweh is our righteousness."

	Ezekiel
	After the judgment of the exile, Yahweh will inhabit his eschatological temple, and "my servant David shall be king over them."

	The Twelve
	Hosea–Micah: Denunciation of covenant and cosmic sin Nahum–Zephaniah: Announcement of covenant and cosmic punishment Haggai–Malachi: Announcement of covenant and cosmic restoration


 
3.2 Isaiah 

The book of Isaiah opens with five chapters that address the nation’s present sin and future hope, followed by what appears to be Isaiah’s account of his own call to be a prophet in Isaiah 6. The nation is then urged to trust Yahweh rather than Assyria in chapters 7–12, and these passages have such significant things to say about the coming Davidic king that they have been dubbed “The Book of Immanuel.” Isaiah then gives a series of oracles against foreign nations in chapters 13–23, and these are followed by an apocalyptic vision of the triumph of Yahweh over evil in Isaiah 24–27. Warnings of judgment for those who trust Assyria and Egypt are followed by declarations that Yahweh is glorious in power to save in Isaiah 28–35, and then the deliverance of Hezekiah from an Assyrian threat is narrated in Isaiah 36–39.107 Isaiah 40–48 opens with an announcement of comfort for God’s people: Isaiah comforts by declaring the incomparable glory and utter uniqueness of Yahweh. In Isaiah 49–55 the nation is given a picture of the suffering servant who will bear the sins of the people, and then in Isaiah 55–66 the prophet heralds the future deliverance of God’s people. Each of these sections will be broadly considered. In some ways passing through Isaiah like this can be compared to a one-day visit to the Louvre. A lifetime could be spent in each room, but wandering through Isaiah to get an impression of the whole, one cannot help seeing the majesty of the glory that Yahweh demonstrates as he judges in order to save, giving meaning to mercy. Barry Webb writes that Isaiah “is a book about demolition and reconstruction, judgment and salvation. And the order is significant: paradoxically, salvation emerges out of judgment and is possible only because of it.”108

 

3.2.1 Present Sin and Future Hope (Isaiah 1–5) 

Isaiah summons the witnesses to the covenant between Yahweh and his people, the heavens and the earth (Deut. 4:26; 32:1), to hear Yahweh’s case (Isa. 1:2) against the nation that has forsaken and despised the Holy One of Israel (1:4). This is the root issue that gives rise to the other symptoms of evil in Israel: they are doing the opposite of worshiping Yahweh and cleaving to him. Yahweh offers a purifying cleansing (1:18), declares that he will avenge himself (1:24), and promises that he will thereby smelt away the dross in Israel (1:25) and restore good leadership for the nation (1:26). Zion will be justly redeemed, and those who repent will be saved in righteousness (1:27), but the sinful who persist in forsaking Yahweh will be consumed (1:28). In short, salvation will come through judgment for the glory of God.109

This glory will take the form of Jerusalem being exalted as the capital of the globe, the nations streaming to Zion to learn Yahweh’s law, Yahweh initiating justice that brings true and lasting peace, and people compulsively seeking to honor Yahweh by obeying his law and walking in his light (Isa. 2:1–5). In addition to this, Isaiah 4:2–6 describes a beautiful and glorious “branch of Yahweh” (4:2, see further below on Isa. 11:1).110 Those recorded for life in Jerusalem (4:3) will survive and remain and be holy, for Yahweh will have washed the filth of his people by a Spirit of judgment and purifying burning (4:4). The canopy over the glory may point to a wedding (4:5),111 and Yahweh will provide “a booth for shade by day from the heat, and for a refuge and a shelter from the storm and rain” (4:6 ESV). 

Isaiah seeks to provoke his audience to long for what he announces in this vision by proclaiming to them the certainty of the justice of God against their sin.112 He seeks to compel repentance by announcing “the terror of Yahweh” and “the splendor of his majesty” as he comes to bring low the haughty, “and Yahweh alone will be exalted in that day” (Isa. 2:10–11; cf. 2:17, 19, 21). Isaiah’s contemporaries who have forsaken Yahweh and disregard his active presence among them as they sin are not thinking on these realities when they glory in such things as the twenty-one items of adornment Isaiah rails against in 3:18–23. As Vos wrote, “Beauty, irreligiously esteemed, infringes upon the glory of Jehovah.”113 Irreligiously esteemed beauty has ruined the vineyard Yahweh cultivated, with the result that it has produced stinking, worthless grapes (5:1–7), and Yahweh mercifully sends Isaiah to warn his people of the woes coming upon them (5:8–30). The likening of Israel to a vineyard presents the nation in Edenic terms, reinforcing the idea we have seen elsewhere in our study that the purposes God carried forward in the nation of Israel were the purposes he set out to achieve when he placed man in the garden. The announcement of the woes that follow condemns the wickedness of the people, and this condemnation is intended to bring them to the place of salvation: a place of repentance and resolve to exalt Yahweh alone.114 If they do not repent, they will be exiled from Yahweh’s vineyard just as Adam was exiled from Eden. 

 

3.2.2 The Call of Isaiah (Isaiah 6) 

After the six woes announced in Isaiah 5, Isaiah sees the exalted Lord surrounded by seraphim declaring his holiness, the antiphonal call resounding that “the fullness of the whole earth is his glory” (Isa. 6:3).115 Their powerful voices shake the foundations of the thresholds of the temple (6:4), and Isaiah proclaims a seventh woe against himself (6:5). Isaiah has been announcing Yahweh’s glory and greatness (cf., e.g., 3:8; 5:16, 24), and yet even he is overwhelmed by the king, Yahweh Sabaoth. This passage is not only about Yahweh’s glory, however; it is also about salvation through judgment. Isaiah not only pronounces a woe upon himself; he states that he is a man of unclean lips among a people of unclean lips (6:5), and then one of the seraphim flies to him, holding a burning coal from the altar in tongs, which he touches to Isaiah’s mouth and proclaims, “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for” (6:6–7 ESV). Yahweh’s holiness exposes Isaiah’s sin, and after he realizes and confesses his sin, through the purging of the burning coal from the altar, Isaiah’s guilt is removed. Glory—judgment—salvation. 

After Isaiah is called (Isa. 6:8), in a mystifying passage he is commissioned to harden the hearts of the people (6:9–10). When he asks how long, he is told that it will be until the land is devastated and the people are exiled (6:11–12). And then even the remnant, which will be like the stump of a tree that has been felled, will be burned.116 But there is hope. The holy seed is in that stump (6:13). Through the judgment of the exile, the shoot will sprout from that holy seed to bring salvation (cf. 11:1), Jerusalem will be exalted (2:1–5), and the glory of God will cover Mount Zion (4:5). In view of the kinds of claims sometimes made about different sections of the book, it seems worth pointing out that the eschatological promises in Isaiah 1–39 are no less extravagant than those in Isaiah 40–66. 

 

3.2.3 The Book of Immanuel: Trust God Not Assyria (Isaiah 7–12) 

In response to a conspiracy between Syria and the northern kingdom of Israel, Yahweh sends Isaiah to meet Ahaz to encourage him to trust Yahweh (Isa. 7:1–9). Through Isaiah Yahweh declares that the conspiracy will come to nothing, but Ahaz will stand only by faith (7:4, 7–9). We know from the near context (e.g., 7:17) and from 2 Kings 16:5–9 that Ahaz was tempted to trust Assyria, rather than Yahweh, and that he gave in to that temptation (2 Kings 16:10–18). Yahweh invites Ahaz to ask for a remarkable sign (Isa. 7:10–11). Ahaz refuses to do so (7:13), and the Lord gives the sign of Immanuel (7:14). The next verses speak of the land whose two kings Ahaz dreads, Syria and Ephraim, being deserted before this prophesied boy knows how to refuse evil and choose good (7:16), and these verses speak of the boy eating curds and honey when he knows how to refuse evil and choose good (7:15). This context indicates that Isaiah is referring to a particular virgin of his own time who will give birth and name her child Immanuel in 7:14.117 The name Immanuel, “God with us,” asserts that the child is a sign of God’s presence with his people. Thus, this child’s birth in the near future will guarantee to Ahaz that Syria and Ephraim will be “broken” (7:8). The threat from Syria and Ephraim will be ended by the Assyrian onslaught, which will also sweep into Judah (8:8). The Assyrian horde will depopulate the land, such that there will be an abundance of food for the child Immanuel (7:15–25). For these reasons, Ahaz should not fear Syria and Ephraim but should trust Yahweh rather than Assyria. This sign is basically reiterated in Isaiah 8 with the birth of Isaiah’s child, Maher-shalal-hashbaz (8:1–10), who may be the child promised in 7:14 in view of Isaiah’s declaration that he and his children are “signs and portents in Israel from Yahweh of hosts” (8:18). 

If the northern kingdom is going to be overcome by Assyria (cf. Isa. 8:4), the Assyrian devastation is likely the cause of the darkness, gloom, and thick darkness predicted in 8:22. The turning of this darkness to dawn in the “latter time” (8:23, ET 9:1) points beyond the devastation of the northern kingdom to the nation’s restoration.118 The dawning of the light is described as though it is taking place (8:23–9:1, ET 9:1–2); the nation is described as being multiplied as it was just before the exodus (9:2, ET 3; cf. the use of “multiplied,” [image: ] in both Isa. 9:2, ET 3, and Ex. 1:7); and the enemies are described as being defeated as they were “on the day of Midian” (Isa. 9:3, ET 4), which recalls Gideon’s small band of three hundred defeating the Midianites (Judges 7). These intertextual references indicate that the restoration of the nation after the judgment brought by Assyria will correspond to the ways the Lord delivered his people at the exodus and at other significant points in the nation’s history. The new exodus will typologically correspond to the old exodus (though note that the exodus is not the only saving event mentioned). 

Thus, Isaiah 8:22 describes the coming darkness of exile, then 8:23–9:1 (ET 9:1–2) points to the dawn that comes after the night of destruction that fell on the northern tribes, and the rays of light in the breaking of this dawn shine with the defeat of the nation’s enemies, recalling triumphs at the exodus and in the land in 9:2–4 (ET 3–5). This prophecy of exile and restoration, judgment followed by salvation (which entails judgment on enemies), is followed by the prophecy of a child who will be king in Isaiah 9:5–6 (ET 6–7): 


For a child is born to us, a son is given to us; and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it, in justice and in righteousness from now and unto the age. The zeal of Yahweh of hosts will do this. 


The word “for” ([image: ]) indicates that the salvation of the nation through its triumph over her enemies will come through the agency of this child, who will be a Davidic king, and who is described with exalted titles, including Mighty God!119 The salvation that arrives when the Everlasting Father who is the Prince of Peace reigns will come through judgment, however, and that judgment is what Isaiah announces in 9:7–10:4 (ET 9:8–10:4). The announcements of the devastation that will manifest Yahweh’s wrath (9:19) in this section are punctuated by the refrain, “For all this his anger has not turned away, and his hand is stretched out still” (9:11, ET 12; 9:16, ET 17; 9:20, ET 21; 10:4). 

Lest anyone think that Assyria is righteous or that her defeat of Israel signifies the defeat of Yahweh, Isaiah describes the concursus of Yahweh’s righteous will with the wicked intentions of the Assyrians in Isaiah 10:5–15. The Assyrians have their own arrogant purposes (Isa. 10:7–11), and Yahweh’s sovereignty is such that they choose to accomplish what he has planned. Assyria is the axe with which Yahweh will hew down the rotted tree of Israel (10:5–6, 12–15). As with the programmatic declaration in Isaiah 6:11–13 (stump, holy seed in the stump), so in Isaiah 10:16–34 a remnant will remain when the tree of Israel is cut down with the axe of Assyria (10:19). This remnant will rely on Yahweh, not Assyria (10:20–23). 

And then the stump will sprout with its holy seed: “A shoot will come forth from the stem of Jesse, and a branch from his roots will bear fruit” (Isa. 11:1). Different terms are used to describe the branch in Isaiah 4:2 and 11:1 ([image: ], “sprouting,” 4:2;120[image: ], “rod/shoot,” and [image: ], “branch,” 11:1), but both texts speak of fruit, and it is likely that the different words describing the new plant-like growth are merely stylistic variants, all pointing to the same reality: the upspringing of the Davidic king described in Isaiah 11:1–5. The Spirit, modified by seven descriptors, is upon the king (11:2), who delights in the fear of Yahweh (11:3), judging truly (11:4), righteously defending the poor, and smiting the wicked (11:5). He will be faithful (11:5). The reign of this king will be accompanied by dramatic alterations in the nature of things: predators will no longer be feared by their prey, as wolves, leopards, lions, and bears will dwell with lambs, goats, cows, and oxen, led by a little child, and the predators will graze with cows and eat straw like oxen (11:6–7). This altered state of affairs looks almost Edenic, and then a statement is made that indicates that the curse of Genesis 3:15 will have been removed: “The nursing child shall play over the hole of the cobra, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder’s den” (Isa. 11:8). This is a picturesque way of declaring that after the judgment on God’s people, through which they are brought to salvation, there will be no more enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman. And it culminates with God accomplishing his purpose, stated in language that recalls the song of the seraphim (6:3b; cf. Num. 14:21), “for the earth will be full of the knowledge of Yahweh, as the waters cover the sea” (Isa. 11:9b).121 As the weight of the waters rests on the ocean floor, so the glory of Yahweh will rest on the dry land, and all nations shall be gathered together, united in the worship of Yahweh. As the Red Sea was parted and the Jordan River stopped, Yahweh will lead his people “over the River” (11:15 ESV), and “there will be a highway from Assyria for the remnant that remains of his people, as there was for Israel when they came up from the land of Egypt” (11:16). The regathering of the people from the exile will typologically correspond to the exodus from Egypt. 

The whole first section of Isaiah, from the indictment in chapter 1 to the woes in chapter 5, from Isaiah’s commission to harden the people until they go into exile to the announcement of the glorious salvation that will be wrought through the judgment Assyria brings, all of this issues in the praise due to Yahweh, rendered in Isaiah 12. The refrain that Yahweh’s anger was not turned away and his hand still stretched out (Isa. 9:11, ET 12; 9:16, ET 17; 9:20, ET 21; 10:4) gives way to the gratitude expressed when Isaiah declares, “You will say in that day: ‘I will give thanks to you, O Yahweh, for though you were angry with me, your anger turned away, that you might comfort me’” (Isa. 12:1, emphasis added). 

 

3.2.4 Oracles against the Nations (Isaiah 13–23) 

Isaiah 1–11 declares that God’s people will face the judgment of exile, through which they will be saved to enjoy the reign of a righteous and triumphant king who will lead them to defeat their enemies, and all this results in a renewal of Edenic conditions. This spells doom for the rival kingdoms of the world. Interestingly, Isaiah 13–23 opens with an oracle not against Assyria but against Babylon—the nation that would later defeat Assyria (Isa. 13:1).122 Then in the oracle against Babylon, the Medes are mentioned (13:17), and it was a united Medo-Persian force that took Babylon in 539 BC (see also Jer. 51:11, 28). Just as the future salvation of Israel is compared to past salvation events in Israel’s 

history, so the promised destruction of Babylon is likened to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Isa. 13:19). 

From the broader stage the focus shifts to the nearby powers of Philistia (Isa. 14:28–32), Moab (15:1–16:14), and Damascus (17:1–14). Ethiopia and Egypt are addressed (18:1–19:25), and Isaiah makes himself a sign against Egypt and Ethiopia, going naked and barefoot for three years to demonstrate what Assyria will do to them (20:1–6). There are oracles against “the wilderness of the sea” (21:1–17), against the “valley of vision” (22:1–25), and against Tyre (23:1–18). The Lord’s judgment is against all nations. His justice will be the universal standard. 

 

3.2.5 Isaiah’s Apocalypse (Isaiah 24–27) 

Universal judgment is followed by universal, cosmic salvation. Isaiah 24 opens with 13 verses declaring the all-consuming wrath of God. In response to this, Isaiah 24:14–16 announces: 


They lift up their voices; they sing for joy; over the majesty of Yahweh they shout from the west. Therefore in the east give glory to Yahweh; in the coastlands of the sea, give glory to the name of Yahweh, the God of Israel. From the ends of the earth we hear songs of praise, of glory to the Righteous One. 


After this praise for Yahweh, which seems to have been prompted by the display of his justice, Isaiah continues at the end of verse 16, “But I say, ‘I waste away, I waste away. Woe is me! For the traitors have betrayed, with betrayal the traitors have betrayed.’” This sudden shift seems to return from the worship in response to the apocalyptic demonstration of God’s justice to Isaiah’s immediate present, wherein his own generation stands under God’s judgment. That judgment is then graphically depicted in 24:17–23, with the earth splitting and shaking (Isa. 24:19), Yahweh reigning on Mount Zion, “and his glory will be before his elders” (24:23; cf. Rev. 4:4). 

Again the glory of God’s justice is immediately followed by worship, as Isaiah praises Yahweh, who accomplishes his ancient plans (Isa. 25:1), wins glory from strong peoples (25:3), shelters the poor and needy (25:4), humbles the proud (25:5), prepares a feast for all peoples (25:6), swallows up death and wipes away tears (25:7–8), and tramples his enemies in the dust (25:9–12). Once again, the salvation for which Yahweh is praised is a salvation that comes through the justice he visits on his opponents. The song of praise for this salvation through judgment resonates through Isaiah 26, and the opening words of chapter 27 seem to reach back to the beginning of all the trouble. Yahweh “with his hard and great and strong sword will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting serpent, and he will slay the dragon that is in the sea” (Isa. 27:1). This judgment on the serpent (cf. 51:9) alludes to the promised crushing of the serpent’s head (Gen. 3:15).123 The sea, leviathan, and the dragon are symbols of evil. Naturally, Yahweh’s triumph over the great beast of evil in the sea is followed by another vineyard song (cf. Isa. 5:1–7), but this time the vineyard is pleasant because Yahweh is its keeper (27:2). The thorns and briers that are reminiscent of the curse on the ground (Gen. 3:17–19) will be gone (Isa. 27:4), indicating that this vineyard is untouched by the curse after Yahweh’s triumph. When Yahweh saves by slaying the dragon (27:1), the great trumpet, announcing the Year of Jubilee, will sound and the lost will be drawn from Assyria and Egypt to worship Yahweh on his holy mount in Jerusalem (27:13; cf. Lev. 25:8–12; Isa. 61:1–4). 

 

3.2.6 Assyria, Egypt, and Yahweh (Isaiah 28–35) 

This section of Isaiah moves from woes on north (Isa. 28:1–29) and south (29:1–24) because of Assyria, to a woe on those who trust Egypt (30:1–31:9), and then shifts to the glory of Yahweh (32:1–20). The woe in 33:1124 addresses the agent of destruction to whom Yahweh says, “When you have ceased to destroy, you will be destroyed” (33:1). The nations are summoned to see Yahweh’s justice against the destroyer in Isaiah 34, and the rejoicing over the salvation through judgment he achieves is detailed in Isaiah 35. The argument not to trust in Assyria is based on the fact that Yahweh is using Assyria to bring judgment on those who do not trust him (Isa. 28:1–29:24). Isaiah’s attention then turns to the impulse to rely on Egypt to defend Israel against Assyria (30:1–31:9). Then follow four chapters (Isaiah 32–35) that declare Yahweh’s glory and the marvelous salvation he will achieve. 

Isaiah 28 returns to the threat that Assyria poses to the northern kingdom. Ephraim, the north, is promised that Yahweh will overcome their proud rebellion against him (28:1–4), and the result of his triumph will be that he, Yahweh, will be the “crown of glory” and “diadem of beauty” to the remnant (28:5). Because prophet and priest are drunk with strong drink rather than love for Yahweh (28:7–9), Yahweh will speak to them “by people of strange lips and with a foreign tongue” (28:11). This apparently means that Yahweh will no longer speak to his people through a prophet, whom they can understand, but will instead speak to them by the Assyrians, whom they cannot understand. 

The leaders of the people who rule in Jerusalem appear to have scoffed at Isaiah’s predictions of coming doom (Isa. 28:14), and Isaiah exposes their reliance upon human wisdom and human alliances, rather than Yahweh, as “a covenant with death” and an agreement with Sheol. Indeed, they have made lies their refuge and taken shelter in falsehood (28:15). In response, Yahweh declares that he has laid a foundation in Zion, a tested, precious cornerstone, and whoever believes will not be anxious (28:16). Since this cornerstone in Zion is presented as an antidote to “scoffers, who rule . . . in Jerusalem” (28:14), it appears to be a reference to what Yahweh has established, that is, made to be a cornerstone of a sure foundation (28:16). Yahweh has established the house of David in Zion. Thus, it would appear that the themes from the Book of Immanuel (Isaiah 7–12), as well as the statements about the royal Davidic deliverer made in Isaiah 16:5 and 19:20 (cf. 22:22–25), are resumed by these words about the cornerstone in Zion (28:16). 

Having asserted that Yahweh will judge in righteousness and annul the covenants with death and Sheol (Isa. 28:17–18, cf. 15), Isaiah describes the coming judgment in terms of an overwhelming scourge (28:18b), which recalls earlier descriptions of the coming of the Assyrians (cf. the use of [image: ], “overflow,” in 8:8; 10:22; 28:2, 15, 17, 18). The overflowing Assyrian onrush through the land is then described in terms of Yahweh rising up to judge Israel as he judged their enemies in the past: “For Yahweh will rise up as on Mount Perazim; as in the Valley of Gibeon he will be roused; to do his deed—strange is his deed!—and to work his work—alien is his work!” (Isa. 28:21; cf. 2 Sam. 5:20; Josh. 10:10–14). Judgment, as the references to Yahweh’s judgment of Israel’s enemies show, is not a strange or alien deed for Yahweh. What is strange and alien is for Yahweh to do this to Israel. 

As announced in Isaiah’s commission, however, salvation for Israel will come after this judgment.125 This salvation is depicted with imagery that communicates the opposite of what Isaiah was commissioned to do. He was sent to close ears, blind eyes, and make hearts dull (Isa. 6:9–10). The announcement that Jerusalem will be visited by God’s justice (29:1–10) is accompanied by the declaration that “the vision of all this has become to you like the words of a book that is sealed” 

(29:11 ESV). Yahweh’s judgments against Israel will be “wonderful” (29:14). None can hide (29:15). Yahweh is the potter, his creation the clay (29:16). But in “a little while” Lebanon will bloom, and “in that day the deaf shall hear the words of a book, and out of their gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind shall see” (29:18). This seems to point beyond the exile announced in Isaiah 6, and the reference to seeing out of “gloom and darkness” recalls the day that dawns after the gloom of exile in Isaiah 9. Through judgment comes salvation, and it once again results in glory for God: “The meek shall obtain fresh joy in Yahweh, and the poor among mankind shall exult in the Holy One of Israel” (29:19; cf. 29:23). 

The denunciation of those who trust in Egypt (Isa. 30:1–31:9)126 is followed by the declaration that “a king will reign in righteousness” (32:1). Once again, the curse of blinded eyes, closed ears, and hearts that do not understand is reversed (32:3–4). The city will be forsaken (32:14) “until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, and the wilderness becomes a fruitful field, and the fruitful field is deemed a forest” (32:15; cf. 29:17). There seems to be a connection made here between the reversing of the blinded eyes, closed ears, and dull hearts on the one hand, and the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit on the other. As with many texts in the prophets, the return from exile is depicted in eschatological splendor. 

As in Isaiah 10, where Yahweh promised to judge Assyria after using them to judge Israel, so in Isaiah 33 Yahweh promises destruction to the destroyer (Isa. 33:1). None can dwell with the consuming fire of the everlasting burnings of Yahweh (33:14). 

 

3.2.7 The Deliverance of Hezekiah (Isaiah 36–39) 

Isaiah 36–39 parallels 2 Kings 18–20 (see the discussion earlier in this chapter in §2.5.4). It is worth pointing out that Hezekiah’s trust in Yahweh and willingness to heed the prophet Isaiah present a stark contrast to the way that Ahaz trusted in Assyria and rejected Isaiah’s message.127 Attention is drawn to this contrast between Ahaz and Hezekiah by the notation of the location, “the conduit of the upper pool on the highway to the Washer’s Field” (Isa. 7:3; 36:2 ESV); by the prophetic command, “Do not be afraid” (7:4; 37:6); and by the offer of a sign (7:11; 37:30).128 Once again, Yahweh judges Judah’s self-sufficiency with the Assyrian threat, and through that judgment they are saved by Yahweh’s glorious power. The salvation accomplished by Yahweh is wrought through the judgment of Assyria, the rod Yahweh has used to discipline his people (cf. Isa. 10:5–19). 

 

3.2.8 The Incomparable Yahweh (Isaiah 40–48) 

Great books make great readers,129 and exposure to lofty thoughts is a challenging and inspiring experience. Loftier thoughts than Isaiah’s, recorded in chapters 40–66 of his prophecy, are scarcely to be found. In these chapters Isaiah draws out the implications of what it means for Yahweh to be the one true God, Maker of heaven and earth, and his expression of these ideas is piercing and transforming. Making one’s way through these chapters is like climbing a mountain: the experience is demanding and exhausting as the air thins, while the breathtaking beauty of the glory of God shines like clear Colorado sky. 

In Isaiah 40–66, Isaiah prophesies of the coming return from exile. The opening announcement of comfort and pardon (40:1–2) is followed by a cry to prepare the way of Yahweh, whose glory will be revealed, for his mouth has spoken (40:3–5). The end of the first section, Isaiah 40–48, matches the opening announcement of return with a call to go out from Babylon (48:20–22). The end of the next unit, Isaiah 49–55, is also concluded with an announcement of the way the name of Yahweh will be made great when the people “go out with joy” and are “led forth in peace,” singing as the mountains and hills break forth while the trees clap their hands and the thorn is replaced by cypress and myrtle (55:12–13; cf. 40:4). Within these bookends, Isaiah 40–55 is also bracketed by proclamations of the eternality and effectiveness of Yahweh’s word (40:6–8; 55:10–11).130

Isaiah 40 opens with Yahweh’s call to speak comfort “to Jerusalem’s heart . . . that her warfare is complete, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from Yahweh’s hand double for all her sins” (Isa. 40:1–2). The tender mercy spoken to Jerusalem’s heart comes after the judgment of her sins. This judgment was announced at the end of the previous chapter, when Isaiah declared that the treasures of the kingdom and some of Hezekiah’s sons would be taken to Babylon (39:5–8). As Isaiah prophesies of the exile and return before it happens, his proclamation prepares the remnant for what they face. They are assured that Yahweh is not being defeated but bringing justice, and that after the justice will come the mercy. Through this “the glory of Yahweh will be revealed, and all flesh will see it together” (40:5). Israel can believe what Isaiah proclaims, for unlike grass and flesh, the word of Yahweh will stand forever (40:6–8). 

It is important to stress that the comfort Isaiah speaks to Jerusalem’s heart (Isa. 40:1–2) is related to the way that is being prepared in the wilderness (40:3). This way is not merely the path Israel will trod in her return to the land. The way prepared is “the way of Yahweh . . . a highway for our God” (40:3). This is the good news to be proclaimed by Zion and Jerusalem: “Behold your God!” (40:9), which introduces an important consideration related to the return from exile. The physical return to the land that began in 539 BC may end the exile from the land begun in 721 and carried through 586, but until Yahweh returns to Zion in glory, the exile from Eden begun in Genesis 3 continues. Isaiah’s prophecy seems to present the physical return from exile to the land as coterminous with the return of Yahweh to Zion in glory (cf. Isa. 2:1–4; 4:2–6). Later prophecies will clarify that there will be an interval of time between these events.131

Though Isaiah’s contemporaries might not see Yahweh return to Zion, those with ears to hear “see” him as they hear Isaiah proclaim his greatness. Isaiah comforts the people by showing them their God. In calling Zion and Jerusalem to announce the “good news” (Isa. 40:9) of Yahweh’s return in saving and judging glory (40:10–11), Isaiah summons Israel to the vocation for which Yahweh initially redeemed them from Egypt (Ex. 19:6).132

Having urged them to behold their God (Isa. 40:9), Isaiah declares to his audience the massive greatness of Yahweh, whose magnitude is such that oceans are measured by the palm of his hand and the mountains can be placed on his scales (40:12). The nations are a drop in the bucket (40:15); indeed, they are regarded as nothing (40:17). Yahweh’s wisdom is such that he needs no counselors, and this reality also points to his absolute self-referential freedom—he footnotes no one on his insights or plans (40:13–14; 41:28). 

Isaiah 40–48 celebrates the uniqueness of Yahweh as the Creator. Isaiah asks, “To whom will you liken God? Or what likeness will you compare to him?” (Isa. 40:18, 25; cf. 46:5). The first instance of this question is followed with observations on the way that idols are made by those who worship them (40:19–20). This is followed by a poetic description of Yahweh stretching out the heavens as a curtain (40:21). The second instance of the question, to whom can God be compared? (40:25) is followed by the invitation to gaze on the stars that Yahweh made and calls by name (40:26).133 There is a stark contrast between Yahweh, the Maker, and the idols, which are made. The folly of worshiping and relying upon what one has made rather than one’s Maker will be pressed home again and again in these passages. Idolatry is condemned through the force of Isaiah’s logic, and those who are convinced by that logic are brought to salvation—trusting in Yahweh alone—through the condemnation of idolatry. 

The folly of sin and the absurd worthlessness of idolatry often have a blinding, mind-numbing affect upon those participating in them. The implications and consequences of sin and idolatry are ignored as people enjoy what Hebrews 11:25 calls “the fleeting pleasures of sin.” Through Isaiah, Yahweh mercifully exposes the true nature of idolatry, tracing out the process by which an idol is shaped and adorned (Isa. 40:18–20); showing that it cannot hold itself up but must be soldered and pegged so that it will not totter (41:5–7); daring the idol to reveal the future (41:22), which would prove its deity (41:23a); inviting the idol to do good or evil (41:23b); pressing the conclusion that the idol is nothing, the idol’s work is nothing, and those who choose the idol make themselves an abomination (41:24, cf. 29).134 Idolaters do not process the upshot of these realities, and Isaiah in 44:9–20 and 46:6–7 repeats this merciful exercise of showing idolaters what they themselves do to produce their objects of worship. These passages invite Isaiah’s audience to consider their ways and live in reality. Exposing the processes of idol making deflates the attraction of the evil and reveals that only the living and true God is worthy of worship and trust. These carved and decorated blocks of wood are, in Isaiah’s words and in reality, worthless and nothing (41:24, 29).135

Unlike the idol, which was made by its worshipers, Yahweh alone is the Creator of all things (Isa. 40:22, 26; 41:20; 42:5; 44:24; 45:18; 48:13). Nor should anyone think that while Yahweh made what is good, some dark Zoroastrian power is responsible for the other side of things. Isaiah declares with astonishing boldness: 


I am Yahweh and there is no other; 
 besides me there is no God. 
 I will gird you, though you have not known me, 
 that they may know from the rising of the sun to the place of its setting 
 that there is none besides me. 
 I am Yahweh and there is no other; 
 shaping light and creating darkness,
 making peace and creating evil [[image: ]];136
 I am Yahweh, the one who does all these. (45:5–7) 


Yahweh is the only God. This makes him responsible for all that is. He is not evil. He never does evil. He is altogether holy, righteous, and good. Evil’s existence, however, was no accident. Evil does not thwart Yahweh’s plan, and it was not brought into existence by Satan. Moreover, the use of the verb [image: ], “create,” indicates that evil actually is something (against the idea that it should be thought of as merely the absence of good). Probably none of us would write Isaiah 45:7. Perhaps Isaiah did so only because he was inspired to do so (cf. Isa. 6:9–10; 63:17). Isaiah 45:7 teaches that God is absolutely sovereign over all that is. This should not trouble us with questions about God’s goodness. We know he is good. He showed his goodness to Moses when he revealed himself as a saving and judging God (Ex. 33:18–34:7). Rather than being troubling, the teaching of Isaiah 45:7, that Yahweh created evil—that is what the text says—is a comfort, because it tells us, as hymned in “God Moves in a Mysterious Way,” that behind the frowning providence God hides a smiling face. God has good purposes that are not thwarted but accomplished by evil. Apart from this, hope could be challenged. But if God is even sovereign over evil, hope can be affirmed with full-throated, unabashed resolution. God will be glorified by all that is, even if we do not yet understand how everything will come together. 

Yahweh is the first and the last (Isa. 41:5; 43:10, 13; 44:6; 48:12). He declares the future (42:9; 43:9; 44:7; 45:11, 21; 46:10; 48:3–8). Because Isaiah’s argument against the idols leans so heavily on Yahweh’s ability to declare the future and the inability of the idols to do so (cf. 41:22), this conclusion must inevitably follow: if Yahweh cannot declare the future, he is no better than the idols. But this is not Isaiah’s view. Isaiah is convinced of Yahweh’s claim to be the only God (44:8; 45:6, 18, 21–22; 46:9). Yahweh will defend Israel and enable them to conquer (41:8–20; 42:6; 46:4, 12–13). Israel’s current woes are Yahweh’s justice against their covenant infidelity (42:24–25), but Yahweh will be the one who saves them after the judgment (43:1–28). This pattern of an announcement of salvation immediately following an explanation of Yahweh’s just judgment can also be seen in Isaiah 45:16, a statement of judgment, followed by 45:17, a statement of salvation. Israel has weighed Yahweh down with her sins (43:24). They have sinned like their first father (43:27), but Yahweh, the only Savior (41:28; 43:11), blots out their transgressions and redeems them (44:22). 

The next section of Isaiah, chapters 49–55 (cf. 52:13–53:12), will clarify the role of Yahweh’s enigmatic servant (41:8–9; 42:1–4, 19; 43:10; 44:1, 21; 45:4) in this process of Yahweh’s redemption. In the current section, Isaiah 40–48, the servant takes on the blindness and deafness Isaiah was commissioned to produce (cf. 6:9–10; 42:18–19), and this seems to open the way for Israel to experience the alleviation of blindness and deafness (cf. 42:7, 16, 23; 43:8; cf. 44:18). 

Yahweh will bring his people back from the exile he promised to inflict when he commissioned Isaiah in 6:11–13 (Isa. 43:5–6, 14–20; 48:20–21). Ministering from about 740 BC to perhaps the 680s, Isaiah prophesies of the Persian king, Cyrus, who will conquer Babylon in 539 BC. Yahweh identifies Cyrus as his servant who will send his people home (41:2–4, 25–29;137 44:28–45:13; 46:11; 48:15). Bel and Nebo, false gods who do not carry (cf. 40:31) but must be carried (46:1), will themselves go into exile (46:2). Babylon will be judged (47:1–15; 48:14). 

When Israel is delivered, foreign nations will recognize Yahweh as the only God (Isa. 45:14). In this way the renewal of Israel will be hope and light for the nations (42:6). Yahweh saves his people from idolatry through the judgment of exile, and then he saves them through the judgment of their captors. He will not give his glory to another (42:8; 48:11). When Israel conquers her enemies (42:14–15), she will “rejoice in Yahweh and glory in the Holy One of Israel” (41:16). Yahweh’s praise will come from the ends of the earth (42:10–13). He formed his people for himself that they would declare his praise (43:21). The justified will glory in Yahweh (45:25). 

If Yahweh is the only true God, the only Creator, who is responsible for all that is, if he declares that he will not share his glory with others, and if history culminates in Yahweh being glorified, then it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Yahweh has worked to bring about a situation that results in glory for himself. Indeed, Isaiah celebrates Yahweh’s intention: Yahweh has acted for the sake of his own righteousness (Isa. 42:21). He has created his people for his own glory (43:7). Yahweh has blotted out the transgressions of his people “for my own sake” (43:25). He has “glorified himself” (44:23). He has acted so that he will be known as Yahweh (45:3, 6). He swears by himself that every knee will bow and every tongue swear allegiance (45:23). He asserts that he defers his wrath on Israel “for my name’s sake,” restraining it “for my praise” (48:9), declaring with repetitious insistence, “for my own sake, for my own sake I will act, for how can my name be profaned? And my glory to another I will not give” (48:11). 

It is righteous only for Yahweh to act for his own sake, for his own glory, because he alone is the first and the last, the only Creator, the only Redeemer, the only one who can declare the future. He judges to vindicate his holiness. He saves to display his mercy. He glorifies himself. “For Yahweh is our judge; Yahweh is our lawgiver; Yahweh is our king; he will save us” (Isa. 33:22). 

 

3.2.9 The Suffering Servant (Isaiah 49–55) 

In Isaiah 49–55 the focus shifts from the matchless greatness of Yahweh to his servant, who will be glorified (Isa. 52:13). Yahweh announces that he himself will be glorified in his servant (49:3), whom he formed to bring Jacob and Israel back to himself—and the servant says that he will be glorious in Yahweh’s eyes and that God will be his strength (49:5). Yahweh then declares that bringing Jacob and Israel back through his servant is “too small”: “I will also give you as a light to the nations, to be my salvation to the end of the earth” (49:6). Through the servant (note the singular pronouns in 49:8) the captives will be released (49:9), sheltered and led (49:10) on the highways (49:11) even from north and south and the land of Sinim (49:12; ESV, “Syene”), and the heavens and earth will break forth in singing because Yahweh has comforted his people (49:13; cf. 40:1). Yahweh will not forget his people (49:14–26). He has inscribed them on the palms of his hands (49:16). When the enemies of his people lick the dust—judgment (cf. Gen. 3:14)—his people will know that he is Yahweh—salvation and glory (Isa. 49:23). All flesh will know that he is Yahweh, Savior and Redeemer to his people, the mighty one of Jacob (49:26). 

After Yahweh’s questions, which seem to contrast his ability to save with the inability of those on whom Israel has relied (Isa. 50:1–3), it appears that Yahweh’s servant begins to describe what Yahweh has done for him. Yahweh has given the servant a tongue to speak and ears to hear (50:4–5), and this enables the servant to bear reproach: “I gave my back to those who strike, and my cheeks to those who pull out the beard; I hid not my face from disgrace and spitting” (50:6). The servant is able to do this because Yahweh helps and justifies him, making it so that none can condemn him (50:7–9). Then in Isaiah 50:10, Isaiah asks his contemporaries who among them fears Yahweh and obeys the servant. He who would do so is exhorted to “trust in the name of Yahweh and rely upon his God” (50:10). Those who do not do so face torment (50:11). From Isaiah 50, it appears that the servant, who glorifies Yahweh (49:3), through whom Yahweh will turn Israel and the nations to himself (49:6), is one who will obediently (50:4–5) bear reproach and rejection (50:6), trusting Yahweh for vindication and help (50:7–9). Meanwhile Isaiah encourages his audience to “obey the voice” of Yahweh’s servant (50:10) or face torment (50:11). This is reminiscent of the promised prophet like Moses, whose word Yahweh will enforce, promising to punish any who do not obey him (Deut. 18:15–19). 

I have argued elsewhere that the promises to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–3 answer the curses of Genesis 3:14–19, pointing to Yahweh’s intention to overcome those curses by blessing Abraham and reopening the way to Eden.138 Isaiah 51 seems to support this interpretation as Isaiah reminds his audience of the way Yahweh blessed Abraham (Isa. 51:1–2) and then promises that when he comforts Zion, “he will make her wilderness like Eden, and her desert like the garden of Yahweh” (51:3). 

When Yahweh refurbishes Zion, what was prophesied in Isaiah 2:1–5 will be realized. This can be seen from the way that Isaiah 51:4–6 matches Isaiah 2:1–5. Law goes forth from Yahweh to establish justice (Isa. 51:4). Yahweh judges the people (51:5). And his salvation and glory stand forever in the new earth. 

This is the vision of the future that Isaiah calls his contemporaries to embrace. Yahweh commanded Israel to have his law on their hearts (Deut. 6:6), and Isaiah addresses God’s people as those in whose hearts is Yahweh’s law: he calls them not to fear reproaches from men, who will perish with the years, for Yahweh’s salvation and righteousness stand forever (Isa. 51:7–8). 

After celebrating the way Yahweh delivered Israel in the past (Isa. 51:9–16),139 Isaiah calls Israel to recognize that they have tasted the cup of the fury of his wrath (51:17). Drinking this cup has made them drunk (51:18–21), but God’s people will no longer drink from it. It will be given to their enemies (51:22–23). Israel will be saved through drinking the cup of judgment, and then Israel will be saved when her enemies drink the cup of judgment. Salvation will come through judgment for the glory of Yahweh. 

Isaiah 52 calls Zion to awaken and adorn herself and shake off the bonds of captivity from her neck (Isa. 52:1–2), for Yahweh will redeem Zion just as he redeemed his people from Egypt (52:3–10)—by the might of his arm (52:10) for the glory of his name (52:5b–6). Interestingly, just before the servant passage in Isaiah 52:13–53:12, Isaiah 52:11–12 calls Israel to go out, to depart from captivity, to experience the new exodus. Unlike the first exodus, they will not go out in haste; but like the first exodus, Yahweh will go before them and be their rear guard (52:12). The juxtaposition of these passages connects the sin-bearing work of the servant in Isaiah 53 to the new exodus, the return from exile, the return to Eden, in Isaiah 52. 

The servant accomplishes salvation through judgment for God’s glory in a way that baffles the world.140 The servant will be exalted and lifted up (Isa. 52:13), but not in a worldly way. The disfigurement of the servant will be astonishing (52:14), but through this, many nations will be sprinkled (52:15). The servant’s work will shut the mouths of kings, and it causes Isaiah to ask who has believed his report (52:15–53:1). The description of the servant as a tender shoot, a root out of dry ground (53:2a), connects this servant to the king who will spring up from Jesse’s roots (Isa. 11:1). And yet he is not a king impressive by human standards of measurement. He is not beautiful but despised (53:2b–3a), not glad but grieving (53:3b), not accepted but rejected and shunned (53:3c). 

In all this, the servant bears the griefs and sorrows of the people, who esteem him stricken, smitten, and afflicted (Isa. 53:4). This estimation is false, however, for the truth is that he is wounded for the transgression of the people, pierced for their iniquities. His chastisement results in their peace, and the stripes he receives result in their healing (53:5). The people have strayed like sheep, and Yahweh puts their iniquity on the servant (53:6), who goes like a lamb to slaughter through oppression and affliction (53:7). He is cut off for their transgression, his grave is with the wicked, and yet he is with the rich at his death; he does no violence and tells no lies (53:8–9). It pleases Yahweh to crush him. He makes his soul a sin offering. The pleasure of Yahweh prospers in his hand (53:10). This must mean that Yahweh’s justice against the people is satisfied through the servant’s vicarious, substitutionary sacrifice. And this sacrifice is penal. He is cut off for their transgression. Through judgment he accomplishes salvation, bearing the sins of others and achieving their justification, making intercession for them (53:11–12). Through the judgment that falls on the servant, salvation comes for the people.141 The connection between the servant’s work (52:13–53:12) and the return from exile (cf. 52:11–12) informs the announcement in Isaiah 40:2 that the iniquity of the people is pardoned because they have received from Yahweh’s hand—vicariously through the punishment of the servant who satisfies Yahweh—double for all their sins. 

Through judgment salvation comes for God’s glory. The opening statement of the next chapter, Isaiah 54:1, calls the barren to sing! The tent will be enlarged (54:2–3) because shame has been taken away and Yahweh will husband his people (54:5). His everlasting kindness will make his wrath seem little, and his mercy will make the hiding of his face seem momentary (54:7–8). 

Isaiah 55 summons the people to satisfy themselves on Yahweh, to incline to the prophetic word and thereby find life and enjoy the blessings of the Davidic covenant (Isa. 55:1–3). The Davidic king will rule the nations because Yahweh has glorified him as the leader of his people (55:4–5). Peter Gentry connects this to “the Servant King in Isa 53 whose offering of himself as an ’āsām and whose resurrection enable him to bring to fulfillment the promises of Yahweh in the Davidic Covenant and is at the same time the basis for the New or Everlasting Covenant.”142 Through the judgment on the servant in Isaiah 49–55, Yahweh brings his people to salvation for his own glory. The fact that this glory is so unexpected by the world, so little esteemed by those who measure by human standards, so difficult to recognize, augments the glory of the wisdom that Yahweh displays in saving through judgment. 

 

3.2.10 Future Deliverance (Isaiah 56–66) 

If the nation’s immediate future is decreed143—as Yahweh announces the exile and return through his prophet Isaiah—how should Isaiah’s own generation respond? That is the question Isaiah answers in chapters 56–66. Isaiah opens this portion of his prophecy with the declaration, “Thus says Yahweh: ‘Keep justice and do righteousness, for my salvation is about to come and my righteousness to be revealed’” (Isa. 56:1). The certainty of Yahweh’s sovereign plan summons his people to responsibility. Their quality of life will improve if they respond in faith to Isaiah and seek Yahweh’s glory. As will be seen in the accounts of Daniel, Yahweh blesses his people in exile such that those who honor him are honored, even if they never return to the land. There is something worse than exile: continuing in rebellious rejection of Yahweh. Those who drink from the waters, who buy wine and milk without money and without price (Isa. 55:1), satisfying their souls on the richest of fare (55:2), that is, Yahweh himself, find blessing even if they are not native to Israel, even if they are a eunuch (cf. Isa. 56:3–8). 

John Oswalt proposes144 a chiastic arrangement of Isaiah 56–66 (see table 3.8). 

 
Table 3.8. Oswalt’s Chiastic Structure of Isaiah 56–66 

 

     55:1–8, Foreign worshipers 

         56:9–59:15a, Ethical righteousness 

           59:15b–21, Divine warrior 

             60–62, Eschatological hope 

           63:1–6, Divine warrior 

         63:7–66:17, Ethical righteousness 

     66:18–24, Foreign worshipers 

 

Through Isaiah, Yahweh roundly condemns idolatry and unrighteousness, offering the way to salvation—the way of trusting Yahweh and heeding Isaiah’s word. The concluding chapters of Isaiah are rich with the life that will accompany trust in Yahweh, the power of the divine warrior to save and judge, and the worship Yahweh’s redeemed will render to him. He saves through judgment to the glory of his name. 

 

3.2.11 The Center of the Theology of Isaiah 

Yahweh’s glory covers Isaiah’s New Jerusalem (Isaiah 2, 4).145 Yahweh’s glory will be seen in the rollback of the curses, when the nursing child plays by the hole of the cobra (Isaiah 11). Yahweh’s glory is shown when he slays the dragon in the sea (Isaiah 27), when he makes the desert a new Eden (Isaiah 35, 51), and when he returns to Zion (Isaiah 40) because the servant has been crushed for the people’s iniquities (Isaiah 53). And after the sacrifice in Bozrah (Isaiah 34), when his robe is spattered with blood from the judgment of his enemies (Isaiah 63), Yahweh’s people will gather to worship him. They will worship him for the mercy he has shown them by saving them, and they will worship him for the justice they see displayed in the undying worm and the unquenched flame (Isaiah 66). The center of Isaiah’s theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.146

 
3.3 Jeremiah

Jeremiah narrates his call to serve as a prophet (Jeremiah 1), and from there he begins to announce the coming judgment and calls the people to repentance (Jeremiah 2–6). In Jeremiah 7–20 judgment looks increasingly inevitable. Jeremiah is pained (Jeremiah’s “confessions”) by the awful sin of the people that is exposed by the radiating light of Yahweh’s glory. When the judgment becomes unavoidable, Jeremiah is shown that the nation should surrender to Babylon (Jeremiah 21–24). In chapters 25–33 the exile is prophesied, but these chapters also promise hope beyond exile, especially in Jeremiah 30–33 (the “Book of Consolation”). These promises of hope show that Jeremiah’s prophecy matches the argument of this book: God will be glorified in salvation through judgment.147 In Jeremiah, through the judgment of the exile, the people will be redeemed. In Jeremiah 34–45 the people decisively reject Yahweh’s word, justifying the exile. Yahweh’s land has been defiled by the idolatry of the people, and the holiness of his glory is vindicated by the exile. The happiness of the salvation promised when the exile is over will be the enjoyment of Yahweh’s glory, when they will be his people and he will be their God (Jer. 7:23; 11:4; 24:7; 30:22; 31:1, 33; 32:38). The narrative of the fall of Jerusalem is both painful and purging: through the chastening comes the cleansing. As is typical in the Latter Prophets, once Yahweh has judged his people, he judges those he has used to discipline them: thus Jeremiah’s oracles against the nations in chapters 46–51.148 Chapter 52 punctuates Jeremiah’s prophecy by retelling (cf. 39:1–10) the fall of Jerusalem, validating Jeremiah’s prophecies. What he prophesied came to pass, and the end of his prophecy reiterates this story to make that point. Like 2 Kings, Jeremiah ends on the hopeful note of the kindness shown to Jehoiachin in Babylon (52:31–34).149

The opening chapter of Jeremiah, and the first section, chapters 2–6, are programmatic for the whole book. Accordingly, they will receive the fullest treatment here. For the other sections of the book, space limitations permit only summaries of major themes. 

 

3.3.1 The Call of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1) 

Jeremiah opens by identifying himself and his times. The word of Yahweh came to him, Son of Hilkiah,150 of the priests in Anathoth, in the thirteenth year of Josiah’s reign, 627 BC, until the end of the eleventh year of Zedekiah, when Jerusalem was taken into exile in 586 BC (Jer. 1:1–3). The last event Jeremiah narrates is the elevation of Jehoiachin in Babylon in 561 BC (52:31–34).151 Yahweh revealed to Jeremiah that he knew him before he formed him in the womb, and that he sanctified him to be a prophet to the nations before he was born (1:5). Such a declaration highlights God’s sovereign foreknowledge of and control over history. 

After Jeremiah’s protests about his tender age (Jer. 1:6), Yahweh promises to be with Jeremiah, touches his mouth, and then puts his words in Jeremiah’s mouth (1:8–9).152 That Yahweh puts his word in Jeremiah’s mouth means that Yahweh will accomplish his purposes through Jeremiah: “to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant” (1:10).153 The plucking up, breaking down, destroying, and overthrowing precede the building and the planting. Salvation will come through judgment. Yahweh will use Jeremiah himself to judge his people, and through the judgment he will save them. 

Yahweh reveals that he is watching over his word to perform it (Jer. 1:11–12), and then shows Jeremiah a boiling pot facing away from the north, about to pour down on his people (1:13–15). The word Yahweh is going to perform is the troth he pledged in the covenant curses of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28. He will do this because his people have forsaken him and have worshiped idols (Jer. 1:16). The theme of forsaking Yahweh is significant in Jeremiah,154 pointing as it does to the root issue of sin: not trusting, enjoying, and worshiping Yahweh, which is to say, not glorifying him. 

Anticipating the reception Jeremiah faces, Yahweh tells Jeremiah not to be dismayed by the people, lest he be dismayed by Yahweh, because Yahweh is setting Jeremiah among the people like a fortified city, an iron pillar, bronze walls, against them and their leaders (Jer. 1:17–18). Jeremiah will face opposition, “‘but they will not prevail over you, for I am with you,’ an utterance of Yahweh, ‘to deliver you’” (1:19; cf. 1:8). The judgment Jeremiah will proclaim will stand among the people like an unyielding fortress, and Yahweh’s word will prevail. 

 

3.3.2 Early Oracles Calling for Repentance and Announcing Judgment (Jeremiah 2–6) 

The precise structure of the book of Jeremiah is difficult to ascertain, but it seems that the formula “and the word of Yahweh came to me saying” in 2:1 marks the beginning of a new section.155 The conclusion of this section seems to be signaled by the similarity between 6:27–30 and 1:17–19. In 6:27–30 Yahweh again tells Jeremiah that he set him among the people as a fortress (6:27); again bronze and iron are referenced—but this time they refer to the people rather than Jeremiah (6:28); and again the people’s opposition to Jeremiah will not prevail, for Yahweh has rejected them (6:30).156

In keeping with the idea that the Latter Prophets provide an explanatory commentary on the narrative story line of the Torah and the Former Prophets, these chapters of Jeremiah depict the exodus from Egypt and the covenant at Sinai as a wedding between Yahweh and his virgin bride, Israel (Jer. 2:2; cf. Hos. 2:17–18, ET 15–16).157 While a virgin bride’s memories of the glory of the wedding day would keep her faithful to her husband, Israel has forgotten Yahweh “days without number” (Jer. 2:32). Jeremiah calls the people to repent of their spiritual adultery.158 The horror of covenant infidelity, forsaking Yahweh and turning to idols (1:16), should be recognized by the fruit it will bear: Jeremiah prophesies that it will lead to the unwanted pregnancy that gives birth to exile. Yahweh asks what wrong was found in him by Israel’s fathers to prompt them to trade him in for idols (2:4–5). The problem is not on his side, however: the people did not seek him who redeemed them (2:6), and they defiled the good land he gave (2:7). Therefore, Yahweh brings charges ([image: ]) against the people (2:9; cf. Hos. 2:4, ET 2). 

With a rhetorical question reminiscent of Moses (cf. Deut. 4:32–40), Jeremiah invites his audience to search the east and the west (coasts of Cyprus to the west, Kedar to the east) “and see if there has been such a thing. Has a nation changed its gods, and they are not gods! But my people have changed their glory for what does not profit” (Jer. 2:10–11). The situation in Jeremiah’s day is even more dire than it was in Isaiah’s, so when, like Isaiah (cf. Isa. 1:2), Jeremiah calls a witness to the covenant to testify against Israel, the heavens are invoked with a horrified cry: “‘Be astonished at this, O heavens; bristle and be desolate,’ an utterance of Yahweh, ‘for my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, to hew for themselves cisterns, broken cisterns that are not able to hold water’” (Jer. 2:12; cf. Deut. 4:26; 30:19; 32:1). 

Rather than trust Yahweh, Israel has relied upon Egypt and Assyria (Jer. 2:18, 36).159 Reliance upon these nations is like refusing an ever-flowing spring of fresh water in favor of a broken cistern that does not hold water (2:13; cf. 17:13). Trying to drink from that cistern, which only collects runoff water and cannot hold what it collects, makes Israel seem like a beaten and broken slave (2:14–17). Jeremiah does not let his audience forget the main problem: they have forsaken Yahweh (2:19). They cannot wash themselves clean (2:22), nor can they deny their idolatry (2:23). They are like a camel or a donkey in heat, resolutely pursuing lovers (2:23–25). Israel is caught, and their gods cannot deliver (2:26–28). 

The implications of Israel’s spiritual adultery are rigorously pursued in Jeremiah 3–4. Having vividly described Israel’s whoring ways (Jer. 3:1–10), Yahweh calls his people to repentance (3:11–13), promising to take them back, provide shepherds after his own heart, and make Jerusalem his throne (3:14–17). Jeremiah teaches Israel to acknowledge their sin (3:13) and provides them with appropriate words to say: a confession of trust in Yahweh and a denunciation of the futility of idolatry (3:22–25).160

Yahweh promises to take his people back if they repent (Jer. 4:1–2), even though a husband forgiving his wife in such circumstances would pollute the land (3:1). Adding to the tragedy of Israel’s refusal to repent is the indication that if Israel repents and swears “‘as Yahweh lives,’ in truth, in justice, and in righteousness, the nations will bless themselves in him, and in him they will glory” (4:2). The reference to the nations’ blessing themselves in Yahweh indicates that the promises to Abraham would be realized (cf. Gen. 12:3) if Israel would repent and glorify Yahweh. The nations could enjoy Yahweh through Israel’s restoration, but Israel still needs to do what Moses commanded in Deuteronomy 10:16, circumcise their hearts (Jer. 4:4). 

The coming fierce anger of Yahweh (Jer. 4:4, 8) calls for a trumpet blast of alarm (4:5). The threatened destruction (4:5–9) leads Jeremiah to accuse Yahweh of deceiving the people by offering mercy if they repent (4:10). In fact, that is what the people are getting—mercy—even in Jeremiah’s accusation! Such an accusation forcibly communicates the certainty of the coming judgment in the face of unlikely repentance. People will repent only if they become convinced of the certainty of coming judgment, so convinced that they cease to presume on Yahweh’s mercy and “ask for the ancient paths” (6:16). If Jeremiah’s audience were to repent, they would be saved precisely through the announcement of coming judgment, a judgment that would avenge Yahweh’s glory. 

Jeremiah describes the severity of the judgment to come in four statements set up by the phrase “I looked” ([image: ]) in 4:23–26. Jeremiah speaks of the plundered land ([image: ]) after Yahweh has destroyed it in terms of damage done to tents and curtains (4:20). The most important dwelling that will be affected is Yahweh’s, and when the judgment is visited, the temple will be destroyed. The temple functions as a microcosm, a symbolic depiction of the world, which explains why Jeremiah says that he sees the earth ([image: ]) “without form and void” ([image: ], 4:23; cf. Gen. 1:2; Isa. 34:11). Through Yahweh’s purging judgment, the land will be returned to the “formless and void,” uninhabited and unproductive state it was in before Yahweh began to create.161 Like the judgment of the flood, which was a kind of de-creation, so the judgment of exile will be a kind of de-creation. When the people are exiled and the temple is destroyed, it is as though the world is being torn down. And as there was no light before Yahweh called it into being (Gen. 1:3), so Jeremiah sees that the heavens have no light (Jer. 4:23). Mountains and hills tremble (4:24), there are no humans and the birds have fled (4:25), and the fruitful land is made a wilderness (4:26). Such are the remains of the world “from the presence of Yahweh, from before his fierce anger” (4:26). 

Jeremiah 5:1 seems reminiscent of the way Abraham bargained with God to get the guarantee that if ten righteous men could be found in Sodom, the city would not be consumed (Gen. 18:22–33). Here, however, only one man who does justice and seeks truth would win Yahweh’s pardon (Jer. 5:1). Repentance, however, looks increasingly unlikely.162 Yahweh repeatedly asks, “‘Shall I not punish them for these things?’ an utterance of Yahweh, ‘and shall I not avenge myself on a nation such as this?’” (Jer. 5:9, 29; 9:9).163 Yahweh declares that his word will be like fire in Jeremiah’s mouth, and the people will be like wood, devoured by the word of judgment (5:14). And yet he will not make a complete end (5:18). 

Isaiah was commissioned to close eyes and ears, to dull hearts until the exile came (Isa. 6:9–11). Jeremiah recognizes that the people have eyes but cannot see, ears but cannot hear (Jer. 5:21). Yahweh’s word is a reproach to them, and they take no delight in it because their ears are uncircumcised, and they are unable to incline to Yahweh’s word (6:10). This is only augmented by the problem of false prophets and priests promising peace when there is no peace (6:14). Yahweh has placed Jeremiah among the people as a fortress precisely to show their stubborn refusal to repent (6:27–29; cf. 1:18–19). Their refusal to repent leads to Yahweh’s rejection (6:30). 

 

3.3.3 Increasingly Inevitable Judgment and Jeremiah’s “Confessions” (Jeremiah 7–20) 

In this section the problem that God’s people have comes fully into view— they are disabled by sin (cf. Jer. 2:22). With their uncircumcised ears (6:10), they have uncircumcised hearts (9:25, ET 26; cf. 4:4). The people are fully responsible for the failure to worship and the concomitant aberrant behavior that Jeremiah denounces, and yet he can also declare, “I know, O Yahweh, that the way of man is not in himself, that it is not in man who walks to direct his steps” (10:23). Mysteriously, people are responsible even if they do not direct their own steps. The people, who are accustomed to doing evil, can no more do good than an Ethiopian can change his skin or a leopard its spots (13:23). Judah’s sin is written with an iron stylus, engraved on the tablets of their hearts with the point of a diamond (17:1). And, Jeremiah says plainly, 


       The heart is deceitful above all things, 
              and desperately sick; 
              who can understand it? (17:9 ESV)164


Jeremiah, therefore, faces a people disabled by sin. Yahweh proclaims to him, “So you shall speak all these words to them, but they will not listen to you. You shall call to them, but they will not answer you” (Jer. 7:27 ESV; cf. Isa. 6:9–10). Jeremiah declares, “Your words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for your name is called over me, O Yahweh, God of hosts” (Jer. 15:16). This sounds like an allusion to the finding of the Torah in 2 Kings 22, but the people do not share Jeremiah’s enthusiasm. Instead, they “rejected the word of Yahweh” (Jer. 8:9), forsaking the Torah (9:12, ET 13). Yahweh’s command to Jeremiah not to pray for the people is a shocking development (7:16; 11:14; 14:11), and he, Yahweh, even announces that Moses and Samuel could not move him to mercy (15:1). The situation is so bad that Jeremiah is commanded not to marry because wives and children will be killed by the coming army (16:1–4). The people are so rebellious that there are threats on Jeremiah’s life (11:18–19; 18:18). In response to one of these Jeremiah prays an imprecation against his opponents (11:20), and Yahweh promises to answer (11:21–23). 

In spite of all this, Jeremiah does appeal to Yahweh’s concern for his own glory in 14:7–9 and 20–22 (see the appendix [§7] to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”). Jeremiah explicitly calls on Yahweh to act for his own name’s sake (14:7, 21).165 Unlike other instances when he relents or saves in response to such appeals, this time Yahweh will act for his name by judging his people. McConville writes, “Judah’s God, who fought for her ancestors, is now set against her in a reversal of the holy war, the only possible outcome being the ‘death’ of exile.”166 While repentance is still held out as a possibility (17:24–26; 18:5–11), the real hope lies in what comes through and after the judgment of exile.167 Like Isaiah, Jeremiah proclaims a new exodus (Jer. 16:14–21; cf. 3:16–18). Interestingly, Yahweh likens the regathering of his people to the work of fishermen who will fish out his people (16:16; cf. Matt. 4:19). Salvation comes through judgment, and Jeremiah’s paean to Yahweh’s glory as contrasted with the worthlessness of the idols is Isaianic in the power and beauty of its celebration of Yahweh’s glory (Jer. 10:6–16). Those who know him boast in him alone (9:22–23, ET 23–24). 

 

3.3.4 The House of David and the Basket of Figs (Jeremiah 21–24) 

Jeremiah 21–24 begins and ends with references to Zedekiah (Jer. 21:1; 24:8).168 In contrast to the way that Jeremiah later writes to the exiles in Babylon (29:11), Yahweh declares regarding Jerusalem, “I have set my face against this city for harm and not for good” (21:10). The Davidic house is in view in these chapters (21:1, 3, 7, 11–12; 22:1–7, 11, 18, 24, 28–30; 24:1, 8). Hope will not come from the present line of kings (cf. esp. 22:30).169 Instead, hope is fixed on the future, when Yahweh regathers the flock he drove away and sets up shepherds over them (23:3–4; cf. 3:15). Yahweh declares that after the judgment he “will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved, and Israel will dwell securely. And this is the name by which he will be called: Yahweh our righteousness” (23:5–6). The regathering of the people will eclipse the exodus as the major saving event of God’s people (23:7–8). Through the judgment of exile comes salvation in that great new exodus when a new David will reign, and in the judging, the saving, and the righteous ruling of the new David, Yahweh’s glory shines. 

In Jeremiah 24 Yahweh shows Jeremiah a basket of figs, some ripe and some rotten (Jer. 24:1–2). The good figs are the exiles to Babylon, who will be built and planted, not pulled down or plucked up (24:4–6). Moreover, Yahweh declares, “I will give them a heart to know me, that I am Yahweh, and they shall be my people and I will be their God” (24:7). The rotten figs, by contrast, are those who try to resist Babylon and face destruction (24:8–10). 

 

3.3.5 Hope beyond Exile (Jeremiah 25–33): Book of Consolation and New Covenant (30–33) 

Yahweh’s wrath will be so glorious that those who behold it will be astonished (Jer. 25:9, 11), but his people will serve Babylon for only seventy years (25:11). Yahweh declares through the prophet, in 605 BC (25:1), that after seventy years he will punish Babylon (25:12). Babylon falls to the Medes and the Persians in 539 BC (cf. Dan. 5:30–6:1, ET 5:30–31).170 Jeremiah is given the cup of Yahweh’s wrath to make all nations—including Judah—drink (Jer. 25:15–29). Yahweh goes out like a lion to judge (25:30–38). It is interesting that in the final form of the text of Jeremiah, an oracle from the beginning of Jehoiakim’s reign (609–608 BC) in Jeremiah 26 comes after the oracle from the fourth year of his reign in Jeremiah 25. Chronologically, the “perhaps” held out in 26:3—perhaps Israel will repent and Yahweh will show mercy (26:1–3)—and the promise that if they will amend their ways, Yahweh will relent (26:12–13) came before the announcement of the seventy years for Babylon, the cup of Yahweh’s wrath, and the going forth of Yahweh like a lion in Jeremiah 25. Canonically, the present arrangement of the chapters holds out hope to the audience of the final form of the book that if those who hear the announcement of judgment will repent, Yahweh might show mercy (cf. 18:5–10).171

Jeremiah again faces a death threat (Jer. 26:8), but the princes and the people stand up for him against the accusations of the priests and prophets (26:16), and the elders defend him from the example of Micah of Moresheth (26:17–19). The issue of the yoke of Babylon is prominent in Jeremiah 27–28. Yahweh summons the nations to take the yoke of the king of Babylon on their necks (27:1–11), referring to Nebuchadnezzar as “my servant” (27:6). Jeremiah calls Zedekiah and the priests to serve Nebuchadnezzar and live (27:12, 17). This leads to Jeremiah’s confrontation with Hananiah, who proclaims that Yahweh has broken the yoke of Babylon (28:1–11). Yahweh reveals to Jeremiah that Hananiah’s action has only made things worse (28:12–16), and Hananiah is dead before the year is out (28:17). 

Jeremiah’s letter to those in exile (Jer. 29:1–32) assures them that Yahweh will save them when Babylon’s seventy years are complete (29:10). At that point they will do as Moses instructed: seek Yahweh with all their hearts (Deut. 4:29), find him, and be restored to the land (Jer. 29:11–14).172

That restoration to the land is the dominant thought in Jeremiah 30–33. The yoke will be broken (Jer. 30:8) and David will be king (30:9). Yahweh has loved his people with an everlasting love (31:2, ET 3). He will satisfy them with his goodness (31:13, ET 14). As Yahweh plucks up, breaks down, throws down, destroys, and afflicts them, so he will build and plant them (31:28). This will be replete with a new covenant not like the old (31:30, ET 31). Yahweh will write the Torah on their hearts (31:32, ET 33),173 they will all know him, and their sins will be forgiven (31:33, ET 34).174

These promises are so certain that Yahweh sends Jeremiah to buy land because, though they face the exile (Jer. 32:1–5), he will bring the people back as he has promised (32:6–15). This prompts Jeremiah to pray a biblical-theological confession (32:16–23) celebrating Yahweh’s power in creation (32:17), his loving-kindness to thousands and repayment of the iniquity of the wicked to their children (32:18),175 his wisdom (32:19), his making a name for himself in the signs and wonders in Egypt (32:20), his bringing his people out with a strong hand and an outstretched arm (32:21), and his giving them the land (32:22); and Jeremiah laments the disobedience of the people in the land (32:23). Jeremiah’s prayer concludes with an exclamation that he is buying land that is being given into the hands of the Chaldeans (32:24–25), prompting Yahweh to rehearse his own greatness and righteousness in giving the land to the Chaldeans because the people provoked him to wrath (32:26–35), but he also promises to bring them back from exile (32:36–44). 

Yahweh will cleanse Judah by slaying those who oppose the Chaldeans (Jer. 33:1–5). He will bring purified exiles back to be “a name of joy, a praise and a glory before all the nations of the earth who shall hear of all the good that I do for them. They shall fear and tremble because of all the good and all the prosperity I provide for it” (33:9, cf. 6–13). Salvation will come through judgment for God’s glory. That this will be accomplished through the agency of an anointed king who descends from David can be seen from the repetition of the promises to David from 23:5–6 in 33:15–16. Moreover, while none of Coniah’s descendants will sit on the throne of David (22:24–30),176 David will not lack a man on the throne of Israel (33:17). The covenant with David will not be broken (33:19–26). 

 

3.3.6 Rejection of Yahweh’s Word and Exile (Jeremiah 34–45) 

The rejection of Yahweh’s word is prominent in all of Jeremiah, but particularly so in Jeremiah 34–37: Judah will be judged for not keeping Yahweh’s commands regarding Hebrew slaves (Jeremiah 34), the Rechabites have been more faithful to the commands of their father than God’s people have been to his (Jeremiah 35), and Jehoiakim king of Judah has gone so far as to burn Jeremiah’s prophecy (Jeremiah 36). Then Zedekiah imprisons the prophet Jeremiah (Jeremiah 37), but though he allows Jeremiah to suffer in awful conditions, he is not so bold as to put him to death (Jeremiah 38). 

Jeremiah 39–45 tells the sad tale of the fall of Jerusalem and the cowardly flight of her king (Jeremiah 39). As Rendtorff writes, “The possibility of repentance and thus of obviation of disaster had been offered to Israel, but it did not take up the offer.”177 The wickedness of those remaining in the land is displayed in the record of the aftermath of the exile, with the murder of Gedaliah and the disobedient return to Egypt, reversing the exile (Jeremiah 40–44). Yahweh, however, remains faithful to those, such as Baruch, who keep his word (Jeremiah 45). These chapters of Jeremiah demonstrate Yahweh’s righteousness in judgment, and they confirm the need for the salvation that Yahweh has promised to work. Only he can circumcise the heart, and his people clearly need him to do so. 

 

3.3.7 The Oracles against the Nations (Jeremiah 46–51) 

Yahweh has used the nations to bring justice against his people. That task accomplished, he brings justice against the nations: Egypt (Jeremiah 46), Philistia (Jeremiah 47), Moab (Jeremiah 48), the Ammonites (49:1–6), Edom (49:7–22), Damascus (49:23–27), Kedar and Hazor (49:28–33), Elam (49:34–39), and Babylon (Jeremiah 51–52). As with other oracles against Babylon, the Medes are mentioned as the instrument Yahweh will use to judge them (51:11, 28; cf. Isa. 13:17). Yahweh brings salvation through judgment, and the salvation of his people after exile will come through the justice he does against their oppressors. This comes into focus when we consider what David Reimer observes in Jeremiah 50–51: “Language typical of Jeremiah and used prominently for pronouncing judgment against Judah has been reapplied to Babylon.”178

 

3.3.8 Jeremiah’s Prophecies Come to Pass (Jeremiah 52) 

A prophet is known to be true or false by the simple criterion of whether his prophecies come to pass (cf. Deut. 18:21–22). Jeremiah 52 serves as a punctuation mark vindicating Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry. This shows Jeremiah to be a true prophet, one to whom Israel should listen (Deut. 18:15–19). Jeremiah proclaimed that Yahweh would save his people through the judgment of exile, and throughout it is clear that the judgment comes to vindicate Yahweh’s glory, which has been despised. Similarly, the salvation will display Yahweh’s steadfast loving-kindness and faithfulness and enable his people to enjoy his glory. 

 

3.3.9 The Center of the Theology of Jeremiah 

In Jeremiah, Israel and Judah are seen to be spiritually enslaved to the folly of sin. Their hearts and ears are uncircumcised, so they reject Yahweh’s word and persecute his prophet. Instead of drinking from the fountain of living water, enjoying the love of their faithful Father, celebrating the glory of their marriage to the covenant Lord, and knowing their God, they have turned to broken cisterns, sold themselves to be abused slaves, committed adultery, and entrusted themselves to idols that cannot deliver. Jeremiah announces that all this has provoked Yahweh to righteous wrath, and that he will vindicate his holiness by bringing the nations to judge his people. After the judgment, however, he will again save them. The glory of the future, new covenant salvation promised after the judgment will shine with the goodness and satisfaction only Yahweh can produce, and this salvation will come through the judgment of the enemies of God’s people.179 In Jeremiah, salvation comes through judgment for Yahweh’s glory.180

 
3.4 Ezekiel 

The book of Ezekiel is dominated by the glory of God. Opening with Ezekiel’s description of “the appearance of the likeness of the glory of Yahweh” (Ezek. 1:28), the drama is driven by the departure of the glory of Yahweh from the temple in chapters 8–11, which is answered by the vision of the return of the glory of Yahweh (43:5) to the eschatological temple in chapters 40–48. The major reality of the prophecy of Ezekiel is Yahweh in his indescribable glory.181

The book opens with Ezekiel’s call (Ezekiel 1–3), followed by his announcement of doom to Israel and Judah (4–24), doom to the nations (25–32), and hope rising from the east after judgment (33–48). Ezekiel’s prophecy is punctuated some sixty-eight times by Yahweh’s own declaration of what will ensue when he acts: “You/They shall know that I am Yahweh!”182 The Lord intends to make himself known by his actions. And he will be known in his majesty, righteousness, holiness, integrity, and mercy, and ultimately, in his commitment to his own glory. 

Rather than move through each section of Ezekiel as we have done with Isaiah and Jeremiah, here I will present a wide-angle summary of the theme of salvation through judgment to the glory of God in Ezekiel. From there we will briefly consider Yahweh’s specific declarations in Ezekiel that he “acts for his own sake.” 

 

3.4.1 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Ezekiel 

Ezekiel has been taken from the land before the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC.183 He is suffering the judgment of exile. Driven out of the land by Yahweh’s wrath, he and his countrymen find themselves in the Gentile realm of the dead. But there in 593 BC, by the river Chebar, Yahweh visits the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:1–2:8). Ezekiel receives a scroll to eat, and lamentations and mourning and woe are written inside and out on this scroll (2:9–3:2). The temple has not yet been destroyed, but Ezekiel is commissioned to announce that it will not withstand the Babylonians. Even as Ezekiel, in Babylon, is commissioned to announce the devastation of the place Yahweh chose to set his name, he hears behind him “a great rumbling sound, ‘Blessed is the glory of Yahweh from his place!’” (3:12). This shows that Yahweh is not praised only from the temple in Jerusalem, as he is apparently blessed from his heavenly dwelling even among the Chaldeans.184 Yahweh’s glory and the praise rightly due him shine on through the destruction of Jerusalem. 

By commissioning Ezekiel as a prophet, Yahweh once again establishes the responsibility humans bear for their choices. Ezekiel is a watchmen (Ezek. 3:17), and in response to his proclamation the wicked should repent and the righteous persevere (3:19, 21). Ezekiel’s audience is responsible for their reaction to his message. And yet it is Yahweh who sends his angel through Jerusalem to put a tav (t), which in the script of the time appears to have been a cross-shaped mark, on the foreheads of those who sigh and groan over the abominations done in Jerusalem (9:4).185 This mark, like the blood of the lamb on the doorpost at the first Passover, preserves those who bear it from the visitation of the angel of death.186 For Ezekiel’s part, his responsibility is simply to warn the righteous and the wicked. If Ezekiel warns them, he is not responsible for their reactions (3:19, 21). If he does not warn them, their blood is on his head (3:18, 20). 

Yahweh’s people have crushed him by their adulterous hearts (Ezek. 6:9). So the assurance they have had on the basis of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel, his ownership of the land, his residence in Jerusalem, and his covenant with David187 has been undermined by their infidelity. They have broken the covenant, and he is coming in judgment (e.g., 5:8; 6:3–5). Through the judgment will come salvation: “Then your survivors will remember me among the nations where they were taken captive . . . and they will loathe themselves for the evils they did and for all their abominations” (6:9). The judgment of the exile brings about the realization of their own wretchedness, and this recognition gives way to the knowledge of God: “And they shall know that I am Yahweh; I did not speak in vain that I would do this evil to them” (6:10). 

In 592 BC Ezekiel is transported by the Spirit in visions of God to Jerusalem (Ezek. 8:1–3). The initial judgments on the city do not prompt repentance, and there is gross abomination in the temple (8:7–10). The elders of Israel burn incense to their idols, thinking that Yahweh has forsaken the land and does not see them (8:11–12). The women weep for Tammuz188 (8:13–14), and in the temple of Yahweh people gather to worship the sun (8:15–16). As briefly described above, the Lord seals his own with the cross-shaped tav, while his fury is poured out on the rest (9:1–11). Ezekiel then beholds the same glory he saw in his inaugural vision (1:4–28) exiting the temple (10:1–22). God’s intention in giving such visions to Ezekiel is to prompt repentance from idolatry and to encourage his people to trust in him, not the temple. This is clear from Yahweh’s announcements that people will know him as Yahweh through these judgments (11:10, 12), and from his statement that he will be a sanctuary for his people in exile (11:16). The people love the temple rather than Yahweh, and so Yahweh mercifully judges them by destroying the temple, ultimately so that he can give them himself. Through judgment comes salvation to God’s glory. Moreover, Yahweh promises that after the judgment of exile, he will gather his scattered people and give them the land of Israel (11:17); he will give them one heart and a new spirit, removing the heart of stone and replacing it with a heart of flesh (11:19). As a result, the people will keep the law, “and they shall be my people, and I will be their God” (11:20).189 God judges that he might save, and that his people might know him as God. 

Ezekiel has announced destruction to the city and land (Ezekiel 4–7) and to the temple (8–11), and in chapters 12–24 he earnestly warns Israel of coming woe. He enacts the flight of the people from the city, predicting before the destruction of 586 what will take place then (12:1–14; cf. Jer. 39:2–7 and 2 Kings 25:4–7). Yahweh twice announces that this is for people to know him as Yahweh (Ezek. 12:15–16). Ezekiel denounces the false prophets who assure the people of peace (12:21–14:11), and he announces that not even the presence of Noah, Daniel, and Job would keep Yahweh from destroying the land (14:12–21). There will be a remnant, however, that will be comforted concerning the evils brought on Jerusalem (14:22), and they will know that what Yahweh has done is just (14:23). Through judgment comes salvation to the glory of God. 

The prophecy of Ezekiel the priest (1:3) often refers to Leviticus.190 For instance, there are allusions to the Leviticus 18:5 statement that the one who does the law will live by it (Ezek. 18:9; 20:11, 13, 21), as well as to the Leviticus 10:10 need to distinguish between the holy and the unholy, the clean and the unclean (Ezek. 22:26; 44:23). In at least one place Ezekiel also takes up the concept of atonement set forth in Leviticus. Yahweh announces that he will establish an everlasting covenant with his people (Ezek. 16:60), that his people will be ashamed of their ways (16:61) and know that he is Yahweh (16:62), and these blessings will come, Yahweh says, “when I make atonement for you, for all that you have done, an utterance of the Lord Yahweh” (16:63). Yahweh will show mercy, but the mercy he shows will not be unjust. Rather, it will be based on an atonement that he himself will provide for his people. 

 

3.4.2 Yahweh Acts for His Own Sake 

Much more could be said regarding Ezekiel’s announcements of Yahweh’s righteousness and the mercy that comes through and after judgment, but this treatment cannot be exhaustive. We turn our attention to a sampling of statements in Ezekiel that present us with God’s ultimate intentions and priorities. These intentions are the organizing feature of this prophecy of God’s glorious presence among the exilic community (Ezekiel 1), leaving the temple in judgment (8–11), and returning to a rebuilt temple (40–48). 

Why does God bring judgment on Israel? God himself answers the question and makes clear the connection between his reputation—alluded to in the references to his name, which is synonymous with his glory—and the behavior of the Israelites. This happens three times in chapter 20 alone (see table 3.9). 

 
Table 3.9. Yahweh Acting for His Name before the Nations 

 

	 
	Ezekiel 20:9
	Ezekiel 20:14
	Ezekiel 20:22

	What Yahweh did
	"But I acted
	"But I acted
	"But I withheld my hand and acted

	Why Yahweh did it
	for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned
	for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned
	for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned

	Who saw
	in the sight of the nations among whom they lived, in whose sight I made myself known to them in bringing them out of the land of Egypt" (ESV).
	in the sight of the nations, in whose sight I had brought them out" (ESV).
	in the sight of the nations, in whose sight I had brought them out" (ESV).


 

Later in the same chapter Yahweh announces that he will reveal his holiness to Israel after he restores them: “As a pleasing aroma I will accept you, when I bring you out from the peoples and gather you out of the countries where you have been scattered. And I will manifest my holiness among you in the sight of the nations” (Ezek. 20:41 ESV). 

Just a few verses later God’s holiness is seen to prompt the Israelites to loathe themselves for their evil deeds (Ezek. 20:43). Experiencing true beauty prompts them to feel revulsion for the cheap imitations with which they have been idolatrously satisfied. This judgment of their sin results in the true knowledge of God, and God acts for his name in showing them mercy: “‘And you shall know that I am Yahweh, when I deal with you for my name’s sake, not according to your evil ways, nor according to your corrupt deeds, O house of Israel,’ an utterance of the Lord Yahweh” (20:44). 

The manifestation of God’s holiness results from him acting for his own sake, that he might be known. This holds not only for Israel but for other nations, such as Sidon: “And say, ‘Thus says the Lord Yahweh: “Behold, I am against you, O Sidon, and I will be glorified in your midst. And they shall know that I am Yahweh when I execute judgments in her and am sanctified in her”’” (Ezek. 28:22). Lest Israel come to the mistaken conclusion that they are more important to Yahweh than upholding righteousness, and lest they think that his love and justice are somehow in conflict, Ezekiel declares to Israel the true reason that Yahweh will restore the wayward nation: 


But I had concern for my holy name, which the house of Israel had profaned among the nations to which they came. Therefore say to the house of Israel, “Thus says the Lord Yahweh: ‘It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations to which you came. And I will make my great name holy, which has been profaned among the nations, and which you have profaned among them. And the nations will know that I am Yahweh,’ an utterance of the Lord Yahweh, ‘when I am made holy through you before their eyes.’” (36:21–23) 


Yahweh’s holiness is strongly linked to his reputation, his name. The point that Yahweh is showing mercy to Israel neither for what they have done nor for what he feels for them is so important as to be restated: “‘It is not for your sake that I will act,’ an utterance of the Lord Yahweh; ‘let that be known to you. Be ashamed and confounded for your ways, O house of Israel’” (36:32). Yahweh is acting for the sake of his name. He is neither clearing the guilty nor forsaking steadfast, forgiving love (cf. Ex. 34:6–7). In acting for the sake of his name—the name he declared to Moses when he revealed his glory (Ex. 33:18–19; 34:6–7)—Yahweh is making known his own character.191 He is manifesting righteousness in his own supreme regard for himself. This manifestation of holiness is intended to prompt Israel to feel shame and repent. If they do so, they will be saved through judgment to the glory of God. 

Even the enemies of Israel ultimately serve Yahweh’s purpose in allowing him to demonstrate his holiness as he reveals his glory: 


You will come up against my people Israel, like a cloud covering the land. In the latter days I will bring you against my land, that the nations may know me, when through you, O Gog, I vindicate my holiness before their eyes. . . . So I will show my greatness and my holiness and make myself known in the eyes of many nations. Then they will know that I am Yahweh. (Ezek. 38:16, 23 ESV adapted) 


And after the judgment there will come a day when Yahweh will be truly known, his glory rightly regarded, and his name no longer profaned: “And my holy name I will make known in the midst of my people Israel, and I will not let my holy name be profaned anymore. And the nations shall know that I am Yahweh, the Holy One in Israel” (39:7 ESV adapted). The defeat of his enemies affords Yahweh the opportunity to show his great power in the revelation of his glory: “‘All the people of the land will bury them, and it will bring them renown on the day that I show my glory,’ an utterance of the Lord Yahweh” (39:13). These judgments make Yahweh known, and having finished judgment, Yahweh will have thereby redeemed Israel, vindicated his own righteousness, and then he will take up residence in his temple: 

 


And I will set my glory among the nations, and all the nations shall see my judgment that I have executed, and my hand that I have laid on them. . . . 


Therefore thus says the Lord Yahweh: Now I will restore the fortunes of Jacob and have mercy on the whole house of Israel, and I will be jealous for my holy name . . . when I have brought them back from the peoples and gathered them from their enemies’ lands, and through them have vindicated my holiness in the sight of many nations. (39:21, 25, 27 ESV adapted) 


 

The intricate description of the eschatological temple in Ezekiel 40–48 has the major function of bringing glory to Yahweh. The character and glory of God in all his saving and judging majesty will be so manifest in this new temple that Ezekiel’s prophecy concludes with the words, “And the name of the city from that day is, ‘Yahweh is there!’” (48:35). 

 

3.4.3 The Center of the Theology of Ezekiel 

The center of Ezekiel’s theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment as Yahweh acts for the sake of his name, saving to show mercy and judging to show holiness, that all might know that he is Yahweh. Zimmerli has it right: 


The judgment makes known Yahweh’s nature. But here it becomes clear that full knowledge of Yahweh’s nature can only be reached when the desire to save is seen behind the act of judgment. Or, stated more precisely, when one knows Yahweh himself, both in his judging and in his rising up in majesty, which contains within itself both the blessing of his holiness and his utter faithfulness to the work that he has begun. For this is the center around which all of Ezekiel’s words revolve: Yahweh’s glory is revealed in Israel, and beyond Israel to all the world.192


Ezekiel’s message complements Jeremiah’s in significant ways. Jeremiah sends a letter to the exiles in Babylon, promising them good and not harm from the Lord (Jeremiah 29), and at the same time Jeremiah admonishes those who remain in the land to submit to the king of Babylon (Jeremiah 27). Ezekiel’s prophecy opens in Babylon, where Ezekiel receives a vision of the indescribable glory of God (Ezekiel 1). Jeremiah’s famous “temple sermon” (Jeremiah 7) warns the people not to trust in the temple, as though it were a guarantee that Yahweh would not judge them. Ezekiel sees the glory of Yahweh leave the temple (Ezekiel 8–11). Jeremiah prophesies a new covenant (Jeremiah 31), and Ezekiel prophesies a new heart (Ezekiel 36) and a new temple (Ezekiel 40–48) in which Yahweh will reside. And both Jeremiah and Ezekiel promise a day when a new David will reign (e.g., Jer. 23:5; Ezek. 37:24)193 after Yahweh has saved his people through the judgment of exile. And Ezekiel is as explicit as Isaiah on the point that Yahweh means to glorify himself in the judging and the saving, the sending out and bringing back. As Dumbrell puts it, “If Israel is to have a future, Yahweh himself will bring about a new beginning, with himself at the center.”194 In Ezekiel, Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 
3.5 The Book of the Twelve 

Hosea identifies Israel’s idolatry as spiritual adultery. Joel connects a locust plague to the curses of the covenant Yahweh made with Israel. Amos calls Israel to seek Yahweh, the roaring lion, and live. Obadiah denounces Edom for violence to Jacob. Jonah sees Nineveh repent in response to the proclamation of coming judgment. Micah beholds the mountains melt when Yahweh treads on them to judge and save. Nahum prophesies the fall of Nineveh. Habakkuk questions Yahweh, and trusts him, regarding the judgment Babylon brings against Israel, then experiences. Zephaniah proclaims that those who seek Yahweh will be hidden on the day of his wrath and delivered, and that he will sing over them. Haggai calls the people to rebuild the temple. Zechariah declares it will be rebuilt not by might or by power but by the Spirit of Yahweh. Malachi assures Israel of Yahweh’s love and points to the day when Elijah will prepare the way for Yahweh to be glorified in a decisive act of salvation through judgment. 

The order of the Twelve seems to reflect an intentional arrangement that resulted in these twelve prophets’ being read together as a single book195 (see appendix 1 [§5] to this chapter, which lists the order of the Twelve in BHS, the DSS, 8ḤevXIIgr, and the LXX). This intentional arrangement can be seen from the way that key words found at the end of one book often recur at the beginning of the next.196 Where there are not key words, there are sometimes thematic links, such as the way that Nahum, who prophesies the destruction of Assyria, is followed by Habakkuk, who prophesies the destruction of Babylon. These connections are traced in table 3.10. 

 
Table 3.10. Link Words and Thematic Connections at the Beginnings and Ends of the Books of the Twelve 
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The nature of this evidence does not point, in my view, either to intense editorial activity or, necessarily, to literary dependence between the prophets.197 Some of these link words are not terribly significant, and there is no connection to the end of Jonah at the beginning of Micah—the connection noted in table 3.10 is from the end of Micah’s prophecy. In other cases there are no link words at all, such as between Nahum and Habakkuk or between Zechariah and Malachi, and the connections between these books noted in table 3.10 are thematic rather than lexical.198 In my view, then, any editorial activity that resulted in the arrangement of these prophecies appears to have dealt with the documents as they stood rather than to have altered them to tie them together.199 Whoever put the Twelve into the order we find them in the MT (Ezra?) appears to have proceeded by working with what he had before him rather than inserting material that would establish a clear connection between the end of one prophecy and the beginning of the next.200

The kinds of links we find at the seams of the Twelve and in the body of the books appear to point to these twelve prophets addressing similar themes from similar perspectives. As one reads through the Twelve together, similar images recur, and, as Andrew Chester has noted, once the Old Testament texts are placed side by side in the canon, a sort of composite picture naturally emerges.201 For a composite picture of the key words and thematic connections related to warnings, judgments, and promises of salvation in the Twelve, see table 3.11.202

The information reflected in tables 3.10 and 3.11 supports the idea that the prophets were aware of one another, with earlier prophets influencing the language and imagery of those who came later. All the prophets indicted Israel on the basis of the terms of the Mosaic covenant. Because the covenant had been broken, the prophets called Israel to repentance. When the people did not repent, the prophets declared that the covenant curses would fall: the people would be exiled from the land just as Adam was exiled from Eden. But the prophets also announced hope for the future. The exile and return have a scriptural basis: Moses prophesied these very things (Deut. 4:25–31; 29:18–30:10). The judgment on Israel and Judah would be a purging judgment, and once Yahweh had purged his people, just as he had judged Egypt, he would judge their enemies. Just as Sinai had been shaken when the covenant was made, once more he would shake the heavens and earth. Just as he had restored the people to the Land of Promise 

 
Table 3.11. Key Words, Thematic Links, and Similar Phrases and Concepts in the Twelve 
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after the sojourn in Egypt, he would bring them back from exile. Just as the people had taken the land, they would once again conquer their enemies, and a new David would rule in Jerusalem. In this way Yahweh would fill the dry land with his glory as the waters fill the seas. 

Yahweh displays his glory in the righteous standard by which the prophets measure Israel, in the justice he brings against them when they fall short, and in the mercy he shows when he saves them. The Twelve highlight the glory of God by stressing that Yahweh is his people’s Savior (Hos. 13:4, 9; Amos 2:9–11; Jonah 2:9; Mic. 7:7), and the salvation he works comes by no mortal machination but by his power alone (Hos. 1:7; Zech. 4:6). The salvation Yahweh will achieve is one that will result in his glory filling the earth,203 emanating out from the rebuilt temple (Hab. 2:14; 3:3; Hag. 1:8; 2:7, 9; Zech. 2:5; 6:13). He calls for the temple to be rebuilt so that he will be glorified (Hag. 1:8). Those Yahweh redeems will respond by worshiping him, rejoicing in him, and singing his praise (Hos. 2:15; Joel 2:23, 27; Jonah 2:9; Hab. 3:17–19; Zeph. 2:11; 3:14–15; Zech. 2:10; 9;9). Yahweh indicts his people because they do not know him (Hos. 4:1; 5:4; 8:14; Jonah 4:2; Mic. 4:12), and he points to a day when they will know him (Hos. 2:20; 6:3, 6; 8:2; 13:4; Joel 2:27; 4:17, ET 3:17; Mic. 6:5; 7:18–19). Yahweh will do this for himself (Hos. 2:23), and he has sworn by himself and by his holiness that he will bring it to pass (Amos 4:2; 6:8). The people do not confess him or call upon him (Hos. 7:7, 14), but they will (Hos. 2:23; Joel 3:5, ET 2:32; Jonah 1:6, 13, 16; 2:1–2, 7; 2:5–9; Zeph. 3:9; Zech. 13:9). They do not fear him (Hos. 10:3; Mal. 3:5), but they will (Hos. 3:5; Jonah 1:9, 16; Hab. 2:20; 3:16; Zeph. 1:7; Hag. 1:12; Zech. 2:12; Mal. 1:14; 2:5; 3:16; 4:2). They will seek Yahweh (Hos. 5:15; 7:10; 10:12; Zech. 8:21–22; Mal. 3:1). They do not exalt Yahweh (Hos. 11:7), but he will be exalted (Mal. 1:5). He holds responsible those who do not show him due honor (Mal. 1:6). He asserts that he is Yahweh, that he is God (Hos. 11:9; 12:9; 13:4; Joel 2:27; Zech. 10:6; Mal. 3:6). He indicts the people for defiling his holy name (Amos 2:7), and he asserts the worth of his name (Hos. 12:5; Joel 2:26; Amos 4:13; 5:8; 9:6; Mic. 4:5; 5:4; Zeph. 3:9; Zech. 10:12; 14:9; Mal. 1:6, 11; 2:2, 5; 3:16; 4:2). Yahweh’s mighty acts are extolled in the Twelve, displaying his glory (Hos. 11:10–11; 13:7; Joel 2:21; 4:16, ET 3:16; Amos 1:2; 3:8; 4:13; 5:8–9; 9:5–6, 12; Obadiah; Jonah 1:9, 14; Mic. 1:3–4; 2:12–13; 4:1–5:15; 7:10–17; Nah. 1:2–8; Hab. 3:14–15; Zech. 9:14–17; 14:3–4). 

The central theological idea in the Book of the Twelve is the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment. Judgment primarily refers to the judgment of God’s people through exile, and once that judgment is complete, it falls on the exilers. Salvation takes the form of the return to the land so that Yahweh’s purpose of filling the earth with his glory, emanating out from the temple in Jerusalem, might be realized. As noted above, Paul House204 suggests that the Book of the Twelve has a plot that moves from sin to punishment to restoration: 

	Hosea–Micah (first six of the Twelve): Sin, covenant and cosmic 

	Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah: Punishment, covenant and cosmic 

	Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi: Restoration, covenant and cosmic 


We move to the glory of God in salvation through judgment in each book of the Twelve. 

 

3.5.1 Hosea 

Yahweh initiated a marriage-like covenant with Israel at Sinai.205 As they stood on the threshold of the Promised Land, Israel was commanded not to raise their eyes to the gods allotted to other nations (Deut. 4:19). They were a people for Yahweh’s own possession (4:20). They were promised that Yahweh would give them rain and grass on the fields for their flocks (11:14–15), and they were warned that if they served other gods, Yahweh would shut up the heavens and withhold the rain, with the result that the land would bear no fruit (11:16–17). Rain and fruitful land were basic to human survival in the ancient world. Relying on Yahweh to provide rain to make the grass grow for the flocks to have pasturage was the equivalent of our relying on Yahweh today to sustain the economic forces that make modern jobs possible. Depending on Yahweh for rain is the logical antecedent of depending upon him for daily bread. 

Israel’s neighbors did not rely on Yahweh to provide the necessary stuff of day-to-day existence. They worshiped Baal, of whom Gerald Mattingly writes, “Throughout the ancient Near East, Baal was viewed as a storm-god and was associated with clouds, thunder, lightning and rain. Among the peoples who practised agriculture in relatively dry climates, he was understood as a god of fertility.”206 There seems to have been some connection between the worship of Baal and “sacred prostitution.”207 Human sexual activity in the worship of Baal was somehow connected to Baal’s bringing rain on the land.208 Several statements in Hosea indicate that the people of Israel were following their neighbors in relying on Baal and participating in these defiling practices (see, e.g., Hos. 4:13, 14, 15, 18; 9:1; 13:1–2). 

Through Hosea, Yahweh exposes this reliance on Baal for what it really is: spiritual adultery. As Ortlund puts it, “If Yahweh is the husband of his people, then their lapses from faithfulness to him may properly be regarded as the moral equivalent to whoredom.”209 Yahweh commands Hosea to take for himself a wife of harlotries, because the land of Israel has committed harlotry against Yahweh (1:2). The analogy between Hosea’s marriage and Yahweh’s relationship with Israel is the subject of Hosea 1–3, and then Hosea 4–14 addresses the behavior that has been figuratively depicted as adultery in the first three chapters.210 Dumbrell notes that Hosea depicts “the normal prophetic presentation of salvation through judgment.”211 Bostrom observes that salvation through judgment is built into the very structure of the book: “In the first three chapters each group of judgment oracles is followed by the promise of a future era of obedience and re-established relationship with God (1:10–2:1; 2:14–23; 3:5). This redactional arrangement is evident also in the other two sections of the book (11:10–11; 14:5–9).”212 Similarly, Brueggemann writes, “In the world of YHWH’s rule judgment comes in historical processes, but judgment is penultimate and leaves open postjudgment well-being.”213 As elsewhere, in the Twelve, salvation through judgment displays Yahweh’s glory. 

After the birth of Hosea’s children and the attendant promises of salvation through judgment in chapter 1, charges are brought against Mother Israel in chapter 2. The mother of the children of Israel mistakenly thinks that her lovers have given her bread and water, wool and linen, oil and drink, but the reality is that these gifts have come from Yahweh (Hos. 2:7, ET 5). In response, Yahweh announces that he will hedge up her way with thorns, build a wall blocking her paths, and make sure that she can neither catch nor find her lovers (2:6–7). Frustrated, Mother Israel will decide to return to her first husband (2:7). The judgments of the barred path will force Israel back to Yahweh. He is kindly leading her to repentance (cf. Rom. 2:4). 

Hosea 2:4–9 (ET 2–7) is, in a sense, recapitulated in 2:10–17 (ET 8–15). Yahweh takes so seriously the honor and gratitude due him for the gifts he has given that because Israel neither honors him as the all-sufficient God nor gives thanks to him, he will take away the gifts he has given. No one can deliver Israel from his hand (Hos. 2:10–12, ET 8–10). Yahweh will put a stop to her feast days, new moons, and Sabbaths (2:13, ET 11), destroy the vines and fig trees she considers wages from her lovers (2:14, ET 12), and punish her for going after them and forgetting Yahweh (2:15, ET 13). Just as the judgment of the barred path prompts Mother Israel to return to her first husband in 2:9 (ET 7), Yahweh states in 2:16–17 (ET 14–15): 


Therefore behold, I will allure her, and I will lead her to the wilderness. And I will speak to her heart, and I will give to her her vineyards from there, and the valley of Achor as the door of hope. And she will answer there as in the days of her youth, even as the day when she came up from the land of Egypt! 


The whoring wife will be brought back—through judgment—to respond the way she answered on her wedding day (cf. Ex. 20:19; Deut. 5:27). Yahweh continues in Hosea 2:18–19 (ET 16–17): “And it shall be on that day, declares Yahweh, you will call me ‘My husband,’ and you will no longer call me ‘My Baal.’ For I will remove from her mouth the names of the Baals, and they shall no longer remember their names.” The phrase “on that day” often points to a time of eschatological renewal, and features to be noted in the next verse also point Hosea’s audience to a glorious future. In this verse (2:19, ET 17), Yahweh states that his people will no longer be confused as to his identity. They will no longer wrongly associate him with Baal but will rightly understand who their husband is. When they correctly identify him—and probably also we are to understand that the people will no longer mistakenly attribute the good gifts they enjoy to the Baals (cf. 2:10, 14, ET 8, 12)—Yahweh will be glorified as he receives due regard. His people will understand reality because of his intervention—he will remove the names of the Baals from their mouths. 

In Hosea 2:20 (ET 18) Yahweh declares that “on that day” he will “cut a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the birds of the heavens and the creeping things of the ground. Then bow and sword and battle I will break from the ground; and I will make you lie down in safety.” Mark Rooker notes, “The animals listed in this verse occur in the same order as in Gen 1:30. . . . The reference to the animals from Gen 1:30 in the restoration passage of Hos 2:18 [20] is thus a re-creation accomplished by God under the provisions He promised to Israel in the new covenant.”214 In addition to the overtones of Eden in the order of the created beings, we find here concepts that are synonymous with other texts, such as Isaiah 2 and 11, which point to Israel’s glorious future. In both Hosea 2 and Isaiah 2 we read of an end of warfare (Isa. 2:4; Hos. 2:20, ET 18), and in both Hosea 2 and Isaiah 11 we read that the people will lie down in safety, fearing no danger (Isa. 11:6–8; Hos. 2:20, ET 18; cf. Isa. 14:30; Ps. 4:9, ET 8).215 These statements indicate that Yahweh’s judgment will purge Mother Israel of her penchant for her lovers, return her to the fidelity of her wedding day, and on that day a new covenant will be cut, replete with eschatological blessings. 

The covenant will be like a renewed marriage, and Yahweh proclaims that on that day he will promise to marry his people: 


       I will betroth you to me forever; 
        and I will betroth you to me 
              in righteousness and in justice 
              and in loving-kindness and in mercy; 
        and I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; 
        and you shall know Yahweh. (Hos. 2:21–22, ET 19–20) 


The manner in which Yahweh will betroth his people to himself matches his own declaration of his name in Exodus 34:6–7. The righteousness and justice is balanced by the loving-kindness and mercy. Yahweh is both just and forgiving, and Israel will know him in his faithfulness to himself. The overtones of the use of the word “know” in the Bible (Adam “knew” his wife; Joseph did not “know” Mary until she had borne a son) should not be missed in this declaration of betrothal. Not that we are to conceive of something so foul as what Yeats described in “Leda and the Swan,” but that the intimacy and purity of the one flesh union of the faithfully married is analogous to the intimacy and love between The Lover and the beloved. And this Lover purifies his harlot bride and cleanses her for himself through a purging judgment. Through judgment comes salvation, and the salvation is here depicted in the most intimate and beautiful terms known to mankind. Hosea 2:23–24 (ET 21–22) seems to reflect the expectations of the fertility cult, with Yahweh declaring that he will do what the people vainly relied upon Baal to accomplish: Yahweh will answer the heavens, which will answer the earth, probably with rain, and the earth will then answer with grain, with grapes for new wine, and with olives for oil. Indeed, Yahweh himself will sow his people, multiplying them according to promise. The names of Hosea’s children are now reversed, as those who have not received mercy are mercied, those who are not Yahweh’s people become his people, and he will be their God (2:23–25, ET 21–23). Again, through judgment salvation comes, and in it all Yahweh shows his glory. 

Hosea 3 seems to move from the eschatological future to the days until that future. Hosea is to show love for a woman who is loved by another, just as Yahweh loves his people who look to other gods (3:1). This will continue for many days until, “Afterward the sons of Israel shall return and seek Yahweh their God and David their king. And they shall be in dread of Yahweh and of his goodness in the latter days” (3:5). This reference to Yahweh’s “goodness” may very well look back to Exodus 33:19, where in response to Moses’ request to see Yahweh’s glory, Yahweh said he would cause his “goodness” to pass before Moses. Yahweh then proclaimed his goodness to Moses in much the same language with which he says he will betroth himself to Israel in Hosea 2:21–22 (ET, 19–20). 

The remainder of Hosea’s prophecy addresses the spiritual adultery of Israel in less figurative language: they swear, lie, kill, steal, and commit adultery (4:2), disregarding the Ten Commandments. Because of this, judgment will fall (4:3–10). Yahweh will be a lion that tears the people so that none can rescue them (5:14) until they confess their sins and seek his face (5:15; cf. 3:5). They will say, “Come, and let us return to Yahweh, for he has torn but he will heal us; he struck but he will bind us up. He will give us life after two days; on the third day he will raise us that we may live before him” (6:1–2). The “tearing” of the lion is probably a figurative way of saying that Yahweh will exile Israel. When he drives them from the land, they will enter the realm of the dead. They will die as a nation. Through the judgment of Yahweh’s tearing like a lion comes the salvation of Yahweh raising as from the dead. As Maly puts it, the “renovation is accomplished through suffering. The punishment Israel would endure is not merely the rod of anger of a vindictive God; it is the necessary passageway to purification.”216 And this leads to the true knowledge of Yahweh, wherein he is rightly regarded, rightly esteemed, honored as God, known in faithfulness: “And let us know, let us press on to know Yahweh! As the dawn is established, so is his going forth; and he will come as the rain to us, like the spring rain watering the earth” (6:3). 

Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment in Hosea, and Hosea calls his contemporaries to be like their covenant Lord in righteousness and mercy: “Sow for yourselves in righteousness; reap loving-kindness. Break up your fallow ground, for it is time to seek Yahweh, until he comes and rains righteousness on you” (Hos. 10:12). Even when Bethel is destroyed and her king cut off (10:15), Israel is exhorted to remember the exodus from Egypt (11:1–11).217 The dead will be raised (cf. 5:14–6:3). The remembrance of the exodus is to remind Israel that Yahweh will bear with his wayward people, just as he did in the wilderness, and though he judges them, he will save them through the judgment, revealing his justice and his mercy and getting glory for his name. Like Psalm 1, the book of Hosea sets before its audience two paths. The path of the wise is to know Yahweh, recognize that his ways are right, and walk in them, but the path of transgressors is to stumble on these ways (Hos. 14:9).218 Hosea’s closing words offer a way to be saved through the promised judgment; those who heed the prophetic word will fear Yahweh’s judgment and find life and mercy in his good ways, to the glory of God alone. 

 

3.5.2 Joel 

John Barton has written, “Joel is a complex book, about which we do not possess enough information to come to firm conclusions.”219 Despite the interpretive difficulties in the book, it can nevertheless be demonstrated that the center of Joel’s theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.220 It appears that a locust plague (Joel 1) has prompted Joel to prophesy of an army from the north that will come to judge God’s people (2:1–11).221 Through judgment comes salvation: when the judgment induces repentance (whether in the near or long-term future), the people will turn to Yahweh with all their hearts (2:12–17), and he will make the land fruitful and defeat their enemies (2:18–27), pour out his Spirit on all flesh (3:1–5, ET 2:28–32), bring back the exiles (4:1–3, ET 3:1–3), judge the nations (4:4–14, ET 3:4–14), and inhabit Jerusalem in glory (4:15–21, ET 3:15–21). 

The book of Joel must be read in light of both its near context in the Twelve and the wider context of the canon. Thus, Israel was warned in Deuteronomy 28 that if they were not careful to observe all of Yahweh’s commands (28:15), among the other curses that would befall them was this: “You shall go out to the field with much seed, but you will gather only a little, because the locust will consume it” (28:38). Joel sees a locust plague (1:1–20) and prophesies an army from the north (2:1–11). This matches the movement of Deuteronomy 28, where the locust plague announced in verse 38 gives way to Yahweh’s judging Israel with a human army in Deuteronomy 28:49–68.222 Yahweh summons his people to repentance (Joel 2:12), in response to which Joel urges his contemporaries to rend their hearts, not their garments.223 Because Yahweh is everything he declared to Moses in Exodus 34:6–7, merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in loving-kindness, relenting from doing harm (Joel 2:13, see the appendix [§8] to chap. 2, which catalogs Ex. 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings), “Who knows,” asks Joel, “perhaps he will turn and relent and leave a blessing behind him” (2:14). Joel then confidently asserts that if Israel will indeed repent earnestly and appeal to God’s own concern for his reputation among the nations (2:15–17), “Yahweh will be zealous for his land and will have pity on his people” (2:18). The rest of the book prophesies a glorious salvation for Yahweh’s people. 

This salvation for Israel comes through judgment upon them. Joel does not name the sins of his people,224 but both the overtones of Deuteronomy 28 and the book’s context among the Twelve point toward this national disaster as a judgment of God. As Paul House notes, Joel “urges repentance as the key to renewal and argues that only the penitent will receive restoration.”225 Salvation comes through judgment, and the devastating nature of the day of Yahweh (Joel 1:15; 2:1–2, 11) highlights his awesome power. Yahweh is not glorified in the demonstration of wrath alone, however, for even the mention that he might relent (2:13) recognizes that he is a God who shows mercy. Moreover, Joel urges his contemporaries to appeal to Yahweh’s concern for his reputation among the nations the same way that Moses and others did (see the appendix [§7] to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”). Having called the people to rend their hearts, not their garments (2:13), Joel calls on the priests to say, “Spare your people, O Yahweh, and do not give your heritage over to reproach, by the nations ruling over them. Why should they say among the peoples, ‘Where is their God?’” (2:17). God is glorified in his justice and his mercy, and Joel recognizes God’s own concern for his reputation among the nations. 

God is glorified as Israel is saved when they repent after experiencing judgment, and God is also glorified as he saves Israel through the judgment against their enemies: the northern army (2:20), all nations (4:2, ET 3:2), Tyre, Sidon, and Philistia (4:4, ET 3:4), Egypt and Edom (4:19, ET 3:19). The enemies of God’s people will experience his judgment (4:2, 12, ET 3:2, 12); Yahweh will roar against them (4:16, ET 3:16). Through this, salvation will come for Yahweh’s people, for whom the years the locusts ate will be restored (2:25), on whom the Spirit will be poured out (3:1–5, ET 2:28–32), whose captives will be brought home (4:1, ET 3:1), whose weak will be made strong (4:10, ET 3:10), who will be sheltered by Yahweh when he roars (4:16, ET 3:16), whose mountains will drip with new wine, with brooks flooded with water and a fountain flowing from the temple of Yahweh (4:18, ET 3:18), and who will be acquitted of their guilt (4:21, ET 3:21). As Garrett puts it, “Joel addressed the problems facing his own generation and saw in those problems theological parallels to eschatological events.”226 The people will be saved when they repent in response to the judgment that comes upon them, and then they will be saved through the judgment of their enemies. Barton writes of “a familiar pattern in the Old Testament: national disaster is seen as the action of YHWH against the people, but YHWH is ready to reverse the disaster and to grant new life in response to a wholehearted ‘turning’ to God in prayer and lamentation.”227 This will result in what Yahweh himself declares: “And you shall know that I am Yahweh your God, dwelling on Zion, my holy Mountain, and Jerusalem shall be holy” (4:17, ET 3:17). The holiness of Jerusalem does have ethical implications for God’s people, for as Barton notes, “Knowing the secret of the future that God is about to implement can challenge the hearers to radical obedience, in preparation for taking part in the glories of the age to come.”228 For this future to be realized, however, God’s people must know him in his justice and his mercy, and Joel proclaims that they will know that he is Yahweh (4:17, ET 3:17) when he saves them through judgment for his own glory, acquitting them of guilt and dwelling in Zion (4:21, ET 3:21). 
  
3.5.3 Amos 

Yahweh roars from Zion in the prophecy of Amos, and the king’s roar causes shepherds to mourn and mountaintops to wither (1:2) in the days of Uzziah of Judah (ca. 792–740 BC) and Jeroboam of Israel (ca. 793–753) (1:1). Amos recounts what Yahweh will do for three sins and for four against Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab, Judah, and Israel (1:3–2:16). In its literary context, this judgment in Amos 1–2 “carries out the judgment in Joel 4 [ET 3].”229 In chapters 3–6, Amos summons Israel to “Hear!” (3:1, 13; 4:1; 5:1), before calling down “Woe!” upon them (5:18; 6:1). Chapters 7–9 of Amos are structured around five visions (7:1, 4, 7; 8:1; 9:1)230 and close with a hymn of praise to the triumph of God in the day of salvation.231 The book thus moves from the holiness of Yahweh, presumed in his roaring and defiled by the sins Amos denounces (Amos 1–2), to the justice of Yahweh in judging these sins (Amos 3–6), and on to more judgment (Amos 7–9) through which comes the restoration of David’s fallen booth (Amos 9:11–15): salvation through judgment for God’s glory. 

Gary Smith suggests that the oracles against the nations who are not in covenant with Yahweh respond to the transgression of “international standards set forth in interstate treaties, written laws that regulate acceptable social behavior in the ancient Near East (cf. Barton), and the laws of conscience that make every person accountable for his or her actions (cf. Rom 1:18–20; 2:12–15).”232 Judah, on the other hand, has “rejected the Torah of Yahweh, and his statutes they have not kept” (Amos 2:4). Israel’s transgressions are also explicit violations of the Mosaic law (cf., e.g., Amos 2:7 with Lev. 18:8, 15). Yahweh denounces the manifest evil of what Israel has done “to profane my holy name” (Amos 2:7). The roaring of the Lion points to his zeal for his holiness (for lion imagery in Amos, see 1:2; 3:4, 8; 5:19; for Yahweh’s holiness, see 2:7; 4:2). The covenant Lord’s insistence on his rights may also be seen in his assertions of what he did for Israel at the conquest (2:9), at the exodus (2:10), and when he raised up Nazirites and prophets for Israel (2:11). Yahweh’s people responded to his good gifts by giving the Nazirites wine and commanding prophets not to prophesy (2:12). Justice will be done against these violations of the covenant, and even the most courageous will flee naked (2:13–16). 

There are several indications in Amos that the northern kingdom of Israel faces exile (3:12; 5:5, 27; 6:7; 7:11; 9:4). Five times in Amos 4 the announcement comes that Yahweh gave partial judgments to Israel such as famine (4:6), drought (4:8), locusts (4:9; cf. Joel 1:2–4), plagues like those of Egypt (Amos 4:10), even overthrow like Sodom and Gomorrah (4:11), and after each announcement of Yahweh’s justice he declares, “Yet you did not return to me” (4:6, 8, 9, 10, 11). These judgments are clearly intended to produce repentance, but because they do not, Yahweh announces233 that his people will see him in all his splendid fullness: 

 


Therefore thus I will do to you, O Israel, because I will do this to you, 
              prepare to meet your God, O Israel! 
 For behold, the one who forms mountains 
 and creates the wind 
 and declares to man what is his thought, 
 making dawn of darkness, 
 and making his way on the high places of the land, 
 Yahweh, God of hosts, is his name. (4:12–13) 


 

Yahweh will come in majestic glory to judge the unrepentant. Amos caps several significant exclamations of Yahweh’s splendor with the assertion “Yahweh . . . is his name.” These are found in Amos 4:13, 5:8 (cf. 5:27), and 9:6. 

Amos twice calls his contemporaries to “seek Yahweh and live” (5:6; cf. 5:4; Isa. 55:3). The prophet holds out a life that is more than merely physical for his old covenant contemporaries, indicating that those who seek Yahweh can experience a spiritual life that is at least akin to regeneration. As noted above, elsewhere the Old and New Testaments describe this in terms of heart circumcision (cf. Jer. 6:10; Rom. 2:29; Col. 2:11–13).234

If Israel will seek Yahweh according to his instructions, they will live (cf. Lev. 18:5). But if they do not trust Yahweh enough to believe what he has spoken, he will break out against them like a fire, consuming them in his holiness (Amos 5:6). Seeking to inspire faith in Yahweh, Amos announces the unique greatness of the Creator God: 

 


        The one who makes the Pleiades and Orion,
         and turning the shadow of death into morning, 
         and he causes the day to darken into night; 
         the one who called to the waters of the sea, 
         and poured them upon the face of the earth: 
         Yahweh is his name, 
         Who causes destruction to flash upon the strong, 
         and destruction he will bring upon the fortress. (5:8–9) 


Because Yahweh is the alone Creator (4:13; 5:8), he is sovereign over all that has been made. This is demonstrated when he overwhelms the defenses of those who oppose him. 

Israel has not repented, however, so there will be no Passover like there was in Egypt. Instead of passing over, Yahweh will pass through Israel (Amos 5:17; 7:8; 8:2).235 Like Joel, Amos announces the coming day of Yahweh (5:18, 20; cf. 8:9). This announcement is followed by a call for Israel to repent. Should they respond, they would be saved through judgment. Yahweh’s desire is for his people to be what he created them to be: his image and likeness. This means that he wants them to worship him and rule as he rules, with supreme regard for his glory and honor. Thus, Amos calls Israel to “let justice roll down like water, and righteousness like an ever flowing wadi” (5:24). Mirroring Yahweh’s justice and righteousness displays his glory. Moreover, Israel was called to be like Yahweh and “hate evil, love good, and establish justice in the gate” (5:15a). Doing so would be a repudiation of the way the nation has been conducting itself; indeed, it would be repentance. If Israel will repent, “Perhaps Yahweh, God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph” (5:15b). Like Joel (2:13) and Jonah (3:9), Amos proclaims that though Yahweh owes only justice, he might show mercy to those who repent. 

Yahweh’s own absolute commitment to himself requires that due regard be paid to him and informs his hatred of sin: “The Lord Yahweh has sworn by his own soul, declares Yahweh, God of hosts, ‘I loathe the pride of Jacob, and his citadels I hate; so I will deliver up the city and all its fullness’” (Amos 6:8). Pride is offensive to Yahweh because it takes credit due him alone, and thus he swears by his own soul to humble those who exalt themselves. 

Yahweh shows himself to be a God who not only punishes iniquity, transgression, and sin, but is also abounding in loving-kindness in Amos. In response to his first two visions, Amos cries out, “O Lord Yahweh, please pardon, who236 will raise Jacob, for he is small? Yahweh relented concerning this. ‘This shall not be,’ says Yahweh” (7:2–3). This exchange after the first vision is repeated almost verbatim after the second vision in Amos 7:5–6. The visions reveal the coming judgments of locusts and fire, prompting Amos to cry out to Yahweh for mercy, and when Yahweh grants Amos’s requests, he has saved through judgment. This display of mercy demonstrates that Yahweh is more tender, loving, forgiving, and merciful than human tongue can tell. 

As in Amos 4:13 (cf. 5:8), in 9:5–6 Amos appears to present Yahweh declaring his own name.237 Having warned that he will bring judgment upon Israel in verses 1–4, Yahweh asserts his own power beginning in the last words of verse 4: 

 


 I will set my eyes upon them for evil and not for good, 
 even the Lord Yahweh of hosts, 
 the one who touches the earth and it melts, 
 and all who dwell on it mourn; 
 and all of it shall rise as the Nile and subside like the Nile of Egypt. 
 The one who builds in the heavens his upper chambers, 
 and his vaults on the earth he established; 
 the one who calls to waters of the sea, 
 and he poured them upon the face of the earth: 
 Yahweh is his name. (9:4b–6) 


 

Yahweh announces that he will not show favoritism to the children of Israel, whom he likens to the people of Ethiopia, the Philistines, and the Syrians (9:7). He will destroy the sinful kingdom (9:8), but the destruction will be a sifting (9:9), the sinners will die, and then Yahweh will restore the fallen booth of David (9:11). On that day the Gentiles who are called by Yahweh’s name will belong to David’s kingdom (9:12), the land shall know Edenic prosperity (9:13), the captives will come home (9:14), and Yahweh will plant them in their land never to be pulled up (9:15). In Amos, salvation comes through judgment by and for the glory of God. 

 

3.5.4 Obadiah 

Salvation through judgment for God’s glory is fast and furious in Obadiah. Threats are made against Edom (1:1–9). After the announcement of coming judgment, the reasons for the coming judgment are stated (1:10–14). The reasons for judgment on Edom are followed by the proclamation of the nearness of the day of the Lord against all nations (1:15–16), accompanied by the promise of salvation to Yahweh’s people (1:17–21).238

Edom is denounced for pride (Obad. 1:3). Their mountain stronghold will not protect them from Yahweh’s justice (1:3–4), which will be so destructive that no gleanings will be left (1:5–6), and none of their allies will help (1:7). Both the wise and the mighty will be overcome (1:8–9). The wise will be made foolish, the strong weak, and the proud brought low. 

The judgment against Edom announced in Obadiah 1:1–9 comes for crimes against Israel (1:10–14). Edom has done violence against their kinsmen, the people of Jacob (1:10). When Israel was taken into captivity, Edom not only did not come to Israel’s aid (1:11–13), but it seems they captured escaping Israelites and returned them to their conquerors (1:14). This setting seems to place the oracle of Obadiah after the capture of Jerusalem in 586 BC, though there is not enough information for a conclusive decision. We can be certain, however, that Obadiah believes that the sins of Edom against Israel will be judged. 

Obadiah then segues into reprisal against the nations in 1:15–16. The day of the Lord will come against all the nations who opposed God’s people. Through the judgment on Edom and the nations, however, salvation will come to God’s people (1:17–21).239 Mount Zion will be delivered and holy (1:17). Jacob will bring fires of judgment against the house of Esau (1:18), and Israel will possess the lands round about (1:19–20). The kingdom shall belong to Yahweh (1:21). The message of Obadiah is that Edom—and the nations—will be judged, and through that judgment Israel will be saved, while Yahweh is glorified for his justice and mercy. 

 

3.5.5 Jonah 

The book of Jonah is about God’s glory in salvation through judgment,240 and in some ways it is a microcosm of the whole history of Israel.241 Yahweh commissions Jonah (cf. 2 Kings 14:25–27) to announce judgment to Nineveh, where dwell the enemies of God’s people. Rather than going to Nineveh, the prophet goes in the opposite direction to “flee . . . from the presence of Yahweh” (Jonah 1:3). Yahweh judges the prophet, bringing him to “the belly of Sheol” (2:3) for “three days and three nights” (1:17). Under the judgment of Yahweh, Jonah calls out to Yahweh for deliverance (2:2) and confesses that Yahweh “brought up my life from the pit” (2:6). “Salvation belongs to Yahweh!” (2:9), and this salvation comes to Jonah through judgment. 

Yahweh sends Jonah to Nineveh a second time (Jonah 3:2), and this time Jonah goes and announces that Yahweh’s judgment is about to fall. Like the sailors in Jonah 1, who experienced the storm of Yahweh’s wrath against Jonah, heard Jonah’s prophetic word, heeded it, and were delivered (1:3–16), the Ninevites experience the storm of Yahweh’s wrath in Jonah’s announcement, heed the prophetic word, and are shown mercy (3:3–10). Like the nation of Israel as a whole, Jonah is a somewhat reluctant “light to the nations,” and he pursued his calling only after the resurrection that followed the death of three days and nights in the belly of the great fish. 

Having seen Yahweh’s mercy to Nineveh, Jonah is hardly pleased. He asserts that he fled to Tarshish precisely because he knew Yahweh would be gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love (cf. Ex. 34:7, and see the appendix [§8] to chap. 2, which catalogs Ex. 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings). He then pouts, and Yahweh mercifully communicates his righteous concern, which extends even to Nineveh (Jonah 4:3–11). That this episode is recorded with such honesty seems to indicate that Jonah later realized how petty his behavior had been and communicated it for the benefit of others. Here too, through the striking of the plant and the exposure of his churlish disregard for Ninevite souls, Jonah was brought through the judgment of his attitude to salvation. This salvation takes the form of rejoicing in Yahweh’s inclination to relent and show mercy. 

Like Jonah, Israel must be brought through judgment to salvation, and salvation opens up into the reconciliation of the nations for God’s glory. Commissioned as a kingdom of priests (Ex. 19:6) to walk in the way of Yahweh’s Torah, Israel walked instead in the way of Canaan. This is the spiritual equivalent of being commanded to go to Nineveh only to flee to Tarshish. Just as Jonah undergoes a death and resurrection of sorts before obeying and going to Nineveh, so the nation will go through a death and resurrection of sorts when they are exiled to the realm of death and then restored to life in the land of Yahweh’s presence, at which point Jerusalem will indeed become a light to the nations, shining with the very glory of Yahweh as nations stream to Jerusalem to learn his ways (Isaiah 2; Micah 4). 

 

3.5.6 Micah 

Micah’s prophecy seems to be organized around calls to “hear” (1:2; 3:1; 6:1),242 and within these calls there appears to be a movement from judgment to salvation (see table 3.12). 

 

Table 3.12. Through Judgment to Salvation in Micah 

[image: 36]


 

Among the various proposals for structuring Micah, this movement from a section on judgment into a section on salvation seems most compelling.243 Anderson and Freedman write: 

 


The book begins with an outpouring of God’s energies into the world. The destruction is global and total. But not final. God’s mercy does not arrest his justice—it operates beyond judgment. His wrath does not quench his love; his compassion does not cancel his anger. . . . It is possible to restore relationships because God himself takes up the task of salvation. . . . The way to this end is through the earthquake and fire of judgment. The city must become a heap of rubble before it can be splendidly rebuilt.244


Whereas Isaiah and Jeremiah called the heavens and earth to witness against Israel, Micah announces that Yahweh himself will be a witness against Israel and Judah (Mic. 1:2), and he describes Yahweh’s coming in theophanic glory (1:3). When he treads on the high places, where the idols have been worshiped, 

 


       the mountains will melt under him, 
              and the valleys will split open, 
         like wax before the fire, 
               like waters poured down a steep place. (1:4 ESV) 


According to Micah, when Yahweh comes in judgment, the created order will dissolve before him, “for the transgression of Jacob and for the sins of the house of Israel.” In view of the idolatrous calves set up in the northern kingdom, it is no surprise that Micah identifies “the transgression of Jacob” as Samaria, but the identification of “the high place of Judah” as Jerusalem is a stunning announcement, a harbinger of exile (1:5 ESV). 

Micah declares that judgment is coming from Yahweh, and in language reminiscent of David’s lament over Saul and Jonathan (2 Sam. 1:20), Micah cries, “Tell it not in Gath” (Mic. 1:10). The only difference between 2 Samuel 1:20 and Micah 1:10 is in word order. Thus, Micah quotes a phrase well known from a previous defeat of Israel—indeed, a phrase reminiscent of the death of Israel’s first king—to warn of the judgment that will fall in the near future. Exile will be like death, like Saul’s suicide. Yahweh will demonstrate his righteousness when he judges Israel, but Micah does not want the Philistines to celebrate as though their gods have triumphed over Yahweh (cf. 1 Sam. 31:9, where they carried “the good news to the house of their idols”). 

Micah is not only concerned for Yahweh’s reputation among the nations, reflected in his plea that Israel’s bad news not be reported as good news for the nations; he is also concerned for Yahweh’s reputation in Israel. Thus, in 2:1–2 he seems to describe Ahab’s wicked seizure of Naboth’s vineyard (cf. 1 Kings 21:2–19). The outright mention of Ahab in Micah 6:16 strengthens these connections. Because of such injustices, the wicked family faces judgment (Mic. 2:3–5). Anyone tempted to think that the coming judgment is unwarranted needs only to be reminded of the nation’s history to be convinced that Yahweh is just to judge Israel. Yahweh is just to judge not only because of wicked kings. The people have urged the prophets not to preach and have accepted lying prophets (2:6–11). 

Through the judgment comes salvation. The imagery of the gathering of the remnant in Micah 2:12 presupposes exile, and the king in 2:13, who breaks through and leads the people out, who is identified with Yahweh, assumes that there will be a new exodus, a new return to the land. Through judgment comes salvation when Yahweh leads his people home by the agency of his king. 

Following the next call to “hear” (Mic. 3:1; cf. 1:2), Micah indicts Israel’s rulers for injustice (3:1–3, 9–11). Judgment is Yahweh’s righteous response to Israel’s abusive leadership (3:4–7, 12), and Micah is filled with the Spirit of Yahweh, and with justice and power to call sin what it is (3:8). Again, salvation comes through judgment. “In the latter days,” Micah proclaims, Israel will experience what Isaiah promised in Isaiah 2:1–5 (Mic. 4:1–5). Yahweh will gather his lame, afflicted exiles (4:6–7), and give victory to Israel (4:8–13). 

Micah promises a ruler who will come from Bethlehem (Mic. 5:1, ET 2), and remarkably this statement is preceded by a statement about the “judge of Israel” being struck on the cheek (Mic. 4:14, ET 5:1). Micah states: 

 


He shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor has given birth; then the rest of his brothers shall return to the people of Israel. And he shall stand and shepherd his flock in the strength of Yahweh, in the majesty of the name of Yahweh his God, and they shall dwell secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth. And he shall be their peace (5:2–4a, ET 3–5a). 


This remarkable prophecy seems to indicate that God will “give them up” until the birth of the ruler, “whose origin is from of old, from ancient days” (5:1, ET 2), is born (5:2, ET 3). This would seem to point to the dawning of the restoration of God’s people at the birth of this promised ruler, and it seems likely that when he cited Micah 5:1 (ET 2), Matthew had the broader context of this prophecy in view (cf. Matt. 2:5–6).245 Until then, judgment. After judgment, Israel will defeat Assyria (Mic. 5:4–5, ET 5–6), and the remnant of Israel will be delivered from idolatry by Yahweh himself (5:6–14, ET 7–15). 

Micah’s third call to “hear” (Mic. 6:1; cf. 1:2; 3:1) summons the mountains and the foundations of the earth to hear (6:1–2) Yahweh’s case against his people (6:1–7:6). Yahweh delivered them from Egypt, provided Moses, Aaron, and Miriam as leaders (6:3–4), and overcame Balak and Balaam, and Micah calls them to remember so that they may “know the righteousnesses246 of Yahweh” (6:5). The people do not do what Yahweh requires, which is for them to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with him (6:8), and so the voice of Yahweh announces judgment (6:9–16). Micah pronounces a woe on himself because of the detailed wickedness of Israel (7:1–6), but he resolves to wait for Yahweh (7:7). Micah warns his enemies not to rejoice over his fall, for he will surely rise, and Yahweh will be his light (7:8). When Yahweh satisfies his just indignation against the people’s sin, he will turn, plead their case, and vindicate them (7:9). As Dumbrell puts it, “Micah believes in a restoration beyond judgment.”247 The enemy will be trampled down (7:10). Through judgment comes salvation, and then the glory of Yahweh will shine in the building of walls and extending of boundaries, in the serpent licking the dust (cf. Gen. 3:14), and in the people trembling before him (Mic. 7:11–17). Micah plays on his name (“who is like you” [image: ], 1:1), asking, “Who is a God like you [[image: ]]” and alluding to Yahweh’s declaration of his name in Exodus 34:6–7 in the words, “pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression . . . because he delights in steadfast love” (Mic. 7:18, and see the appendix [§8] to chap. 2, which catalogs Ex. 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings). Having thus exalted Yahweh, Micah declares that Yahweh will show compassion to his people, trample their enemies underfoot (cf. Gen. 3:15), forgive the sin of his people, and keep his promises to Abraham (Mic. 7:19–20). In Micah, there is no God like Yahweh, who is glorified in the judgment of his people that results in their salvation. 

 

3.5.7 Nahum 

In Jonah Nineveh was shown mercy, but Nahum’s “burden against Nineveh” 

(1:1 NKJV) announces that Yahweh will at last avenge himself on Nineveh. This word “burden” appears as a heading five times in the Book of the Twelve (Nah. 1:1; Hab. 1:1; Zech. 9:1; 12:1; Mal. 1:1), and in each case the “burden” seems to be the announcement of the destruction of the enemies of the people of God (see table 3.13). 

 

Table 3.13. “Burden” Announcement of Destruction in the Book of the Twelve 

 

	Nahum 1:1
	Destruction of Nineveh

	Habakkuk 1:1
	Destruction of Babylon

	Zechariah 9:1
	Destruction of Damascus, Hamath, Tyre and Sidon, and Philistia

	Zechariah 12:1
	Destruction of those who besiege Judah

	Malachi 1:1
	Destruction of Edom


 

This use of “burden/oracle” to introduce a promise of destructive judgment in the Twelve also matches its use in Isaiah’s oracles against the nations (cf. Isa. 13:1; 14:28; 15:1; 17:1; 19:1; 21:1, 11, 13; 22:1; 23:1; cf. 30:6). 

Yahweh’s jealous justice roars with fury through the forty-seven verses of Nahum. The second verse of the prophecy describes Yahweh as jealous, avenging, and wrathful, and the third links this to Yahweh’s declaration of his name in Exodus 34:6–7: “Yahweh is slow to anger and great in power, and Yahweh will by no means clear the guilty” (Nah. 1:3, and see the appendix [§8] to chap. 2, which catalogs Ex. 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings).248 Yahweh comes “in whirlwind and storm, and the clouds are the dust of his feet” (Nah. 1:3b). In Micah the mountains melted when Yahweh stood on them, and in Nahum seas and rivers are made dry at his rebuke (1:4), then the mountains quake and hills melt (1:5). No one can stand before Yahweh (1:6), but in all the focus on judgment, there is salvation too: “Yahweh is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; he knows those who take refuge in him” (1:7). 

The announcement of Nineveh’s destruction calls forth a quotation of Isaiah 52:7: 

 


      Behold, upon the mountains, the feet of him
              who brings good news, 
              who publishes peace! (Nah. 2:1, ET 1:15 ESV) 


The good news here results from the salvation of God’s people established by the judgment of their enemies. Jacob and Israel have been plundered, but Nahum announces that Yahweh will restore majesty to them through the destruction of Nineveh (2:3, ET 2). 

The severity of the judgment on Nineveh is communicated as Nahum twice relates, “‘Behold, I am against you,’ an utterance of Yahweh of hosts” (Nah. 2:14, ET 13; 3:5).249 Yahweh will shatter his enemies, and those who hear the good news will rejoice over the destruction of the evildoers (3:19).250 In Nahum, salvation comes through the judgment of Nineveh, demonstrating the glory of Yahweh. 

 

3.5.8 Habakkuk 

In Habakkuk the prophet poses a question, Yahweh replies, and the reply prompts a second question. Yahweh’s reply to this second question then prompts a psalm of trust from the prophet.251 This can be laid out as seen in table 3.14. 

Table 3.14. The Structure of Habakkuk 
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Significantly for our purposes, Habakkuk’s questions and Yahweh’s replies are mainly concerned with judgment and salvation. Habakkuk asks why Yahweh does not do justice against Israel’s sin (Hab. 1:2–4). Yahweh replies that he is raising up Babylon to judge Israel (1:12–2:1). Habakkuk is appalled by this reply: how can Yahweh use a nation more wicked than Israel to devour his people (1:12–2:1)? Yahweh replies that the righteous will live by faith (2:4), even if it appears that the vision God has revealed is not coming to pass (2:2–3). Once Yahweh has used Babylon to judge Israel, he will judge Babylon (2:5–13), and Yahweh’s purpose will not be thwarted: “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of Yahweh, as the waters cover the sea” (2:14).252 Yahweh will be glorified when he does justice on Israel and Babylon, and then Habakkuk psalms a plea for Yahweh to remember mercy (3:1–19; cf. 3:2). In this prayer, Habakkuk asserts that he will do what Yahweh calls the righteous to do in 2:4,253 namely, he will trust Yahweh and rejoice in him even if it seems that Yahweh’s promises of a prosperous land—blossoming fig trees, fruit on the vines, flocks in the folds, herds in the stalls—are not seen (3:17–19). Habakkuk is undone by the judgment declared against Israel (3:16a), but he will wait for the judgment promised against those who will exile them (3:16b). Through this judgment on their enemies, Israel will be saved, and Yahweh will be glorified in his justice and his mercy. Moreover, the faith of those who believe that Yahweh will do this, in spite of the fact that they do not see evidence of it, glorifies Yahweh as a God who is worthy of trust. 

Habakkuk proclaims that Yahweh is in his holy temple, all the earth should be silent before him (2:20), and all the earth will be filled with the glory of Yahweh (2:14). Habakkuk’s psalm of praise rehearses Yahweh’s past acts of salvation through judgment in order to assure his audience that they can trust Yahweh, in spite of the faith-threatening nature of their circumstances. Habakkuk sings Yahweh’s reliability by rehearsing Yahweh’s mighty deeds at the exodus and conquest: when Yahweh appeared to Israel, “his glory covered the heavens, and his praise filled the earth” (3:3). Yahweh brought the plagues (3:5) and made mountains tremble (3:6, 10). He afflicted Cushan and Midian (3:7), and he defeated the seas and the rivers, allowing Israel to pass through on dry land (3:8–9). Habakkuk describes Yahweh in terms reminiscent of Genesis 3:15—he “trampled the nations” when he “marched” out “for the salvation” of his “anointed,” and he “crushed the head from the house of the wicked, laying bare from tail to neck” (Hab. 3:12–13).254 Through the judgment of the enemy, the crushing of the head of the seed of the serpent, Yahweh saves his people. And the description of the epic conquest glorifies the might of the God who saves through judgment, upholding justice and remembering mercy. In Habakkuk, Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

3.5.9 Zephaniah 

Zephaniah proclaims the great day of Yahweh, the day he will be glorified when he judges in order to save. After identifying himself and his times (Zeph. 1:1), Zephaniah announces that God will de-create what he has made because of Judah’s idolatry (1:2–6).255 He then makes clear that this moment of de-creation is the day of Yahweh, a day when he will justly punish evildoers (1:7–18). The announcement of coming judgment, however, provides an opportunity to respond in repentance (2:1–3). Those who repent might be hidden on the day of wrath (2:3). The day of Yahweh threatens not only sinners in Zion but also the nations (2:4–3:7). Sweeney writes, “Judgment against Israel and Judah would be followed by universal judgment against the nations at large prior to universal restoration and recognition of YHWH as the sovereign G-d of all the earth.”256 Thus Zephaniah prophesies against the Philistines (2:4–7), Moab and Ammon (2:8–11), Ethiopia (2:12), Assyria (2:13–15), and Jerusalem (3:1–7). The judgment of the day of the Lord will be transnational, but it will not be merely retributive. Zephaniah 3:8–13 shows that salvation will come through this judgment: after the fire of Yahweh’s wrath in 3:8 will come a day that reverses the confusion of the languages at Babel (Genesis 11) in Zephaniah 3:9.257 The “pure speech” Yahweh gives to the peoples after judgment is for “all of them to call on the name of Yahweh” (3:9). Yahweh’s worshipers will be gathered from “beyond the rivers of Ethiopia” (3:10), the proud will be removed from the midst of his people (3:11), and those he leaves will be humble, seeking refuge in Yahweh’s name, doing no injustice and speaking no lies, fearing nothing (3:12–13). Zephaniah summons the daughter of Zion to sing and shout (3:14) because Yahweh has taken away her judgments and her enemies (3:15). She should not fear or be weak because Yahweh is in her midst: 

 


             . . . a mighty one who will save;
          he will rejoice over you with gladness;
              he will quiet you by his love; 
          he will exult over you with loud singing. (3:17 ESV) 


Yahweh then declares that he will gather the exiles, judge the oppressors, and make his people a display of his glory (3:18–20). In Zephaniah, Yahweh is glorified in salvation that comes through judgment. 

 

3.5.10 Haggai 

Considered from a historical perspective, the final three books of the Twelve were written after the exile. This means that at one level the day of the Lord that the earlier prophets announced has come to pass, though at another level it awaits the great day of God’s final visitation. The destruction of Jerusalem and temple by the Babylonians typifies the future day of the Lord. As Adam was exiled from Eden, Israel and Judah were exiled from the land of Israel. The story line of the Former Prophets ends with the people in exile and favor shown to Jehoiachin. That story line will be carried forward in the Writings, in the books of Esther, Daniel, Ezra–Nehemiah, and Chronicles. The prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah are situated historically after the events narrated in Chronicles and Daniel and before those recounted in Esther and Ezra–Nehemiah. The canonical position of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi is thus determined by concerns for genre and literary connections (thus its place in the Twelve) rather than chronology (which would locate it with other post-exilic books). 

Considered from a literary perspective, then, these final three books of the Twelve obviously partake of the same genre as the other books of both the Twelve and the Latter Prophets. The prophet Haggai opens with a historical marker—one of several—that alerts readers to what has taken place, and the historical markers in Haggai and Zechariah show that they ministered at the same time (see table 3.15). Byron Curtis has demonstrated that the forms in which the dates are given match those used by Jeremiah to mark the fall of the temple so that the dates in Haggai and Zechariah herald the end of Jeremiah’s seventy years: “In this dated framework, in imitation of and counterbalance to the date forms of Jeremiah that memorialized the temple’s loss, we find the returned community’s eschatological and imminent expectation of the end of seventy years’ chastisement.”258

 

Table 3.15. Dates in Haggai and Zechariah 
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Haggai exhorts the people to rebuild the temple (Hag. 1:1–11). The people obey, led by Zerubbabel and Joshua (1:12–15). Yahweh promises to fill the rebuilt temple with greater glory (2:1–9). Though the people are defiled, Yahweh promises to bless them (2:10–19). Yahweh will shake heavens and earth, overthrow kingdoms, and make Zerubbabel his signet ring (2:20–23). 

Judgment has fallen in the exile, and now the people are back in the land. Salvation through judgment for God’s glory, however, continues: Haggai indicts the people for paneling their own houses while Yahweh’s house lies in ruins (Hag. 1:4). Yahweh has condemned their selfishness, making their efforts unsatisfying (1:5–6), and through this judgment he saves them to know that he is central to satisfaction. Richard Taylor observes that “the task that lay before them [rebuilding the temple] was a test of whether they would put God first in their lives.”259 And this is for Yahweh’s glory, in line with the purpose he began to pursue when he set out to make the world. 

The heavens and the earth are the stage on which Yahweh will display beauty, truth, and goodness, and that beauty, truth, and goodness are his glory. Adam was charged to rule over the earth and subdue it, which seems to mean that he was to expand the borders of Eden until the place where Yahweh’s glory was known by his image bearers covered the dry land as the waters cover the sea. Adam rebelled, sought to be like God himself, and was expelled from the garden. The Lord then chose Abraham, and he promised land to him and his seed. Then the Lord brought the seed of Abraham into the Promised Land, and it was as though a new Adam, the people of Israel, were given a new Eden, whose boundaries they were to extend. As Israel subdued the nations round about, the land in which Yahweh’s word was law, the land where Yahweh dwelled among his people, would grow. Here again, Yahweh’s purpose was to cover the dry lands with his glory, and so he invited the messiah, king of Israel, to ask of him, and he would make the nations his inheritance (Ps. 2:8). Like Adam, Israel sinned. Like Adam, Israel was expelled from the land. As with Adam, Yahweh means to save through judgment. The exile displays Yahweh’s justice, and the return is lavish mercy. 

Yahweh makes clear to these who have returned from exile that the charge he gave to Adam, which was later given to Israel, is now their charge: they are to build the temple, Yahweh says, “that I may be pleased with it and that I may be glorified” (Hag. 1:8). Yahweh calls the people through Haggai to reestablish the focal point of his glory on earth, the temple. Once they accomplish this task, they are to begin to pursue the task of ruling over the earth and subduing it, that the glory of Yahweh might cover the dry lands as the waters cover the sea. 

Earlier prophets in Israel’s history likened the promised return from exile to the exodus from Egypt and the conquest of the land, and Haggai does the same. Observing that the rebuilt second temple is as nothing in comparison with the temple’s former glory (Hag. 2:3), Yahweh announces that he is with the people “according to the covenant that I made with you when you came out of Egypt” (2:4–5 ESV). When the people were delivered from Egypt, they plundered the Egyptians. Yahweh provided for them in the wilderness, and when they arrived at Sinai, Yahweh shook the heavens and the earth when he came down on the mountain, spoke the ten words, gave the instructions for the building of the tabernacle, and then took up residence in the tent, which was overlaid with the gold the people took from Egypt. Haggai has just referenced Yahweh’s presence with the people at the exodus, the covenant he made with them, and the pillar of fire and cloud of Yahweh’s presence among them in 2:4–5, and he goes on to announce: 

 


For thus says Yahweh of hosts, “Yet once more in a little while, and I will shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry land; and I will shake all the nations, and the desire of all the nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,” says Yahweh of hosts. “The silver is mine and the gold is mine,” an utterance of Yahweh of hosts. “The latter glory of this house will be greater than the former,” says Yahweh of hosts, “and in this place I will give peace,” an utterance of Yahweh of hosts. (2:6–9) 


The reference to another shaking of the heavens and the earth seems to point back to the theophany at Sinai, where the covenant with Israel was inaugurated, and at the same time forward to a new covenant, promised by Jeremiah and others. The reference to “the desire of all the nations” in Haggai 2:7 ([image: ]) is reminiscent of Samuel’s words when he said to Saul, “And for whom is all the desire of Israel” ([image: ], 1 Sam. 9:20). The echo of 1 Samuel 9:20 in Haggai 2:7 seems to indicate that the desire of all nations that Haggai says will come is a king who will bring righteousness and peace to the world.260 The claim that Yahweh lays on the silver and the gold in Haggai 2:8 seems to refer to the way that he funded the building of the first temple with Egyptian gold and the second with Persian. Later in the chapter, the seed of the Davidic house, Zerubbabel, is told that he will be Yahweh’s signet ring (Hag. 2:23).261 Preceding this is another reference to the shaking of the heavens and earth (2:21), and a promise that chariots, horses, and riders will be overthrown, with soldiers turning their swords against their brothers (2:22). The shaking of the heavens recalls the Sinai theophany; the discomfiting of chariots and the overthrow of horse and rider recalls Yahweh’s casting the Egyptian army into the Red Sea (Ex. 15:1); and the turning of a man’s sword against his brother recalls the way Yahweh set the swords of the Midianites against their companions (Judg. 7:22). The new exodus and the return from exile will be replete with a new covenant, a new David, and a new conquest of the land, in which a new temple will be built, typologically fulfilling what these narratives prefigured. From the focal point in Zion, Yahweh’s glory will begin to spread. Yahweh will be glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

3.5.11 Zechariah 

Zechariah came alongside Haggai and prophesied with him (see table 3.15, above). The book of Zechariah seems to be structured by the historical markers at 1:1, 1:7, and 7:1, along with the two “burdens,” one beginning at 9:1 and the other at 12:1.262

The first date given (Zech. 1:1) marks Zechariah’s opening summons to the people: repent (1:1–6). The second date given (1:7) stands at the head of eight night visions, all of which assure the people that the temple will be rebuilt in the purified land (1:7–6:8), and after this the high priest is typologically identified as “the man whose name is the Branch” and crowned king (6:9–15).263 The third date given (7:1) is followed by a question about how the post-exilic community should conduct itself, and Zechariah’s reply redirects attention to the real issues at hand (7:4–8:23). Then follow the two “burdens” concerned with the salvation through judgment Yahweh will accomplish for Jerusalem (9:1–11:17; 12:1–14:21). 

Zechariah’s opening call to repentance (Zech. 1:1–6) invites those who have returned to the land to return to Yahweh, with the promise that he will return to them (1:3). With Haggai, Zechariah calls the people to rebuild the temple, and Yahweh’s promise to return to the people anticipates nothing less than the realization of Isaiah’s promise that Yahweh would return to Zion (Isa. 40:1–11) to take up residence in the rebuilt temple. After the judgment of exile is salvation, restoration to the land, where Yahweh’s glory will shine forth from Jerusalem, the city on the hill (cf. Zech. 1:13–17). 

Zechariah’s eight visions (Zech. 1:7–6:8), which apparently all came on the single night of February 15, 519 BC, are all concerned with Yahweh’s return to the rebuilt temple in the cleansed land.264 Barry Webb has shown that the eight night visions of Zechariah have a chiastic structure (see table 3.16).265

 

Table 3.16. Eight Visions of the Night in Zechariah 1:7–6:8 

 


   1:7–17, Comfort for Zion: four horses scout territory 
      2:1–4 (ET 1:18–21), Craftsmen overcome horns 
        2:5–17 (ET 2:1–13), Restoration celebrated 
              3:1–10, Joshua the high priest 
              4:1–14, Zerubbabel the governor
        5:1–4, The flying scroll: commandments 
      5:5–11, Removal of wickedness 
    6:1–8, Four chariots conquer 


The four horsemen scouting the territory in the first vision (Zech. 1:7–17) are matched by the four conquering chariots of the last vision (6:1–8). Yahweh sends his horsemen out to patrol the land, and then his charioteers take it. The craftsmen who overcome the horns of the second vision symbolize the way that those who rebuild the temple overcome the opposition facing them (2:1–4).266 Just as the opposing army, symbolized by the horns, is overcome, the ethics of the opposition are overcome in the symbolic removal of wickedness to the land of Shinar in the second-to-last vision (5:5–11). The reference to Shinar resurfaces the reality that two kingdoms are at war—two seeds, two powers. At this point in salvation history the kingdom of God is advancing through the work done on a humble temple in Jerusalem. The celebration of restoration in the third vision (2:5–17) corresponds to the renewal of the law’s jurisdiction in the third-to-last vision (5:1–4). And in the center of the chiasm are the two sons of oil: the cleansed high priest Joshua (3:1–10) and the temple building Zerubbabel (4:1–14).267

These night visions portray Yahweh as surveying the land and conquering it, empowering his people to cleanse the land of wickedness, and celebrating the restoration of the land and upholding the law; and with all this Yahweh provides a cleansed priest and an effective ruler. This pattern of events is reminiscent of the people entering the land under an earlier Joshua’s leadership: just as Israel put the Canaanites under the ban, so also woman wickedness was removed; just as the people affirmed the covenant with Moses, so also the flying scroll roams the land; just as the scion of David would later build the temple, so also will Zerubbabel. 

In the same way that Psalm 110 portrays the Davidic king as a priest, Zechariah 6:9–15 portrays the crowning of Joshua the high priest as king and his ruling on the throne. This symbolic action seems to point forward to a day when Israel will have a priest-king who will “build the temple of Yahweh, and he will lift up splendor” (Zech. 6:13). His name is “Branch,” and he will “branch out” (6:12). When this happens, “those who are far off will come and build the temple of Yahweh” (6:15). Zechariah’s crowning of Joshua the high priest, then, seems to be a symbolic action that points forward to a day when a similar pattern of events will typologically fulfill what is depicted in the crowning of the high priest, the temple builder whom the nations will serve as king in Jerusalem. 

Just as the first six chapters of Zechariah have a chiastic structure (see table 3.16), chapters 7–8 of Zechariah also appear to have a chiastic structure (see table 3.17).268

 

Table 3.17. Chiastic Structure in Zechariah 7–8 


    7:1–3, Delegation to pray before Yahweh: shall we continue? 
       7:4–7, The fast 
         7:8–10, Call to righteous behavior
            7:11–14, Refusal to obey and exile 
               8:1–6, Yahweh’s zeal for Zion 
            8:7–15, Regathering and restoration
         8:16–17, Call to righteous behavior 
       8:18–19, The fast 
     8:20–23, Delegation to pray before Yahweh: let us continue! 


In what follows we will consider the corresponding sections of this chiasm—the first and last element, the second and second to last, and so forth. 

The people of Bethel have sent a delegation “to entreat the favor of Yahweh” (Zech. 7:2), inquiring as to whether they should continue to “weep and abstain in the fifth month” (7:3).269 At the end of this section, Zechariah prophesies that “many peoples and strong nations” will come to seek Yahweh and “to entreat the favor of Yahweh” (8:22). As Isaiah (2:3) and Micah (4:2) indicated, Gentiles will seek to learn Yahweh’s ways from his people (Zech. 8:23). 

Zechariah questions whether the people have been fasting for Yahweh or for themselves (7:4–7), and he points to a day when the fasts will be “seasons of joy” 

(8:19 ESV). Zechariah’s two sections on righteous behavior correspond to one another (7:8–10 and 8:16–17), as do the sections on the way Yahweh “scattered them with a whirlwind” (7:11–14) but will “bring them to dwell in the midst of Jerusalem” (8:7–14). 

At the center of this chiasm is Yahweh’s declaration of his jealousy for Zion (Zech. 8:2). He announces his return to Zion, which will be called the faithful city, the mount of Yahweh of hosts, the holy mountain (8:3). Yahweh’s presence will bring long and joyful life to the people (8:4–5). If the announcement is incredible to Zechariah’s audience, it is not so to Yahweh (8:6). 

Zechariah 1–6, then, assures the people that the temple will be built by the power of God’s Spirit (Zech. 4:6), while Zechariah 7–8 announces that Yahweh is zealous for Zion, calls the people to righteous behavior, and assures them that fasting will be joy. Rather than give a straight yes or no to the question of whether they should fast (7:1–3), Zechariah addresses the motives for fasting (7:4–7; 8:18–19) and the behavior that is in keeping with fasting (7:8–10; 8:16–17); he describes the justice that fell on wickedness in the past (7:11–14) and the mercies that Yahweh will show his people (8:7–14) because of his strong love for them (8:1–6). The question of whether the fast should continue gives the prophet an occasion to rebuke the sinfulness and self-centeredness of the people and redirect their attention to Yahweh’s redemptive historical purposes. Just as the story line of redemptive history went through the judgment of exile to the salvation of the new exodus and return to the land, so the personal experience of Zechariah’s contemporaries goes through Zechariah’s condemnation of their shortsightedness to the saving power of the message that God will ensure the rebuilding of the temple (Zechariah 1–6); he is zealous for Zion (Zechariah 7–8), and all this sets on display the one who will be “a wall of fire around . . . and the glory in her midst” (2:9, ET 5).270

The rest of Zechariah’s prophecy describes the way that Yahweh will return to Zion. This consists of two sections, 9:1–11:17 and 12:1–14:21, each opening with the words, “The burden of the word of Yahweh.”271 These chapters seem to present Yahweh’s climactic victory in a “kaleidoscopic and recursive” fashion,272 and the contents of these chapters have matching elements that form a chiasm that can be depicted as in table 3.18. 

Table 3.18. Thematic Chiastic Structure in Zechariah 9–14 


     A 9:1–17: Yahweh conquers and converts the nations (Syria, Tyre and Sidon, and Philistia); the king comes; and Yahweh leads Israel (Ephraim) and Judah into battle for victory. 
         B 10:1–12: Yahweh provides rain, punishes bad leaders and provides good ones, and strengthens Judah and Israel (Ephraim), bringing them back from exile and increasing them as their enemies (Egypt and Assyria) are defeated. 
              C 11:1–17: Enacted parable: Yahweh, the Good Shepherd, rejected by his people, bought out for thirty pieces of silver, breaks his covenant with Israel, divides the nation, and raises up a foolish shepherd. 
              C´ 12:1–14: Yahweh brings victory and is struck.
         B´ 13:1–9: Yahweh purifies the land, and the shepherd is struck.



     A´ 14:1–21: Yahweh brings victory, and Jerusalem becomes the Holy of Holies. 

If we analyze Zechariah 9–14 along the lines of this chiasm, the following observations can be made: In the first and the last sections, A (Zech. 9:1–17) and A´ (14:1–21), Yahweh brings decisive victory to Jerusalem. In the second and second-to-last sections, B (10:1–12) and B´ (13:1–9), Yahweh cleanses the land. In the two central sections, C (11:1–17) and C´ (12:1–14), Yahweh, the Good Shepherd, is rejected by his people, slain. Somehow these events at the center of the chiasm (C and C´) result in the cleansing of the land in the second and second-to-last sections of the chiasm (B and B´) and lead to the triumph of Yahweh on Mount Zion in the first and last (A and A´) sections. 

Zechariah 9–14 seems to consist of two cycles of prophecies that address the same topic: the way that Yahweh will glorify himself by saving Israel through the judgment of her enemies. The main ideas in the two cycles of prophecies are as follows:273

	Yahweh will do battle against his enemies and secure decisive victory against them and their idols, plundering them (Zech. 9:1–5, 10, 14–16; 10:2, 11–12; 11:1–3; 12:2–9; 13:2; 14:1–9, 12–16). 

	Yahweh empowers Ephraim/Israel and Judah to fight (9:13, 15; 10:6–7; 12:6, 8; 14). 

	Some of the enemies will be converted and transformed through Yahweh’s victory over them—they will be saved through judgment (9:6–7; 14:16–19). 

	Yahweh will take up his post to defend his temple from future attack, inhabiting Jerusalem, making it the Holy of Holies (9:8; 12:8; 14:20–21). 

	Yahweh will bring his people home from exile (9:12–13; 10:6, 8, 10; 12:6; 14:10–11). 

	The king/good shepherd returns to Zion (9:9–10);274 Yahweh provides righteous leadership for his people (10:4); the people reject the Good Shepherd (Yahweh) and buy him out for thirty pieces of silver (11:4–14); Yahweh is pierced (12:10); Yahweh awakens the sword against his shepherd, his companion (13:7).275

	Yahweh pours out a spirit of grace that causes those who struck him to mourn as one mourns for an only son (12:10–14); a fountain opens to cleanse God’s people from sin, living water from Jerusalem (13:1; 14:8); a purifying judgment of fire causes those refined like gold and silver to call on Yahweh’s name and confess Yahweh as their God (13:9). 

	Yahweh judges the worthless shepherds (10:3; 11:15–17). 

	Yahweh provides for the fertility of the land and the people (9:17–10:1, 7, 9–10). 

	Yahweh’s people rejoice in and worship him (9:9, 17; 10:7, 12; 13:9; 14:16–19). 


We can see from this list of intermingled themes in these chapters that judgment falls on all parties—on the nations, on Yahweh’s people, who are refined like gold or silver is refined by fire—and judgment even falls on Yahweh himself as he, the shepherd, is rejected by the people and stricken, and Yahweh wakes the sword against his companion, the shepherd who stands next to him. Through these judgments, salvation comes: Israel is liberated by the judgment of her enemies, and the fountain of cleansing in Zechariah 13:1 seems to result from the striking of Yahweh in 12:10. As Curtis puts it, “The purified remnant shall be joined by the remnant of the nations in worshiping Yahweh (14:16), in a land purged of all evil, holy through and through.”276 These mysteries will await further revelation, but we can affirm that Zechariah teaches that Yahweh will be glorified in a salvation that comes through judgment as he returns to Zion, there to dwell in splendor, enjoyed by those who worship him. 

 

3.5.12 Malachi 

Malachi was probably written between 480 and 450 BC. The people have returned to the land and rebuilt the temple, and soon the walls of Jerusalem will stand as well. But Isaiah promised that the desert would bloom, Jeremiah described a new covenant, Ezekiel spoke of a temple from which waters would flow, and the earlier installments of the Twelve have affirmed these things. Malachi addresses the questions of his generation with “the burden of the word of Yahweh to Israel” (Mal. 1:1). The book of Malachi seems to be structured by the refrain “But you say, ‘How have we . . . ?’” (1:2, 6–7; 2:17; 3:7–8, 13).277 If we take the assertions Yahweh makes to prompt these responses from Israel as the subject of these sections, the book can be summarized through 3:15 as follows:278

 

	1:1
	Heading

	1:2–5
	I have loved you.

	1:6–2:16
	You despise my name and defile me.

	2:17–3:5
	You weary Yahweh with your words, but he will come with purifying judgment.

	3:6–12
	Return with tithes and offerings.

	3:13–15
	Your words were harsh against me.


 

The last refrain “But you say, ‘How have we . . . ?’” appears in 3:13, so the remainder of the book must be outlined according to the content of the sections:

 

	3:16–18
	The book of remembrance for those who fear Yahweh

	3:19–24
	The day of Yahweh

	(ET 4:1–6)
	 


 

I am arguing that the center of biblical theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment, with the judgment serving to highlight the mercy, as mercy and justice display the God who announces his name, his goodness, and his glory, expositing the balance between his compassionate loving-kindness and his refusal to clear the guilty (Ex. 34:6–7).279 This is exactly what we see in the way the book of Malachi opens with encouragement for Israel from the doctrine of election. 

Malachi asserts Yahweh’s love for his people (Mal. 1:2–5), anticipating their question, “How have you loved us?” (1:2). The people are back in the land, but Jerusalem is hardly the capital of the globe. The nations are not streaming to Zion. There is no Davidide on the throne. Where is Yahweh’s love?280 And Malachi points his contemporaries to the justice they deserve—the justice that will be visited on a nation that Yahweh did not choose, Edom. The fact that Jacob and Esau were brothers highlights the reality that there was no prior ethnic distinction between Israel, descendants of Jacob, and Edom, descendants of Esau (1:2). Jacob and Esau were twin sons of Isaac, son of Abraham, heirs to the promises of God. Yahweh declares through Malachi, “And I loved Jacob and Esau I hated” (1:2–3; cf. Deut. 7:6–8). Malachi then sets before Israel the way that Yahweh has destroyed Edom never to be rebuilt (Mal. 1:3–4). This information is presented to Israel in order to highlight Yahweh’s commitment to rebuilding Israel, even if it seems slow in coming. Israel is to compare the way that Yahweh has treated them with the way that he has treated Edom; they are to realize that they do not deserve Yahweh’s love more than Edom did; and they are to be assured of Yahweh’s love for them. This is a love they have not earned. This is a love that is mercy. This is a special love that not all have received. This love should make them feel what is true: that they are Yahweh’s special possession, even if what they see with their eyes seems unimpressive. Malachi tells them that they will see what happens to Edom, and they will know that Yahweh is great beyond the borders of Israel (1:5). Yahweh is glorified precisely because the justice he visits upon Edom highlights the mercy he shows to Israel. 

Yahweh then indicts Israel for failing to show him the honor he deserves, and this indictment highlights Yahweh’s concern for his glory (Mal. 1:6–2:16). Yahweh wants his people to know that he has set his special love on them, and he wants their experience of that love to transform their lives so that they glorify him. This they do not do, and so Yahweh asks his people why they do not honor him as their Father and Master (1:6). Malachi explains how the actions of the priests despise the name of Yahweh (1:7–2:9), and he shows how the people of Judah profane the covenant (2:10–16). As he explains how the behavior of priests and people defame Yahweh, Yahweh makes an assertion similar to that found in Habakkuk 2:14, where he declared that he would accomplish his purpose of filling the earth with his glory as the waters cover the sea. We read in Malachi 1:11, 


        “For from the rising of the sun to the place of its setting 
         my name shall be great among the nations; 
         and in every place incense and a pure offering shall be offered to my 
              name, 
         for my name shall be great among the nations,” 
         says Yahweh of hosts. 


Just a few verses later Yahweh asserts, “For I am a great King . . . and my name is feared among the nations” (Mal. 1:14). Yahweh summons the priests “to give glory to my name” (2:2) in a way that corresponds to the covenant Yahweh made with Levi (2:4–6). 

Having indicted the sins of people and priests, sins that trample on his glory, Yahweh describes the purifying judgment he will bring against Israel (Mal. 2:17–3:5). The people are summoned to repentance (3:6–12), and Yahweh exposes the way that faithless talk is harsh against him (3:13–15). 

Malachi appears to have seen a revival in response to his prophecy (3:16–18), and the book ends with a call to remember the Torah of Moses and watch for the coming of Elijah the prophet before “the great and dreadful day of Yahweh” (3:19–24, ET 4:1–6). Here at the end of the history of the revelation God gave to Israel, the recipients of the oracles of God are exhorted to heed Moses and the Prophets. 

Paul House writes of Malachi: 


The prophecy effectively summarizes major segments of the Twelve. The emphasis on love and divorce remind the reader of Hosea. The admonitions of the priests echo Joel and Zechariah. The stressing of Yahweh’s day of punishment links the book with Amos, Zephaniah, etc. Malachi’s conclusion ties together the Haggai– Zechariah–Malachi corpus by claiming that all facets of restoration will indeed take place.281


3.5.13 The Center of the Theology of the Twelve 

The twelve Minor Prophets present salvation through judgment for God’s glory from a variety of perspectives applied to many situations.282 Hosea is a living parable of the loving Husband redeeming the harlot wife, who is saved through the tearing of the lion, after which she is raised up on the third day to know Yahweh. Joel sees a locust plague and warns of the day of the Lord, after which the years the locusts have eaten in judgment will be restored when Yahweh dwells in glory on Mount Zion, and the mountains drip new wine (pointing to the abundant vineyards lush with grapes), while the hills flow with milk (pointing to strong, healthy flocks of goats and herds of cattle). Amos indicts the nations, then Israel and Judah also, for three sins and four, as the lion roars in judgment; but after judgment the fallen booth of David will be raised up, for Yahweh is his name (4:13; 5:9, 27; 9:6). Obadiah sees Judah judged, and he promises judgment against Edom on the day Yahweh saves his people. Jonah, the sailors, and the Ninevites are all saved through judgment—the sailors through the storm, Jonah through the fish, the Ninevites through the prophetic word, then Jonah again through the experience with the plant and the worm. Micah’s name glorifies Yahweh, as it is a short form of the great question, “Who is like Yahweh our God?” and his prophecy alternates between oracles of judgment and promises of salvation, each oracle of judgment giving way to promised salvation. 

Whereas Obadiah promises judgment on Edom, in Nahum judgment is promised to Nineveh, and through the judgment of the superpower, Yahweh will be glorified through the deliverance of his lowly people. Habakkuk teaches that the superpower that replaced Assyria, Babylon, will be used against Judah as Assyria was against Israel, and just as Yahweh judged wicked Assyria, so he will judge wicked Babylon. Through the judgment the righteous will live by faith. Zephaniah proclaims the coming day of Yahweh when, having saved his people through judgment, Yahweh will sing over them. 

Haggai and Zechariah encourage the people to rebuild the temple after their return from exile, and they point to the day when Yahweh will return to Zion. Malachi calls his contemporaries to see Yahweh’s mercy to them by contrasting the way they have been treated with the way nonelect Esau was treated, and Malachi calls the people to honor Yahweh and heed the Law and the Prophets as they await the great day. 

 


3.6 The Center of the Theology of the Latter Prophets 

Each of the prophets responds distinctively to the way they apprehend the glory of God in salvation through judgment. These responses are obviously affected by the differing individual backgrounds of the prophets, the differing settings, and the differing ways in which Yahweh reveals himself. Isaiah sees the king in glory and praises his incomparability, boldly calling his contemporaries out of idolatry. The nation’s grievous provocation of Yahweh causes Jeremiah to weep over the perverse and persistent wickedness of the people. Jeremiah laments the profanation of Yahweh’s glory, he laments that Israel chooses worthless idols over their covenant Lord, and he laments that because of Israel’s failure the nations do not enjoy the blessings of Abraham. Ezekiel the priest is at a loss to describe the appearance of the likeness of Yahweh’s glory, which he sees abandon the defiled temple, but that judgment gives way to a new temple that Yahweh will indwell. When the voice of the Twelve is added to Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, a four-part harmony emerges: a hauntingly mournful lament of sin and failure that resolves into a song of hope for the future. The sin will be judged, showing the justice of Yahweh, who is mighty to save and merciful to restore. Through the judgment comes the salvation, and the mercy and the justice highlight the one whose glory is past all praise. 

4. The Center of the Theology of the Prophets 

The story line of the prophets is straightforward. The people of Israel enter the land promised them by God. In doing so, they are like a new Adam in a new Eden. Their task is to rule over the earth and subdue it, but they fare no better than Adam did. The initial conquest under Joshua is subverted by the Canaanization of Israel in Judges, and then the nation rejects Yahweh for a king like all the other nations. Having removed Saul, Yahweh mercifully raises up David and promises that his seed will rule. Solomon builds the temple, but then he worships the gods of his many wives. The nation is rent asunder. Israel falls to Assyria, Judah to Babylon. 

Along the way, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve call the kings, priests, and people to repentance. They also prophesy that Yahweh will redeem his people after the exile. Just as he brought his people out of Egypt, he will bring them back from all the lands in which he scattered them. Just as he shook heaven and earth at Sinai, he will once again shake heavens and earth, and once again enter into covenant with Israel, and the people will know Yahweh. He will return to Zion to be a wall of fire around Jerusalem and the glory in its midst. The nations will stream to worship him at his rebuilt temple, and a new David will reign over all the earth in peace, righteousness, and justice. Yahweh’s glory will cover the dry land as the waters cover the sea. From the rising of the sun to the place of its setting he will be worshiped. Through the judgment of exile, Yahweh will purge his people, bring them to final salvation, and his glory will be the centerpiece of praise, as it is the center of biblical theology. 

5. Appendix 1: The Order of the Twelve 

Table 3.19. The Order of the Twelve in BHS, DSS, 8H>evXIIgr, and LXX

[image: 43]


6. Appendix 2: All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory 

This list of verses (all texts here ESV) is “font coded” according to the following elements: 

 

	Bold
	glory/knowledge of

	Underlining
	all/whole earth

	Italics
	full/filled with


 


But truly, as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord ... (Num. 14:21) 



And one called to another and said: 



          “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; 
          the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Isa. 6:3) 



          They shall not hurt or destroy 
              in all my holy mountain; 
          for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord 
              as the waters cover the sea. (Isa. 11:9) 



          For the earth will be filled 
          with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord 
          as the waters cover the sea. (Hab. 2:14) 



          Blessed be his glorious name forever; 
              may the whole earth be filled with his glory! 
                 Amen and Amen! (Ps. 72:19) 
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment 

IN THE WRITINGS


 

The seas will dry and the mountains turn to dust, but his glory will not pass. 

—Henryk Sienkiewicz, Quo Vadis 


 
1. Introduction 

The Torah (Genesis through Deuteronomy) tells the true story of the world, from the beginning of all things to the moment when Israel is about to enter the land. The Former Prophets (Joshua through Kings) sing the saga of Israel from the conquest of the land to their exile from it. The poetic commentary on these events begins in the Latter Prophets (Isaiah through Zephaniah) and continues through the first part of the Writings (Psalms through Ecclesiastes). The story line is then resumed in the Writings and carried into the post-exilic period (Esther through Chronicles, with poetic commentary in later psalms and in the post-exilic prophets). The books that make up the section of the Old Testament referred to as the Writings have their own genres and emphases, but their inclusion in the canon indicates that they were understood to complement rather than contradict the message of the Law and the Prophets.1 This chapter will seek to demonstrate that the Writings have the same theological center as the Law and the Prophets: the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

As noted in chapter 1, the Old Testament books described as the Writings can be divided into three sections: the Book of Truth (Psalms, Proverbs, and Job), the Megilloth (small scrolls: Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther), and the Other Sacred Writings (Daniel, Ezra–Nehemiah, and Chronicles).2 After briefly addressing the question of the relationship between the Wisdom Literature (Job, Proverbs, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes) and biblical theology, this chapter will seek to show the gravitational force of the center of biblical theology in the Book of Truth, the Megilloth, and the Other Writings. 

 
1.1 Wisdom Literature and Biblical Theology 

One of the chief complaints raised against various attempts to describe the Bible’s theology has been that the Wisdom Literature is often neglected. Duane Garrett writes: 


Old Testament theologians have stumbled at the point of integrating wisdom literature into the rest of the Old Testament. Theological themes that seem promising as unifying threads for the rest of the Old Testament are found to be cut short where Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are concerned. No single “center” proposed for the Old Testament has shown itself to be able to incorporate all the texts, genres, and motifs of the Old Testament.3


It seems that this is largely because books such as Proverbs are not usually interpreted with primary reference to their canonical context.4 The fear of God so prominent in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes is informed by the holiness of Yahweh that breaks out against transgressors such as Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10). The voice of wisdom that cries out from these books is not spouting philosophical speculation on right and wrong; it is the song of a holy siren, wooing readers to return to the Law (Torah) and the Prophets. For instance, Proverbs 29:18 proclaims, “Where there is no vision [[image: ]] the people are let loose, but as for the one who keeps the law [[image: ]], blessed is he.” The word rendered “vision” is a term often used to describe the visions of the prophets.5 Proverbs 29:18 appears to be describing the blessed restraining power of the Law and the Prophets.6 Disregarding the visions of the prophets is like walking blindly toward a precipice, but the danger is not an abstract fall from an impersonal height. Rather, the danger lies in defiling the holy God by transgressing his boundaries. Yahweh is a God of justice, and “the ways of a man are before the eyes of Yahweh, and all his paths he observes” (Prov. 5:21). The fear of judgment leads to salvation.7

The blessedness of keeping Torah (“as for the one who keeps the Torah, blessed is he,” Prov. 29:18) is described with surprising creativity and poignancy throughout Proverbs. The one who obeys Proverbs will not be enticed by murderers and thieves who covet the possessions of others (1:9–19, esp. 11, 13, 19). He will be delivered from the adulteress (2:16). He will honor his father and mother (1:8; 10:1). He will not bear false witness (6:16–19). He will not profane the name of Yahweh (18:10; 30:9, italics here highlighting correspondence to the Ten Commandments). Often Proverbs describes the psychological stability, contentment, and joy that accompany obedience to the Torah. And all of this is informed by the injunction to know God in all one’s ways (3:6). Proverbs sets forth the benefits of obedience and the consequences of transgression, and the reference point for right and wrong is Yahweh.8 The knowledge of God’s righteousness produces fear, which leads to hatred of evil (8:13) and blessing. The Lord is in sovereign control of all these things, bringing about his purposes: “Yahweh made everything for its own purpose, even the wicked for the day of evil” (16:4). 

In order to understand the Writings, and the Wisdom Literature contained in them, we must read these books in their canonical context. Holding that the Writings have the same main theme as the Law and the Prophets entails grasping the threads and discerning from the feel of the fibers that they are indeed made of the same stuff. To show this, the next section will isolate some strands of the Torah. When we feel the Torah’s texture in conjunction with that of the Writings, we will know from experience that though the weave may have a different pattern, the fiber is the same. 

 
1.2 The Canonical Context of the Writings 

Genesis introduces readers to the glory of God in salvation through judgment: salvation for the seed of the woman will come through the judgment of the serpent and his seed. God then reveals himself at the Exodus by saving Israel through the judgment of Egypt, and then he declares his glory to Moses (Ex. 33:18–19). Yahweh is a saving and judging God (34:6–7). Leviticus describes the sacrificial cult of Israel, whereby the faithful remnant will be saved through the judgment that falls on the sacrifices. Numbers recounts various manifestations of the glory of God in salvation through judgment (e.g., Num. 14:11–24), and then Deuteronomy sets the terms for life in the land. 

In many ways, Deuteronomy is the heart of the Old Testament. What comes before it leads up to this climactic moment of entering the land, and what comes after it is judged by the standards set in Deuteronomy. This is relevant to our consideration of books such as Proverbs because important instructions are given in Deuteronomy about parents teaching Torah to their children and the king writing out his own copy and keeping the Torah. 

We read in Deuteronomy 6:6–8: 


And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your sons, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 


Israelite parents were to make sure that their children knew the law. As Solomon, in obedience to Deuteronomy 6, instructs his son, he restates the language of Deuteronomy 6:6–8 in Proverbs 6:20–22: “My son, keep your father’s commandment, and forsake not your mother’s torah. Bind them on your heart always; tie them around your neck. When you walk, they will lead you; when you lie down, they will watch over you; and when you wake, they will talk with you.”9 Moreover, Israel’s king had a responsibility to know the law and enforce it in Israel. Deuteronomy 17:18–19 says of the king: 


And when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself in a scroll a copy of this law, in the presence of the Levitical priests. And it shall be with him, and he shall read in it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear Yahweh his God by keeping all the words of this law and these statutes and doing them. 


Israel enters the land (Joshua) and needs a king (Judges); then the book of Samuel recounts the rise of David. As we turn to the Book of Truth in the Writings, Psalms presents us with a king whose delight is in the Torah (Ps. 1:2). In Proverbs, King Solomon teaches Torah to his son.10 The Torah’s familiar fiber is felt in these lines from the Writings. 

 
2. The Book of Truth: Psalms, Proverbs, Job 

2.1 The Book of Truth Book by Book 

The Book of Psalms falls into five books, each ending with a doxology. By attending to the superscriptions, we can see that these five books tell a story. Book 1 focuses on David’s rise to power through affliction. Book 2 sings of David’s reign down to the time of Solomon. Book 3 then reflects the time of Solomon to the exile from the land. Book 4 consists of exilic reflections on Yahweh’s past deliverance of Israel. Then book 5 looks beyond exile and hopes for Yahweh’s future deliverance of his people through the agency of the Davidic king, who is seated at Yahweh’s right hand until he puts all his enemies under his feet. This is a story of salvation through judgment to Yahweh’s glory: through the judgment of Saul, David is delivered to reign over Israel, and then he sings Yahweh’s praise. Through the judgment of exile, the nation will be saved and restored to the land to worship their God. In addition to the broad angle story, there are many instances of salvation through judgment in particular psalms, such as when David is saved through the judgment of his sin to sing Yahweh’s praise in Psalm 51, or when he teaches the same message in Psalm 32. Disobedience to Torah is condemned, while the blessing of having God’s revelation is celebrated with abandon. Opposition to the Lord’s anointed will result in judgment, while allegiance to him guarantees deliverance. The book of Psalms celebrates the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

In Proverbs we see the son of David, king of Israel obeying the exhortation in Deuteronomy 17 that kings were to know the Torah and live by it all their days. Moreover, Solomon is obeying Deuteronomy 6 and instructing his son in the ways that Torah applies to all of life. He admonishes his son to fear and trust Yahweh, and by announcing judgment on evil ways of life, he seeks to bring his son through judgment to salvation so that the glory of God will be reflected in his life. 

Yahweh challenges Satan to recognize the integrity of Job. Satan takes up the challenge and ruins Job’s life. Job begins to live out a pattern familiar in the Psalms and in the stories of Jacob, Moses, and David. This pattern involves the rejection and persecution of a righteous man and includes false accusations and wrong conclusions drawn from what appears to be God’s rejection of the righteous one. The logic of Job’s worthless counselors is simple: God is righteous and punishes the wicked; Job is being punished; therefore Job must be wicked. Job maintains that though his righteousness is not like God’s, he has conducted himself in integrity. He hopes for a mediator between himself and God, and he resolutely trusts God to vindicate him—even if it must await his resurrection (“though he slay me . . . yet in my flesh will I see God”). Suddenly Job is saved through judgment as the glory of God is manifested: Yahweh rejects Satan’s false charges once Job has been tried, condemns the false theology of the worthless counselors, and even judges Job’s presumption. And through these judgments, which are largely accomplished through the manifestation of Yahweh’s glory at the end of the book, Job is vindicated and restored. In the book of Job, God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 
2.2 Psalms 

The Psalms of the Hebrew Bible are not to be read as abstract poetic installments in the world’s literary register. Rather, the Psalms are to be read in light of the story the Old Testament tells.11 The more detailed superscriptions invite readers of the Psalter to compare the psalm at hand to the Old Testament narrative referenced by the superscription.12 Often this locates a psalm at a specific point in the Old Testament narrative, and the psalm functions as commentary on the narrative.13 In the face of a tendency to neglect “the forgotten God,” James Luther Mays reminds us that “the Psalms themselves . . . contain more direct statements about God than any other book in the two testaments of the Christian canon. . . . The works of God and the attributes of God are the constant agenda of the Psalms.”14 And the centerpiece of this agenda is the way that God shows his righteousness and power in judgment, through which he also demonstrates mercy and love in salvation. In the Psalms, this often comes through the agency of the anointed king of Israel, the messiah,15 and it always results in the praise of God, the ubiquitous “hallelujah”—praise Yahweh. 

The Psalms are presented as five books: book 1, Psalms 1–41; book 2, Psalms 42–72; book 3, Psalms 73–89; book 4, Psalms 90–106; book 5, Psalms 107–50.16 Exciting work is being done on the story told in the movement through these five books.17 Gordon Wenham writes: 

 


The first two Davidic collections [the first two books of Psalms, 1–41 and 42–72] cover episodes from David’s life, though not in chronological order. But the great hopes for David’s descendants expressed in Psalm 72 were apparently shattered by the fall of Jerusalem and the monarchy, events alluded to in many psalms of book 3, and most explicitly in Psalm 89. 


    However, books 4 and 5 respond to Psalm 89’s lament with the call to trust in the Lord’s rule not in human rulers . . . . Kleer holds that in the fourth and fifth books of the Psalter, the Davidic psalms must be understood as the psalms of a future David.18


 

This discussion of the Psalter will seek to trace out the implicit story line that seems to be reflected in the arrangement of the Psalms, the titles that accompany them, and some of the relationships between individual psalms. Some preliminary observations on the superscriptions in the Psalter and the arrangement of the psalms will put us in position to follow the story. 

Only book 5 of the Psalter contains more psalms than book 1: book 1 has forty-one psalms and book 5 has forty-four. This is significant because of the heavily Davidic nature of book 1. Thirty-eight of book 1’s forty-one psalms have a superscription that names David; the remaining three psalms (Psalms 1, 2, and 10) have no superscriptions at all. David is also prominent in book 2, where his name occurs in the superscriptions of eighteen of book 2’s thirty-one psalms.19 The final psalm of book 2, Psalm 72, is addressed “To Solomon,” and it concludes with the notice, “The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended” (Ps. 72:20).20


Some superscriptions contain information alluding to events in Old Testament narratives, but these are largely confined to books 1 and 2 (see the superscriptions to Psalms 3, 7, 9 NKJV, 18, 30, and 34 in book 1, and in book 2 see Psalms 51, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, 60, and 63). There is no historical information in the superscriptions in book 3, while three psalms in book 4 contain what appear to be statements about when the song was to be sung (“for the day of the Sabbath” in Psalm 92; “for thanksgiving” in Psalm 100; and “when he faints and before Yahweh pours out his complaint” in Psalm 102). The only historical notice in book 5 is found in the superscription to Psalm 142. 

These observations on the superscriptions give the impression that books 1 and 2 provide poetic commentary on the life of David down to the transition to Solomon. The despair over the end of the Davidic line at the end of book 3 in Psalm 89 indicates that the seventeen psalms of book 3 sing the story of Solomon to exile, with Psalms 74 and 79 reflecting the violation of the temple (see Pss. 74:3–8; 79:1).21


Only two names are mentioned in the superscriptions to the seventeen psalms in book 4: Moses in Psalm 90, and David in Psalms 101 and 103. Psalm 102 mentions “the one who is afflicted” in its superscription, and situated between the mention of David in 101 and 103, this recalls David’s affliction. The psalms of book 4 seem to respond to the exile at the end of book 3 by pointing back to Moses, celebrating the fact that Yahweh reigns, remembering David’s path through affliction to exaltation, and recalling Yahweh’s past faithfulness to Israel.22 All this serves to inspire hope that through the judgment of the exile, Yahweh might again save his people for his own glory. 

This hoped-for salvation appears to be what is celebrated in the forty-four psalms of book 5. Psalms 108–10 have Davidic superscriptions, and Psalm 110 sings the triumph of what appears to be a new David, one who will arise after the exile seen in book 3 and the period of waiting endured through book 4. In book 5 this new David sees Yahweh crush the head of his enemy ([image: ], 110:6). The response to the victory of the new David can be seen in the “hallelujah!” superscriptions to Psalms 111–13, and the praises continue through Psalm 118. Interestingly, in Psalm 118 the king enters the gates (118:19–26), then in Psalm 119 he extols the blessing of the Torah. The Songs of Ascent that follow in Psalms 120–34 appear to herald the return from exile made possible by the triumph of the new David. A “hallelujah” follows in Psalm 135, and Yahweh’s enduring steadfast love is the refrain of Psalm 136. Psalm 137 blesses the one who will rise to crush the heads of the seed of the serpent (137:8–9), and then Psalms 138–45 all mention David in their superscriptions as the new David leads a chorus of praise to Yahweh, which culminates in hallelujahs! Psalms 146–50 each begin with that happy word. If this reading of the story line of the Psalms is correct, it has profound implications for understanding not only the book of Psalms but also what the Psalms reflect of Old Testament theology, as well as the interpretation of the Psalms seen in the New Testament.23


The Psalms, then, recount the history of Israel from David to the exile, and then they look beyond the exile to the new David who will arise and lead the people back to the land. The story of Israel’s past and the expressions of hope for her future are centered on the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Yahweh’s praise is obviously central in the Psalter. He is praised as he judges Israel, and through that judgment Israel looks beyond exile to future salvation. That future salvation will come when Yahweh visits justice on the enemies of Israel (e.g., Psalms 110, 137). The glory of God in salvation through judgment, accomplished by Yahweh’s agent, Israel’s messiah, is the center of the theology of the Psalter. What follows cannot be an exhaustive analysis of every psalm, but some of the detail from this broad-brush summary can be sketched in to substantiate the picture that has been traced out to this point. 

 

2.2.1 Book 1, Psalms 1–41 

Jamie Grant has put forth a significant thesis with respect to what we can learn from the way that individual psalms are arranged within the Psalter as a whole. 


One of the redactional emphases of the Book of Psalms is the juxtaposition of kingship and torah psalms alongside one another, in an attempt to reflect the theology of the Kingship Law [Deut. 17:14–20] in the Psalter’s final form. The purpose of this redaction was two-fold: (1) to shape the reader’s understanding of the eschatological king, expected in the period of the closure of the Psalter; and (2) to encourage the type of devotion to Yahweh amongst the readers and hearers of the psalms, which the Kingship Law expected of the king. Eschatological hope in a monarch who will be the true “keeper” of the torah of Yahweh in accordance with the Deuteronomic Law of the King, and a piety based in the keeping of that torah are the joint foci of this redaction.24



Grant argues that Psalms 1 and 2 introduce these twin points, with Psalm 1 focusing on the Torah and Psalm 2 on the messiah. He then suggests that book 1 of the Psalms is arranged such that this twin emphasis is reinforced in Psalms 18–21, at the heart of Psalms 1–41. He proposes that book 1 has been arranged as follows:25


 

Psalms 1–14 

    Psalms 15–24 

Psalms 25–41 

 

The central section of book 1, Psalms 15–24, is itself structured to highlight the Torah and the messiah. The arrangement can be depicted as seen in table 4.1.26


 

Table 4.1. Grant’s Arrangement of the Central Section of Book 1 of the Psalms 

 

Psalm 15, Entry psalm 

    Psalm 16, Comfort 

       Psalm 17, Lament 

          Psalm 18, Kingship 

              Psalm 19, Torah 

          Psalms 20–21, Kingship 

       Psalm 22, Lament 

    Psalm 23, Comfort 

 Psalm 24, Entry psalm 

 

When we combine Grant’s observations on the arrangement of the psalms in book 1 with their heavily Davidic character, it does seem that the program advocated is that of a messianic king who will enforce the Torah. But the psalms recognize that there is no switch that can be flipped to create an idyllic society in Israel where a Davidide reigns in accordance with the law of Moses. The challenges to be overcome are internal and external. At the internal level, personal ambitions and sins must be subjected to Yahweh’s intentions. At the external level, enemies must be defeated. 

A major focus of books 1 and 2 of the Psalms is the overcoming of these external and internal challenges to the messiah living out the Torah himself and enforcing it in Israel. If we take our cues from the historical notices in the superscriptions, the challenges in book 1 focus on the problem of the messiah’s external enemies: in Psalm 3 the enemy is Absalom, in Psalm 7 it is Cush, in Psalm 18 it is Saul and all others, and in Psalm 34 it is Abimelech. These challenges continue in book 2, but here it is almost as though the external challenges are resumed only after internal failure. The first historical note in a superscription in book 2 sets Psalm 51 as David’s response to his sin with Bathsheba. Then the enemies come rushing at David: Doeg the Edomite in Psalm 52; the treacherous Ziphites in Psalm 54; the Philistines in Psalm 56; Saul again in Psalms 57, 59, and seemingly also 63.27


Thus, books 1 and 2 of the Psalms reflect Israel’s King David pursuing a society that conforms to Yahweh’s Torah through struggle. The king must lead his people through the challenges brought on by their own sin and posed by their enemies to the Edenic society of life under Torah. If he succeeds, their adherence to Torah will be for their own good to Yahweh’s glory, and they will get to this salvation through judgment. Their sins and their enemies must be judged and defeated, and through that judgment they will attain salvation to Yahweh’s glory. 

The king in the Psalms is the blessed man who delights in the Torah (Psalm 1), proclaiming the decree of Yahweh that all the kings of the earth will be subjected to him (Psalm 2). These first two psalms function as a lens through which the rest of the Psalter is to be read.28 The Psalms sing the glory of God as his justice and salvation are accomplished through his messiah. Mays also notes the way that Psalms 1 and 2 set up “the polarity of the wicked and righteous, and the polarity of Zion and messiah and people of God versus the nations."29


Some scholars have suggested that the book of Psalms is to be viewed as the prayer book of Israel’s anointed king, that is, her messiah.30 Taking such a perspective leads us to understand Psalm 1, which extols the blessedness of the man who delights in the Torah of Yahweh, as claiming that delight in the Torah is crucial for righteous kingship. This forges a strong link with the instructions for the king in Deuteronomy 17.31


The Psalter is announcing that blessedness is in not merely keeping the Torah but delighting in it (Ps. 1:2). The deliverance from the path of the wicked that results from day and night study of the Torah (1:1–2) has its converse, however. While the righteous will experience Edenic prosperity, as a blooming tree by a flowing stream (1:3), the wicked will be blown away like chaff (1:5) and will not stand in the judgment (1:4). Yahweh, who knows the way of the righteous (1:6), will do what he has said. Salvation comes through the threat of judgment. 

From this starting point, Psalm 2 proclaims the decree of Yahweh that the messiah has been installed as king in Zion (Ps. 2:5–7). Accompanying this announcement is a promise from Yahweh to the king messiah: at his request, in spite of their raging (2:1–4), the nations will be his inheritance, the ends of the earth his possession (2:8).32


Reading these psalms as commentary on the Old Testament narrative story line brings several things into focus. Yahweh promised David that he would build him a sure house (2 Sam. 7:11), that David’s seed would establish his kingdom (7:12) and build the temple, and that Yahweh would make his throne endure forever (7:13). Indeed, Yahweh promised to be a Father to David’s seed, and David’s seed would be a son to him (7:14). Psalm 2 is exulting in these promises, as Psalm 2:7 asserts, “I will proclaim the decree of Yahweh: he said to me, ‘You are my son; as for me, today I have begotten you.’” 

When Psalm 2:9 proclaims to the messiah, “You will smash them with a rod [[image: ]] of iron, as vessels of the potter you will shatter them,” two images from Genesis are brought together. On the one hand, Psalm 2:9 employs the same Hebrew term used to describe the “scepter” that will not depart from Judah in Genesis 49:10 ([image: ]). On the other hand, though the idea that the enemies will be “smashed” and “shattered” in Psalm 2:9 does not employ the same verb that describes the crushing of the serpent’s head in Genesis 3:15, the imagery is the same.33


Psalm 2 glories in the judgment that Yahweh’s anointed will visit upon those who “gather together” against him and his messiah (2:1–2). This shows Yahweh’s greatness over his enemies, for none can overthrow him. The psalm also sings the greatness of God in the salvation that comes to those aligned with him and his messiah as those who would threaten them are shattered. God is thus glorified in salvation through judgment. 

The combination of Psalms 1 and 2 provides the perspective from which the rest of the Psalter is to be interpreted. When Psalm 3 presents David crying out to God as he flees from Absalom, David’s confident appeal for help is based on both Yahweh’s decree, announced in Psalm 2, and his power seen in the narratives of the Law and the Prophets. David trusts that Yahweh is the shield about him (Ps. 3:4, ET 3; cf. Gen. 15:1) because of the decree proclaimed in Psalm 2:4–9. David delights in the word of God (Ps. 1:2), specifically in the promises made to him (2:4–9 and 2 Samuel 7), and he calls on Yahweh to rise and break the teeth of the wicked (Ps. 3:8, ET 7), which is yet another variation on the imagery of the broken head of the serpent from Genesis 3:15. 

Through the rest of book 1 the details of this picture are supplied. The afflictions faced by the messiah, David, are the sufferings through which he will enter his glory. Psalm 16:10–11 seems to declare that Yahweh’s power is such that he can even deliver his messiah from death, and such a reading fits with the way the passage is interpreted in the New Testament (cf. Acts 2:24–31; 13:35). Though the afflictions make it seem that God has forsaken him, the dawn will break (cf. Psalm 22 and its superscription). Through judgment salvation will come for Yahweh’s glory. 

 

2.2.2 Book 2, Psalms 42–72 

The first eight psalms of book 2, Psalms 42–49, are “of the Sons of Korah.” We read elsewhere that 


these are the men whom David put in charge of the service of song in the house of Yahweh after the ark rested there. They ministered with song before the tabernacle of the tent of meeting until Solomon built the house of Yahweh in Jerusalem . . . . These are the men who served and their sons. . . . son of Korah. (1 Chron. 6:31–33, 37) 


Reading these superscriptions in light of the historical narrative, then, would place these psalms after the events of 2 Samuel 6, which describes David bringing the ark into Jerusalem. Psalm 50 mentions Asaph, who is also mentioned in 1 Chronicles 6:39. These psalms would thus appear to accompany the exciting events in 2 Samuel 7–10. Based on Yahweh’s promises (2 Samuel 7), David’s power was growing as he conquered nations and extended Israel’s borders in every direction (2 Samuel 8–10). 

The superscription to Psalm 51 links it to David’s tragic sin with Bathsheba and Nathan’s confrontation of David (2 Samuel 11–12). Fittingly, Psalm 52 returns David to affliction and opposition, just as the judgments on David’s sins are recounted in 2 Samuel 13–20. The treachery lamented in Psalm 55:13–15 (ET 12–14), 21–22 (ET 20–21) matches the actions of Absalom and Ahithophel in 2 Samuel 15–17. Those traitors met the fate of all those who set themselves against Yahweh and his messiah (cf. Ps. 55:23–24, ET 22–23). 

The Psalms that follow (Psalms 56–64) present David (named in the superscriptions) praising God through every difficulty. Then it seems that salvation has come through these judgments when we arrive at the unafflicted praises celebrating the God who hears prayer (65:3, ET 2), does awesome deeds (66:5), and neither rejects prayer nor removes steadfast love (66:20). Psalm 67 reflects God’s universal purpose to cover the dry lands with his glory, and Psalm 68 extols him as the one who will arise to judge all his enemies, through which salvation will come for his people to his glory. Praise and trust through affliction and opposition continue in Psalms 69–71. 

The superscription at the beginning of Psalm 72, “Of Solomon,” and the last verse of the psalm, “The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended” (72:20), indicate that this is one of David’s final prayers for Solomon. He prays that the king will be just and the land fruitful (72:1–3), that the king will crush the oppressor and his enemies lick the dust (72:4, 9; cf. Gen. 3:14–15); and he prays that the dominion of the Davidic messiah will stretch from sea to sea, “from the River to the ends of the earth” (Ps. 72:8; cf. Zech. 9:10), as his name endures forever and people are blessed in him and “all nations call him blessed” (Ps. 72:17; cf. Gen. 12:3). This remarkable prayer weaves together the definitive triumph of the seed of the woman over the seed of the serpent with Yahweh’s purpose to cover the dry lands with his glory and bless all nations through the seed of Abraham.34 In book 2 of the Psalter, salvation comes through judgment to the glory of Yahweh through the agency of the messiah, son of David, king in Jerusalem. 

 

2.2.3 Book 3, Psalms 73–89 

The combination of the Psalm 72 superscription “Of Solomon” and its concluding notice that the prayers of David are ended (72:20) gives the impression that when we begin book 3 of the Psalter, we have moved from the era of David’s reign to that of his son. It seems, then, that Psalms 73–89 are concerned with Solomon and those who followed him down to the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC. The destruction of Jerusalem and the fall of the house of David are lamented in Psalm 89 (Ps. 89:39–52, ET 38–51). 

In book 3 of the Psalter expressions of the hope of the world are intermingled with anticipations of judgment day. The world’s last and only hope is Yahweh and his program, which is for the wicked to be judged (Psalms 73, 75, 82); Yahweh to be known from his temple in Zion (Psalms 77, 84), while his mighty deeds of old are rehearsed (Psalm 78); and his people saved through the judgment of their enemies (Psalms 80, 83), in response to which they sing his praise (Psalm 81). 

Alongside these pious expressions of what Yahweh will accomplish through king messiah we find ominous statements of the people’s sin and its covenant consequences. The juxtaposition of psalms of hope (e.g., Psalm 73) with psalms that seem to speak in the present tense of the destruction of the temple (Psalms 74 and 79) draws readers into Israel’s inexorable march toward exile. The fitful faithfulness of the few could not keep judgment from falling. Again and again in book 3 we find psalms that deal with the destruction of the temple and the nation (Psalms 74, 79, 83, 88, 89). 

Even in the midst of these psalms that speak of the horrifying destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, we see salvation through judgment for Yahweh’s glory. Like Moses and others in Israel’s history, the psalmist appeals to Yahweh on the basis of Yahweh’s concern for his own glory (Ps. 79:9; see table 4.9 appended to this chapter [§7], “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”). The psalmist does not want God’s name reviled (74:10), so he appeals to his former salvation through judgment when he broke the heads of the sea monsters and crushed the heads of Leviathan (74:13–14; cf. 89:11, ET 10). 

Through the judgment of exile salvation will yet come for the people of God (Ps. 80:4, ET 3, 8, ET 7, 20, ET 19). When Yahweh saves his people through the judgment of their enemies, those who are defeated will know that he alone is most high over all the earth (83:15–19, ET 14–18). Mercy and truth will meet, righteousness and peace will kiss each other (85:11, ET 10). All nations will worship God for the salvation he works through judgment (Psalm 86), and foreigners will be regarded as having been born in Zion (Psalm 87).35


Before the glory of God in salvation can be experienced, judgment must fall. Heman the Ezrahite laments the casting away and wrath (Psalm 88). Ethan the Ezrahite then sings of Yahweh’s covenant with David (89:4–5, ET 3–4, 20–38, ET 19–37),36 but of the fall of his house (89:39–50, ET 38–49). The salvation that will come through the judgment of the exile will be like resurrection from the dead (80:15–19, ET 14–18), and hoping in Yahweh’s power the psalmist calls on Yahweh to remember (89:51–52, ET 50–51). 

At the end of book 3 judgment has fallen, but hope has not died. The call on Yahweh to “remember” (Ps. 89:51, ET 50) and the hope that the “anointed” might no more be mocked (89:52, ET 51) testify against those who think that the decisive end has come upon the house of David. Because Yahweh reigns, as will be affirmed in Psalms 93–100, the Psalter will again sing the triumphs of a coming David (cf. Psalm 110). 

 

2.2.4 Book 4, Psalms 90–106 

Book 4 of the Psalms seems to be an expression of faith in exile. That is, though the walls are breached and the crown is in the dust (Ps. 89:40–41, ET 39–40), yet the faithful trust in Yahweh. The opening statement of this trust is a return to Moses in Psalm 90, which bears the superscription, “A prayer of Moses, the man of God.” Erich Zenger writes: 


Psalm Book IV has a Moses dimension that distinguishes it from the other psalm books. As the first psalm in the composition Psalm 90 begins with the creation of the world and of humanity described in Genesis (Ps 90:3 alludes to Gen 3:19), and Psalm 106 as the last psalm recapitulates the conquest and life in the land, with the latter being evaluated under the perspective of Deut 7:1–5, 16; 29:26; 31:17; 32:17. To that extent the composition Psalms 90–106 is Pentateuch-oriented, that is, Moses-oriented. Moreover, Moses is named seven times in the collection! (90 [title, MT 1]; 99:6; 103:7; 105:26; 106:16, 23, 31), while he is mentioned elsewhere in the Psalter only a single time (77:20 [21]).37



There are thematic links between Psalms 90 and 91 (cf., e.g., Pss. 90:1 and 91:9), and the last words of Psalm 92 allude to Deuteronomy 32 (cf. Ps. 92:15 and Deut. 32:4).38 This brackets Psalms 90–92 with Mosaic material. 

Psalms 93–100 then declare that Yahweh reigns. David Howard has shown that these Psalms are “all concerned with Yhwh’s kingship in one way or another.”39 After the pointer back to Moses (Psalms 90–92) and the strong affirmation that Yahweh reigns (Psalms 93–100), David reappears in the superscription of Psalm 101. In a dark moment Psalm 89:50 (ET 49) asks, “Lord, where is your steadfast love of old, which by your faithfulness you swore to David?” And Psalm 101:1 answers, “I will sing of steadfast love and justice; to you, O Yahweh, I will make music.” Through judgment the hope of salvation returns to Yahweh’s glory. It is still only a hope, however, as Psalm 102 is “a prayer of one afflicted, when he is faint and pours out his complaint before Yahweh.” 

Hope grows stronger as the psalm “Of David” numbered 103 sings of Yahweh who forgives and heals (Ps. 103:3) and quotes Exodus 34:6–7 (Ps. 103:8). These hopes for what will come after exile through judgment are then fed in Psalms 104–6. Future hope is here built on the foundation of what God has done in history from creation (104:2–30) through the covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (105:7–11) to Joseph (105:16–25), then Moses and the exodus from Egypt (105:26–45), through which Yahweh saved his people “for his name’s sake, that he might make known his mighty power” (106:8) at the Red Sea (106:9–12). Future hope is squarely placed on Yahweh’s history of glorifying himself in salvation through judgment when the people rebelled against Moses (106:13–27), at Baal Peor (106:28–31), at Meribah (106:32–33), at the conquest (106:34–39), and through the time of the judges (106:40–46). 

The point of application for the exiles is that Yahweh always “remembered his covenant, and relented according to the abundance of his steadfast love” (Ps. 106:45). And thus the psalmist pleads, “Save us, O Yahweh our God, and gather us from among the nations, that we may give thanks to your holy name and glory in your praise” (106:47). Thus book 4 ends with a review of the ways that Yahweh has shown his glory in salvation through judgment; and with the people under judgment, the cry is that he might bring them through it once again to salvation for his glory. 

 

2.2.5 Book 5, Psalms 107–150 

The cry for Yahweh to gather his people from among the nations that concludes book 4 is answered by the proleptic affirmation that opens book 5: “Let the redeemed of Yahweh say so, whom he has redeemed from trouble and gathered in from the lands, from the east and from the west, from the north and from the south” (Ps. 107:2–3). With this opening reason to give thanks to Yahweh (107:1), book 5 opens by speaking of the return from exile as though it has already taken place. This seems to be the perspective of faith. Psalms 107–50 present the eschatological triumph of Yahweh through the conquering Davidic king, who decisively brings about the salvation that comes to Israel through the exile by means of judgment upon the enemies of Israel. Thus the new exodus and the return from exile begin through the agency of the messiah. For Yahweh’s glory, the messiah brings salvation through judgment. 

The arrangement of the fifth book of the Psalms can be depicted as shown in table 4.2.40


 

Table 4.2. Zenger’s Arrangement of Book 5 of the Psalms (Adapted) 

 

Psalms 107, 108–10 (royal), 111–12 (acrostic) 

David, eschatological and messianic 

 

       Psalms 113–18 

       exodus, Passover 

 

               Psalm 119 (Acrostic) 

               Torah, Weeks 

 

       Psalms 120–37 

       Zion, Booths 

 

Psalms 138–44 (royal), 145 (acrostic) 

David, eschatological and messianic 

 

As he trusts Yahweh, Israel’s anointed king will be Yahweh’s agent of judgment upon the enemies of the people of God, the corollary of which is that he is also the agent of salvation for the people of God.41 The psalms that have David as their subject reflect this basic perspective. Psalm 137 envisions salvation through judgment for God’s glory in vibrant colors tinged with Genesis 3:15, blessing the one who will arise to crush the seed of the serpent, visiting the judgment of God on the enemies of God and simultaneously delivering God’s people (Ps. 137:8–9). The language of these imprecatory psalms is harsh (dashed heads against rock, broken teeth, etc.), but it is justly fierce, corresponding to the depth of wickedness displayed by those who would join the serpent against God.42


All this saving and judging, along with all else sung in the Psalms, redounds to God’s glory. Both the righteous praise and the indignant denunciation of evil in the Psalms show that those who take refuge in Yahweh also take his priorities.43 In the Psalter, everything culminates in the praise of Yahweh, who acts for the glory of his own name. Yahweh will lead his king in paths of righteousness “on account of his name” (Ps. 23:3). Yahweh is called upon to pardon guilt for his name’s sake (25:11). The Rock and Fortress, he is called upon to lead and guide for his name’s sake (31:4, ET 3). Yahweh, God of salvation, is called upon to help for the glory of his name, to deliver and provide atonement for the sins of his people for the glory of his name, for the sake of his name (79:9). The cry for mercy comes to Yahweh for his own name’s sake (109:21). These texts show appeals to Yahweh to be merciful, to forgive, to deliver, and to lead his people for his own glory (see table 4.9 appended to this chapter [§7], “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory”). 

Yahweh’s acting for his own glory allows him to reveal the wonder of his character, and this is what those who love him long to see. David’s great desire is to dwell in the house of Yahweh, gazing on the beauty of Yahweh in his temple (27:4). The beauty of Yahweh evokes praise, with which the Psalter brims. Indeed, praise is built into its very structure: each of the Psalter’s five books concludes with a benediction glorifying God (41:14, ET 13; 72:19; 89:53, ET 52; 106:48; 150:1–6). 

 

2.2.6 The Center of the Theology of Psalms 

The main theme coursing through these five books is the glory of God seen in the deliverance of the righteous who meditate on the Torah, as described in Psalm 1, and kiss the Son, as described in Psalm 2.44 This salvation is realized as the righteous call on Yahweh for deliverance from their enemies (e.g., Ps. 59:2, ET 1), and it takes the form of Yahweh coming in theophanic glory to deliver those who take refuge in him (18:8–16, ET 7–15). The fact that the righteous must take refuge in Yahweh and call on him to act highlights the fact that Yahweh’s power is made perfect in the weaknesses, afflictions, and needs of those who trust in him. Salvation for the righteous is judgment against the enemies of God and his people (e.g., 7:7–9, ET 6–8; 79:1–13). The psalmist calls on the sons of God to ascribe to Yahweh the glory due his name, to worship him in the splendor of holiness (29:1–2; 96:9). In the Psalms, God is glorified in salvation through judgment. As Gerald Wilson writes: 


The concluding hallel psalms (Pss 146–50) provide a conclusion to the whole Psalter in response to the final verse of Psalm 145:21: “My mouth will speak the praise of YHWH, and let all flesh bless his holy name forever and ever” [Wilson’s trans.]. The effect of this concluding praise is to affirm that the final word of the Psalter is one of praise. . . . Thus it is appropriate that the final Hebrew title for the Book of Psalms is tehillim, “praises,” not as a way of denying the reality and validity of lament but as a way of affirming the ultimate end of the “way YHWH knows” (Ps 1:6).45



The center of the Psalter is the glory of Yahweh. This glory will be manifested as Yahweh shows his righteousness against his people’s sin, and through that judgment he delivers them to trust him. Having triumphed over unrighteousness and delivered his people from their own wickedness, Yahweh is glorified as his people rely upon him alone. Yahweh then triumphs over the enemies of his people, and through the judgment that falls on the wicked his people are saved. They respond by glorifying Yahweh. The glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of the theology of Psalms. It is the experience of the individual psalmist, and it is the experience of the nation of Israel. Yahweh shows justice and mercy, and his people praise him. 

 
2.3 Proverbs 

The book of Proverbs results from Solomon’s obedience to Deuteronomy 6, filtered through his obedience to Deuteronomy 17, as he creatively teaches the Torah to his son.46 Proverbs shows that life in the fear of God leads to shalom; rebellion leads to misery. Even in the details of life as basic as boundary stones and balances, God is glorified in salvation through judgment as his mercy and justice are displayed. 

Proverbs opens with the words, “The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel” (Prov. 1:1). Then again in Proverbs 10:1 we find the heading, “The proverbs of Solomon,” and it is remarkable that Proverbs 10:1–22:16 contains 375 lines (which correspond to the modern verse numbers), and 375 is the numerical value, in Hebrew, of the name “Solomon.”47 The “thirty sayings of the wise” (22:20) follow in Proverbs 22:17–24:22, with more “sayings of the wise” in 24:23–34. The final Solomonic heading is found in Proverbs 25:1: “These also are proverbs of Solomon which the men of Hezekiah king of Judah copied.” These features of the book all connect the majority of the book of Proverbs to King Solomon.48 The final two headings are in Proverbs 30:1, “The words of Agur son of Jakeh,” and in 31:1, “The words of King Lemuel.” These headings will serve to structure this discussion. 

Solomon and the others involved in the compilation of the book of Proverbs are doing what all good teachers do: communicating the great truths of the tradition (which in this case stems from the Pentateuch, and chiefly Deuteronomy) in new, surprising, and memorable ways. Proverbs has affinities with other ancient Near Eastern wisdom literature, but the theological content of the book is synonymous with the theological content of the Pentateuch, and especially Deuteronomy. Israel’s king was responsible to know the law, enforce the law, and teach the law (Deuteronomy 17)—especially to his own children (Deuteronomy 6). Thus, many times in Proverbs we encounter phrases such as, “Hear, my son.”49 It would seem that as Solomon had been blessed by God with a wise and discerning heart (1 Kings 3:12), making him the wisest man on earth (4:29–31), he exercised his wisdom in the composition of three thousand proverbs (4:32) in obedience to Deuteronomy’s instructions for fathers (Deut. 6:4–9) and kings (17:18–20). 

The discrepancy between the ideal picture in Proverbs and the accounts of Solomon’s life and the behavior of his sons in Kings provokes hope for an anointed king of Israel who will live out the wisdom Solomon articulated. Nevertheless, the wisdom taught in Proverbs is a fear of God that results precisely from the knowledge that God is watching and that he will judge. Through fear of judgment, then, Proverbs commends a path that does not lead to destruction, a way of life that reflects Yahweh’s glory. Thus, the teaching of Proverbs produces a life that corresponds to the knowledge that Yahweh will be glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 


2.3.1 Proverbs of Solomon: Parental Teaching to Escape Wicked Men and Wayward Women (Proverbs 1–9) 

The introduction to the book of Proverbs in 1:1–7 explains the book’s purpose. The Proverbs of Solomon seek to instruct people in righteousness (1:3), and the righteousness in view is in accord with what we read of righteousness elsewhere in the Old Testament. Among others, Dennis Olson has suggested that the body of Deuteronomy 12–26 “largely follows the sequence of the ten commandments.”50 Just as Deuteronomy 12–26 can be seen as an exposition of the Ten Commandments, Proverbs serves as an exposition of the Ten Commandments.51 Solomon is teaching the Torah to his son and, by extension, to his people. Paul House rightly states, “It is as if the fear of the Lord summarizes the first four commands and inspires the keeping of the last six."52


Fearing Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge (Prov. 1:7). The converse of this is that those who suppress the truth of God are on a path that leads away from sanity (see Rom. 1:18–32, esp. 22, 28). Fearing Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom, and knowing God gives insight (Prov. 9:10) because when God is rightly esteemed, other things take their proper place in one’s priorities, emotions, and reckonings.53 God came down on Mount Sinai in thundercloud, lightning, and fire; he spoke the Ten Commandments; and Moses said to the people of Israel, “Do not fear, for God has come to test you, that the fear of him may be before you, that you may not sin” (Ex. 20:20). The experience was so overwhelming that the Israelites feared that if God continued to speak directly to them, they would die (Deut. 5:26). They were reminded again and again of this terrifying experience of the awful majesty of God in Deuteronomy: “Yahweh spoke to you out of the midst of the fire” (4:12); “Yahweh spoke to you at Horeb out of the midst of the fire” (4:15); “Yahweh your God is a consuming fire” (4:24); “Did any people ever hear the voice of a god speaking out of the midst of the fire, as you have heard, and still live?” (4:33); “You heard his words out of the midst of the fire” (4:36).54


The way that Moses applied Israel’s perception of the terror of God in Exodus 20:20 was also the way the reminders of the experience functioned in Deuteronomy. Israel was to be conscious of the holy dread, the consuming fire, the sovereign Lord, and their fear of him was to motivate obedience to him (“that you may not sin,” Ex. 20:20). Moses urged Israel, “Take care, lest you forget . . . . For Yahweh your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God” (Deut. 4:23–24). The reason that the fear of Yahweh motivates obedience is that Yahweh calls people to account for breaking his commandments. The curses outlined in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 promised destruction if the people disobeyed, and these curses were meant to make Israel want to obey to avoid God’s wrath. Israel was also encouraged to obey out of love for Yahweh (Deut. 6:4–5; 10:12–13), but they got fair warning that life would not be pleasant if they transgressed. 

Like Exodus and Deuteronomy, Proverbs tells its audience that the fear of Yahweh is a guardrail that keeps travelers from going over the precipice to destruction. This message is communicated in carefully crafted, pithy, memorable bits. The obedience Yahweh desires is not a perfunctory outward show. He wants people to be motivated to obey by their awareness of the kind of God he is. Thus Proverbs says, “The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction” (Prov. 1:7). Only a fool would plunge headlong into disobedience in view of the fact that Yahweh is a consuming fire, “For the eyes of Yahweh are in every place, observing the wicked and the good” (15:3). The beginning of wisdom is to recognize that God will bring people to judgment, and the wise will be led to salvation through the fear of that judgment. This point is important enough to be repeated with a slight variation: “The fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight” (9:10). 

After the introductory seven verses of the book, the rest of Proverbs 1–9 has a chiastic structure (see table 4.3).55


 

Table 4.3. Waltke’s Chiasm in Proverbs 1–9 (Adapted) 

 

A 1:8–19, Two invitations: from the father and from sinners 

     B 1:20–33, Wisdom crying aloud in the street 

         C 2:1–22, Father’s warnings: devious men and the forbidden woman

              D 3:1–4:27, Father’s command to heed parental teaching 

                 3:1–21, Parental instruction 

                     3:27–35, Dealing with neighbors 

                 4:1–27, Parental instruction

              D´ 5:1–6:35, Father’s command to be faithful in marriage

                  5:1–23, Flee the forbidden woman and enjoy your wife 

                     6:1–19, Three mistakes: security for a neighbor, sloth, and thuggery 

                  6:20–35, Avoid adultery 

         C´ 7:1–27, Father’s warning: the fool who flirts with the forbidden woman 

     B´ 8:1–36, Wisdom crying aloud in the street 

A´ 9:1–18, Two invitations: from Lady Wisdom and Madame Folly From this overview of the structure it can be seen that Proverbs 1–9 focuses on 

(1) exhorting a young man to listen to his parents as they warn him against 

(2)devious men and their foolish ways and (3) the lure of sexual immorality with a forbidden woman. This parental teaching calls young men to be saved through judgment for the glory of God. 

The parental instruction announces the judgment that devious men who pursue foolish ways will meet with destruction: 

 

    These men lie in wait for their own blood; 

       they set an ambush for their own lives. (Prov. 1:18 ESV) 

 

Wisdom is personified as crying out in the streets, and her verdict is that 

 

    the simple are killed by their turning away; 

       and the complacency of fools destroys them. (1:32 ESV) 

 

The father teaches his son (2:1) that “none who go to [the forbidden woman, 2:16] come back, nor do they regain the paths of life” (2:19), and as for devious men, “the wicked will be cut off from the land, and the treacherous will be rooted out of it” (2:22). These judgments come from Yahweh himself: “for the devious person is an abomination to Yahweh . . . . Yahweh’s curse is on the house of the wicked” (3:32–33). The father teaches his son that the forbidden woman is 

 

   . . . bitter as wormwood, 

      sharp as a two-edged sword. 

   Her feet go down to death; 

      her steps follow the path to Sheol. (5:4–5 ESV) 

 

Those who go to the forbidden woman will not escape judgment because “a man’s ways are before the eyes of Yahweh, and he ponders all his paths” (5:21). The father warns his son against putting up security for a neighbor (6:1–5), sloth (6:6–11), and thuggery (6:12–19). Yahweh hates the practices of the wicked (6:16). Inexorable is the judgment against adulterers (6:27–35). The fool who flirts with the forbidden woman (7:5–9) will pay: “for many a victim has she laid low, and all her slain are a mighty throng. Her house is the way to Sheol, going down to the chambers of death” (7:26–27). Wisdom should not be neglected but be taught by parents (1:8; 2:1; 3:1, 21; 4:1, 11, 20; 5:1, 7; 6:1, 20; 7:1, 24). She is personified as crying aloud in the street (1:20–21, 24; 8:1–3; 9:3). Even Yahweh delighted in wisdom as he created the world (8:30, cf. 22–31; 3:19–20). “He who fails to find [wisdom] injures himself; all who hate [wisdom] love death” (8:36). He who heeds the call of folly, personified as a lewd madame, rather than the call of Lady Wisdom, will think that “‘stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.’ But he does not know that the dead are there, that her guests are in the depths of Sheol” (9:17–18). Judgment on the foolish actions of deceitful men and on sexual immorality with the forbidden woman is announced to deliver those who are simple from destruction. Solomon means to save his son through the fear of God’s judgment. 

The salvation that Solomon offers his son is the path to everything that people seek to attain by consorting with devious men and forbidden women. The book of Proverbs exists “to give prudence to the simple” (Prov. 1:4), which is to say, to keep the simple from the judgment the book announces against wickedness. The beginning of this deliverance from judgment is the fear of Yahweh (1:7). The next step is to heed one’s parents (1:8), and from there, if one answers the call of Lady Wisdom, she promises, “I will pour out my spirit to you” (1:23). The benefits of wisdom are not merely physical. It is as though those who are delivered through judgment regain something of the Edenic experience of the presence of Yahweh. “He is a shield to those who walk in integrity, guarding the paths of justice and watching over the way of his saints” (2:7–8). Those whom wisdom (2:10) delivers “from men of perverted speech” (2:12) and “from the forbidden woman” (2:16) “will walk in the way of the good and keep to the paths of the righteous. For the upright will inhabit the land, and those with integrity will remain in it” (2:20–21). Being saved from folly through the judgment announced against it will yield a long, peaceful life (3:2), as well as “favor and good success in the sight of God and man” (3:4). 

The way of wisdom is not some recipe for the good life that has no reference to knowing and trusting God. The fear of Yahweh is its beginning (Prov. 1:7), and he is to be wholeheartedly trusted and known throughout one’s ways (3:5–6). The way of wisdom is the path of embracing Yahweh’s fatherly discipline (3:11–12), and this path leads to incomparable blessings, better treasures than gold, silver, and precious stones (3:14–15). Wisdom holds long life, wealth, and honor (3:16). Pleasantness and peace mark her paths, and 

 

    She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her;

        those who hold her fast are called blessed. (3:18 ESV) 

 

The way of wisdom is the way to enjoy God’s presence, as if one walked with him in the cool of the day in the garden of Eden. 

Solomon’s instruction for his son “will be life for [his] soul and adornment for [his] neck” (Prov. 3:22). Yahweh “blesses the dwelling of the righteous” (3:33). Yahweh founded the earth by wisdom (3:19), and those who would live by wisdom must fear Yahweh (1:7; 8:13; 9:10) and trust him (3:5–6). This means that those who walk in wisdom’s ways declare that Yahweh is more trustworthy than the offerings made by other paths to joy. Those who walk in wisdom’s ways declare that Yahweh is just, and that he is inescapable (cf. 5:21). Thus, Proverbs tells us who will shine with the glory of Yahweh: those who are delivered from deviant behavior and wicked women through the announcement of the certain judgment that will fall on the wicked. In contrast to the path that leads to destruction, “the path of the righteous is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day” (4:18). 

The one who is delivered from the allure of the wayward woman (Prov. 5:1–14) to enjoy the wife of his youth (5:15–19) is saved through judgment by the teaching of Proverbs, and the happiness of his marital bliss shines for the glory of Yahweh. The same is true of wise financial dealings (6:1–5), disciplined labor and good stewardship (6:6–11), and the rejection of deceptive scheming (6:12–19). Yahweh’s glory shines in the world he made by wisdom (8:22–31), and Yahweh’s glory shines in the lives of those who live by wisdom (8:4–21, 32–35). Proverbs 9 closes this first section of the book with the invitations from Lady Wisdom and Madame Folly. In this section of the book, Solomon seeks to save his son through the judgment wisdom announces against folly, and the one who is saved through that judgment lives out the glory of Yahweh. 

 

2.3.2 Proverbs of Solomon: The Way the World Works (Proverbs 10–22:16) 

Proverbs 10–15 continues to teach that God is glorified in salvation through judgment, largely through the use of antithetical proverbs. Proverbs 16:1–22:16 treats the tension between divine sovereignty and human responsibility, speaking also to kings and other noble figures.56 These sections can be summarized by means of illustrations drawn from each. 

Both the antithetical nature of the statements in Proverbs 10–15 and the glory of Yahweh in salvation through judgment can be seen in Proverbs 10:29, “The way of Yahweh is a stronghold to the blameless, but destruction to evildoers.” Yahweh’s justice will be a comfort and a refuge to those who embrace the wisdom mercifully revealed in Proverbs. But that same justice guarantees the destruction of those who refuse the mercy offered in wisdom’s call. Yahweh sets his character on display in people’s lives as he renders to them according to their works. This can be seen in how wise and foolish sons respond to their parents (Prov. 10:1, 5), how the wicked and the righteous accumulate wealth (10:2, 4), how the righteous are blessed while the wicked rot away in violence (10:6–7), and how the lifestyles of the righteous and the wicked bear fruit (10:9–12). Crucial considerations throughout are how people respond to the commandments (10:8), which determines whether Yahweh satisfies one’s desires or thwarts one’s cravings (10:3). The judgment announced on wickedness functions to produce wise young men who seek Yahweh’s glory. Yahweh glorifies himself in salvation through judgment. 

Another antithetical announcement of judgment that is meant to lead to salvation for Yahweh’s glory comes in Proverbs 11:21 (ESV): 

 

    Be assured, an evil person will not go unpunished,

       but the offspring of the righteous will be delivered. 

 

And again in 12:2: “A good man obtains favor from Yahweh, but a man of evil devices he condemns.” Those who fear Yahweh are brought through the fear of his judgment to salvation, while those who are foolish show contempt for Yahweh: “Whoever walks in uprightness fears Yahweh, but he who is devious in his ways despises him” (14:2). We see a clear statement that the exposure of the judgment that will fall on evildoers is meant to deliver people from that judgment—to take them through judgment to salvation—in Proverbs 14:27: “The fear of Yahweh is a fountain of life, that one may turn away from the snares of death.” Through the announced judgment, the simple are to be made wise unto salvation for Yahweh’s glory. The antithetical statements in Proverbs 10–15 bring Solomon’s son through judgment to salvation for the glory of God. 

The teaching in Proverbs 16:1–22:16 seems held together by three concerns: first, the burden of this section concerns the responsibility to live wisely; second, with this focus on human responsibility, there is a repeated assertion of God’s sovereignty over all aspects of human life; and third, in keeping with the idea that Solomon is teaching his son the Torah in Proverbs, there are a number of statements that relate to kings and how they should reign. The central idea that God glorifies himself in salvation through judgment permeates this threefold concern of Proverbs 16:1–22:16. 

Salvation through judgment for God’s glory manifests itself in this section of Proverbs as judgment on wickedness is announced and righteous behavior is commended. The arrogant are an abomination to Yahweh and will be punished (Prov. 16:5). Those who mock the poor insult their Maker and will be punished (17:5). Those who cheat with weights and measures are an abomination to Yahweh (20:10, 23). The righteous one will throw the wicked down in ruin (21:12). 

As these judgments on wickedness are taught, saving wisdom is commended: “By steadfast love and faithfulness iniquity is atoned for, and by the fear of Yahweh one turns away from evil” (Prov. 16:6). One must believe what Yahweh has revealed in the judgments on evildoing and trust him as one pursues righteousness: “Blessed is he who trusts in Yahweh” (16:20). Yahweh’s name is a strong tower where the righteous find safety (18:10). Those who fear Yahweh will be satisfied and live (19:23; 22:4). Their trust and their fear of Yahweh result in their experience of the good life, and they bring glory to him. Those who fear the Lord and trust him are saved through judgment for his glory. 

As elsewhere in the Old Testament, Israel’s king is presented as the agent through whom Yahweh will accomplish salvation through judgment. This is especially clear in Proverbs 16:10–15, where the king renders judgment (16:10; cf. 20:8, 26), has his throne established by righteousness (16:12; cf. 17:7), delights in righteousness (16:13), and sends the messenger of death when his wrath is aroused (16:14; cf. 20:2); and the light of his face is like God’s own favor (16:15; cf. 19:12). 

All the salvation through judgment described in Proverbs is accomplished under Yahweh’s sovereign hand as he seeks to demonstrate his glory. Thus, wisdom recognizes Yahweh’s control over the evil, on whom he will demonstrate his justice, and the good, to whom he has shown mercy. Consider the following Proverbs: 

	 16:4: “Yahweh has made everything for its purpose, even the wicked for the day of trouble.”

	 16:9: “The heart of man plans his way, but Yahweh establishes his steps.”

	 16:33: “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from Yahweh.”

	 19:14: “House and wealth are inherited from fathers, but a prudent wife is from Yahweh.”

	 19:21: “Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is the purpose of Yahweh that will stand.”

	 20:24: “A man’s steps are from Yahweh; how then can man understand his way?”

	 21:1: “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of Yahweh; he turns it wherever he will.”

	 21:30–31: “No wisdom, no understanding, no counsel can avail against Yahweh. The horse is made ready for the day of battle, but victory belongs to Yahweh.” 

Proverbs 10:1–22:16 teaches that Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment. Through antithetical statements Solomon teaches his son in chapters 10–15 that wickedness will be judged, and through that judgment he means to lead his son to enjoy the good life for God’s glory. Then in 16:1–22:16 Solomon juxtaposes God’s sovereignty over all that is with man’s responsibility to be wise and live righteously. Folly will be judged and wisdom rewarded, as the crown prince is instructed in how he should carry out his duties as Yahweh’s vice-regent who will glorify God by enacting salvation through judgment in Israel. 

 


2.3.3 Thirty Sayings of the Wise: How to Relate to Other People (Prov. 22:17–24:22) 

The thirty sayings of the wise in this section of Proverbs are to be studied that Solomon’s sons might trust in Yahweh (Prov. 22:19). Through judgment on false dealings with others, these sayings bring the young man to salvation for God’s glory by instructing him in how to relate to others. It seems that every potential relationship is addressed in these thirty sayings: from the poor (22:22–23), to the skillful (22:29), to the king (23:1–3), to one’s own children (23:13–14), to one’s parents (23:22–25), to wicked women (22:26–28), to one’s enemies (24:17–18), to many others not mentioned. The one who heeds these instructions fears Yahweh (24:21). 

 


2.3.4 More Sayings of the Wise: Justice and Home Economics (Prov. 24:23–34) 

The additional sayings of the wise in this section of Proverbs focus on judging justly (24:24–26) and diligence (24:27). This twofold focus is then repeated with an admonition against being a false witness at court (24:28–29) and observations on the field of the one who lacks diligence (24:30–34). Skillful living results from these judgments announced against wickedness and folly, and through the judgment young men are delivered to live for Yahweh’s glory. 

 


2.3.5 Proverbs of Solomon Copied by Hezekiah’s Men: The Glory of God and the Glory of Kings (Proverbs 25–29) 

Solomon’s proverbs copied by the men of Hezekiah (Prov. 25:1) begin with an assertion that connects the Wisdom Literature to the center of biblical theology: “It is the glory of God to conceal things, but the glory of kings is to search things out.” Solomon apparently understands the mysteries of life about which he writes in Proverbs and Ecclesiastes to be ways that God has demonstrated his glory in the world. God has shown his glory by hiding these unsearchable riddles all through life. King Solomon exposes the glory of God in the mysteries and reflects that glory himself as he traces the outlines of what God has concealed. Solomon’s efforts to search out what God has hidden draw attention to God’s glory and in turn reflect it in the king’s glory. 

These chapters of Proverbs explore the conduct of the wise and the way the world works. Wisdom is seen in these chapters to be something that God has hidden. It is not what the human mind would expect it to be. Only by understanding Yahweh and his character can wisdom begin to be comprehended. As Proverbs 28:5 puts it, “Evil men do not understand justice, but those who seek Yahweh understand it completely.” Yahweh is the central reality in the universe, and seeking to understand life apart from him is folly. Those who know Yahweh understand life. 

As an example of this reality, we can consider the notions of justice and mercy. Apart from the knowledge of Yahweh, the human mind expects justice to be done, and there is only a category for mercy if justice ceases to be. Those who know Yahweh, however, understand that Yahweh’s mercy is as free as his justice is exacting. Thus, though it might not make sense to human logic, those who know Yahweh comprehend Proverbs 28:13: “Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy.” 

Similarly, to the human mind there is a path to wealth that makes perfect sense. But those who know Yahweh understand that “a greedy man stirs up strife, but the one who trusts in Yahweh will be enriched” (Prov. 28:25). The path to wealth is the path of trusting Yahweh, not the path of greed. Human ways of thinking are confounded, and as the judgment comes down regarding the limits of human knowledge, the simple are mysteriously led, trusting Yahweh, through judgment to salvation and Yahweh’s glory.

  


2.3.6 The Words of Agur: Humble Descriptions of the World (Proverbs 30) 

An unknown, possibly non-Israelite, man named Agur continues the exploration of what God has hidden in Proverbs 30. God’s transcendent glory is recognized (30:3), and there is a remarkable challenge to declare the name of God’s son if it is known (30:4). Noteworthy, too, is the affirmation that “every word of God proves true” (30:5). The humility expressed in Proverbs 30 seems to reflect the exhausting experience (cf. 30:1) of foolishly exalting oneself (30:32), and through the frustration, the judgment, of that course of life, this Agur is brought to wisdom. Through judgment he is saved to fear and worship God. 

 


2.3.7 The Words of King Lemuel: Nobility and the Virtuous Wife (Proverbs 31) 

Proverbs 31 contains the reflections of King Lemuel (31:1), who was apparently not an Israelite king—at least he is not mentioned anywhere else in the Old Testament. This chapter is a fitting conclusion to the book of Proverbs, and in itself it affirms the center of biblical theology. After a final warning against wayward women, strong drink, and injustice (31:2–9), it is almost as though the book concludes with a return to Eden in the meditation on the virtuous wife in Proverbs 31:10–31. 

 


2.3.8 The Center of the Theology of Proverbs 

Through the judgments announced against the company of evil men, against the folly of sexual immorality, and against wicked and deceitful practices that undermine one’s integrity, the book of Proverbs seeks to deliver the simple son of Solomon to a life of wisdom. Wise man that he will become through the fear of Yahweh and through trusting what Yahweh has revealed in the Law and the Prophets, this son of Solomon will arrive at the end of Proverbs to find this exotic King Lemuel preparing him to reign in God’s stead and enjoy a virtuous wife, a helpmeet suitable for Israel’s king. The beauty of this virtuous bride reflects the glory of God, and the harmony between her and her husband and children (31:28–31) is achieved through the judgments announced against every evil way. Proverbs teaches that God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 
2.4 Job 

The Psalms assert that Yahweh will reign through his anointed messiah, to whom all the kings of the earth will be subject. The Proverbs teach that obedience to the Torah is the path to life and blessedness. While some psalms wrestle with the reality that the wicked sometimes prosper while the righteous are afflicted (e.g., Psalms 44, 73), this conundrum receives extended treatment in the book of Job. The reality that sometimes life does not follow the pattern described in Proverbs is explored in the book of Job, which teaches the proper response to the apparent failure of God to be glorified in salvation through judgment: we must watch, wait, and speak what is right (Job 1:22; 2:10; 42:7). Job teaches that if God is not immediately glorified in salvation through judgment, the afflicted should, like Job, wait and trust that one day they will be vindicated (cf. James 5:11). We have not all the evidence, and we know not all God’s purposes. As Robert Fyall puts it, “The man of faith has to live with crushing questions.”57


 


2.4.1 Yahweh’s Challenge to Satan about Job (Job 1–2) 

The opening of Job shows God issuing a challenge to Satan regarding Job (Job 1:7–12; 2:1–6). Yahweh appears intent on demonstrating his power to keep Job faithful to himself, regardless of what it might cost Job to prove this point to Satan. Yahweh is going to show his glory by saving Job through all the judgments that fall upon him as Satan’s accusations are condemned. 


2.4.2 Job’s Lament (Job 3) 

 

The Bible depicts real people in real life and in real pain. Job’s response to the unspeakable tragedies that strike him is to curse the day of his birth (Job 3:1–10) and to ask why he lived (3:11–19). He goes on to ask why life continues at all (3:20–26). He is lamenting in severe pain, but he is not sinning with his lips (2:10) or charging God with wrong (1:22; cf. 42:7–8). 

 


2.4.3 Job and His Counselors (Job 4–25) 

There is a clear pattern in Job 4–25. Job’s friends speak in the same order twice, and each speech from a counselor is followed by a response by Job. They start into a third cycle of speeches, but only the first two of the friends speak before Job enters into a longer discussion in chapters 26–31, and Zophar never gives his third speech. The dialogues fall out as seen in table 4.4. 

 

Table 4.4. Job 4–25, The Speeches of Job and His Counselors 

[image: ]


Job’s friends are not caricatures. Their arguments are not presented as those of straw men. They make real attempts to understand and explain what has happened to Job, and at points they make true statements. It seems, however, that the true statements made by Job’s counselors do not arise from and are not couched within a biblical worldview. The truth claims of Job’s friends are made from a different religious framework than the one Job embraces. Theirs is a mental universe in which a strict equation between justice and retribution exists, with no room for mercy, no room for mystery, and no room for Yahweh, who shows his glory in both justice and mercy. 

Eliphaz’s first speech asks whether man can be right before God (Job 4:7, 17). Job insists that his righteousness stands (6:29–30). Bildad asserts that God is just and judges justly (8:3–6, 20). At this point the complexity of Job’s position begins to manifest itself. Job will repeatedly assert his integrity (e.g., 9:21), but at the same time he asks, “How can a man be in the right before God” (9:2 ESV). Job intends to seek mercy (9:15). Job’s pain, his recognition of his finitude and God’s absolute righteousness, and his sense that there is a place for mercy all seem to lead him to a growing awareness that what he needs is a mediator between himself and God. The first instance of this is a recognition that he does not have this mediator he needs (9:32–35). Zophar’s first speech amounts to a demand that Job repent (11:14). Job extols the majesty of God and asserts that he will trust God even if God slays him (13:15). 

Eliphaz’s second speech asserts that Job is condemned by his own mouth (Job 15:6). Job seems to have grown in understanding. Whereas before he recognized a need for a mediator he did not have (9:32–35), now he knows that his witness is in heaven (16:19, cf. 21). Bildad rebukes Job by asserting that the wicked are punished (16:2–3, 5–21). Job seems to take yet another step of faith and understanding when he asserts that his redeemer lives (19:25), and he also indicates his belief that he, Job, will be raised from the dead (19:26). While his counselors look only for impersonal justice to be visited on Job, Job acknowledges his sin, offers sacrifice, looks for a mediator between himself and God, and trusts God in spite of all that has happened to him. Thus, Job embraces the religion seen elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments, but his counselors have a theology that is to be expected from human reason and man-made religion. Zophar reinforces this with his speech on the just punishment of the wicked (20:5, 29). Job responds to this argument by pointing out that sometimes the wicked prosper (21:7). 

Eliphaz’s third speech argues that Job is guilty (Job 22:5–9). Job argues against the religion of his counselors by maintaining, in chapter 23, that God is hidden and, in chapter 24, that people are wicked. Bildad then asks how man can be righteous before God (25:4). 

From his dialogues with his counselors, it appears that Job is looking for God to be glorified in salvation through judgment. Job seeks a judgment that will uphold God’s righteousness and a salvation that will be somehow achieved by a mediator and demonstrate God’s mercy. When this is accomplished, God will be seen as more glorious than his counselors can imagine. 

 


2.4.4 Job Extols God’s Majesty (Job 26–31) 

In the midst of blinding pain, Job knows God and sings his praise in Job 26–31. Job clings to what he knows of God as a just and merciful Savior. God has triumphed over the serpent (Job 26:13; cf. Gen. 3:15). The fear of the Lord is wisdom (28:28). Job has fled evil, refusing to look on a woman with lust, because he knows that God sees all his ways (31:1–4). Job seems to be aware of the fall narrative in Genesis 3 (Job 31:33, 38–40). 

 


2.4.5 Elihu’s Speech (Job 32–37) 

Enter the mysterious Elihu. Remarkably, Elihu states, “Behold, I am as your mouth to God” (Job 33:6), and he seeks to justify Job (33:32). Elihu’s words in Job 36:4, 

 

    For truly my words are not false;

        one who is perfect in knowledge is with you, (ESV) 

 

can be read as though he is an arrogant young man, or as though he is the mediator Job seeks. For our purposes here we can simply observe that Elihu glorifies God who is both merciful and just (34:10–11; 35:6–7; 36:5–10; 37:22–24). It is also interesting to observe that this one who celebrates God’s saving and judging glory is not rebuked as Job’s other counselors are (42:7–10). 

 


2.4.6 Yahweh’s Response (Job 38–42) 

Yahweh answers Job (Job 38–42). He does not take up Job’s questions one by one, but instead gives Job something far better: himself. Answering Job out of the whirlwind (38:1), Yahweh shows Job his greatness by calling attention to the heavens, the earth, and the sea (38:4–38). From the created realm, Yahweh moves on to show Job the animal kingdom (38:39–39:30). Job is silenced (40:4–5). Yahweh continues by revealing his justice to Job (40:6–14). Yahweh made Behemoth (40:15–24), and he makes Leviathan do his bidding (41:1–34). 

Leviathan seems to symbolize the great evil power in the place of the deep, from which evil comes. Viewed this way, there is a kind of inclusio in the book of Job: the whole book is bracketed by Yahweh’s enticing Satan to do his bidding at the beginning, and by his putting a hook in Leviathan’s nose at the end. This indicates that Yahweh has orchestrated all the events described in the book of Job, and the clear implication is that Yahweh’s purpose is to put the glory of his justice and his mercy on display as he saves Job through the judgment of both Satan the accuser and Job’s accusing counselors. 

Yahweh’s revelation of himself is a mercy to Job. And in this mercy, Yahweh has also condemned Job’s impertinence. Job is satisfied (Job 42:1–6). Yahweh rebukes Job’s counselors (42:7–8), who repent and offer sacrifice as Yahweh commanded (42:9). They too are saved through judgment. Through all the judgments that came upon Job, and thereby through the condemnation of Satan’s accusations, Job is restored (42:10–17) and enjoys the very glory of God himself. 

 


2.6.7 The Center of the Theology of Job 

We can best approach the theology of Job by a review of the narrative: Job’s life is shattered. His children are dead. His wife abandons him. His friends insist that he suffers because of his sin. Throughout, Job does not charge God with wrong (1:22) or sin with his lips (2:10). Job is not insisting that he is sinless—he offers sacrifices (1:5)—but in the interchanges he is objecting to the conclusions of his friends. Moreover, Job dares to ask for a hearing before God (13:15). Job even recognizes his need for a mediator between himself and God (9:32–35; 16:18–21; 19:25). Commenting on Job 19:25 (“Yet I know that my Vindicator lives and that in the end he will stand upon the dust”), Fyall writes, “It seems if we take the concept of canon seriously, we cannot but think of the advocacy of Christ here and see this as one of the Old Testament intimations of the light that was to come into the world.”58


At long last, God answers Job by appearing to him out of the whirlwind (Job 38:1). Chapters 38–41 reveal the awful majesty of God himself, and God’s terrible glory causes Job to put his hand over his mouth (40:4). In spite of all his pain, Job is satisfied—not by the restoration of his health and property, but by the revelation of God. He says, “I know that you can do anything, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. . . . I had heard you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I retract and repent in dust and ashes” (42:2, 6). 

In calling for a hearing before God and recognizing his need for a mediator, Job is looking for vindication as he clings to biblical faith. Though the reader is aware of what has taken place between God and Satan in the heavenly court, Job does not have access to this information. The book of Job teaches the mysterious, hidden nature of the justice and mercy of God. We must trust what we cannot see. Job gets the vindication he desires when Yahweh declares that he has spoken what is right (42:7), but this vindication comes only after the purifying condemnation of his ignorance and presumption in chapters 38–41.59 Job’s vindication is accompanied by the rejection of Satan’s accusations and the false conclusions of his friends, and through the condemnation of their ignorance the friends too might be saved (42:7–9). Job experiences the glory of God in a salvation that comes through judgment, and that is the central message of the book that bears his name. 

 


3. The Megilloth (Small Scrolls): Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther 

3.1 The Megilloth Book by Book 

The Song of Songs sings of the Davidic king who overcomes the alienation and distance between himself and his ideal bride to enjoy one flesh intimacy in a lush garden and in Zion. The Song hints at the renewal of Edenic bliss as Israel’s anointed king, her messiah, overcomes the effects of the curse. God’s glory in marital intimacy and joy are seen as the restoration comes through the judgment of banishment from Eden and the cursed difficulty between man and wife. 

The book of Ruth depicts an effect of the curse on the land, a famine that results in a family from Bethlehem leaving the Land of Promise for the plains of Moab. Against Mosaic prescription, Israelite sons marry Moabite women, and in God’s mysterious mercy Ruth the Moabitess is received into the community when widowed Naomi returns to the land. Though Perez was conceived of Judah and Tamar on the way to the threshing floor, Boaz’s faithful dealing with Ruth at the threshing floor reverses the failure of his ancestor. The selfish actions of the kinsman redeemer nearer than Boaz recall the failures of Judah’s sons, and Boaz takes Ruth to be his lawfully wedded wife. Yahweh overcomes the curse on childbearing that left Ruth with no children through ten years of marriage, condemning that curse as he has overcome the curse on the ground by visiting his people to give food after famine. As Yahweh reverses these outworkings of the curses on land and gender relations, he is also sustaining the line of descent from which the seed of the woman will arise to crush the head of the serpent. Through judgment salvation comes: Yahweh gives conception to Ruth; Boaz fathers Obed, who fathers Jesse, through whom David comes. Yahweh’s glory shines in salvation through judgment in the book of Ruth. 

The acrostic poems of Lamentations bewail the destruction of Jerusalem. In the first acrostic poem, Lady Zion, princess of the provinces, widowed and ruined, sighs her lamentation. In the second, Yahweh, the man of war, throws down his enemies—his own people! The perspective of the third poem is that of the man who has seen affliction, and it is almost as though this individual dies, only to rise from the dead at the remembrance of Yahweh’s new morning mercy. The fourth poem sings the unexpected reversals that show God’s glorious justice to the nations as he does what they would not have believed: visits his holy wrath on his chosen people. Through this judgment comes the certainty of Lamentations 5 that Yahweh will judge the enemies of his people and restore his own to himself, renewing them to enjoy his glory again. 

Ecclesiastes comes to us as messianic wisdom. Written by the son of David, king in Jerusalem, the preacher teaches the circularity and vanity of life without God. This judgment is meant to lead the simple to salvation as they cease to live for anything but God. The positive message of the book is that while a godless pursuit of pleasure, wisdom, and toil are a grasping for the wind, the gift of God is the ability to eat, drink, and enjoy one’s labor. Further, while people are ultimately unable to know fully what is best at all times, and while they cannot know the future, yet they can enjoy the gift of God—to eat, drink, and enjoy their labor in the fear of God and in obedience to his commands. In this way Ecclesiastes condemns vanity, and through that judgment those who learn from the messianic sage are delivered to live for God’s glory, fearing God and enjoying his goodness. 

In Esther the seed of the serpent, Haman, who descends from those Saul should have put under the ban, is at enmity with the seed of the woman, Mordecai, an exiled Jew whose only defense is an orphan girl he has taken into his care. Out of the mouths of babes and infants Yahweh establishes strength (cf. Ps. 8:3, ET 2). He uses the weak to bring down the strong. In God’s providence Mordecai and Esther, like Joseph before them, are Jews raised to prominence in a foreign court. In a surprising reversal, against all expectation Haman is hanged on the gallows he has built for Mordecai, and Esther secures for the Jews the right to defend themselves. The seed of the woman crushes the serpent’s head. Judged for covenant infidelity in exile, the Jewish people are saved through the judgment of their enemies for God’s glory.

 
3.2 Song of Songs 

The most sublime Song opens with the words, “The Song of Songs, which is Solomon’s” (1:1), and then Solomon is named in the text six more times (1:5; 3:7, 9, 11; 8:11, 12). The son of David, heir to the promises of 2 Samuel 7, is then referred to as “king” five times in the Song (1:4, 12; 3:9, 11; 7:5; cf. 6:12). The Song is set in Jerusalem (1:5; 2:7; 3:5, 10; 5:8, 16; 6:4; 8:4), with reference also to Zion (3:11). In addition to the city of David, some of the scenes in the Song are set in the king’s garden (2:12–13; 4:16–5:1; 6:2, 11). The Song sings of the ideal Israelite man—son of David, king in Jerusalem, “radiant and ruddy, distinguished among ten thousand” (5:10)—with his ideal wife (1:8; 4:7, 12; 6:8–9), and the two of them are reversing the effects of the fall as they recapture the intimacy of marriage in a lush garden. I would suggest that the literary structure of the Song can be depicted as shown in table 4.5. 

 

Table 4.5. Literary Structure of the Song of Songs 

 

1–2, Opening dialogues 

    3:1–6, Bride’s dream? 

       3:6–11, The beloved praises Solomon’s arrival 

          4:1–15, Solomon praises his beloved 

             4:16–5:1, Consummation 

   5:2–8, Bride’s dream? 

       5:9–6:3, The beloved praises Solomon 

          6:4–10, Solomon praises his beloved 

             6:11–13, Back in the garden 

7:1–8:14, Closing dialogues 

 

Adam and Eve were naked with no shame (Gen. 2:25), but after they sinned, their alienation from one another led to their covering themselves (3:7) and evading blame, Adam by passing it to the woman, and the woman by passing it to the serpent (3:12–13). This culminated in the curse, in which God said to the woman, “Your desire [[image: ]] will be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” (3:16). 

The Song of Solomon shows the Solomonic king, who is seed of the woman, seed of Abraham, seed of Judah, seed of David, overcoming the alienation of the fall and renewing the intimacy of Eden.60 One of the main features of the Song is the persistence of alienation between the man and the woman. This alienation is a result of the judgment announced in Genesis 3:16. The intimacy lost at the fall (judgment) is renewed (salvation), and the beauty of God’s intention is celebrated (glory). The king and his beloved are separated by the woman’s insecurity about her appearance (Song 1:6), and the man overcomes this with his complimentary words (1:8–10). In response, the beloved exults in the glory of the relationship (1:12–14), which is compounded by the king’s celebratory delight (1:15) and more of her own (1:16–2:1). Then the couple is separated by a wall (2:9), by distance (3:1–3), and by her unwillingness (5:2–3). In each case the separation is overcome, and it is usually at the king’s initiative (an exception being 3:4, in which the female finds her beloved). The king bounds over the hills to woo his beloved into the springtime of love (2:8–17), he comes up from the wilderness arrayed in wedding splendor (3:6–11), and he puts myrrh on the lock (5:5). 

His efforts toward the renewal of the intimacy lost at the fall culminate in the bride’s statement in 7:10, “I am my beloved’s, and his desire [[image: ]] is for me.” The use of this term “desire” in Genesis 3:16 was noted above. Yahweh cursed the woman with “desire” for her husband, which meant that she would inappropriately seek to take the initiative in the relationship. The Song sings the righting of reversed desire. The one who desires is the man, and it is he who takes proper initiative in the relationship. Overcoming the judgment of the curse on gender relations, the man and the woman find reconciliation and intimacy. Through the cursed land they travel to gardens, vineyards, and places of springtime fertility, renewing the intimacy of Eden. The joy of verdant fields, flocks, and fellow heirs in the grace of life redounds in the Song to the glory of God. The seed of the woman, son of David, king in Jerusalem, has overcome the curse and taken his loving wife to a lush garden. Here is an inspiring beauty. Through the judgment comes salvation to the praise of the good Creator. 

 
3.3 Ruth 

After Adam and Eve transgressed the commandment, Yahweh promised the serpent that the seed of the woman would crush his head, he promised the woman that childbearing would be painful, and he cursed the land (Gen. 3:15–17). These themes are prominent in Ruth, and as the triumphant seed of the woman crushing the head of the serpent points to salvation through judgment in Genesis 3:15, so the birth of a male child at the end of Ruth portends deliverance.61


The book opens with an outworking of the curse on the ground (Gen. 3:17): there is famine in the land (Ruth 1:1). This drives a family from Bethlehem into exile.62 Driven out of the Edenic Promised Land, the Bethlehemites are afflicted with difficulties akin to those promised in Genesis 3:16—not merely that childbearing is painful, but that it does not happen for ten years, and then the husbands die (1:2–5). 

Yahweh visits the land (Ruth 1:6), and the afflicted widow Naomi returns with her widowed daughter-in-law, Ruth. The narrator relates that Ruth “happened” to find herself in Boaz’s field (2:3). God is seen to be providentially directing these events, for Boaz “happens” to be a kinsman redeemer to Naomi’s family (2:20).63


Yahweh does not owe mercy to Ruth the Moabitess; in fact, no Moabite was to enter the assembly of Yahweh to the tenth generation! (Deut. 23:3–4). As the events of the book of Ruth are guided by Yahweh’s sovereign hand, he is showing mercy to Ruth: mercy she does not deserve, mercy she does not expect, mercy on which she has no claim, mercy that could have been directed to some other family in response to Naomi’s claim that Yahweh has dealt bitterly with her (Ruth 1:20–21). 

Ironically, in spite of what Naomi thinks, while the lack of children and the curse on the land indeed spring from the curses of Genesis 3, Yahweh is working even these difficulties together for good.64 Through these judgments (the famine on the land that results in expulsion from the Edenic Land of Promise, which leads to the acquisition of Moabite wives, followed by the death of husbands and sons) Yahweh is preparing the way for Boaz and Ruth to be wed. 

Boaz descends from Judah, from whom the scepter shall not depart (Gen. 49:10). And this Boaz takes to himself a Gentile bride, to whom Yahweh gives conception (Ruth 4:13). This reverses the curse on gender relations in Genesis 3:16 and moves in the direction of the blessing of all the nations through Abraham and his seed (Gen. 12:3).65 The seed of the (Moabite) woman, Obed, fathers Jesse, who fathers David (4:21). From the strands of seemingly disparate and mundane events—a famine that leads to exile, ten years of barrenness, bereavement, the persistence of a Moabite girl, the field in which she happens to glean—Yahweh has woven a magnificent tapestry of mercy. The cloth of this tapestry is canonical fabric.66 Boaz arrives as an unexpected redeemer from the line of Judah who righteously takes a Gentile bride through whom the seed is raised up. Salvation has come through the various judgments, and God’s surprising providence wins him praise.67

 
3.4 Lamentations 

Lamentations presents a poetic response to the destruction of Jerusalem. Barry Webb summarizes both the structure of Lamentations and what that structure accomplishes: 


Each of the five chapters contains one poem of twenty-two verses, except for chapter 3, which has sixty-six. The reason is that each of the poems is based, in one way or another, on the Hebrew alphabet with its twenty-two consonants. . . . The acrostic form of the poems has the effect of giving grief a shape which is itself a kind of resolution. . . . The acrostic form . . . allow[s] the grief to be fully expressed, and yet at the same time sets limits to it.68



Lamentations finds its setting only in the context of the wider canon: “The historical narratives of 2 Kings 25 and Jeremiah 52 give the facts; the five poems of Lamentations capture the emotions.”69 The first chapter of Lamentations bewails the ruin of Lady Zion. The city is personified and depicted as a degraded widow (Lam. 1:1) with “none to comfort her” (1:2, 9, 17, 21). In fulfillment of the curse announced in Deuteronomy 28:44, Israel’s enemies have become the head, with the implication that Israel is the tail (Lam. 1:5; cf. Deut. 28:13, “Yahweh will make you the head and not the tail”). Just as Isaiah promised, the Lord has come in judgment and trod the wicked in the winepress of his wrath (Lam. 1:15; cf. Isa. 63:2–3). Weeping without comfort (Lam. 1:16–17), still Zion makes the good confession, “Yahweh, he is righteous, for I rebelled . . .” (1:18). The judgments promised in the Law and the Prophets have been fulfilled because Israel has rebelled against Yahweh’s word (1:18). In these judgments, Yahweh has displayed his holiness in that he is utterly devoted to his own character, which sets him apart from everything else in existence. The other side of this coin is that Yahweh simultaneously displays his love for himself as he chooses to keep his word and demonstrate his justice rather than give Israel a pass. By upholding justice, Yahweh shows his love. By loving himself, Yahweh does justice. His commitment to his own love and justice takes precedence over his affection for Israel. 

The point of view in Lamentations 2 is not that of widow Zion. The poet distances himself somewhat from the pain of the people to describe the actions of Yahweh against Israel. This steadfastly precludes the notion that Yahweh has been overcome by the gods of the nations that routed Israel and asserts instead that it is Yahweh who has used the nations to discipline his wayward people. Yahweh’s love for his own holiness is seen to outrank his commitment to Israel; the poet describes him casting down the beauty of Israel from heaven to earth and not remembering his footstool (Lam. 2:1). Perhaps recalling the way that Yahweh preferred to uphold his holiness rather than allow Adam and Eve to defile Eden in their sinful state, “he did violence to his booth like the garden, he destroyed his meeting place” (2:6). He spurned his altar, abandoned the sanctuary, and broke down the walls of Zion, and the gates sank into the ground (2:7–9). As the nations triumph over Zion (2:16), again the poet makes the good confession: “Yahweh has done what he purposed; he has carried out his word which he commanded from ancient days” (2:17). 

In spite of the judgment that has been visited, the poet clings to hope. This hope is reflected in the prayers for mercy that we see in Lamentations 1–2 (1:9, 11, 20–22; 2:20–22). Several of these prayers cry out, “See, O Yahweh . . . ! [[image: ]]” (1:9, 11, 20; 2:20), and in 1:11 and 2:20 the cry is “See, O Yahweh, and consider! [[image: ]].” The prophets announced that Yahweh would use a foreign nation to discipline his people, but the rod of discipline in Yahweh’s hand—the wicked foreign nation—would also receive its due punishment (e.g., Isa. 10:5–19; Hab. 1:5–2:20). On this basis, the poet pleads, “You have brought the day you announced; now let them be as I am. Let all their evil come before you, and deal with them as you have dealt with me” (Lam. 2:21c–22b). This prayer later modulates into an assertion of Yahweh’s certain justice against the enemies of his people in 3:55–66. The poet of Lamentations recognizes that Yahweh has been faithful to his word, and on the basis of his word Yahweh has judged Israel. Yahweh’s faithfulness encourages the poet to cry out to Yahweh to continue to be faithful to his word by judging the enemies of Israel. 

In Lamentations 1 the poet has mourned the bereavement of Lady Zion, in chapter 2 he has declared Yahweh’s mighty overthrow of Zion, and in chapter 3 the poet speaks of the fall of Jerusalem in the first person singular: “I am the man who has seen affliction.” Chapter 1 describes the devastation of Zion in terms that would befit the affliction and bereavement of a noble lady. Chapter 2 describes Yahweh as a righteous Judge punishing the sin of Israel. In chapter 3 the poet speaks as though the judgments of Yahweh have been visited against his own body (Lam. 3:1–20). 

Hope dawns in Lamentations 3:21. In the midst of the blackest darkness, the poet sings: 

 

    But this I bring back to my heart, 

       and therefore I have hope: 

    the loving kindnesses of Yahweh never cease; 

       his mercies never come to an end; 

    they are new every morning; 

       great is your faithfulness. 

    “My portion is Yahweh,” says my soul, 

       “therefore I will hope in him.” 

    Yahweh is good to those who wait for him, 

       to the soul who seeks him. 

    It is good that one should wait quietly 

       for the salvation of Yahweh. (Lam. 3:21–26 ESV adapted) 

 

With priests and prophets slain in the temple, with women having eaten their own children (2:20), even still, the steadfast love, the mercy, and the faithfulness of Yahweh inspire hope. There is no God but Yahweh. He has not failed to protect Israel. He has justly punished her transgression, and this the poet affirms with the words, “Who is this who speaks and it comes to pass? The Lord, did he not command? Does it not come from the mouth of the Most High, the evil and the good?” (3:37–38). If Yahweh is the only God, there is not some other power who might be ordaining what comes to pass. The woe that has come upon Jerusalem represents not some other deity’s triumph over Yahweh but his covenantal discipline of his people.70 Even this sparks hope. Again the poet confesses the righteousness of Yahweh against Israel’s sin (3:39–42), and again the poet hopes that Yahweh will see the plight of his people (3:50). 

The first half of Lamentations 4 explores how the judgment of Yahweh has taken things from one extreme to the other: gold has become dim and precious stones are scattered in the street (Lam. 4:1); precious sons have become worthless as clay pots (4:2); tender mothers behave cruelly to their young (4:3–4); those accustomed to fine things embrace dust and ashes in the street (4:5); the extended punishment of Zion is worse than the sudden overthrow of Sodom (4:6); glorious Nazirites have become sullied and emaciated (4:7–8); death by the sword is preferred to surviving only to starve (4:9); compassionate mothers have cannibalized their own children (4:10). 

Could it be worse? Could people suffer greater humiliation? Could there be further dehumanization? These judgments are in direct proportion to the greatness of Yahweh, whose glory has been defiled by Israel’s wickedness. 

The connection between the humiliation of Zion for her sin and the exaltation of Yahweh’s righteousness is established in the second half of Lamentations 4, where the poet explains that by punishing Israel Yahweh vindicates his holiness in the eyes of the nations. Restating the ferocity of Yahweh’s wrath against Zion, the poet asserts, “They would not have believed—the kings of the earth and all the inhabitants of the world—that the enemy and adversary could enter in the gates of Jerusalem” (Lam. 4:12). Yahweh judges Jerusalem to show the nations that he supremely loves his holiness, and his character will not be altered by his affection for his people. 

With the punishment of Israel accomplished (Lam. 4:22), the poet calls on Yahweh’s mercy (5:1–22). The poet of Lamentations has throughout asserted the glory of Yahweh’s righteousness in the justice done to Israel, and through the judgment he expects salvation to come for Yahweh’s glory. In keeping with the prophecy of Moses regarding Israel’s future (Deut. 4:25–31), the poet calls on Yahweh to turn his people back to himself that they might be restored and renewed (Lam. 5:21). The concluding statement (5:22) assumes that God has not rejected his people, and it calls on him to be faithful to his promises to restore Israel after judgment. 

Lamentations bewails the awful but just wrath of God. The unimaginable horrors of the judgment that has fallen, mothers eating their own children, virgin daughters raped (Lam. 5:11), choice young men strung up by their hands (5:12), demand the recognition that God must be worthy of infinite glory to exact such punishment. The glimmers of hope in the midst of the pain arise from the certainty of the mercy of Yahweh, mercy that is new every morning (3:23). Yahweh’s sovereign power in the display of his justice, and his faithful, steadfast love, reveal his glory. In Lamentations, God is glorified in salvation through judgment, for Yahweh reigns forever, and his throne endures to all generations (Lam. 5:19). 

 
3.5 Ecclesiastes 

Addison G. Wright has unlocked the riddle of the literary structure of Ecclesiastes, and this discussion adapts and applies his work.71 Understanding the book’s literary structure allows one to see the positive message of Ecclesiastes. At the center of the theology of that positive message is the notion that God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 

3.5.1 The Riddle of the Numbers 

Ecclesiastes contains exactly 222 poetic verses, and the verse numbering we find in the book today is in basic agreement with these poetic lines. The book divides evenly into two halves of 111 verses. There are 111 verses from Ecclesiastes 1:1 to 6:9, and another 111 from Ecclesiastes 6:10 to 12:14. This structure is neither accidental nor artificial. It reflects the work of a beautiful mind. The number 111 is not insignificant. The numerical value of the consonants in the book’s key word, [image: ], “vanity/meaningless,” is thirty-seven.72 Thirty-seven multiplied by three is 111. This term occurs three times in the singular in Ecclesiastes 1:2, as though it is a hint for the audience to triple the word’s numerical value, and it occurs exactly thirty-seven times in the book, surely another hint at the significance of these numbers for the book’s structure.73 The three instances of the term in 1:2 and the thirty-seven instances of it through the book confirm that the book has been structured on the numerical value of [image: ]: thirty-seven, tripled to equal 111, matching the two halves of the book, each 111 verses long.74


 

3.5.2 The Messianic Wisdom of a Beautiful Mind 

Several features of the book add up to the almost unavoidable conclusion that Ecclesiastes was written by Solomon. The author identifies himself as “the son of David, king in Jerusalem” (Eccles. 1:1, 12), asserts that he gained more wisdom than all who came before him (1:16), and points to his building projects and amassed wealth to prove that he excelled all who were before him in Jerusalem (2:4–9). Either Solomon is the author of the book of Ecclesiastes, or someone is deceptively trying to convince the book’s audience that Solomon wrote it.75 As it seems to be historically implausible that the Israelites would have either accepted a forgery or been duped on such an important point, the most plausible explanation is that Ecclesiastes was indeed written by Solomon, whom the Old Testament elsewhere shows to have been the recipient of a gift of divine wisdom from Yahweh (1 Kings 3:4–14; 4:29–34). Solomonic authorship of Ecclesiastes is significant because it means that the author of this book was the anointed king of Israel. In this sense, the author of Ecclesiastes was Israel’s messiah. Ecclesiastes, then, is messianic wisdom, and by means of this messianic wisdom Solomon means to “shepherd” his people Israel (cf. 12:11). The attribution of the book to the seed of David (cf. 2 Samuel 7) in Ecclesiastes 1:1 and the reference to the “shepherd” in 12:11 mean that the teaching of Ecclesiastes is bracketed by these statements that present the book as messianic instruction.76


 


3.5.3 Matching Poems on the “Circle of Life” and “Youth and Old Age” (Eccles. 1:2–11; 11:7–12:8) 

Immediately following the attribution of the book to the son of David is a poem on the circularity of life in Ecclesiastes 1:2–11. Immediately preceding the concluding statement in 12:9–14 is a poem on youth and old age in 11:7–12:8. 

These two poems are in their own ways words of judgment meant to lead to salvation for God’s glory. The pronouncement of the vanity of the circularity of life in the first (Eccles. 1:2–11) prompts reflection on what is meaningful. So also the poem on youth and old age in the second (11:7–12:8). Young men should enjoy themselves, but only in a way that recognizes that God is going to judge what they enjoy (11:9). And the vivid description of aging and dying (12:2–7), judgments in themselves, motivates the call to “remember also your Creator in the days of your youth” (12:1 ESV). The preacher seeks to deliver his audience through the condemnation of their vanity and the things they will regret as they age and die. Through judgment he wants to save them to enjoy God’s glory.77


Between the opening (Eccles. 1:1) and closing (12:9–14) and the two poems (1:2–11 and 11:7–12:8) we find two main bodies of teaching. The first, 1:12–6:9, examines what is good for man to do. The second, 6:10–11:6, teaches man’s inability to understand God’s work. Each section uses punctuating phrases to mark the end of sections within these two main bodies of teaching. We will consider them each in turn. 

 

3.5.4 What Is Good for Man to Do? (Eccles. 1:12–6:9) 

The punctuating phrase in Ecclesiastes 1:12–6:9 is the verdict that a thing is “a striving after wind.” There is a double introduction in 1:12–18. Both units conclude with a proverb (1:15, 18), and the phrase “striving after wind” immediately precedes these two proverbs (1:14, 17). Both of these statements highlight man’s finitude and affliction. 

Wright seems to be correct that Solomon’s chief concern in this first main section of the book is stated in Ecclesiastes 2:3b, “till I might see what was good for the children of man to do under heaven during the few days of their life” (ESV).78 This statement comes in the introduction to the preacher’s description of his testing of himself with pleasure (Eccles. 2:1–11). Having described the lengths to which he went to gratify himself, he concludes that “all was vanity and a striving after wind” (2:11). 

Having tested pleasure, the preacher turns to consider wisdom (Eccles. 2:12– 17). Here too he concludes that “all is vanity and a striving after wind” (2:17). 

It shortly becomes clear that pleasure and wisdom apart from the pleasure of God are “vanity and grasping for the wind.” This reality comes into view as Solomon devotes the remainder of this part of his book to four sections on the results of toil.79 These four sections are each concluded with the verdict that what has been considered is “vanity and a striving after wind” (Eccles. 2:26; 4:4–6, 16; 6:9). There are two short sections and two long sections, and they alternate, short, long, short, long. The first short section (2:18–26) treats the problem that the fruit of one’s toil will be left to another. The second section (3:1–4:6), a long one, explores the question of timing. There is a time for everything, and as one toils away at life, it is difficult to hit on the right time to act. The third section is short (4:7–16), and here the preacher discusses the problems of solitary toil. It is not good for the man to be alone (Gen. 2:18). The last section of the first half of the book is again long (Eccles. 4:17–6:9, ET 5:1–6:9), and here the problem of having and enjoying the fruits of one’s toil is considered.80


As the verdict that all this is “vanity and a striving after wind” is reiterated at the end of each of these four sections, the preacher does give a positive answer to the question of what is good for man to do (Eccles. 2:3b). Three times Solomon states that there is nothing “better”—and “better” in Hebrew is simply a comparative usage of the word “good,” for which goodness Solomon is searching—than for man to eat and drink and enjoy his labor, which is a gift of God (the ESV is cited in the following texts, and I have italicized the statements common to each text): 


There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God, for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment? (2:24–25) 



I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man. (3:12–13; cf. also 3:22) 



Behold, what I have seen to be good and fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of his life that God has given him, for this is his lot. Everyone also to whom God has given wealth and possessions and power to enjoy them, and to accept his lot and rejoice in his toil—this is the gift of God. (5:18–19) 


These positive statements clarify that the preacher is teaching his people how to deal with the frustrations of life outside Eden. In the pain and sorrow of this world, “What is crooked cannot be made straight, and what is lacking cannot be counted” (Eccles. 1:15). Increasing wisdom only increases pain (1:18), and all is vanity and a striving after the wind. In response to these realities, people should enjoy what they have. They should eat and drink and enjoy their work. The ability to do so is the gift of God. God does not give everyone this ability to enjoy provisions and labors (2:26; 6:2). 

Through the judgment of discontentment and unrealistic expectations, the preacher delivers his audience to enjoy what God has given them. 

 

3.5.5 Man’s Inability to Understand God’s Work (Eccles. 6:10–11:6) 

Two questions dominate the discussion in the second main body of the preacher’s teaching, and these two questions are both asked in Ecclesiastes 6:12: “For who knows what is good for man while he lives the few days of his vain life, which he passes like a shadow? For who can tell man what will be after him under the sun?” 

The first question, “who knows what is good for man?” is explored in Ecclesiastes 7:1–8:17 (cf. the statements in 7:14, 24, 28–29 about what can or cannot be found). Just as punctuating phrases closed the sections in the first half of the book, punctuating phrases close these two main sections in its second half. In this case the punctuating phrase is a threefold repetition of the idea that the work of God is past all finding out (8:17). The exact wording of these three phrases is structured in an A-B-A pattern as follows: 

 

A “. . . man is not able to find out...” 

    B “. . . he will not find...” 

A´ “. . . not able to find out . . .” 

 

While this section clearly stresses humanity’s inability to find the good in the mysterious working of God, the positive conclusion seen in the first half of the book is restated: “And I commend joy, because there is nothing better for man under the sun but to eat and drink and be joyful, for this will go with him in his toil through the days of his life that God has given him under the sun” (Eccles. 8:15, emphasis added). Once again we see the book’s positive stress: in the face of human inability to comprehend life’s mysteries and pains, God gives men the ability to eat and drink and enjoy their labor. 

The second question in Ecclesiastes 6:12, “who can tell man what will be after him?” is exposited in 9:1–11:6 (cf. the statements about what cannot be known in 9:1, 5, 10, 12; 10:14, 15; 11:2). Once again there is a threefold repetition of the punctuating phrase of this section in 11:5–6, and once again there is an A-B-A pattern in the statements of what cannot be known: 

 

A “Just as there is not in you the knowing what . . .” 

    B “thus you will not know . . .” 

A´ “because there is not in you the knowing whether . . .” 

 

Again, while this section stresses humanity’s inability to attain full and future knowledge, the book’s positive conclusion is reinforced: 


Go, eat your bread in joy, and drink your wine with a merry heart, for God has already approved what you do. . . . Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain life that he has given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at which you toil under the sun. (Eccles. 9:7, 9 ESV, emphasis added) 


It would seem that Ecclesiastes is teaching that in the midst of the limitations that God has placed on human ability and knowledge, he has nevertheless given to those in whom he delights (2:26) the ability to enjoy their eating and drinking and laboring.81 The preacher seeks to deliver his audience to this happiness through his judgment on vain pursuits. Ecclesiastes teaches people to be saved through judgment for God’s glory. 

 

3.5.6 All Has Been Heard: The Conclusion of the Matter (Eccles. 12:9–14) 

Working backward from the last statement made in this section, my argument is that the preacher is seeking to be the agent of salvation through judgment for those who will heed his teaching. Ecclesiastes 12:14 announces that God will judge. The knowledge of this judgment is intended to ground the saving exercise of wisdom commended in 12:13: “Fear God and keep his commandments.” The final word to “my son” in 12:12 reinforces the impression that Solomon is obeying Deuteronomy 6 and 17 (see, earlier in this chapter, §1.2 and §2.3). Verse 11 announces that this book is intended to function like a goad, pricking the conscience with the knowledge of coming judgment so that salvation might be experienced. Moreover, it is the shepherd who uses this goad, and as the agent of Yahweh, the messiah who does the instructing is Yahweh’s agent of salvation through judgment. The preacher’s hard work on the book is hinted at in 12:10, his pondering and setting wisdom in order in 12:9. 

The salvation through judgment for God’s glory taught in Ecclesiastes can thus be seen to have a chiastic shape (see table 4.6). 

 

Table 4.6. The Chiastic Structure of Ecclesiastes 

 

1:1: The messianic wisdom of the son of David 

    1:2–11: The circularity of life

        1:12–6:9: Pleasure, wisdom, and toil are a grasping for wind, but the gift

          of God is to eat, drink, and enjoy your labor.

       6:10–11:6: Man is unable to understand God’s work by finding what is 

          good or knowing what will be, but the gift of God is to eat, drink,

           and enjoy your labor. 

 11:7–12:8: Youth and old age 

12:9–14: The messianic wisdom of the one shepherd: fear God and keep his

     commandments. 

 

3.5.7 The Center of the Theology of Ecclesiastes 

The message of Ecclesiastes is that Yahweh is behind the puzzling questions of life, accomplishing his purposes through its enigmas: “Whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before him” (Eccles. 3:14; cf. 2:26). God has appointed a time for all things (3:1–8), and people will be satisfied only when they accept the lot assigned to them by God: “Behold, what I have seen to be good and fitting is to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few days of his life that God has given him, for this is his lot” (5:18, cf. 19–20). There is inscrutable mystery in what God has done,82 which should prompt people to humility (4:16–5:1, ET 5:1–2), silence (5:2, ET 3), integrity (5:3, ET 4), holiness (5:4–5, ET 5–6), and the fear of God (5:6, ET 7).83


Those who do not fear God will not be satisfied by anything (6:1–6). Apart from the awareness that God will bring all to judgment (11:9), which is remembrance of the Creator (12:1), there is no satisfaction to be found in wisdom (1:17), construction projects (2:4), gardens (2:5), irrigation (2:6), slaves (2:7), treasures, entertainers, concubines (2:8), toil (2:18–23), oppressions, death, skill (4:1–4), solitude (4:7–8), unmerited exaltation to kingship (4:13–16), or money (5:9–16, ET 10–17). According to the one whose wisdom surpasses all in Jerusalem before him (1:16), the son of David (1:1), who is shepherd king in Jerusalem (1:1; 12:11), the “end of the matter” is to “fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil” (12:13–14; cf. 3:17). Like Proverbs, Ecclesiastes is a Solomonic attempt to obey Deuteronomy 6 and 17. 

Ecclesiastes announces the vanity of the pursuit of pleasure divorced from the knowledge of God. Life is vain unless one lives for God. This is a condemnation, a judgment, of godless living. People who do not fear God and live for him are condemned to vain lives, and along with this the audience of Ecclesiastes is taught that God will bring all things to final judgment (3:17; 12:14). Satisfaction under the sun and salvation at the final judgment depend upon fearing God and obeying his commandments (12:13). Salvation comes to those who heed the announcement of present vanity and coming judgment. Further, by showing the centrality of God in all of life, asserting that only in knowing God will any human have shalom, Solomon teaches the massive significance of God for human life.84 This glorifies God in salvation through judgment. 

 
3.6 Esther 

To this point in the Writings, we have enjoyed poetic commentary on the narrative story line that began in Genesis and continued through Kings (ca. 586 BC). When we arrive at Esther, we resume the narrative story line, which continues through Daniel (ca. 605–530 BC), Ezra–Nehemiah (ca. 458–434 BC), and Chronicles. As we resume the story in Esther, Israel is in exile with some of the people trickling back to the land. The events described in Esther (ca. 483–474 BC) are set in Persia. 

When we commence our reading of Esther, we find the Torah’s true story functioning as the controlling framework for the events that are being described.85 The truth of Torah not only affects Israel, but holds sway everywhere. For instance, in spite of all the wealth and splendor of a fabulous 180-day feast (Est. 1:3–4), capped off by another seven-day feast (1:5), the king of Persia cannot escape the curses announced in Genesis 3:14–19.86 When Ahasuerus summons Vashti, she rejects his request (Est. 1:12), as a result of which he banishes her from his presence (1:19). Vashti’s desire is for her husband, but he rules over her (Gen. 3:16). Vashti’s rebellion sets off a desperate counsel among the king’s advisors. They seek to quell an anticipated outbreak of female insubordination, but apart from God’s grace there is no stopping human evil. Ahasuerus’s attempt to overcome the curse only fulfills the other side of it, as his reaction to his wife’s insubordination is excessively harsh and compounds his own sinful culpability. This is not the way back to Edenic harmony between man and wife. Through the outworking of this judgment, however, God is secretly working salvation, for it is through the judgment played out between Vashti and Ahasuerus that the seed of the woman, Esther, rises to crush the head of the seed of the serpent, Haman.87 God’s ways are past finding out. Though he is never explicitly named, in the book of Esther, God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

This way of viewing the book of Esther allows us to regard Esther’s willingness to go to Ahasuerus’s bed not as an act of “questionable morality,”88 but as one that actually works to overcome the curse of Genesis 3:16. Moreover, we do not read that Esther volunteers for a beauty pageant but that she “was taken” (Est. 2:8).89 It seems her choice is either to obey Mordecai and submit to the authorities or resist and be shamed and ruined. Faced with these circumstances, she behaves obediently and submissively (note her obedience to Mordecai, 2:20; 4:13–5:3). Unlike Vashti, who conducts herself like a cursed woman, Esther behaves like a woman in whom the curse has been reversed. It seems to be precisely her submissive femininity—expressed in the note that she did exactly as she was advised (Est. 2:15)—that wins the king’s favor. In contrast to Vashti’s refusal to submit, Esther’s feminine virtue in submitting to the desires of her husband so powerfully affects the king that he makes her queen, gives a great feast and many generous gifts, and remits taxes (2:17–18). Esther overcomes the curse of Genesis 3:16 by submitting to the desires of her husband-king, and as a result the curses are also reversed in Ahasuerus. Instead of abusively ruling he becomes the beneficent protector not only of Esther but also of all her people (Esther 7–8). The circumstances may not be ideal, but this is a broken world, a world that God has judged (Rom. 8:20), in which God is glorified as he works salvation through those who lay down their lives on behalf of others (cf. Est. 4:16, “if I perish, I perish”). 

Another charge has been leveled against the conduct of Esther and Mordecai, to the effect that “when they finally have the power to do so, they act with a vindictiveness and cruelty that are not far removed from those of Haman himself.”90 This conclusion fails to see the crushing of the serpent’s head in the defeat of the enemies of Israel. This is not vindictiveness and cruelty. It is just judgment for the greatest crime in the universe: refusing to honor God and give thanks to him and making war on his people.91 The center of the theology of Esther is that God glorifies himself by saving his people through the judgment visited upon their enemies. He is worthy of all praise. 

 
4. Other Sacred Writings: Daniel, Ezra–Nehemiah, Chronicles 

The primary history of Genesis through Kings began in a garden, from which Adam was exiled. Eventually the nation of Israel came on the stage as a new “son of God,” a sort of “new Adam” with a chance to dwell in God’s presence and serve him. Like Adam, Israel was exiled from the “new Eden” of the Promised Land. 

Having worked through the Torah and the Former Prophets in this primary history, we surveyed the Latter Prophets, which begin the poetic commentary on the primary history. The basic message of Isaiah through the Twelve is that Israel has broken the covenant God made with them at Sinai. God will be just and keep his word, and the promised curse is that Israel will go into exile. In keeping with what Moses prophesied, however (e.g., Deut. 4:25–31), in exile Israel will seek Yahweh. Through the judgment of exile, Yahweh will save his people with a new exodus and a return from exile. The future will be magnificent: it holds a new exodus, a new covenant, a new David, and a return from exile to dwell in God’s presence in a new Eden. 

As I have interpreted the Psalms, the Psalter tells the same story sung in the Latter Prophets. The Psalms trace the line of David down to exile (Psalms 1–89), reflect on Yahweh’s promises and the Torah of Moses in exile (Psalms 90–106), and look for restoration (Psalms 107–50) led by a new David who will sit at God’s right hand with all his enemies under his feet (Psalm 110). As we come now to the book of Daniel, we return to historical narrative.92 The poetic commentary has come to an end, and these other books narrate Israel’s experience in exile and on the way back to the land. 

Daniel, Ezra–Nehemiah, and Chronicles are fully aware of the prophecies announced by Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve. These prophecies often presented the new exodus and return from exile as though the return to the land would also mean the return from the exile from Eden. Isaiah 11 is a good example of this, with its promise that the enmity between seed of woman and seed of serpent (Gen. 3:15) will be rolled back and the nursing child will play by the hole of the cobra (Isa. 11:8). Reading Isaiah, one could conclude that when Cyrus restores the people to the land (Isa. 44:28–45:1), they will also be restored to Eden (cf. Isa. 51:3). 

One of the tensions developed in Daniel–Chronicles is a kind of Old Testament “inaugurated eschatology.” These books show key aspects of the new-exodus and return-from-exile prophecies being realized—such as Isaiah’s prophecy of Cyrus and Jeremiah’s prophecy of seventy years for Babylon. And yet it is also revealed to Daniel that there will be seventy weeks of years before all things are consummated. The nation returns from one exile but not the other. That is, the people returned to the land but not to Eden. They are “already” back in the land, but they have “not yet” seen the desert bloom, Jerusalem exalted over every other mountain, and the nations streaming to Zion. 

These books maintain, however, that the “not yet” prophecies will be realized. As the authors of these books re-present key aspects of the promises to David (1 Chronicles 17) and retell the narrative of Solomon’s building the temple, they are reaffirming the program: God will raise up a seed of David who will rule from the restored temple, and God’s glory will radiate out from Jerusalem to cover the dry lands as the waters cover the sea. 

 

 
4.1 The Other Sacred Writings Book by Book 

In the book of Daniel, judgment has fallen on exiled Israelites. After displaying his holiness and justice in the judgment of his people, Yahweh will show his mercy and love in their salvation, which will entail the judgment of their enemies. So in Daniel a huge statue that symbolizes the kingdoms of the world is crushed. 

A mighty king goes crazy until he acknowledges the Most High. Another king is weighed in the scales and found wanting. Then the beast that symbolizes the culmination of evil empires is killed. Judgment falls on the enemies of God, and through judgment God’s people are saved from the fiery furnace and the lion’s den. When they rise, they will shine like the sky’s brightness, like the glory of God. The glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of the theology of Daniel. 

Ezra–Nehemiah carries the history of Israel forward. Redeemed from Egypt, through sea and sands, the nation of Israel stood on the plains of Moab and heard Moses promise curses for disobedience. Through the Jordan, with Canaanites conquered, the nation of Israel did everything they could to bring those curses down on their own heads. They succeeded. Yahweh drove them from the land. Then the rest of what Moses prophesied was realized. He had told them that in exile they would seek Yahweh and find him when they sought him with all their hearts. Yahweh would restore them to the land. And he did. The story of Ezra and Nehemiah93 is the story of the inauguration of restoration that comes through judgment. Israel was judged and exiled. Then Yahweh judged her enemies, and through those judgments returned his people to the land. Ezra the scribe seeks to rebuild the people spiritually by teaching them the law. Having faithfully proclaimed the word since his return in 458 BC, he is joined by Nehemiah in 445 BC. Nehemiah leads the people to rebuild the wall, and then revival breaks out. For God’s glory, the people recommit themselves to the law and the covenant. Though their return to failure in the form of mixed marriages—something drastic not seen to this point in the story—indicates that they need yet more help from Yahweh, salvation comes through judgment for Yahweh’s glory. 

The books of 1–2 Chronicles summarize the story and give an inspired interpretation of it. At the end of the canon the Chronicler goes all the way back to the beginning and retells the whole story. What he chooses to include reaffirms God’s promises to David and the significance of the temple as the place from which God’s glory will begin to spread. In this narrative it is the weak and outnumbered who rely on Yahweh and are delivered. From Adam to exile to the decree that those who desire may return to the land, the Chronicler is the first to write a comprehensive theology of the Old Testament. He tells it as it is: a tale of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
4.2 Daniel 

There seems to be a chiastic structure to the book of Daniel. A chiasm is widely recognized for chapters 2–7,94 and building on this I would propose that the whole book can be seen to have been so structured. The widely acknowledged chiasm needs to be adjusted so that chapters 7–9 are set across from chapter 2. This is not a difficult point to establish since the visions in Daniel 8–9 are concerned with the same future events dealt with in the visions of Daniel 2 and 7. With this, Daniel’s own exile to Babylon, described in chapter 1, is matched by the vision he has in Daniel 10–12, which is concerned with the ultimate return from exile.95 The book of Daniel, then, can be seen to fall into the chiastic structure shown in table 4.7. 

 

Table 4.7. The Chiastic Structure of Daniel 

 

1, Daniel exiled 

    2, Nebuchadnezzar’s vision (statue representing four kingdoms) 

       3, Deliverance from the fiery furnace 

          4, Nebuchadnezzar humbled (seven years of insanity) 

          5, Belshazzar humbled (weighed and found wanting) 

       6, Deliverance from the lion’s den 

    7–9, Daniel’s visions (four kingdoms represented in various ways) 

 10–12, Daniel’s vision of the end of the exile 

 

The discussion that follows will be informed by this understanding of the book’s literary structure, but before we look more closely at each section of the book, some observations on the book’s structure will help us to appreciate the way this literary arrangement highlights the center of the book’s theology: the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

We have seen elsewhere in this volume how the exile was announced by both Moses and the prophets. Daniel begins with the exile from the land and ends with new information about the end of the exile. Significantly, the end of the exile is presented in Daniel 10–12 in eschatological and apocalyptic terms. Through the judgment of the exile will come the salvation of the eschatological return from exile. 

Within the outer frame of the chiasm—the exile in chapter 1 and the return from exile in chapters 10–12—Daniel prophesies about the various kingdoms that will be raised up on the world stage before the people of God receive their kingdom. These prophecies accompany Nebuchadnezzar’s vision of a statue representing four kingdoms in Daniel 2 and the visions Daniel has of the beasts and horns that also represent four kingdoms in Daniel 7–9. These matching sets of visions end the same way: the final earthly kingdom will be judged, and through the judgment of their enemies the people of God will be saved, they will receive their kingdom, and God’s glory will shine. 

Proleptic proof that God will save his people through the judgment of their enemies is given in the matching accounts of deliverance in Daniel 3 and 6. In chapter 3 God saves the three young men through the fiery furnace, and in chapter 6 he saves Daniel through the lion’s den. These are anticipatory evidences that God will overcome those opposed to his purposes, delivering his people through the judgment of their enemies. 

The whole book of Daniel centers on two instances of Yahweh’s judgment of his enemies: the humbling of Nebuchadnezzar through his insanity in Daniel 4, and the humbling of Belshazzar through the handwriting on the wall in Daniel 5. Belshazzar’s fall means that those who will restore Israel to the land have come to power. At the center of the book of Daniel these two arrogant kings are brought low (Daniel 4–5). Working out from there, these accounts of the judgment of the wicked are preceded and followed by accounts of Yahweh saving those faithful to him (Daniel 3, 6). Before and after that are prophecies that relate to the time that will pass before the end of the exile (Daniel 2, 7–9), and the book opens with descriptions of the exile and closes with prophecies of its end (Daniel 1, 10–12). 

Through all of this the clear message of Daniel is that Yahweh is glorified in salvation through judgment. Yahweh will be glorified as this story plays itself out: he saves his people through the judgment of their enemies when the exile comes to an end just as he said it would. Yahweh will be glorified as he saves his people through the judgment of their enemies. Like the statue crushed by the small stone in Daniel 2, those opposed to God’s purposes will crumble. Through the salvation that comes through such judgment, Yahweh’s glory will be revealed. 

 

4.2.1 Daniel Exiled (Daniel 1) 

The exilic narrative story line is continued in Daniel. From the perspective of the book of Daniel, the exile is God’s judgment on Israel because of their sin (Dan. 1:2; 9:7). Through the judgment of the exile, however, the book of Daniel testifies that God is preserving a remnant. Among the members of this remnant are Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah (1:6). God gives Daniel favor in the eyes of his captor (1:9), and to these four young men God gives understanding of visions and dreams (1:17) and tenfold superiority versus the magicians and enchanters of Babylon (1:20). 

 


4.2.2 Nebuchadnezzar’s Vision: Statue Representing Four Kingdoms (Daniel 2) 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon may have triumphed over Israel, but this does not mean he has thwarted Yahweh’s purpose. Nebuchadnezzar is not the sovereign Lord of the universe. Yahweh is. Nebuchadnezzar’s limitations are seen in his inability to understand his dreams. We might also note the reality that we humans are unable to control what we dream. King Nebuchadnezzar has a troubling dream (Dan. 2:1–3), and he is ready to kill his wise men because they cannot interpret it (2:12–13). With their lives in danger, Daniel and his companions seek mercy from God, the one who can reveal secrets (2:17). When God reveals the dream and its interpretation to Daniel, he and his friends are delivered. In response, Daniel blesses God (2:19–23). 

Daniel’s blessing highlights God’s wisdom and power: “May the name of God be blessed from age to age, because wisdom and might are his” (Dan. 2:20). God’s power is then exposited as Daniel speaks of God’s control over times and kings (2:21a), and then God’s wisdom is exposited as Daniel blesses God as the one who gives wisdom to the wise, revealing deep secrets (2:21b–22). Daniel closes the blessing by thanking God for answering his prayer and revealing the king’s dream to him (2:23). Daniel is swift to declare to the king that the ability to know the dream comes from God, not his own superior wisdom (2:30). 

Daniel reveals Nebuchadnezzar’s dream to him, in which a stone is cut out— not by human hand—and the stone strikes a mighty statue. The statue, representing the successive world powers, crumbles, and the stone grows into a great mountain that fills the whole earth (Dan. 2:31–35).96 When he interprets the dream, Daniel explains that God’s kingdom will smash the other kingdoms to pieces—salvation for God’s people will come through the judgment of the powers of the world (2:36–45). God’s kingdom will never be destroyed. It cannot be overcome. The dream reveals the incomparable greatness of God, for he alone is able to sustain an everlasting kingdom (2:44). 

The mighty statue is brought down by a small stone, reminding readers of the mighty Goliath, felled by a small stone, and shading the narrative in Daniel with a Davidic hue.97 Moreover, the smashing of these kingdoms may employ imagery that grows out of the reference to the crushing of the serpent’s head in Genesis 3:15. And the promise that God’s kingdom will never be destroyed recalls God’s promise to David to establish his seed on the throne forever (2 Sam. 7:12–16). 

The narrative proclaims that Yahweh is Lord not merely in Israel; his sovereignty extends to other nations—even the nations that conquered Israel. Yahweh has given Nebuchadnezzar his kingdom (Dan. 2:37–38). 

 

4.2.3 Deliverance from the Fiery Furnace (Daniel 3) 

Nebuchadnezzar acknowledges Daniel’s God as the God of gods (Dan. 2:47), but he nevertheless builds an image for all to worship (3:1–6). Everyone worships the image except the faithful Jews (3:7–12), and for their faithfulness they are cast into the flaming furnace. The world regards the evil of idolatry as goodness and the goodness of devotion to Yahweh as evil. Through this judgment, however, God saves his people and judges their adversaries: those who escorted the Hebrew men to the furnace are consumed by the flames of judgment (3:22). In the furnace, the three Hebrews are joined by one who is “like the son of God” (3:25). The flames have no power over these who are faithful to Yahweh (3:27). Death is defied as Yahweh saves his people through the judgment of their captors’ vain attempt to enforce idolatry. Nebuchadnezzar’s gods have no power over Yahweh’s people, and the king confesses, “There is no other God who is able to deliver like this” (3:29).

 

4.2.4 Nebuchadnezzar Humbled: Seven Years of Insanity (Daniel 4) 

Nebuchadnezzar acknowledges the work of the Most High God on his behalf, confessing that God’s kingdom is everlasting (Dan. 3:31–33, ET 4:1–3), but Nebuchadnezzar must still be taught that “the Most High is the ruler in the kingdom of men, and to whom he pleases he gives it. And the lowest of men he raises up over it” (4:14, ET 17).98 In spite of his prior experiences with Yahweh, Nebuchadnezzar congratulates himself, saying, “Is this not Babylon the great, which I myself built for a royal house in the might of my power and for the honor of my majesty?” (4:27, ET 30). These arrogant words are still in his mouth when judgment is announced from heaven (4:28, ET 31). He must learn that “the Most High is the ruler in the kingdom of men, and to whom he pleases he gives it” (4:29, ET 32). The repetition of this statement that Yahweh rules and gives authority to whom he pleases (4:14, ET 17; 4:22, ET 25; 4:29, ET 32; cf. 4:23, ET 26) underscores Yahweh’s righteous insistence that he be regarded as Lord of all. 

It is insane to refuse to acknowledge Yahweh as the sovereign ruler of the affairs of men, and for arrogating lordship to himself, Nebuchadnezzar is punished with a period of insanity. When his reason returns to him, he appears to have been delivered (at least from insanity) through the judgment he experienced. Nebuchadnezzar is brought to recognize that Yahweh possesses everlasting dominion and an enduring kingdom (Dan. 4:31, ET 34). He confesses that Yahweh acts according to his own will; that the inhabitants of the earth are as nothing; that none can restrain Yahweh’s hand or question what he has done (4:32, ET 35). Nebuchadnezzar praises, extols, and honors the king of heaven, confessing that all his ways are truth and justice, and that he has the power to humble the proud (4:34, ET 37). Nebuchadnezzar is delivered through judgment, and as a result he glorifies God. 

 

4.2.5 Belshazzar Humbled: Weighed and Found Wanting (Daniel 5) 

Daniel 4 closes with Nebuchadnezzar praising the one true and living God, but Daniel 5 opens with Belshazzar praising the gods of gold and silver, bronze and iron, wood and stone—with the help of the vessels taken from the temple in Jerusalem (5:1–4). This is met with the handwriting on the wall (5:5), which causes the king’s knees to knock together (5:6). Daniel is brought before Belshazzar, and he proclaims God’s sovereign grant of the kingdom to Belshazzar’s father Nebuchadnezzar (5:18). Daniel repeats again the statement that Nebuchadnezzar learned that “the Most High is the ruler in the kingdom of men, and to whom he pleases he sets over it” (5:21; cf. 4:14, ET 17, 22, ET 25, 29, ET 32), then rebukes Belshazzar for not humbling himself (5:22) but exalting himself against the Lord of heaven, using Yahweh’s vessels to praise the gods of silver and gold, bronze and iron, wood and stone, and refusing to glorify the God who holds his breath and ways (5:23). Then comes the judgment, which is revealed in the handwriting on the wall: God has brought an end to his kingdom (5:26); Belshazzar has been weighed in the balances and found wanting (5:27); his kingdom will be given to the Medes and the Persians (5:28); and that very night he is slain (5:30). Yahweh takes his glory very seriously. 

 

4.2.6 Deliverance from the Lion’s Den (Daniel 6) 

Daniel 6 recounts the episode of Daniel being unjustly cast into the den of lions. As with the men cast into the fiery furnace, Daniel’s piety is punished as a capital crime. King Darius expresses hope that Daniel’s God will deliver him (6:17, ET 16), but the stone is sealed over Daniel’s sure death (6:18, ET 17). God reverses the unjust judgment, however, and the king comes in the morning asking Daniel whether his God has indeed been able to deliver him (6:21, ET 20). Daniel announces that God has shut the mouths of the lions; Daniel has not been harmed at all (6:23–24, ET 22–23). When the stone is rolled away, it is almost as though Daniel has been raised from the dead. The wicked schemers are judged as their plans are foiled, Daniel is saved through God’s rejection of their plan, and then the wicked are cast into the den of lions and devoured (6:25, ET 24). In response, Darius announces the everlasting kingdom and dominion of Daniel’s God, heralding his wondrous deliverance of Daniel (6:26–28, ET 25–27). God is glorified as Daniel is saved through judgment. 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon and Darius the Mede both confess the everlasting kingdom of Yahweh. Both these kings are led to this confession through Yahweh’s judgment against them. Salvation comes through judgment to the glory of God. 

 


4.2.7 Daniel’s Visions: Four Kingdoms Represented in Various Ways (Daniel 7–9) 

After Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams and visions in chapters 2 and 4, Daniel himself has dreams and visions in chapters 7 and 8. What is remarkable about these visions is the way that they cover the period of time from Daniel’s own day down to the time when messiah Jesus comes and inaugurates his kingdom. The kingdoms represented by beasts in Daniel’s dream in chapter 7 match the different materials of the statue in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in chapter 2 (see table 4.8). 

 

Table 4.8. The Kingdoms in Daniel 2 and 7 

[image: ]


After this succession of kingdoms, one like a son of man approaches the Ancient of Days and receives an everlasting dominion (Dan. 7:1–14). The seating of the court, opening of the books, slaying of the beast, and the removal of dominion from prior kingdoms all point to judgment upon the kingdoms of the world (7:10–12). It is through this judgment that salvation—in the form of a kingdom that will never end—comes to the “holy ones of the Most High” (7:18, 27). Their kingdom is the one given to the one like a son of man (7:13), and glory is also given to him (7:14). 

The Daniel 7 vision depicts God being glorified through the coming of the kingdom of the one like a son of man, and the kingdom comes as salvation for his people and as judgment upon the world forces ranged against them. These assertions also hold true of the “vision for the time of the end” (Dan. 8:17). This vision in Daniel 8 concerns itself with the third kingdom of Greece, as Gabriel explains to Daniel (8:16, 20–21), and the goat portends the rise of Alexander the Great (8:5–8a, 21).99 The four horns that replace the single great horn correspond to the four men who ruled Greece after Alexander’s death (8:8b, 22; cf. the four heads of the leopard in 7:6). The little horn that comes from them points to the rise of Antiochus Epiphanes (8:9–12, 23–26), who typifies the Antichrist. 

The main function of these visions is to comfort the people of God with the knowledge that God is in sovereign control of what will take place; indeed, he is directing events to their intended outcome.100 These events will lead to judgment on their enemies, through which their own deliverance will come. The knowledge that God has the future mapped out and can reveal it is to give his people high thoughts of him. This reassures those whose beleaguered lives might tempt them to think that their God has been overcome. God has not been overcome; each added piece of evidence that things look dark for his people heightens the drama and deepens the meaning of his certain triumph. 

In chapter 9, Daniel studies and understands earlier parts of the Bible and then lives out what they prophesy. Daniel discerns from Jeremiah that the desolations of Jerusalem will last seventy years (Jer. 25:12; Dan. 9:2). Evidently realizing that approximately seventy years have passed, Daniel sets his face to the Lord God in order to pray and confess sin (Dan. 9:3–19). When Solomon prayed at the dedication of the temple, he asked that God would hear and forgive when his people were exiled, repented, and returned to the Lord (1 Kings 8:46–53). Solomon’s prayer grew out of earlier revelation, as does Daniel’s, for texts such as Leviticus 26:14–45 (esp. 33, 40, 42) and Deuteronomy 4:25–31 refer to the time when, driven into exile by Yahweh’s righteousness, the people repent of sin, seek Yahweh, and find mercy. Solomon called on Yahweh to hear and forgive when the people found themselves in these circumstances (1 Kings 8:49–50), and his appeal was based on Yahweh’s prior promise to do just that (Lev. 26:40–42; Deut. 4:29–31). Daniel lives out Solomon’s prayer, which was based on Mosaic prophecy. 

Throughout his prayer of confession and repentance (Dan. 9:4–6), Daniel affirms Yahweh’s faithfulness, mercy, and righteousness (9:4, 7, 9, 14). The exile is viewed as a confirmation of Yahweh’s word (9:12), which took place “just as it was written in the Torah of Moses” (9:13). 

On what basis, then, can Daniel appeal to Yahweh to forgive? Israel is receiving just punishment according to Yahweh’s word, and there is a sense in which it would be unjust of him to forgive. To go against his own word would make him as unrighteous as Israel has been. 

For this reason, Daniel prays, “O Lord, according to all your righteousnesses, please turn your face and your fury from your city, Jerusalem, the holy mountain” (9:16). Daniel wants God to forgive, not in a way that would make God unrighteous, but in a way that accords with his righteousness. The Levitical sacrificial system indicates that God can give forgiveness while maintaining his just standard,101 and there are some indications that the punishment of the exile establishes God’s justice (e.g., Isa. 40:2). Daniel’s appeal moves from concern for God’s righteousness to God’s own concern for himself: “And now hear, our God, the prayer of your servant and his pleas for mercy, and shine your face on your desolate sanctuary for the sake of my Lord” (Dan. 9:17). Daniel bases his appeal on God’s own concern to display his mercy and power: “Not because of our righteousnesses are we causing our pleas for favor to fall before you, but because of your great mercies” (9:18b). 

The nature of this appeal for mercy acknowledges that God could justly deny these requests. Daniel is not demanding from God something that God owes. What people deserve is not called mercy. Daniel’s prayer culminates with fervent cries based on God’s concern for his own glory: “O Lord hear; O Lord forgive; O Lord listen and act; do not delay! For your own sake, my God, because your name is called over your city and over your people” (Dan. 9:19). Daniel petitions God to act righteously by showing mercy to Israel and delivering them from their enemies and oppressors, and the ground of Daniel’s appeal is God’s own concern for his glory, his name. God’s glory is at stake in Jerusalem, and Daniel wants Jerusalem restored because he loves God’s glory. 

God answers Daniel’s prayer by sending Gabriel to him (Dan. 9:21), and what Gabriel reveals to Daniel concerns the same period of time that was foretold by Nebuchadnezzar’s statue in Daniel 2 and the four beasts of Daniel 7. The seventy years prophesied by Jeremiah (Dan. 9:2) give way to the seventy weeks decreed for Israel (9:24). These “weeks” are periods of seven years. Seven times seventy is 490. So seventy weeks of years refers to 490 years. Israel celebrated a Jubilee every 49 years, so this is a tenfold Jubilee. Gabriel tells Daniel that this is the period of time “decreed about your people and your holy city, to finish the transgression, to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal both vision and prophet, and to anoint a most holy place” (9:24 ESV). It seems, then, that at the end of this period of time, all will be accomplished. Sin will be ended, iniquity atoned for, everlasting righteousness brought in, and the Most Holy Place anointed. The exile will be over, and one might suggest that the way to Eden—the enjoyment of God’s presence—will be reopened. 

Then Gabriel tells Daniel more about this period of time, saying in 9:25, “Know and understand that from the going out of the word to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until messiah the prince, seven weeks and sixty two weeks. The street and the trench will be restored and rebuilt, even in times of distress.” In this rendering I have not followed the Masoretic accentuation on the point of the placement of the athnach. Following the Masoretes in their placement of the athnach yields the rendering of the ESV, which I will place below the rendering of the NASB for easy comparison: 

	 NASB: “Until Messiah the Prince there will be seven weeks and sixty-two weeks.”

	 ESV: “An anointed one, a prince, there shall be seven weeks. Then for sixty-two weeks” 

The ESV follows the Masoretic accentuation and divides the seven weeks from the sixty-two weeks. The HCSB, NASB, NET, NIV, and NJB, along with Theodotion’s Greek translation,102 join the seven weeks and the sixty-two weeks. I am mainly persuaded to reject the Masoretic placement of the athnach here103 because doing so yields a reading that fits with what we see elsewhere in Daniel. That is, putting the seven weeks with the sixty-two weeks yields a period of sixty-nine weeks, 483 years. If we take the statement in Daniel 9:25 that “from the going out of the word to restore and rebuild Jerusalem” refers to the sending of Nehemiah to Jerusalem in 445 BC, the 483-year period of time takes us down to the time of Jesus’ public ministry.104 This fits with what we see elsewhere in Daniel 2 and 7: 

	 Daniel 2: The statue represents four kingdoms; a small stone crushes the statue (kingdoms of the world); and the God of heaven sets up his kingdom.

	 Daniel 7: Four beasts represent four kingdoms; the final beast is destroyed; and one like a son of man approaches the Ancient of Days to receive a kingdom and everlasting dominion.

	 Daniel 9: A 483-year period is prophesied from the rebuilding of the city (Nehemiah in 445 BC) to the coming of messiah the prince. 


This reading is also confirmed by what we find in Daniel 9:26a: “And after the sixty-two weeks the messiah will be cut off and have nothing.” I take this to mean that after the sixty-two weeks that follow the seven weeks—after the 483 years have passed—“the messiah will be cut off and have nothing.” In my view this predicts the crucifixion of Jesus the messiah, where salvation was accomplished through judgment.105


We will return to what Daniel says regarding that seventieth week when we consider the book of Revelation. Consider the contribution that Daniel makes to Old Testament prophecy: 

	Moses prophesied the history of Israel to the exile and beyond. 

	Isaiah prophesied Yahweh’s use of Cyrus to accomplish his purposes. 

	Jeremiah prophesied seventy years for Babylon. 

	And Daniel prophesied repeatedly (Daniel 2, 7, 8, 9) the period of time between his own day and the coming of messiah Jesus. 


Through his prophets, Yahweh announces that he will save through judgment, then shows his glory when he keeps his word, proving his predictions. 

 

4.2.8 Daniel’s Vision of the End of the Exile (Daniel 10–12) 

The final chapters of Daniel constitute a unit that reveals to Daniel “what is inscribed in the book of truth” (Dan. 10:21 ESV). This concerns what will take place from Daniel’s own day down to the end of history and beyond into the resurrection (12:2–3). Daniel 10 sets up the revelation of the future that will be given in Daniel 11–12. 

Daniel 10 describes Daniel’s overwhelming encounter with what appear to be two heavenly beings (cf. Dan. 10:5, 16). The “one having the appearance of a man” (10:18 ESV) tells Daniel that he will make known to him “what is inscribed in the book of truth” (10:21 ESV). This appears to begin when he says in Daniel 11:2, “And now I will show you the truth” (ESV). The period of time prophesied in Daniel 2, 7, 8, and 9 is again prophesied in Daniel 11:2–45 as the future kings of Persia and Greece are described in detail. In the midst of these difficulties, “the people who know their God shall stand firm and take action. And the wise among the people shall make many understand” (Dan. 11:32b–33a ESV). 

As we move through the passage, we find several indications that there is an appointed end of all things (citations below from the ESV): 

	Daniel 11:27: “. . . for the end is yet to be at the time appointed.” 

	Daniel 11:29: “At the time appointed . . .” 

	Daniel 11:35: “. . . for it still awaits the appointed time.” 


In Daniel 11:36 it seems that Antiochus Epiphanes typifies the Antichrist. Then the appointed time of the end seems to come in Daniel 11:40, “At the time of the end . . .” Once again Daniel describes the end of the enemy of God’s people (11:45), and after a great “time of trouble” through judgment, “at that time your people shall be delivered, everyone whose name shall be found written in the book” (12:1). Then there will be a resurrection to everlasting life or to everlasting contempt (12:2),106 and the wise will shine with God’s glory (12:3). 

Daniel is told to seal the book “until the time of the end” (Dan. 12:4, 9), and he learns that all things will be consummated “when the shattering of the power of the holy people comes to an end” (12:8). Through judgment they will be saved for God’s glory. 

 

4.2.9 The Center of the Theology of Daniel 

Daniel and Zechariah are seminal forces that give rise to other apocalyptic literature. Prominent features of this literature include interaction with a heavenly being who interprets visions for the human visionary, symbolic imagery, and disclosure of what will happen at the end of all things.107 The symbolic imagery and the heavenly interpreter both serve the end of disclosing the real meaning of history and how God will bring all things to their proper consummation. That proper consummation is the manifestation of God’s glory when he saves his people through the judgment of their enemies, having already saved them through the judgment of their own sinfulness. Both in Daniel and in apocalyptic literature more broadly, the center of the theology at work is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 

4.3 Ezra–Nehemiah 

Daniel’s prayer for God to act at the end of Jeremiah’s seventy years is fulfilled in Ezra 1:1, but this is not the only prophecy that finds its fulfillment. Isaiah announced, “Thus says Yahweh, your Redeemer, and the one who formed you from the womb, I am Yahweh, the one who makes all . . . the one who says to Cyrus, ‘My shepherd,’ and he will complete all my pleasure, saying of Jerusalem, ‘She shall be built, and the temple established’” (Isa. 44:24, 28). This prophecy makes the words of Ezra 1:1–2 lovely to those who wait for Yahweh to do what he has promised: 


And in the first year of Cyrus, king of Persia, to fulfill the word of Yahweh from the mouth of Jeremiah, Yahweh roused the spirit of Cyrus, king of Persia, and he made a proclamation in all his kingdom and in writing, saying, “Thus says Cyrus, king of Persia: All the kingdoms of the earth Yahweh the God of the heavens gave to me. And he appointed me to build for him a house in Jerusalem which is in Judah.” 


This text in Ezra may set a precedent for New Testament texts such as Mark 1:2–3, where prophecies from multiple prophets are cited but only attributed to one of them. So here, Ezra 1:1–2 clearly fulfills the Isaiah prophecy concerning Cyrus, but only Jeremiah is mentioned. Jeremiah followed Isaiah, and it seems that Jeremiah’s prophecies concerning the limit of Babylon’s power and the restoration of Israel to her land are in view (e.g., Jer. 25:11–12; 29:10–14). 

Yahweh’s power extends to the Persian king, Cyrus. Indeed, “A channel of water is the heart of the king in the hand of Yahweh; he inclines it to whatever he pleases” (Prov. 21:1). Yahweh judged his people for their covenant-breaking sins by sending them into exile. Long before the exile, however, Yahweh’s prophet Isaiah announced that Yahweh would use Cyrus to rebuild his temple. Then at the exile Yahweh’s prophet Jeremiah announced that Yahweh would punish Babylon after seventy years. The seventy years pass. Yahweh’s prophet, Daniel, understands Jeremiah and begins to confess his sin and the sins of the people and earnestly seek Yahweh. And Yahweh stirs the heart of King Cyrus, who funds both the return of Yahweh’s people to their land and the rebuilding of Yahweh’s temple. 

Yahweh has judged his people, but through the judgment he saves them as they return to the land chastened and purified. Yahweh judges Cyrus in that Cyrus’s purposes are subordinated to Yahweh’s, but through the judgment Cyrus may come to know Yahweh—he is depicted using the covenant name (cf. Isa. 45:4–5).108 At any rate, it is through conforming Cyrus’s desire to his own will that Yahweh works restoration for his own people. There is a mysterious concursus here:109 Yahweh works such that Cyrus comes to desire and choose what Yahweh has ordained and prophesied will take place. Cyrus does what he wants, but his wanting is molded and shaped by forces he can neither control nor discern. He chooses what he desires, but Yahweh has stirred his heart to fulfill what Isaiah and Jeremiah predicted, for which also Daniel prayed. 

The articles taken from Yahweh’s house in Jerusalem are freely returned to the Israelites as they return to Jerusalem (Ezra 1:7; cf. Dan. 5:2–3). Yahweh has condemned the effort to plunder his house, and as at the exodus from Egypt, his people are enriched by their captors when they leave for the Promised Land. 

There is opposition to the returnees in both Ezra and Nehemiah (e.g., Ezra 4:4; Neh. 4:1–3). The rebuilding of both temple and wall points to God’s restoration of his people by triumphing over their enemies. Both successful building projects result in praise for Yahweh as temple worship is resumed (Ezra 6:14–17; cf. 3:10–13) and two choirs sing God’s praise at the rebuilding of the walls (Neh. 12:31–43).110 In fact, as these projects get underway, God is praised at every point: when the foundation of the temple is laid (Ezra 3:10–11); when Artaxerxes sends Ezra to teach the law111 (7:27–28); when Ezra’s traveling party arrives safely in Jerusalem (8:31); when Nehemiah rebukes those who extort others in the community (Neh. 5:13); when Ezra opens the book of the law to the people (Neh. 8:5–6, 12; 9:3–38); and when the walls are rebuilt (12:31–47). 

Salvation through judgment for God’s glory is a staple feature of the prayers of Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra acknowledges that God’s judgment was just against Israel (Ezra 9:5–7), but that after judgment Yahweh has given grace to the remnant (9:8). This remnant survives because Yahweh shows them mercy and does not forsake them (9:9). The deliverance has come through the judgment, and the judgment was less than what was deserved (9:13). Yahweh’s justice and his mercy win him the praise of “those who tremble at the commandment of our God” (10:3; cf. 9:4). They confess, “O Yahweh, God of Israel, you are righteous, for we remain a remnant as it is this day. Behold us before you in our guilt, because none can stand before you because of this” (9:15). This remnant sees God’s holiness, feels the condemning power of his righteousness, and through this judgment is saved (cf. 10:1–44). 

In the prayers of Nehemiah, we see him calling on God to let his kingdom come through the rebuilding of the walls (Neh. 1:3–11). Nehemiah prays that God would judge the God-dishonoring designs of his enemies, which judgment would simultaneously deliver the people of God from threats (3:36–37, ET 4:4–5). It is Nehemiah’s concern for God’s glory that prompts him to pray for God to be just rather than merciful to Sanballat and Tobiah (3:37, ET 4:5; 6:14; cf. 13:29). Nehemiah wants God’s name to be hallowed—so he cleanses the temple (13:7–9); he wants God’s kingdom to come—so he rebuilds the wall (6:15); he wants God’s will to be done—so he zealously pursues the purity of the people according to the law (cf. 13:23–31). These realities show that Nehemiah’s calls for God to remember him for good (5:19; 13:14, 22, 31) are not expressions of self-interest but calls for God to show mercy (see esp. 13:22) by saving him through the judgment of his enemies. 

God’s glory inspires the people as Nehemiah encourages them to “remember the Lord, great and dreadful, and fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your houses” (4:8, ET 14). God brings the plan of the enemies to nothing (4:9, ET 15), and Nehemiah exhorts the people to believe that God will fight for them (4:14, ET 20). 

The point of returning to Jerusalem to rebuild wall and temple is not nationalistic pride but zeal for God’s glory. Nehemiah is not seeking his own advancement, in spite of what his enemies allege (6:5–9). Nehemiah and Ezra seek to remove reproach from Israel out of concern for God’s glory (Ezra 8:22, 31; Neh. 2:17–18). When the enemies of God’s people heard of what had been done and saw the work of God, “they fell exceedingly in their own eyes” (6:16). God’s glory puts the proud in their proper place. 

Nehemiah 9 gives us a biblical theology of the history of Israel, and it is instructive that God is glorified—blessed—for his work in creation (9:5–6), for the election of and covenant with Abram (9:7–8), and for mercifully delivering Israel from Egypt (9:9–12). And here it is noteworthy that they say to Yahweh regarding the Exodus, “And you made for yourself a name, as it is this day” (9:10)—Yahweh brought glory to himself. They bless him for giving the law through Moses at Sinai (9:13–14), for providing for the people and showing mercy to them in the wilderness (9:15–17), for showing manifold mercy after the golden calf and through the forty years (9:18–21), for giving them the land (9:22), for keeping the promise to Abraham to multiply them as the stars of heaven (9:23), for the mercy shown through the period of the judges (9:28), for God’s patience in sending the prophets (9:30), and for his mercy in not utterly consuming the people (9:31–32). And all this culminates in the confession that Yahweh has been just and faithful in all that has come upon Israel (9:33) because they neither kept the law nor served Yahweh (9:34–35). Now that the people have returned to the land, having been restored through the judgment of exile, they glorify God, seeking his mercy as they enter into covenant112 with him (9:32–10:1, ET 9:32–38). 

As they recount the return to the land, Ezra and Nehemiah not only describe instances of salvation through judgment for Yahweh’s glory in their own day, but they also show the continuance of the theme in the wide-angle story of Israel. Israel was judged when driven from the land, and through that judgment they are restored to the land by Yahweh’s power. The Old Testament’s story of salvation through judgment sees the first intimations of salvation after judgment in Ezra– Nehemiah. The foundation has been laid for the inauguration of the kingdom that will be described in the New Testament.113 The glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of the theology of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

 
4.4 Chronicles 

The Chronicler passes over David’s sin with Bathsheba and Solomon’s sin with his foreign wives not because he is producing revisionist history but because his purpose is different from that of the authors of Samuel and Kings. The authors of Samuel and Kings are, among other things, justifying God’s wrath on Israel, which culminates in exile. They are showing how Israel deserved to be cast out of the land. The Chronicler’s purpose is different because he writes after the exile has taken place. One of the major issues facing the remnant that returned is whether God would continue his program with Israel. Has the nation sinned so severely that God has cast them off entirely?114 Or, will God resume his purpose to cover the dry lands with his glory? Will he install a new Davidide on the throne in Jerusalem, see to it that a new temple is built on Zion, and transform the hearts of the sons of Israel such that they will keep Torah, all with the result that Yahweh’s glory will radiate out from the temple and the peoples round about be brought to worship him and serve the king of Israel? I submit that by rehearsing God’s promises to David (1 Chronicles 17) and by retelling the story of Solomon’s building the temple (2 Chronicles 2–7) the Chronicler is asserting his faith that God will resume his purposes through Israel. The temple will be built. A new David will reign. Yahweh will cover the dry lands with his glory. The Chronicler writes to rekindle Israel’s hope and faith that God will keep his word to them, and the many stories of the weak and outnumbered being delivered when they rely on Yahweh show the remnant that returned how to seek Yahweh’s glory in their own victories. 

 

4.4.1 Genealogies (1 Chronicles 1–9) 

In a sense, the Chronicler caps off the Old Testament with his own biblical theology of the Old Testament.115 The nine chapters of names present a full but concise summary of the Old Testament that goes from Adam to the exile.116 The impetus to compile genealogies and preserve “ancient words” (1 Chron. 4:22) springs from the promises made to Israel. Promises are made about a coming seed of the woman, so the descendants of the woman are carefully tracked and recorded. These genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1–9 bear witness to the hope that God will raise up the individual seed of the woman who will deliver the collective seed of the woman through judgment on the head of the serpent and his seed. The making of a genealogy is an act of faith. And faith testifies that one believes that God will do what he has said, which gives him glory (Rom. 4:20). 

 

4.4.2 Saul (1 Chronicles 10) 

One chapter is given to Saul (1 Chronicles 10), recounting his defeat on Mount Gilboa. First Chronicles 10 testifies to the concursus of divine sovereignty and human responsibility as we are told that Saul kills himself (1 Chron. 10:4) and that Yahweh kills Saul (10:14). The unfaithfulness for which Saul is judged is stated in 1 Chronicles 10:13, and following the statement that Yahweh kills him in verse 14 is the announcement that after killing Saul, Yahweh turns the kingdom over to David. Salvation, in the form of David’s rise to the throne, comes through the judgment of Saul. And no one does more for the praise and worship of Yahweh in Israel than David (see, e.g., 1 Chron. 23:2–32).117 Salvation comes through judgment for the glory of God. 

 

4.4.3 David (1 Chronicles 11–29) 

As David becomes king, salvation comes through judgment not only in the form of judgment on Saul with the result that David rules; it also comes as David brings salvation to the people of God through judgment on their Gentile enemies. David defeats the Jebusites to take Zion (1 Chron. 11:4–5), and his success is ascribed to the fact that Yahweh is with him (11:9). David and Eleazar the mighty man strike the Philistines, with the result that Yahweh saves Israel from the Philistines with a great salvation (11:13–14).118 Acknowledging Yahweh’s role in these events ascribes due glory to him as his agent of salvation, King David, brings judgment on those gathered together against the Lord and his anointed. 

As David is gaining strength in Israel, we read that some from Benjamin (Saul’s tribe) and Judah gather to David while he is still in the stronghold (1 Chron. 12:17, ET 16). Not knowing whether these have come to fight him or to join him, David calls on God to “see . . . and judge” if they have come to betray him (12:18, ET 17). The Spirit then clothes Amasai, captain of the group gathering to David, and he professes loyalty to David and blesses him and his men with shalom “because your God helps you” (12:19, ET 18). 

Salvation through judgment for God’s glory can be seen when David defeats the Philistines. David says that “God broke through my enemies by my hand as a breakthrough of water” (1 Chron. 14:11). David is the agent of God’s judgment against the Philistines, which is salvation for Israel, and the gods the Philistines leave behind as they flee are “burned with fire” (14:12). The defeat of the Philistines is Yahweh’s triumph over their false gods. 

Salvation comes through judgment for Israel, too, as judgment purifies their worship. Yahweh judges David’s disregard for the Torah as he attempts to bring the ark into Jerusalem. The Philistines returned the ark to Israel on a cart (1 Sam. 6:7–12). Rather than consult Torah, David follows the example of the Philistines and loads the ark onto a cart (2 Sam. 6:3; 1 Chron. 13:7). Yahweh prefers the explicit instructions he gave for the transport of the ark, which is to be carried on poles so that the holy things will not be touched. Yahweh gave these instructions “lest they die” (see Num. 4:6–7, 15, 19–20). 

Yahweh keeps his word. If he did not, who could trust him? When Uzzah touches the ark, Yahweh’s wrath burns against Uzzah, and he strikes him dead (2 Sam. 6:7; 1 Chron. 13:10). David is initially angry, confused, and afraid, unsure that it is possible to live with such a God (2 Sam. 6:8–9; 1 Chron. 13:11–12). It would not be possible, save for God’s revelation of himself and his astonishing mercy. David learns this through the judgment on Uzzah. When they attempt to bring the ark into Jerusalem the second time, David has evidently studied the Torah, for he announces that only the Levites may carry the ark, since God chose them to do so (1 Chron. 15:2), he explains that Yahweh’s wrath broke out because they did not seek him according to the statute (15:13), and the narrator tells us that “the sons of the Levites carried the ark of God just as Moses commanded, according to the word of Yahweh, on their shoulders with the poles” (15:15). 

Israel is saved through the judgment against Uzzah—God could have struck down everyone present for disregarding his instructions about how the ark was to be transported, but only Uzzah died. David is forced back to the Torah, recognizing that Yahweh’s holiness mandates that he be approached according to his commandments. This account teaches the people of God that they are to conduct themselves according to God’s commands rather than the example of the Philistines. 

Israel is seeking to worship God when Uzzah is struck dead (2 Sam. 6:5; 1 Chron. 13:8), but God rejects the worship that comes from those who are disregarding his instructions. Through the judgment, Israel is made wise to worship Yahweh in accordance with the commands of Moses (1 Chron. 15:15). The assembly of Levites thus sing with the voice of joy and the sound of the trumpet (15:16–24). God even helps the Levites (15:26), as David dances in his linen ephod, a priestly king (15:27–29).119


On the day the ark enters Jerusalem, David gives a psalm of blessing and thanksgiving to Asaph (1 Chron. 16:1–7). The psalm summons Israel to worship Yahweh (16:8–13), recounts Yahweh’s faithfulness to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (16:14–22), exults in the “good news of his salvation” and exhorts all the families of the peoples to ascribe due glory to Yahweh (16:23–30), summoning heaven to rejoice, earth to be glad, and sea to roar, “for he is coming to judge the earth” (16:33). This announcement of coming judgment is followed by a celebration of Yahweh’s mercy, which endures forever (16:34). This mercy prompts the call to “say, ‘Save us, O God of our salvation, and gather us, deliver us from the nations, to give thanks to your holy name, to glory in your praise. Blessed be Yahweh, God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting!’ And all the people said, ‘Amen!’ and praised Yahweh” (16:35–36).120 In this narrative the returned exiles are instructed as to how they should pray—praising Yahweh and calling him to bring the rest of their kinsmen home—and David’s example of trusting Yahweh and praising him is held up for them to emulate. Believing audiences of these texts still benefit from the way these narratives celebrate the glory God displays as he saves those who trust him and judges his enemies. 

 

4.4.4 Solomon (2 Chronicles 1–9) 

The Chronicler’s account of Solomon highlights God’s mercy in exalting him to kingship (2 Chron. 1:1, 8), revealing himself to him (1:7), and giving him wisdom, knowledge, riches, wealth, and honor (1:11–12). Solomon does not fit himself out to be king; Yahweh raises him up and equips him. 

With Solomon established as king, the focus shifts to the way that Solomon honors God by building the temple. Yahweh’s anointed king is a temple builder, as David’s desire to build and Solomon’s building program demonstrate.121 In this, they are following the pattern of Moses, builder of the tabernacle. Solomon’s temple is “for the name of Yahweh” (2 Chron. 1:18, ET 2:1; 2:3, ET 4), who deserves a great temple “because our God is greater than all the gods” (2:4, ET 5). Solomon recognizes that this task is beyond human capability, asking, “Who is able to build for him a temple, since the heavens and the heavens of heavens cannot contain him?” (2:5, ET 6). 

Solomon’s desire to build the temple elicits praise and blessings for Yahweh from the Gentile Hiram, king of Tyre (2 Chron. 2:10–11, ET 11–12). The program is being affirmed, and the nations are depicted as being drawn to Yahweh because of the greatness of the Davidic king who builds a splendid temple. This narrative calls the returned remnant to see that Yahweh is still pursuing the same agenda. He will cover the dry lands with his glory, and he will use Israel to do it. The elaborate descriptions of the temple and its contents redound to Yahweh’s praise (2 Chronicles 3–4).122 While Yahweh is being praised and thanked at the dedication of the temple, his glory fills the house as a cloud so that the priests cannot continue their service (5:13–14). This means what the filling of the tabernacle with Yahweh’s glory meant. Yahweh will do in the cosmos what he has done in the microcosm: fill it with his glory. Twice before Solomon’s prayer it is stated that the temple was filled with the glory of Yahweh (5:13, 14), and then three times after Solomon’s prayer, in 2 Chronicles 7:1, 2, and 3. The first filling of the temple with the glory of Yahweh seems to evoke a worshipful prayer from Solomon, and 


when Solomon finished praying, the fire came down from heaven and consumed the burnt offering and the sacrifices; and the glory of Yahweh filled the temple. And the priests were not able to go into the temple of Yahweh because the glory of Yahweh filled the temple of Yahweh. And all the sons of Israel, seeing the falling of the fire and the glory of Yahweh over the temple, bowed their faces to the ground on the pavement, and they worshiped and praised Yahweh because he is good, because his mercy endures forever. (2 Chron. 7:1–3) 


Solomon’s prayer begins with praise for Yahweh (2 Chron. 6:1–15), followed by a petition that Yahweh would keep the promises made to David (6:16–17). The recognition of Yahweh’s transcendence (6:18) is then followed by petitions that Yahweh would save through judgment. When individual Israelites sin (6:22), when the nation is defeated because of its sin (6:24), when there is no rain because they have sinned (6:26), when there is famine in the land (6:28), Solomon appeals to Yahweh to hear Israel’s realization that she is under judgment: “When they know, each one, his plague and his sorrow, and he spreads his hands to this temple, then hear from heaven, your dwelling place, and forgive” (6:29–30). Knowing the plague and sorrow that result from sin amounts to realizing God’s just judgment, and through that judgment those who seek mercy from Yahweh find forgiveness. Solomon prays that God will forgive under such circumstances, “in order that they may fear you” (6:31). Solomon’s prayer assumes the truth of Proverbs 28:13, “The one who hides his sins will not prosper, but the one who confesses and forsakes them will be mercied.” 

Solomon calls on Yahweh to forgive the penitent, and when sinners seek forgiveness, believing Yahweh to be both just and merciful, they are made righteous: 


If a man sins against his neighbor and is made to take an oath and comes and swears his oath before your altar in this house, then hear from heaven and act and judge your servants, repaying the guilty by bringing his way on his own head, and making righteous the righteous by rewarding him according to his righteousness. (2 Chron. 6:22–23) 


The “righteous” here are not those who do no sin, but those who confess their sin (cf. 6:29). Solomon will note later in his prayer that “there is no one who does not sin” (6:36), but after sinning, “when they return to their hearts . . . and repent and seek your favor . . . saying, ‘we have sinned and done wrong and acted wickedly’” (6:37), Solomon asks God to forgive (6:39). In this prayer Solomon is articulating the justification of sinners by faith. Through judgment, people come to see their guilt before Yahweh. Realizing this, believing that God is just and punishes the guilty, people recognize that their only hope is mercy, for which they appeal. Having done so, Yahweh reveals himself to be both just and merciful, and he forgives the penitent, justifying those who righteously recognize their unrighteousness and appeal to him for mercy. We cannot overstate the significance of this for Old Testament theology: the Chronicler is presenting Solomon as a model Israelite. He is teaching how to be saved in the Old Testament, and as in the New, the way of salvation is justification by faith, which upholds the mercy and the justice of the glorious God. The Old Testament teaches that people are declared righteous by God through faith. 

Yahweh judges the wicked and saves the righteous. Solomon anticipates the result of Yahweh’s displays of justice and mercy in judging the wicked and saving the righteous, knowing that this will gain him glory among the nations: 


And also, when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a far country for the sake of your great name and your mighty hand and your outstretched arm, when he comes and prays toward this house, hear from heaven your dwelling place and do according to all for which the foreigner calls to you, in order that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and that they may know that this house that I have built is called by your name. (6:32–33) 


Solomon understands that God’s revelation of his glory, his name, will draw the nations, and he calls on Yahweh to show mercy and hear the prayers of foreigners that they might know his glory. Second Chronicles 9 recounts that the Queen of Sheba was drawn by the wisdom of Solomon to bless and glorify the Lord Yahweh (9:5–8) who gave Solomon wisdom (9:23). 

 

4.4.5 Kings of Judah (2 Chronicles 10–36) 

The remainder of Chronicles follows the kings of Judah down to the exile. Many years of the reigns of these kings are silently passed over, while key episodes are highlighted as the Chronicler teaches his post-exilic community. The Chronicler wants his audience to have supreme confidence in Yahweh, who works a sovereign concursus between his own purposes and the wickedness of the kings of Israel and Judah (cf. 2 Chron. 10:15; 11:4; 25:20). 

Whatever difficulties the audience of Chronicles may be facing, from the Chronicler they learn that Yahweh is able to save by many or by few (1 Sam. 14:6). Even if his people are vastly outnumbered, Yahweh can deliver them by judging their enemies in battle. He will do this if his people cry out to him for help, relying on him rather than other nations. 

After a prophetic warning of coming judgment, Rehoboam and the leaders of Israel humble themselves in response to the threat from Shishak king of Egypt. As a result, God does not destroy Israel, though he does make them serve Shishak so that they will know how much better it is to serve Yahweh (2 Chron. 12:5–8). Yahweh is glorified through this (partial) salvation that comes through the announcement of judgment. 

Abijah goes out with four hundred thousand against Jeroboam, who has eight hundred thousand. Abijah announces that Yahweh gave dominion to David (2 Chron. 13:5) and that Jeroboam is a rebel (13:6) accompanied by sons of Belial (13:7) worshiping golden calves (13:8). But Judah has not forsaken Yahweh, and God is with Abijah’s warriors (13:10–12). As Abijah is speaking, Jeroboam ambushes him and his forces (13:13), but Judah cries out to Yahweh. Though vastly outnumbered, Judah is delivered as God strikes Jeroboam and Israel before Abijah and Judah (13:14–17). The Chronicler notes that Judah was delivered “because they relied on Yahweh” (13:18). Then “Yahweh struck [Jeroboam] and he died” (13:20). 

This pattern of Yahweh’s delivering his people by judging their enemies when his people call on him is repeated in 2 Chronicles 14, when Zerah the Ethiopian comes with his one million men and three hundred chariots (14:9) against Asa and his five hundred and eighty thousand (14:8). Asa cries out to Yahweh, stating that he and his men go out in Yahweh’s name, proclaiming to Yahweh his own unique status as God (14:11). In response, Yahweh strikes the Ethiopians (14:12–13), and the fear of Yahweh comes upon them (14:14). 

Asa’s righteous response is paralleled by an unrighteous one: when Baasha king of Israel comes against him, rather than rely on Yahweh he relies on the king of Syria (2 Chron. 16:1–6). When Hanani the seer rebukes him for this, Asa imprisons Hanani and oppresses the people (16:7–10), but Hanani testifies that “Yahweh’s eyes go quickly in all the land, that he may show himself strong with those whose hearts are complete toward him” (16:9). Through this record of Asa’s actions, the audience of Chronicles learns that even if wickedness prevails in the short term, those who lift high Yahweh’s name will be remembered (as is Hanani), and wicked deeds (like Asa’s) are exposed for what they are. 

Yahweh helps Jehoshaphat when he is surrounded in battle and cries out to God (2 Chron. 18:31). And more emphatically, when the Moabites and Ammonites come up to battle against Jehoshaphat (20:1), he confesses Yahweh’s power and sovereignty (20:5–8), and asserts that Yahweh will hear their cries and save (20:9), and that this salvation will entail judgment on their enemies (20:12). The Spirit comes upon Jahaziel (20:14), who proclaims that the battle is God’s (20:15), that Israel will not need to fight—they only need to stand still and see Yahweh’s salvation (20:17). Jehoshaphat and his people worship Yahweh in response to this (20:18–19), and Jehoshaphat exhorts the people to believe in Yahweh and his prophets (20:20). Jehoshaphat then appoints those “singing to Yahweh and praising the beauty of holiness, as they go out before the armed force, and saying, ‘Praise Yahweh, for his mercy endures forever!’” (20:21). As they praise Yahweh, he ambushes the Ammonites and Moabites, and they slay one another (20:22–23). Judah arrives to find dead bodies (20:24), which they plunder (20:25), and they bless Yahweh (20:26). Yahweh saves his people by judging their enemies, and for this they praise him. It would be hard to come away from these narratives doubting Yahweh’s ability to save by many or by few. 

God also helps Uzziah against the Philistines (2 Chron. 26:7), and when Sennacherib, king of Assyria, encamps in Judah against Hezekiah, Hezekiah assures the people that “there are more with us than with him. With him is the arm of flesh, but with us is Yahweh our God, to help us and to fight our battles!” (32:7–8). In spite of Sennacherib’s taunts (32:9–12), in spite of his claim that no other god has delivered from him and Yahweh will not be able to either (32:13–16), in spite of his letters reviling Yahweh (32:17–19), 


Hezekiah the king and Isaiah the prophet, son of Amoz, prayed and cried out to heaven for help. And Yahweh sent an angel and cut down every mighty man of valor and prince and leader in the camp of the king of Assyria. And he returned with shame on his face to his land. And he went into the temple of his god, and some who came from his loins cut him down there with the sword. And Yahweh saved Hezekiah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem from the hand of Sennacherib king of Assyria. (32:20–22) 


Yahweh saves Hezekiah through judgment on Sennacherib, and Yahweh gets the glory. 

Perhaps the most remarkable instance of salvation through judgment in Chronicles comes when we read of Manasseh, who is bound in bronze fetters and carried off to Babylon (2 Chron. 33:11). In affliction there, he prays to Yahweh, humbles himself, is heard, and is restored to Jerusalem, “And Manasseh knew that Yahweh, he is the God” (33:12–13). 

This pattern of God’s saving those who cry out to him through judgment is also seen when kings are sick: Asa was severely diseased in his feet, but he sought the physicians rather than Yahweh (2 Chron. 16:12). Hezekiah, by contrast, prays to Yahweh when he becomes ill and is given a sign and healed (32:24). The judgment of sickness is one through which deliverance can come, if the afflicted honor Yahweh by relying upon him. 

Key indicators as to righteousness or wickedness include the theme of “seeking Yahweh,” a theme also illustrated by those who do not seek him. Both [image: ] and [image: ] are used to communicate this motif: the Levites abandon Jeroboam to seek Yahweh in Jerusalem (2 Chron. 11:14–16). Rehoboam does evil because he does not prepare his heart to seek Yahweh (12:14). Asa commands Judah to seek Yahweh (14:3, ET 4; cf. 14:6, ET 7; 15:2, 4, 12–13, 15), but then Asa does not seek Yahweh when his feet are diseased (16:12). Jehoshaphat does not seek Baals but the God of his father (17:3–4; cf. 18:4, 7; 19:3; 20:3–4; 22:9). Uzziah seeks God in the days of Zechariah (26:5). Hezekiah seeks his God (31:21). Josiah seeks the God of his father David even while he is young (34:3; cf. 34:21, 26).123 From their history, the audience of Chronicles learns that Yahweh saves those who seek him by repenting of their sin. 

Moreover, attentive readers of Chronicles learn that Yahweh not only saves the repentant and judges their enemies, but is also sovereign over who repents. There is mystery here, but we need not draw the circle of mystery more widely than the Chronicler does. The Chronicler unblushingly asserts that great reform took place quickly under Hezekiah because “God had prepared the people” (2 Chron. 29:36). Similarly, when Hezekiah sent runners through the land to call people to return to Yahweh by keeping the Passover, while those in Ephraim, Manasseh, and Zebulun mocked the runners (30:10), “the hand of God was on Judah to give to them one heart to do the commandment of the king and the leaders at the word of Yahweh” (30:12). These texts indicate that people repent because of the work of God in preparing them and uniting their hearts (cf. Ps. 86:11, “Teach me your way, O Yahweh, I will walk in your truth; unite my heart to fear your name”). 

The other side of what we have just seen is that Yahweh is also sovereign over those who do not repent. When the people of Israel ask Rehoboam to lighten their yoke, “The king did not listen to the people, because it was a turn of events from God, in order that Yahweh might fulfill his word which he spoke by the hand of Ahijah the Shilonite to Jeroboam son of Nebat” (2 Chron. 10:15). Then when Rehoboam wants to reunite the kingdom by force, Yahweh sends his word through Shemaiah the man of God saying, “Thus says Yahweh, you shall not go up, and you shall not fight with your brothers. Return, each man to his house, for this thing is from me” (11:4). Rehoboam is responsible for speaking harshly to the people and not listening to them, which is politically disastrous. But at the same time, the division of the kingdom is from Yahweh. Yahweh does not do the evil; Rehoboam does. Rehoboam’s evil, however, is “a turn of events from God” (10:15). 

Another contribution to this theme of Yahweh’s sovereignty over the good and evil actions of people is found in the account of Jehoshaphat’s joining with Ahab to fight the Syrians at Ramoth Gilead.124 Jehoshaphat insists on seeking Yahweh through a true prophet (2 Chron. 18:4, 6), but Ahab hates the true prophet Micaiah “because he never prophecies good concerning me but always evil” (18:7). Ahab’s false prophets tell him what he wants to hear (18:10–11), and initially Micaiah does the same (18:13–14).125 Ahab enjoins him to speak truly, however, and Micaiah prophesies that he saw Israel scattered like sheep without a shepherd (18:16). After Ahab’s virtual “I told you so” to Jehoshaphat (18:17), Micaiah declares: 


Therefore hear the word of Yahweh: I saw Yahweh, sitting on his throne, and all the host of the heavens standing on his right and on his left. And Yahweh said, “Who will entice Ahab, king of Israel, that he might go up and fall in Ramoth Gilead?” And this one spoke saying this, and that one saying that. And a spirit came out and stood before Yahweh and said, “I will entice him.” And Yahweh said to him, “In what way?” And he said, “I will go out and I will be a spirit of falsehood in the mouth of all his prophets.” And he said, “You shall entice and also prevail. Go and do thus.” And now, behold, Yahweh has given a spirit of falsehood in the mouth of these, your prophets, and Yahweh has decreed evil concerning you. (18:18–22) 


After a confrontation between Micaiah and the false prophets, Ahab, disguising himself to protect his life, goes into battle. “And a man drew a bow innocently, and he struck the king of Israel between the joints of the body armor. . . . And he died at the going down of the sun” (2 Chron. 18:33–34). In this episode, Yahweh “decrees evil” ([image: ] ... [image: ], 18:22) concerning Ahab, but Yahweh does not sin. He orchestrates to have Ahab enticed to go out to battle, but he does not tempt Ahab to sin. Moreover, in giving Ahab the true word from Micaiah, Yahweh gives him fair warning and a last chance to repent. Yahweh sovereignly coordinates Ahab’s location, down to the joints of his body armor, with the trajectory of an arrow shot with no intention of killing the king of Israel. 

 

4.4.6 The Center of the Theology of Chronicles 

Yahweh’s actions in the narratives of Chronicles indicate that he does not do everything he possibly can in all circumstances to save every individual human being.126 It seems, rather, that Yahweh does everything he can to demonstrate his justice and his mercy, to make known his name, his goodness, his character. The way that Yahweh defines his goodness and character may not match human expectations. Yahweh sends a lying spirit in the mouths of Ahab’s prophets. And yet, the whole point of Micaiah’s revelation of what has taken place in the heavenly court is to prompt Ahab’s repentance. As Williams concludes, “The narrative asserts that God is utterly sovereign and still utterly truthful in what he says.”127 Perhaps Paul had instances such as this in mind when he wrote of those who perish because they refuse to love the truth: “On account of this God sends to them a strong delusion, so that they may believe what is false, in order that all who do not believe the truth but take pleasure in unrighteousness may be judged” (2 Thess. 2:10–12). The conclusion that God wants to demonstrate justice by judging the wicked, and its corollary, that he therefore does not seek to lead them to repentance but gives them over to their desires (cf. Rom. 1:24, 26, 28), is inescapable. The only thing distinguishing the condemned from the redeemed is the mere mercy of God. 

In all this, Yahweh is seen to be the majestic Lord who saves and judges according to what he revealed by Moses and the Prophets. The kings who hear judgment announced by a prophet and repent are saved through judgment, and they respond to Yahweh’s mercy by praising him. On the other hand, those who refuse to repent are justly condemned. God is glorified in these individual episodes of salvation through judgment, and on a wider scale, Chronicles closes with the climactic judgment of exile, but not without reference to the salvation that comes through the judgment. This salvation is announced in the decree of Cyrus (2 Chron. 36:22–23, see above in §4.3 on Ezra–Nehemiah).128 The author of Chronicles gives his original audience, the remnant that returned from exile, and his broader audience, the people of God who have received his work as Scripture, exactly what they need: the truth about the character of their God. The center of the theology of Chronicles is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 

 
5. The Center of the Theology of the Writings 

The Writings of the Old Testament teach the message of the Pentateuch under the banner of the fear of God. Much of this material provides poetic commentary on the historical narratives in the Former Prophets. Life in the land will be blessed for those who delight in the Torah and kiss the anointed king, in whose hearts are the highways to Zion. The universe will function for them under the fear of Yahweh, but the curse hangs over those who disregard this wisdom. Those who do not worship will find that their lives are meaningless, and sometimes it even seems that way to those who do worship. Life is to be enjoyed as the commandments are kept. Job teaches those who do not see God’s justice to speak what is right while they wait for Yahweh to come with redemption. 

The compelling Song of the mystery of harmonious human relationships mesmerizes and woos people to the way of life. The way is straight, the gate narrow, and the path difficult at points, but the strains of the music of the Song of Songs awaken joy and hope in the hearts of weary travelers. They climb on, kept from the precipice by the fear of God, convinced that God will keep his promises, seeking to live the beauty of the music they have heard. 

Ruth presents a pattern where exile from the land is answered by restoration to it with a resumption of the genealogy of the seed of the woman. There is hope for the seed of the woman who comes with healing in his wings. Lamentations allows the depth of anguish at sin and its consequences to be explored within the limits of the acrostic form. All the fullness of God’s wrath is experienced, but not without a greater purpose. 

Daniel points to the greater purpose, and though the full revelation is sealed for the end (Dan. 12:4, 9), what is made known announces God’s victory over evil. Anticipations of this victory come with the rebuilding of the temple and the wall in Ezra and Nehemiah. And Chronicles teaches the outcome of the rejection of the message of the Torah and the Prophets: exile. It is God’s holiness that has been defiled, his name that has been profaned, and it is his faithfulness to his word that is displayed when Israel is finally cast out of his presence. The long history of disobedience only highlights the loving-kindness of the Lord, which clothes justice with faithfulness, patience, and mercy, without which trust and hope are impossible. The story does not end with judgment. Judgment serves as the backdrop, and through it salvation comes as mercy shines against it. The center of the theology of the Writings is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
6. The Center of Old Testament Theology 

The story told by the Old Testament is that of the glory of God, who reveals himself to be both merciful and just, righteous and forgiving. The story began in the garden, where our first father was judged and shown mercy. It continued with God’s choice of and promise to Abraham, his deliverance of Israel from Egypt, and his long patience with the wayward nation. God’s justice finally fell when the nation was exiled, and all the cruelty of the destruction of Israel and Judah points to the incalculable worth of the God who would exact such punishment. 

The Old Testament is a forward-looking book.129 It ends with the demonstration of God’s faithfulness to the promises he has made to his people. It also ends with the frank acknowledgment that not all the promises have been realized, and those with eyes of faith strain to glimpse their fulfillment. God’s faithfulness comes through judgment. There is a sense in which John Barton is correct: “It is little exaggeration to say that theodicy is the central theme of the Old Testament—the attempt to show that God is just in his dealings with his people and that whatever ill happens to them, they have deserved it. Even promise normally arises out of a prior conviction of just judgment.”130 The theodicy presented in the Old Testament is the argument that God will be glorified in salvation through judgment. 

The Law, Prophets, and Writings show Yahweh’s love to be longer than their sin, higher and deeper and able to forgive it. The sinful people do not exhaust the kindness of Yahweh, who frees his people from their captors and causes their oppressors to finance both the exodus from Egypt and the return to the land after the Babylonian captivity, along with the rebuilding of the temple and later the wall; and he gives them hope to watch for the one who will be enthroned in Zion on his holy hill. 

The story of the Old Testament is a story that leads its readers to think high thoughts of the Lord Yahweh, to glorify him. And the reason we are led to glorify him is that we see his justice and his mercy, which he makes to kiss each other (Ps. 85:11, ET 10). When the story continues with the coming of the baptizing prophet, there will be more salvation that comes through more judgment, and this will only lead to more praise for the one who is worthy. 

 
7. Appendix 

 

Table 4.9. Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment 

IN THE GOSPELS AND ACTS



After many trials, he was destined to face the end of his days in this mortal world; as was the dragon, for all his long leasehold on the treasure [159] . . . . The war-king threw his whole strength behind a sword-stroke and connected with the skull [181]. . . . Once again the king gathered his strength and drew a stabbing knife he carried on his belt, sharpened for battle. He struck it deep into the dragon’s flank. Beowulf dealt it a deadly wound. . . . but now, for the king, this would be the last of his many labours and triumphs in the world. . . . Beowulf discovered deadly poison suppurating inside him . . . [183]. 

—Beowulf, trans. Seamus Heaney 

 
1. Introduction 

Biblical theology seeks to explain the worldview behind the statements we now find in the Bible. Biblical theology attempts to elucidate the metanarrative embraced by the biblical authors.1 I am arguing in this book not only that the biblical authors were consistent with one another in terms of their mutual adoption of an overarching explanation of the world, but also that this story of the whole world, which the biblical authors all believed, has a theological center. I think the evidence indicates that the various biblical authors agreed on what that center is. The word “center” communicates the metaphorical idea that this theme holds all others in orbit and shines on them as the sun shines on the planets in its solar system, thereby giving them light, life, gravity, order, and purpose. Now that we have worked through the Old Testament, here at the threshold of the New it will serve our purposes to summarize what we have seen of the story so far and preview the ways the New Testament will develop the plot. 

The setting for the world’s true story is the cosmos God made. In this cosmos he intends to be known and worshiped by his image and likeness. In that sense, the world God made is a cosmic temple. Within the cosmic temple God planted a garden, and it appears that the image and likeness of God was charged to expand the borders of that garden until the glory of the Lord covered the dry land as the waters covered the sea.2 But the image and likeness failed, rebelled, and was exiled from God’s presence in the garden. Adam and Eve left the realm of life with a promise, however, that one of their descendants would end the exile through a decisive, though painful, triumph over the serpent (see table 2.4). 

The line of descent was traced through Noah to Abram, to whom God made promises (Gen. 12:1–3) that answered the curses (3:14–19; see table 2.7). The promises to Abraham were passed through Isaac to Jacob, and Joseph was sold as a slave in Egypt to prepare for the incubation of Israel there (cf. Ps. 105:17; see table 2.8). When the time of fulfillment arrived (cf. Gen. 15:13–14), God raised up Moses, visited judgment on Egypt, and through the plagues, culminating in the Passover, Israel made her exodus from Egypt, was baptized into Moses in the Red Sea, and ate bread from heaven and drank water from the spiritual Rock, the hope of the coming messiah (1 Cor. 10:1–4; Heb. 11:26). Israel went out to Mount Sinai, where the nation entered into a marriage covenant with Yahweh, only to commit spiritual adultery; but thanks to the mediatorial intervention of Moses, they built the tabernacle and God took up residence in their midst. 

Under Joshua, Israel entered the Promised Land, passing by the angel with the flashing sword and through the waters of Jordan to conquer the Canaanites and enjoy God’s presence in a new Eden. Like Adam in the first Eden, the nation failed, rebelled, and was exiled from God’s presence. Remarkably, Isaiah the prophet was commissioned to harden the hearts of God’s people, to close eyes and ears, and when he asked how long, he was told that his ministry was to continue until exile (Isa. 6:8–13). This passage is strategically quoted in all four Gospels and at the end of the book of Acts. 

Like Adam and Eve, Israel went into exile, with prophets promising a new exodus and a return from exile. The new exodus pointed forward to a new redemption from slavery, a new decisive judgment of the enemies of God through which he would save his people (see table 3.11). The promises of the return from exile pointed not merely to a return to and conquest of Canaan land, however, but also to a new experience of Eden in Canaan. Isaiah 11, for instance, describes life in the land under the new David using pre-fall Edenic imagery that points beyond the curses to a transformed reality in a new heavens and new earth (cf. Isa. 65:17). Isaiah also heralds the return of Yahweh to Zion in Isaiah 40:3, and all four Gospels quote this text to explain the role of John the Baptist in preparing the way for Jesus. After Isaiah prophesied these things, the nation of Israel was exiled. 

At this point we must note that when Israel’s prophets announced the new exodus and the return from exile, they were not merely dealing with the exile from the land connected to the destruction of the temple in 586 BC. At a deeper level they were prophesying the end of the exile from Eden narrated in Genesis 3.3 This is significant because God kept promises to Israel when the decree was issued in 539 BC, allowing exiles to return to the land. The promises kept included the seventy years for Babylon (cf. Jer. 25:12; Zech. 1:12; Dan. 9:2) and the fulfilling of Yahweh’s purpose by Cyrus, his servant who did not know him (Isa. 44:28–45:4).4 These promises were kept when a remnant of the nation physically returned from exile, but other new-exodus and return-from-exile promises were yet to be fulfilled. So Israel was back in the land, but the desert was yet to bloom like the garden of Eden; the enemies of God and his people were yet to be defeated once and for all; the child was yet to play by the hole of the cobra; the Spirit was yet to be poured out on all flesh; the new and greater David was yet to sit on the throne of his father; and the new heavens and new earth were yet to be filled with the glory of Yahweh as the waters cover the sea.5

Just as Joseph had been sent to Egypt ahead of the people, so also Daniel was sent into exile before others. The presentation of Daniel’s role in the Babylonian and Medo-Persian courts is intentionally reminiscent of Joseph,6 and I would suggest that the story of Daniel fits the typological pattern of the story of Joseph so that readers will see similarities in the roles Joseph and Daniel played in salvation history. The role that Joseph played with relationship to the deliverer, Moses, and the exodus he led, appears to be similar to the role that Daniel played with relationship to the Son of Man, the messiah, and the new exodus he would lead. Both Joseph and Daniel rose to prominence in foreign courts. Both preceded the deliverer and pointed forward to him. Joseph preceded the one who would lead the exodus from Egypt; Daniel preceded the one who would lead the new and greater exodus and return from exile. 

As noted in chapter 1, the Old Testament canon is structured so that the historical narrative in Genesis–Kings is complemented by the poetic commentary in the Prophets and the first part of the Writings. The latter parts of the Writings then resume the historical story line, with a dose of apocalyptic expectation (see tables 1.1–1.3). The structure of the New Testament canon is similar. The historical narrative in the Gospels–Acts is complemented by the explanatory commentary found in the New Testament letters. Then the historical story line is continued in the apocalyptic prophecy of Revelation (see table 1.4). 

When the curtain rises on the continuation of the Old Testament’s story in the Gospels and Acts, the nation is in the land. So in that sense they have experienced a physical return from exile. They still expect, however, the new exodus and the return from the exile from Eden. With these ideas in mind, we can consider the use made in the Gospels and Acts of passages such as Isaiah 40:3 and 6:9–10. 

The Baptist comes quoting Isaiah 40:3 precisely because he is looking for the new exodus that will give way to the return from the exile from Eden. Each of the Gospels strategically quotes Isaiah 6:9–10 to explain Israel’s rejection of her messiah, Jesus, because the hardening of Israel unto exile has not yet reached its fulfillment. 

The New Testament presents two decisive moments of salvation through judgment that are the climactic fulfillments of the new exodus and return from the exile from Eden. These two moments are the cross and the apocalyptic consummation of all things. The Gospels treat the death of Jesus on the cross as the new exodus. And at the same time the book of Revelation depicts the apocalyptic judgments of the trumpets and bowls as typological fulfillments of the plagues on Egypt (see tables 7.4 and 7.5), judgments through which the people of God are saved.7 At the end of Revelation, the return from the exile from Eden finally happens as the New Jerusalem, the bride of the Lamb, descends from heaven and the glory of God covers the land as the waters cover the sea. 

Between the new exodus at the cross and the return from the exile from Eden at the consummation of all things, the gospel must be preached to all nations, and then the end will come (Matt. 24:14). The disciples will be witnesses of Jesus to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), and they will be a light to the nations (13:47). Meanwhile, the hardening of Israel described in Isaiah 6:9–10, quoted to explain their rejection of Jesus in the Gospels, remains, as stated in Acts 28:25–27, so that the good news of God’s salvation will be sent to the Gentiles (28:28).8 Paul explains in Romans 11:25–27 that when the full number of the Gentiles has come in, the end of the exile from Eden will come. 

Until that time comes, Christians are like Israel in the wilderness sojourning toward the Promised Land. Believers have been redeemed, bought with a price (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:20), just as Israel was redeemed from slavery in Egypt. As Israel was delivered at Passover, so Christ the Passover Lamb has been slain (5:7). As Israel was baptized into Moses and ate spiritual food and drink, so Christians are baptized into Christ and partake of the Lord’s Supper (10:1–6). As Israel went out to Sinai and received the law and the tabernacle, so Christians are under the law of Christ (9:21) and are themselves the temple of the Spirit (3:16; 6:19). The new covenant has been inaugurated through the new exodus accomplished by Jesus the messiah in Jerusalem (cf. Luke 9:31). 

The center of this story, this cosmic metanarrative, is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. God built the cosmos so that he could display his glorious justice and mercy. He intends to be known.9 He upheld justice and promised mercy when Adam sinned in the garden, and he hardened Israel to display justice that would make mercy precious. To this point in this volume I have argued that the Old Testament authors are in agreement on both the story line and its center, and we now pursue the case with the authors of the New Testament.10

 
2. The Gospels and Acts Book by Book 

Matthew’s genealogy and narratives of the early life of Jesus establish connections between Jesus and the story of Israel at both prophetic and typological levels. He is shown to be the seed of David prophesied in 2 Samuel 7, and he typologically relives the history of Israel through the nature of his birth, the exile to and sojourn in Egypt, and the mini-exodus therefrom. As Israel went through the sea, Jesus passes through the waters of baptism, overcomes temptation in the wilderness, ascends the mountain to teach God’s word, and then conquers the land. But like all of Israel’s prophets, and like David, he faces opposition from within Israel. In spite of the moral authority of his teaching, in spite of the mighty power of his healings, in spite of his ability to defeat the arguments against him, faithless Israel opposes him. The cleansing of the temple by Jesus and the two references to his destroying the temple and raising it after three days hint at the meaning of Jesus’ death. The exile is coming to fulfillment. As Jesus is crucified, the temple is destroyed. He drinks the whole cup of judgment, and through the cross salvation comes. Raised from the dead, he commissions his disciples to cover the dry lands with his glory by making disciples of all nations. The center of the theology of Matthew is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

The Gospel according to Mark opens with Jesus as an adult, striding across the shores of Galilee, amazing and frightening all who behold him, larger than life, for the kingdom has come. He brings salvation through judgment in his teaching, which glorifies God by authoritatively explaining God’s word. He brings salvation through judgment in his ability to cast out demons, which glorifies God, whose servant has bound the strong man and is plundering his house. He brings salvation through judgment in his healings, which glorifies God, whose king comes with healing in his hands to reverse the effects of the curse. He brings salvation through judgment as he condemns worldly wisdom and worldly ways of getting ahead, which glorifies God as the one who makes the first last and the last first, the one whose greatness is such that it is worth losing one’s life to gain entrance to his kingdom, the one whose king is so worthy that people should take up the cross to follow him. Jesus brings salvation through judgment in his death and resurrection, which glorifies God by upholding justice and making mercy possible for those whose faith will save them. 

Luke writes as though the Old Testament narratives are receiving their next installment. It is as though the story told in 1 and 2 Samuel is being continued. As there, so here: the mighty are thrown down, judged, and through that the weak and lowly are exalted, saved. Baby Jesus is born into Caesar’s empire. Through the judgment that falls on the king of the Jews, the evil empire, of which Caesar’s is only a type, is thrown down. Along the way to this recapitulation of the humbling of Pharaoh and the exaltation of Moses, who himself went through the waters as a babe, Jesus has scathing words for the religious people, while tax collectors and sinners, widows and demonized women, all and sundry low and despised, find forgiveness when they humble themselves, repent of their sins, and go to Jesus in faith. Their wicked ways have been condemned, and through that judgment they are purged and brought to salvation. The exodus Jesus accomplishes in Jerusalem enables him to proclaim forgiveness to those who have the cosmic drama of God’s glory in salvation through judgment enacted on the small stages of their lives. 

John’s prologue gives insight into the creation narrative, showing the role of Jesus the Word, through whom God made the world. The prologue also presents the major themes of the Gospel as the Baptist testifies that the new exodus and return from exile are beginning, the incarnation of the Word being presented as the coming of a new tabernacle. Everything hinges on the rejection or reception of Jesus. Jesus typologically fulfills the temple and its feasts, and along the way he presents himself as the I Am: Bread of Life; Light of the World; door for the sheep; Good Shepherd; resurrection and life; way, truth, and life; giver of living water; Bridegroom. He prepares the disciples for his death, which is both the moment when salvation comes through judgment and the moment when Father and the Son are glorified. Having replaced the temple as the place of God’s presence on earth, he puts an end to temple sacrifice when he finishes the work the Father gave him to do on the cross. Raised from the dead, Jesus commissions his disciples, making them the new temple of the Spirit where sin can be forgiven. Their large haul of fish points forward to the ministry they will have. 

Luke’s narrative of the Acts done in Jesus’ name first shows Jesus presenting himself alive by many proofs, then instructing his disciples. They reconstitute themselves as twelve, then Jesus gives them the Spirit. Baptized in the Spirit, the disciples announce salvation through judgment for God’s glory in the death and resurrection of Jesus. They hold their contemporaries responsible for the death of Jesus, even as they affirm God’s sovereignty over it. The word makes progress in Jerusalem as the enemies of the gospel find all their efforts judged and thwarted, and through that judgment God’s people are delivered. Through persecution the gospel advances from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria. Peter sees the Spirit fall on Gentiles at the home of Cornelius apart from circumcision, and all attempts to smuggle the requirements of the law into prerequisites for church membership are condemned. Salvation by grace through faith is upheld through the rejection of the demands of the circumcision party. As Paul takes the gospel to the uttermost parts of the earth, paganism is exposed as powerless, Roman officials are shown to be unjust, and Jewish opposition to the gospel is seen to be vain. God triumphs and shows his glory in the upholding of justice and mercy. Those who repent and believe the gospel are brought through judgment to salvation to praise God. 

 
3. Matthew 

The Gospel according to Matthew11 presents Jesus as the typological fulfillment of Israel’s story. Just as Jonah lived out a sort of enacted history of Israel (see the discussion of Jonah in chap. 3, §3.5.5), so also Jesus will relive Israel’s history, except that Jesus does it right. Jesus embodies salvation through judgment. His death on the cross is the judgment through which salvation comes, and along with that, his healings, teachings, and controversies enact both judgment and salvation, glorifying God and showing his disciples the way to salvation by announcing judgment against the way to condemnation. Matthew is about the glory of God in salvation through judgment.12

There are two major turning points in the narrative of Matthew’s Gospel, at Matthew 4:17 and 16:21 (table 5.1). In both places Matthew employs the same phrase to highlight the shift in direction: “From that time Jesus began . . .” At Matthew 4:17 Jesus goes public, and at 16:21 he begins to announce that he will go to Jerusalem to be crucified and raised on the third day. This means that what precedes Matthew 4:17 sets up Jesus’ public ministry. Then all the material between 4:17 and 16:21 presents that public ministry. After 16:21, everything tends toward Jerusalem, cross, and empty tomb. 

 
Table 5.1. Major Shifts in Matthew 
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In addition to these two major shifts in direction at Matthew 4:17 and 16:21, Matthew marks off five major discourses of Jesus by putting a concluding note at the end of each.13 These are set forth in table 5.2. 

Jesus relives the history of Israel (Matthew 1–2), then the Baptist prepares the way by calling Israel to repentance, a call that Jesus himself takes up (Matthew 3–4). The teaching of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) is validated 

 
Table 5.2. The Teaching of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew 
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by mighty works (Matthew 8–9). Jesus then sends his disciples to gather the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 10), and opposition to Jesus begins to mount (Matthew 11–12). The parables communicate in a guarded way the surprising paradoxes and absolute value of the kingdom (Matthew 13), and then an extended section shows Jesus on mission: healing, providing, disputing, and transfigured in glory on the mountain (Matthew 14–17). Jesus teaches his disciples how to deal with sin in the community (Matthew 18), and then he enters Jerusalem (Matthew 19–23), where he predicts the destruction of the temple and describes the time of the end, calling his disciples to be ready (Matthew 24–25). Then he is betrayed, crucified, and raised from the dead (Matthew 26–28). 

 
3.1 Jesus Relives the History of Israel (Matthew 1–2) 

Matthew has learned from the Chronicler. His Gospel opens the same way Chronicles opens, with a genealogy, and his genealogy opens with the phrase used in the Greek translation to render key “toledoth” formulas (“these are the generations of . . .”) in Genesis (cf. Gen. 2:4; 5:2). The purpose of Matthew’s genealogy (Matt. 1:1–17) is the same as the purpose of those in Chronicles. By means of the genealogy, Matthew reaches back and grabs key threads from the Law, Prophets, and Writings, weaves them together, and readies his audience for the continuation of the story begun in the Old Testament.14

Matthew’s genealogy begins with Abraham, recalling the promises God made to Abraham, promises that pointed to the reversal of the curses.15 From there the genealogy shouts “David!” Fourteen is the numerical value of the Hebrew consonants in David’s name, so in its arrangement—three sets of fourteen names—the genealogy points to the realization of God’s promises to David (see table 5.3).16 This genealogy also serves as a quick summary of the entirety of the Old Testament.17

 

Table 5.3. The Three Sets of Fourteen in Matthew’s Genealogy1 
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Having taken his audience through the long story of Israel in his carefully arranged list of names, Matthew next presents Jesus as recapitulating the history of Israel. Matthew accomplishes this by showing Jesus as the typological fulfillment of the history of Israel.18 Matthew identifies the events he relates of the early life of Jesus as “fulfilling” four texts in Matthew 1–2: Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew 1:22–23, Hosea 11:1 in Matthew 2:15, Jeremiah 31:15 in Matthew 2:17–18, and no identifiable text in Matthew 2:23.19 When we examine each of these Old Testament texts, we find that none of them is a prediction of the distant future. In each case the text that Matthew cites relates directly to the historical situation the prophet was addressing in his own day. From this we see that the kind of “fulfillment” that Matthew is claiming is not predictive but typological. In other words, Matthew is not claiming that these Old Testament prophets looked ahead and foretold that these events would happen to the messiah. Rather, he is claiming that these events that happen to the messiah fulfill the pattern of events seen in the Old Testament texts he cites. 

Typological interpretation attends to historical correspondence and escalation. Real events that took place in history are seen to match in sequence and import, and as we progress from a type to fulfillment, we find an increase in significance. The typological fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14 in Matthew 1:22–23 can be depicted as shown in table 5.4. 

 
Table 5.4. Typological Fulfillment in Matthew 1:22–23 
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We find similar points of historical correspondence and escalation in Matthew’s fulfillment claims in Matthew 2 (see table 5.5).20

What does typological fulfillment have to do with salvation through judgment for God’s glory? The first prophet Matthew cites, Isaiah, was commissioned to harden Israel’s hearts “until cities lie waste without inhabitant” (Isa. 6:11, cf. 9–13), that is, until exile. The second prophet Matthew cites, Hosea, mentioned the exodus from Egypt (Hos. 11:1–4) in a context where he said that the northern kingdom would not go to Egypt but would be exiled by Assyria (11:5–6). The mention of the exodus from Egypt in the context of the destruction of the north by Assyria hints at a new exodus after exile. The third prophet Matthew cites, Jeremiah, spoke of Rachel weeping at the slaughter of the children of Israel when Babylon exiled them from the land (cf. Jer. 31:2, 10, 16).21 It seems, then, that Matthew claims these passages are fulfilled in the events of the early life of Jesus because the exile is coming to its completion. The prophets pointed beyond the judgment of exile to a future day of salvation, and a central feature of the shining glory of God that would come through and after judgment was the raising up of a new Davidic king, a branch (cf. Isaiah 11; Jer. 23:5; Ezek. 37:24; Hos. 3:5; Amos 9:11; Mic. 5:1–3, ET 2–4). Matthew claims that these hopes are fulfilled in Jesus. 

 
Table 5.5. Typological Fulfillment in Matthew 2 
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According to Matthew, the exile is coming to its end, fulfilled in Jesus, and the salvation that comes through judgment begins to dawn with his appearance. Matthew presents Jesus as the fulfillment of the salvation through judgment for God’s glory revealed in the Prophets. 

 
3.2 Call to Kingdom Repentance (Matthew 3–4) 

The recapitulation of Israel’s history and its fulfillment continues. Malachi promised a new Elijah before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5).22 Isaiah prophesied of one who would herald the end of the exile and the return of Yahweh to Zion (Isa. 40:3). Matthew identifies John as the voice in the wilderness (“For this is the one spoken through the prophet Isaiah,” Matt. 3:3), and later Jesus identifies John as the Elijah who was to come (Matt. 11:10, 14). The Baptist is the typological fulfillment of the expected Elijah-forerunner, even being clothed like Elijah (Matt. 3:4; cf. 2 Kings 1:8). 

The Baptist is preparing the way, and the way he is preparing is that of a typological fulfillment of the new conquest of the land that will follow the new exodus at the return from exile. Naturally, he is bivouacked at the Jordan River, where his baptism with water for repentance (Matt. 3:11) enacts the fulfillment of Yahweh’s promise to cleanse his people with clean water when he brings them back (Ezek. 36:25). He celebrates the superiority of Jesus to himself, and he announces that Jesus will save through judgment when he uses his winnowing fork to clear his threshing floor, gathering his wheat into his barn and burning the chaff with unquenchable fire (Matt. 3:11–12). In Jesus God is glorified in salvation through judgment, fulfilling the Old Testament prophecies and typological patterns.23

While the seed of the serpent, the brood of vipers denounced by John (Matt. 3:7), are warned of the wrath to come, the seed of the woman, Jesus of Nazareth, fulfills all righteousness as heaven opens, the Spirit descends, and the Father speaks his approval (3:13–17). As Jesus is baptized in the water, the descent and ascent of his immersion (which is what the word baptism means) points to another baptism, a judgment through which salvation will come.24

But having passed through the waters of Jordan, he is lead by the Spirit into the wilderness. It is as though he has been brought up from Egypt (Matt. 2:15) to the wilderness where Israel failed, but here the star predicted in the midst of Israel’s failures (Num. 24:17; cf. Matt. 2:2, 9–10) triumphs where the nation was defeated. Citing Scripture to shield himself from Satan’s fiery darts, Jesus shows himself to be the king who lives out what Deuteronomy 17 sought to inculcate. He shows himself to be the blessed man of Psalm 1. Condemning the serpent, he calls for the Lord to be worshiped (Matt. 4:10).25

Salvation through judgment for God’s glory is seen in the overarching story of the end of the exile and the new exodus that Jesus will accomplish, and in the events and incidents along the way. So once John is arrested, Jesus repairs to Capernaum (Matt. 4:13), and to explain the significance of this, Matthew again quotes (4:14–16) an Isaianic text that pointed to the dawn that would break after the gloom of exile, Isaiah 8:23–9:1 (ET 9:1–2). Matthew is claiming that Jesus fulfills the expectations for the deepest darkness of the exile, and now morning has begun to break as the day that will bring God’s glory (in the salvation that comes through the judgment) begins to dawn. 

Then one of Matthew’s key structural markers in his Gospel (Matt. 4:17; cf. 16:21) announces Jesus’ call that people repent because of the nearness of the kingdom. The exile is coming to an end. The light is beginning to break. Therefore, people should repent and experience the joy of the new exodus. In keeping with this, Jesus calls his disciples to be those who will gather the scattered exiles. In Jeremiah 16:13 Yahweh announced his intention to throw Israel out of the land. He went on to promise that a day would come when the new exodus would eclipse the old (Jer. 16:14–15). He also announced that he would gather many fishermen, who would fish his people out (16:16).26 This promise in Jeremiah that fishers of men would regather the people from exile informs Jesus’ telling Peter and Andrew that he would make them “fishers of men” (Matt. 4:19). 

The exile is being fulfilled. Preparations are being made for the new exodus and the return from exile.27 Satan is losing his grip on the world as Jesus comes reversing the curses and pushing back the effects of sin and evil on the land, healing, exorcising, crushing the serpent’s head (Matt. 4:23–25). And this salvation through judgment results in the spreading of his fame (4:24). 

 
3.3 The Message of the Kingdom (Matthew 5–7) 

The seed of the woman, born of a virgin to save his people from their sins, comes up from Egypt, passes through the waters, faces down temptation in the wilderness, gathers his fishermen, then ascends the mountain to give his people a new word from God. The new David is a new Moses who leads a new exodus for a new Israel replete with a new Sinai, all pointing toward the new covenant. 

Through the judgment of exile salvation begins to dawn. John Nolland writes, “The Matthean beatitudes in 5:3–10 have as their background the sufferings of the Exile. Their good news is that for those who have learned the lesson of the Exile the time of painful loss and deprivation will now come to an end, and God’s people will be fully restored.”28 Those blessed to live in the way Jesus describes “will inherit the earth” (Matt. 5:5), and the word rendered “earth” here could just as well be translated “land.” 

The salvation Jesus offers, which itself comes through the judgment of exile, will also come through messianic woes.29 Jesus calls his followers to rejoice and be glad when they are persecuted because of him (Matt. 5:11–12). They are salt and light, and their good deeds are to shine for the Father’s glory (5:13–16). The followers of Jesus are to do good through all the purging judgments they face until the kingdom for which they strive comes, and in their persevering and receiving of the kingdom God’s glory will shine. 

Reliving the story of Israel and teaching the true meaning of the law of Moses, as he does in the “antitheses” (Matt. 5:21–48), Jesus is not abolishing but fulfilling the Law and the Prophets (5:17–20). The Law and the Prophets pointed forward to a prophet like Moses (Deut. 18:15–18) who would mediate a new covenant (Jer. 31:31–34). Jesus announces himself as the fulfillment of these expectations. 

There is a common thread that runs through the body of the Sermon on the Mount: in his teaching on murder (Matt. 5:21–26), adultery (5:27–30), divorce (5:31–32), oaths (5:33–37), retaliation (5:38–42), enemies (5:43–48), alms (6:1–4), prayer (6:5–15), fasting (6:16–18), treasuring (6:19–24), trusting (6:25–34), judging (7:1–6), and beseeching (7:7–11), Jesus is condemning the false way in order to bring people to the way of truth. He means to save his disciples through the judgment he pronounces on external obedience. The assertion that he came to fulfill the law in Matthew 5:17 is matched by the summary of his teaching in the golden rule in 7:12, “for this is the Law and the Prophets.” In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus seeks to produce people who live out God’s glory, going through the narrow gate (7:13–14), rejecting false teachers (7:15–20), being delivered from final judgment (7:21–23) by his explanation of the outcome of the two ways (7:24–27). Those who build their lives on the teaching of Jesus experience salvation through the exposure of unsound thinking that his teaching accomplishes. 

 
3.4 Mighty Works That Confirm the Teaching (Matthew 8–9) 

The mighty works in Matthew 8–9 are tied to the authoritative teaching in chapters 5–7 by the repetition of Matthew 4:23 in Matthew 9:35. This indicates that Matthew intended to bracket the teaching and the mighty works, tying the two units of material together. The mighty works in Matthew 8–9 validate the authoritative teaching (cf. Matt. 7:28–29) in Matthew 5–7. 

These mighty works enact salvation through judgment for God’s glory. Jesus not only resists Satan’s temptations (Matt. 4:1–11) and exposes Satanic misperceptions about the kind of obedience that pleases God (Matthew 5–7), but he also pushes back the domain of darkness in the lives of people (Matthew 8–9). 

Jesus exercises his authority (cf. Matt. 9:6) over all the brokenness in the world as a result of sin: he heals leprosy, restoring a man to a clean state (8:1–4), heals a servant at a distance (8:5–13), casts out demons and unclean spirits (8:14–17, 28–34),30 calms the sea (8:23–27), forgives sins (9:1–8), raises the dead and heals long-term suffering (9:18–26), and gives sight to the blind (9:27–31) and speech to the mute (9:32–34). Hereby Jesus is condemning the work of darkness. Reversing its judgments, he annuls its power and repeals its verdicts. Jesus is saving by rendering judgment on the effects of the curse. 

How can Jesus repeal the effects of the curse on sin? Matthew ties the healing ministry of Jesus to his suffering and death on the cross by quoting Isaiah 53:4 in Matthew 8:17. Jesus is able to raise the dead, forgive sin, cleanse the unclean, heal the sick, and cast out demons precisely because of what he will do on the cross.31 To establish this point, having narrated healings and exorcisms, Matthew explains that Jesus does these things “in order that he might fulfill what was spoken by Isaiah the prophet saying, ‘he took our weaknesses, and our diseases he bore’” (Matt. 8:17). 

Jesus saves through judgment, and what results is glory for him and God: his disciples marvel (Matt. 8:27); the crowds are afraid and glorify God (9:7); the reports are broadcasted (9:26) as his fame spreads (9:31) and the crowds marvel (9:33). Jesus comes bringing salvation through judgment for God’s glory, calling sinners to himself (9:9–13). There is also an implicit condemnation of those who are unwilling to sacrifice all to follow him (8:18–22), those who ask him to leave (8:34), who allege that he blasphemes (9:3) or that his power is demonic (9:34). 

Hosea prophesied that after exile Yahweh would woo his faithless bride into the wilderness and betroth her to himself anew (Hos. 2:14–20). Jesus comes announcing himself as the Bridegroom, offering the new wine of the new covenant (Matt. 9:14–17).32 The new covenant wine is for those saved through judgment for God’s glory. 

 
3.5 Gathering the Lost Sheep of the House of Israel (Matthew 10) 

To prosecute the return from exile, Jesus sends out the fishermen he has gathered to find “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:6). Having given them authority to do what he has done as they proclaim the coming of the kingdom (10:1, 7–8), Jesus apparently means to gather the remnant within Israel. He has warned of false teachers who are wolves in sheep’s clothing (7:15), and he sends his disciples out as sheep among wolves (10:16). He knows that there will not be a universal reception of his message. As his people are persecuted and killed for the sake of his name (10:18, 22), they testify to his supreme worth. No human power can save from hell, so the followers of Jesus glorify God when they fear only the one “who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell” (10:28). Enabled by this clear word to overcome every human fear and stand against any human power, they are saved, and those martyred declare God’s glory. The followers of Jesus also declare the supreme worth of God and his messiah as they leave home to announce his kingdom, thereby showing their devotion to Christ to be greater than their devotion to father, mother, son, or daughter (10:32, 37). This demonstration condemns the idolatry of exalting human relationships over one’s obligation to God. Through the judgment salvation comes and God is glorified. 

The word about taking up the cross to follow Jesus probably sounded like a call to risk Roman retribution when Jesus spoke it (Matt. 10:38). In the context of Matthew’s Gospel, this word calls the followers of Jesus to lay down their lives by faith for others in obedience to God, just as Jesus did. Herein is the paradox that condemns all selfishness, and through that judgment comes the salvation of living for others to God’s glory by faith: “The one who finds his life will lose it, and the one who loses his life on account of me will find it” (10:39). 

 
3.6 Rising Opposition (Matthew 11–12) 

The many parallels between John and Jesus hint that they will meet similar opposition.33 Matthew has already noted John’s imprisonment (Matt. 4:12), and so the message John sends to Jesus from prison (11:2–6) prompts Jesus to make observations on John’s role (11:7–15) and on the absurdity of the rejection of both John and Jesus himself (11:16–19). Jesus pronounces woe on those who have rejected him (11:20–24), and this functions to warn the audience of Matthew’s Gospel not to bring that woe on themselves. They are to be saved through the announcement of judgment. Similarly, when Jesus praises God for the way that he hides and reveals according to his own good pleasure (11:25–27), the audience of the Gospel hears of the privilege that is theirs in having access to this information.34 Fittingly, Jesus then calls them to come and find rest for their souls (11:28–30). The easy yoke and the light burden of rest in the Land of Promise reverberates with the statements in the Old Testament of when Israel enjoyed rest in the land. Jesus is bringing an end to exile through all the tribulations and rejections he is enduring. 

When the Pharisees confront Jesus (Matt. 12:1–2), he condemns them with his logic. He asserts that he is fulfilling the typological pattern of what David and the priests did (12:3–6);35 he asserts that he is greater than the temple (12:6); and if that were not enough to state his glory, he claims to be Lord of the Sabbath (12:8). This claim is validated by his right choice of doing good on the Sabbath and his demonstration of power in healing the man with the withered hand (12:9–13). The Pharisees choose condemnation for themselves by conspiring to destroy him (12:14). Jesus continues to bring salvation through judgment as he heals (12:15, 22), and God is glorified as people are amazed (12:23). The logic of Jesus carries the force of truth as he shows that the kingdom of God has come (12:28), he threatens those who blaspheme the Spirit (12:31–32), and he denounces his enemies as a brood of vipers, seed of the serpent (12:34). Again he interprets the Old Testament typologically, asserting his superiority over both Jonah and Solomon (12:38–42).36

 
3.7 Kingdom Parables (Matthew 13) 

Jesus enacts the hiding and revealing for which he praised the Father (Matt. 11:25–27), living out his own description of the way he reveals the Father to anyone he pleases (11:27) as he teaches in parables. These parables also enact the glory of God in salvation through judgment as they bring the work of Isaiah to its fulfillment. Isaiah hardened hearts until exile (Isa. 6:9–13), and Jesus fulfills this ministry by telling the parables. Matthew quotes Isaiah to make that point (Matt. 13:14–15).37 The exile is coming to its end in Jesus, but he will fulfill Isaiah’s ministry until it is complete. Jesus will judge and save, and God’s glory will be seen by eyes blessed to see (13:16). 

God’s glory is demonstrated as the supreme value of his kingdom is highlighted while the value of other things is condemned—and through the condemnation those who hear are led to salvation, and they shine like the sun with the glory of God (Matt. 13:43). Jesus has the ability to reveal things hidden from the foundation of the world (13:35). The seed of the serpent (13:38) may hide among the seed of the woman, but they will be judged (13:42). The kingdom is so valuable that it is worth selling all one has to gain it (13:44–46). 

 
3.8 Jesus on Mission (Matthew 14–17) 

Herod’s death-dealing feast communicates its own injustice and condemnation as the Baptist is cruelly murdered (Matt. 14:1–12). Jesus, by contrast, heals the multitudes then holds a feast of his own (14:13–21). He goes where he pleases, walking on water if it gets in his way (14:22–25). The disciples are terrified (14:26), but Jesus tells them not to fear (14:27). Then his disciples worship him and confess that he is truly the Son of God (14:33). Jesus exposes and condemns the false, lip-service worship of the Pharisees and scribes (15:1–20), and then he is honored by the Canaanite woman who seeks mercy from the Son of David (15:21–25). She will not be put off, and he recognizes her faith and grants her petition (15:26–28). 

Again Jesus heals. Again crowds marvel. And again they glorify God for the works of Jesus (Matt. 15:29–31). 

When Jesus asks his disciples how the people identify him, the audience of Matthew’s Gospel comes to a crucial turning point in the narrative. A new Elijah was predicted in the Old Testament (Mal. 4:5), and this would perhaps explain why some identify Jesus with Elijah. But no Old Testament text indicates that a new Jeremiah will arise, nor is there any indication of a new John the Baptist. Why, then, would the crowds identify Jesus with Jeremiah or John the Baptist (Matt. 16:13–14)? I submit that this identification reflects a typologically generated expectation for a new suffering prophet. What Jeremiah, Elijah, and the Baptist have in common is that they were all genuine prophets who were rejected and persecuted by the people to whom God sent them.38 Peter’s answer goes in a different direction. It has been revealed to him (cf. Matt. 11:25–27) that Jesus is the messiah, the Son of the living God (16:16). Having affirmed that Peter’s answer is correct, Jesus then seems to affirm what the crowds have discerned when he asserts that, like the suffering prophets who preceded him, he will go to Jerusalem and suffer (16:21). Peter will have none of this, apparently embracing the conquering messiah but rejecting the suffering servant (16:22).39 Jesus rebukes Satan and tells Peter that in this he is setting his mind on the things of man rather than the things of God (16:23). Through judgment salvation will come to God’s glory. Jesus will go to Jerusalem and suffer. 

And through the judgment on Satan’s kingdom the kingdom of God will be built. On the apostolic foundation and the confession that Jesus is the Christ, Jesus will build his church.40 The gates of hell will not hold people against the onslaught of the kingdom of heaven.41 They will not stand. Jesus will build his church. He judges Satan and his kingdom, and through that judgment he saves his people. In this triumph the glory of God shines. 

Jesus calls the one who would follow him to take up the cross, deny himself, and lose his life to gain his soul (Matt. 16:24–26). When Jesus comes with his angels in the glory of his Father to repay each for what he has done (16:27), this bargain will have been well made. Until that day those who trust that he will do as he says glorify him. 

Six days after these events (Matt. 17:1) Jesus is transfigured before Peter, James, and John and converses with Moses and Elijah (17:2–4). The one who fulfills the Law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah) is then acknowledged by the presence of a shining cloud, from which the voice announces him as the well-pleasing beloved Son, the one to whom all should listen (17:5). This is a tacit identification of Jesus as the prophet like Moses (Deut. 18:15–18). These things are not to be publicized, Jesus says, until he is raised from the dead (Matt. 17:9; cf. 16:21; 17:23). Through judgment Jesus will accomplish salvation for God’s glory, and when he is vindicated by the resurrection, his own glory will be proclaimed to the nations. 

 
3.9 Discipleship (Matthew 18) 

Matthew 18 presents Jesus addressing his followers regarding sin. Followers of Jesus will heed his instructions, and this is a central aspect of their discipleship. Jesus calls his followers to childlike humility (Matt. 18:1–4), then states that it would be better to be drowned in the sea, dragged to its depths by a millstone, than to cause one of his little ones to sin (18:5–6). Jesus means this threat of judgment to deliver his followers from temptation, and the same can be said for the radical action he calls them to take against temptation—better to lose a hand, foot, or eye than to use it for sin (18:7–9). The followers of Jesus have angels in the Father’s presence, and the Father will not allow any of his straying sheep to be lost (18:10–14). It seems that the means God uses to bring back his straying sheep are outlined in Matthew 18:15–20. Jesus instructs his followers to call sinners to repentance individually, and if they will not repent, to take one or two others and repeat the call to repentance. If there is still no repentance, the church as a whole is to be brought into the process, with all the members of the church uniting as one to call the unrepentant home. Those who persist in unrepentance are to be treated as a Gentile or a tax collector, and from the use of these terms elsewhere in Matthew it is clear that this means they are no longer considered members of the believing remnant (cf. 5:46–47). 

Peter’s question that follows seems to address those who repeatedly sin and repeatedly repent (Matt. 18:21). Jesus offers a surprising mercy that apparently has no bounds other than those illustrated in the parable of the unmerciful servant, which he tells in response to Peter’s question (18:23–35). The parable seems to mean that the only way to limit the mercy one receives from God is to refuse to extend that mercy to others (cf. 6:14–15). 

Throughout the discourse in Matthew 18 on sin and discipleship, sin is clearly judged, and the possibility of mercy is held out for those who will repent of sin and trust in God. In this God’s glory shines in justice and mercy, which is another way to say that he is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 
3.10 Entering Jerusalem (Matthew 19–23) 

As Jesus interacts with the Pharisees on divorce, his remarks condemn their hardness of heart and call them to the path of deliverance (Matt. 19:1–12). He welcomes children (19:13–15), and he seeks to condemn the self-righteousness of the man who thinks he has kept the commandments (19:16–22). He then promises his disciples that those who have sacrificed for the sake of his name will receive a great inheritance (19:23–30, esp. 29). 

The parable of the laborers in the vineyard condemns human standards of measurement (Matt. 20:1–15), affirms God’s freedom to show mercy (20:15), and drives home the point that the last shall be first and the first last—the parable is framed by two assertions of that truth (19:30; 20:16). These paradoxical truths are also seen in the counterintuitive announcement that Jesus continues to make: he is going to Jerusalem to be crucified and raised on the third day (20:17–19). He will save by being judged. Worldliness is condemned again as the mother of the sons of Zebedee asks for a privileged place for her sons (20:20–25), and Jesus asserts that those who would be great must serve (20:26). Those who would be first must make themselves the servants of others (20:27), in keeping with the way that the Son of Man himself “came not to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” (20:28).42 Then Jesus gives sight to the blind who recognize him as the Son of David and cry out for mercy (20:29–34). It is as though sight comes through the condemnation of earthly standards of reckoning. Salvation comes through judgment, and God’s glory is seen. 

Judgment will fall on Jerusalem precisely because her leadership and the majority of her people have not been like the blind men crying out to the Son of David for mercy.43 Matthew 21 presents the judgment on Jerusalem from several angles. Jesus humbly enters Jerusalem on a donkey (Matt. 21:1–11). He then cleanses the temple, an act of purging judgment (21:12–13). The blind and lame are healed, but the Pharisees see and are blind, seeking proof of Jesus’ credentials. In response, Jesus quotes Psalm 8:3 (ET 2) on the praise that comes from babes and infants (Matt. 21:14–17). Jesus saves the weak and childlike even as he condemns the strong and proud. 

Faithless Israel is like the fig tree that Jesus curses (Matt. 21:18–20), and it seems that his word about the disciples’ removing the mountain into the sea by faith points to the removal of temple mount (21:21–22). Though Jerusalem has been blessed with the ministries of John the Baptist and Jesus, they have not believed but instead accuse, like their father the Devil (21:23–27). The parable of the two sons means that repentant sinners do God’s will, while smug religious leadership agrees to serve but does not (21:28–32). The lease is up. As depicted in the parable of the wicked tenants, the Lord has come seeking fruit, like Jesus inspecting the fig tree, and the beloved son is the stone the builders rejected (21:33–42). Judgment falls: the kingdom will be taken from the tenants and given to those who produce its fruits (21:43–44). All Jewish leadership—whether chief priests or Pharisees—know that Jesus speaks against them (21:45–46). 

Faithless Israel has become like guests invited to a wedding they do not wish to attend (Matt. 22:1–14). Both Pharisees (22:15–22) and Sadducees (22:23–33) seek to trap Jesus, but they are silenced, and people marvel at Jesus (22:22, 33). Jesus knows the inner meaning of the Law and the Prophets—love for God and neighbor (22:34–40). Mysteriously, he is both David’s son and David’s Lord (22:41–45). His wisdom is unanswerable, and none dare continue to question him (22:45–46). The hick carpenter from Nazareth shuts their mouths and condemns their unbelief, and as he triumphs over them, his glory is made known. 

Jesus then goes on the offensive against the scribes and Pharisees, pronouncing seven woes against them (Matt. 23:1–36). The final woe identifies them with all those in Israel’s history who have murdered and opposed the prophets. From Abel to Zechariah, all the blood of the righteous will come on them as they typologically fulfill this pattern in the murder of Jesus (23:29–36).44 They are the wicked tenants who think to kill the son and take his inheritance (21:38).45 They are seed of the serpent, a brood of vipers (23:33). Their house (the temple?) is desolate, and they will not see Jesus again until they bless him as he comes in the name of the Lord (23:37–39). Somehow, through the judgments Jesus announces against them, salvation will apparently come even for the people of Israel. As Olmstead puts it, Matthew “dares to hope for the day when many of Israel’s sons and daughters will yet embrace Israel’s Messiah (23.39), and in that hope engages in a continued mission to her.”46

 
3.11 The Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24–25) 

As the cross looms large on the horizon, Jesus predicts the destruction of the temple (Matt. 24:1–2). In response, his disciples ask him when these things will take place, what the sign of his coming will be, and when the age to come will dawn (24:3). Jesus explains that there will be birth pains until the gospel has gone through the whole world (24:4–14). When the full number of the Gentiles has come in (cf. Rom. 11:25), the events of the end will begin. Matthew presents Jesus interpreting Daniel’s prophecies of the abomination of desolation (Matt. 24:15; cf. Dan. 9:27; 11:31; 12:11) ushering in a time of tribulation (Matt. 24:21, 29). A vicious time of persecution (24:15–28) seems to precede the coming of the Son of Man in glory, like lightning from east to west (24:27). When the tribulation is over, apocalyptic darkening of sun and moon with falling stars and shaking heavens will be followed by the coming of the Son of Man “on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (24:29–30). He will gather his elect (24:31). Salvation will come through judgment.47

Through the judgments of the time of tribulation, salvation will come. Through the judgment of the false christs and false prophets (Matt. 24:24), salvation will come. And through the announcement of these judgments before they happen, Jesus means to save his disciples and Matthew means to teach his audience. Jesus urges his disciples to learn the lesson of the fig tree (24:32–35).48 Because the judgments are coming, his followers should be ready, as Noah was (24:36–39).49 Because Jesus will come when he is not expected (24:40–44), his followers should be faithful and wise servants who will be found doing what he commanded them to do (24:45–47). Threats of judgment give urgency to Jesus’ call to be faithful—again, he means to save through the threat of judgment (24:48–51). Readiness is stressed through the parable of the ten virgins (25:1–13) and the parable of the talents (25:14–30), and the sheep who will inherit the kingdom will be serving Jesus by doing good for Jesus’ brothers—members of his church (25:31–40). The goats will not serve the church, and they will be judged (25:41–46). The Son of Man will come in his glory with all his angels and sit on his glorious throne (25:31), the hosts will be gathered before him, and he will judge (25:32). Salvation will come through judgment, and the glory of Christ will be more impressive than words can tell. 

 
3.12 Passion, Resurrection, Commission (Matthew 26–28) 

The end of the exile, like the exodus, came through a Passover celebration. As Jesus celebrates the Passover with his followers, he gives them a new meal and a new cup, and in the cup is the blood of the new covenant (Matt. 26:26–28). As the new exodus takes place, like the first exodus, the new one comes with a covenant. Like the first exodus it comes through the slaughter of a lamb, whose blood covers the people. The blood of the lamb on the lintel is typologically fulfilled in the blood of Jesus, “which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins” (26:28). 

After all the judgment that Jesus has been announcing, what takes place is something of a shock. Yes, he has predicted that he will go to Jerusalem to die (Matt. 16:21; 17:22–23; 20:17–19), but he has also announced woe on the scribes and Pharisees and predicted the destruction of the temple (Matthew 23–24). Though he could appeal to the Father for legions of angels (26:53), the hour has come for the Scriptures to be fulfilled (26:54–56). As if to highlight the connections between the death of Jesus and the exile, the words John records Jesus saying when he cleansed the temple—about the temple being destroyed and raised after three days (John 2:19)—resurface at Jesus’ trial (Matt. 26:61). The death of Jesus is something of a typological fulfillment of the destruction of the temple. Through judgment salvation comes, then glory, as the Son of Man will take his seat at the right hand of power and come on the clouds of heaven (26:64). 

In fulfillment of the Scriptures (Matt. 27:9), Jesus is slain. Again the word about the temple being destroyed and rebuilt is hurled at him on the cross (27:40). Apocalyptic darkness covers the land (27:45). The curtain of the temple is rent,50 as the earth shakes and the rocks split (27:51). Just as Ezekiel prophesied about the dry bones coming to life at the end of the exile (Ezek. 37:1–14), tombs are opened and saints are raised from the dead (Matt. 27:52–53). The exile is over. The new exodus has begun. No more will the people of God speak of the day when the Lord brought them out of Egypt. Instead, their focus will be on the time when Jesus the temple was destroyed and rose on the third day, and through the judgment their salvation came for God’s glory (cf. Jer. 16:14–21). 

The last defense against evil holds. Jesus breaks the back of evil, and he rolls back the power of death. Just as he said, once the temple, his body, is destroyed, he rises on the third day. Through judgment comes salvation, and his followers worship him, even through doubt (Matt. 28:17). Because of his triumph, he has all authority in heaven and on earth (28:18). On this basis he commissions his followers to carry forward the task of covering the dry lands with Yahweh’s glory as the waters cover the seas by making disciples of all nations,51 baptizing them in the triune name,52 and teaching them all he has commanded. He promises to be with his people to the end of the age (28:19–20), building his church just as he said (16:18).53

 
3.13 The Center of the Theology of Matthew 

I. Howard Marshall writes, “As in all the Gospels the center of Matthew’s theology is Jesus.”54 I agree with this but think that sharpening it in the following ways makes it more helpful: the Gospel of Matthew shows the fulfillment of the exile in the death of Jesus, and through that judgment salvation comes for God’s people to God’s glory. Jonathan Pennington has written, “The kingdom is the central message of Jesus’ teaching. Moreover, a good argument can be made that the same is true for the rest of the Scriptures, Old and New.”55 I think this stops one step short and can be helpfully sharpened with Schreiner’s observation: “The coming of the kingdom that Jesus proclaimed designated something new, a time when God’s enemies would be demonstrably defeated and the righteous would be visibly blessed.”56 So the kingdom will come in salvation through judgment, and the purpose of the kingdom is the enjoyment of God’s glory under the rule of his king. In Matthew the kingdom comes as a result of the new exodus and the return from exile that Jesus accomplishes—in short, in the salvation through judgment accomplished by the messiah for the glory of God.57 In addition to this metanarrative of God’s glory in salvation through judgment, Matthew also shows an ethical dimension to God’s glory in salvation through judgment, as the people of Jesus are instructed regarding the way of life that will glorify God. Much of this instruction comes through the condemnation of worldliness and selfishness and faithlessness, and through that judgment the disciples of Jesus are brought to salvation and life for God’s glory. The center of Matthew’s theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment, supremely manifested in the cross of Christ. As Jesus warns many times in Matthew, there will be another moment of salvation through judgment when the Son of Man comes in power and glory on the clouds of heaven with all his holy ones. 

 
4. Mark 

Matthew opens with a genealogy and narratives of the early life of Jesus. Luke begins with the parents of the Baptist, narrates the birth of Jesus, then also has a genealogy. John begins with a prologue that starts “in the beginning” (John 1:1), setting the coming of Jesus in the context of cosmic history. In comparison with the other Gospels, Mark seems to plunge right into the salvation-historical significance of the Baptist and Jesus (Mark 1:1–13).58 Mark “immediately” begins his account of the public ministry of Jesus in Galilee (1:14–8:30). As in Matthew, so in Mark: Peter’s confession (Mark 8:27–30) marks a turning point from ministry in Galilee to Jesus predicting his suffering and vindication and moving toward Jerusalem (Mark 8:31–10:52). Then Jesus triumphantly enters Jerusalem, where after controversies and teachings, he is betrayed, crucified, and raised from the dead (Mark 11:1–16:8). Like Matthew, Mark presents Jesus as the culmination of the long story of salvation through judgment for God’s glory that began in the garden and culminates in Jesus. Jesus is the end of the judgment of exile, and the judgment is completed in his death on the cross. The new exodus begins in his resurrection, and from that follows the inauguration of the return from exile. Mark presents Jesus as the embodiment of salvation through judgment for God’s glory. 

 
4.1 The Baptist and Jesus (Mark 1:1–13) 

The features in Matthew that herald the end of the exile in the coming of Jesus are also present in Mark, which opens with the announcement of the Baptist’s role as the fulfillment of the forerunning messenger prophesied by Malachi (Mal. 3:1) and the voice crying in the wilderness prophesied by Isaiah (Isa. 40:3).59 The prophets indicated that the new exodus and return from exile would be accompanied by an outpouring of the Holy Spirit (e.g., Isa. 32:15; Ezek. 36:27; 37:14; Joel 3:1–5, ET 2:28–32), and the Baptist prophesies that Jesus will baptize in the Holy Spirit (Mark 1:8). The Gospel of Mark declares that through the judgment of exile salvation is coming in Jesus the messiah for the glory of God.60

 
4.2 Jesus in Galilee (Mark 1:14–8:30) 

The most remarkable feature of Mark’s fast moving narrative is its central character, Jesus.61 And perhaps the most remarkable thing about Jesus in Mark is his apparent audacity.62 With a certainty that is almost incomprehensible today, Jesus announces that the kingdom of God has come and tells people they should therefore repent and believe (Mark 1:15). He calls men to leave livelihoods and families, and to fish out the exiles with him (1:16–20). He teaches with authority (1:22), commanding unclean spirits (1:25), who obey (1:26)! People are amazed (1:27), and his fame spreads (1:28). 

Jesus heals and casts out demons (Mark 1:29–34);63 he cleanses a leper at will (1:40–44). In these actions he overturns the condemnation of sin and reverses its sentence. This is salvation through judgment—judgment on the judgment itself. The news of the glory of Jesus is such that he cannot openly enter towns (1:45). 

Jesus preaches and teaches (Mark 1:39; 2:2, 13), and perhaps the most audacious thing that he does is forgive sin (2:5).64 He backs this up, though, with a healing that demonstrates his authority to do so (2:10).65 Amazement follows, and all glorify God (2:12). 

Jesus has the temerity to eat with tax collectors and sinners (Mark 2:16). When asked why his disciples do not fast, he unblushingly asserts that he is the Bridegroom (2:19–20). When questioned about what his disciples do on the Sabbath (2:25–26), he compares himself to David,66 then has the chutzpah to declare himself Lord of the Sabbath (2:28).67 When he faces down the Pharisees and heals the man with the withered hand on the Sabbath (3:1–5), they take counsel with the Herodians as to how they might destroy him (3:6). 

Who would take it upon themselves to ascend a mountain, appoint twelve companions, name them apostles, send them out to preach, and give them authority to cast out demons? Jesus does just this (Mark 3:13–19). Not surprisingly, his family thinks him crazy (3:20–21), while the scribes from Jerusalem say that he himself is the one who is possessed by a demon (3:22). Jesus then has the impudence to imply that he is a strong man who has bound Satan and is plundering his goods (3:23–27), to assert that those who blaspheme the Holy Spirit—by which he claims to act—will not be forgiven (3:28–30), and to disown his family in favor of those who do the will of God (3:31–35). 

Jesus has the nerve to claim that those who follow him have been given the secret of the kingdom of God (Mark 4:11), while those who do not understand the parables are experiencing the fulfillment of Isaiah 6:9–10. Mark presents this fulfillment of Isaiah to the same end that Matthew did, to contribute to the theme of the realization of the exile in Jesus. Hear the boldness of these parables Jesus tells! He asserts that those who receive his word and act on it are good soil, while anyone who rejects his word is bad soil (Mark 4:13–20). He claims that this little kingdom he is proclaiming, with these nobodies from Galilee, is going to become the largest tree in the garden, with the birds nesting in its shade (4:30–32), and in saying this he clearly recalls the greatness of King Nebuchadnezzar (cf. Dan. 4:10–12, 20–22). 

The dauntless speech of Jesus is not limited to the words he speaks to people. Awaking to find himself in a boat being tossed by a stormy sea, Jesus presumes to rebuke the wind and sea, commanding it to be still and at peace (Mark 4:39; cf. Ps. 107:23–30). He cannot be bothered with the little detail that most carpenters from places like Nazareth do not give orders to the winds and the waves. The marvel of those following him is what we would expect (Mark 4:40).68

Having dismissed a legion of demons from a man who would have frightened any other mortal, Jesus has the cheek to tell that man, “Go home to your friends and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you” (Mark 5:19 ESV). The man does so, with the result that everyone marvels (5:20). A troubled father comes to Jesus, desperate to see his daughter made well (5:21–23). Jesus brazenly feeds the man’s feverish hopes and goes with him. On the way, Jesus is touched by a woman whose malady is beyond the help of many physicians, and he is not ashamed to tell her that her faith has made her well (5:25–34). Meanwhile the man receives word that his daughter has died, and rather than comfort him Jesus recklessly tells the man not to fear but believe (5:35–36). Not surprisingly, the mourners mock him for his optimism (5:37–40). The only thing that makes the behavior remotely acceptable is the fact that he raises that little girl from the dead (5:41–43) and heals that woman who has touched him (5:29). 

It is as G. K. Chesterton wrote: 


Instead of looking at books and pictures about the New Testament I looked at the New Testament. There I found an account, not in the least of a person with his hair parted in the middle or his hands clasped in appeal, but of an extraordinary being with lips of thunder and acts of lurid decision, flinging down tables, casting out devils, passing with the wild secrecy of the wind from mountain isolation to a sort of dreadful demagogy; a being who often acted like an angry god—and always like a god. Christ had even a literary style of his own, not to be found, I think, elsewhere; it consists of an almost furious use of the a fortiori. His “how much more” is piled one upon another like castle upon castle in the clouds. The diction used about Christ has been, and perhaps wisely, sweet and submissive. But the diction used by Christ is quite curiously gigantesque; it is full of camels leaping through needles and mountains hurled into the sea. Morally it is equally terrific; he called himself a sword of slaughter, and told men to buy swords if they sold their coats for them. That he used other even wilder words on the side of nonresistance greatly increases the mystery; but it also, if anything, rather increases the violence. We cannot even explain it by calling such a being insane; for insanity is usually along one consistent channel. The maniac is generally a monomaniac. Here we must remember the difficult definition of Christianity already given; Christianity is a superhuman paradox whereby two opposite passions may blaze beside each other. The one explanation of the Gospel language that does explain it, is that it is the survey of one who from some supernatural height beholds some more startling synthesis.69


That synthesis is not seen by those in Jesus’ hometown, so when he goes there, they are astonished and offended by him (Mark 6:1–6). Jesus sends out the disciples to drive out demons, and wonder of wonders, his disciples not only do that but also heal many sick (6:7–13). Herod slays the Baptist (6:14–29), and Jesus feeds the multitude (6:30–43). Then Jesus goes marching by his disciples, walking on the water and, of all things, tells them not to be afraid (6:45–52; cf. Job 9:8).70 Who could heed such an admonition with him acting like that? Even those who touch the fringe of his garment are healed (Mark 6:53–56). 

Then Jesus looks the religious people, the Pharisees, in the face and calls them hypocrites when they question him. And if that were not enough, he charges them with nullifying God’s commands by means of their human traditions (Mark 7:1–13). Expecting his simple assertions to inform what everyone thinks about the clean and unclean, he even declares all foods clean (7:14–23). 

From a distance he drives a demon from a woman’s daughter (Mark 7:24–30). His command gives hearing and speech to a deaf man with a speech impediment (7:31–35). Not surprisingly, people vigorously announce the deeds of Jesus and are more astonished at him than tongues could tell (7:36–37). 

Jesus is not afraid to try and feed four thousand people with seven loaves and a few small fish, supernaturally pulling it off (Mark 8:1–10). He refuses the Pharisees when they seek a sign (8:11–12),71 and he warns the disciples against their leaven (8:13–21). As the disciples fail to understand, Jesus does a miracle that seems to symbolize the way that they partially see the significance of who he is and what he is doing. A blind man comes to be healed—imagine Jesus feeding the hopes of people in such a condition—and Jesus spits in his eyes. The man looks and sees people who look like trees. Then Jesus lays his hands on the man’s eyes, enabling him to see clearly (8:22–26). No daring hopes does Jesus dash. 

As will be seen from the cycle of three passion predictions, three failures on the part of the disciples, and three teachings of Jesus on discipleship (see table 5.6), the disciples are like the blind man, partially seeing. Three times in Mark 8–10 Jesus predicts his death, the disciples fail to understand or to respond appropriately, and he then teaches them about discipleship.72

 
Table 5.6. The Three Passion Predictions in Mark1 
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The disciples see clearly enough for Peter to confess that Jesus is the messiah (Mark 8:29), but it is as though they see trees walking (cf. 8:24). They do not understand what kind of messiah Jesus is. 

Before we move to the next section of Mark’s Gospel, we should connect the dots between the impudent audacity of Jesus and the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Jesus has shown the world its bankruptcy so that the world might feel its need for the bailout he provides. He has condemned the world in order to save it. His teaching with authority exposes and condemns the failures of human tradition. His healing the sick and raising the dead judges and triumphs over the effects of sin and the outworkings of the curse in the world. Casting out demons, he reveals that he has entered the home of the strong man, bound him, weighed him in the scales, and found him wanting, and he is now plundering his possessions. Jesus brings salvation through judgment, and in response his fame spreads, the people marvel, and everyone glorifies God. Mark does not use the formulation, but it is clear that the centerpiece of the theology of his Gospel is that Jesus is bringing in the kingdom by conquering all other kingdoms. He is glorifying God in salvation achieved through judgment. 

There is a paradoxical element, too, in all this audacious behavior of Jesus: he asserts himself in the most shameless ways and combines that with commands not to make known what he has done (cf. Mark 1:25, 34, 44; 3:12; 4:10–12, 34; 5:43; 7:17, 24, 36; 8:26, 30; 9:9, 30). This is not from any fear or sense of impropriety, but appears rather to stem from his awareness that he must complete a certain course. To keep the tension from escalating to the point of open confrontation, he orders people and demons not to make him known.73

 
4.3 Jesus on the Way to Jerusalem (Mark 8:31–10:52) 

Having gone about condemning all the principalities and powers and Pharisees and Herods, saving those they lifted no finger to help, Jesus responds to Peter’s confession with the announcement that he will bring salvation by undergoing judgment himself, in his own person. He will be killed and rise after three days (Mark 8:31). When Peter rebukes him, Jesus has the audacity to set all human wisdom on its head, declaring that anyone who seeks to save his life will lose it, while anyone who loses his life “for my sake and the gospel’s will save it” (8:35, emphasis added, cf. 32–34). Not only does Jesus overturn all human expectation regarding the way the world works, but he makes himself and his message the nonnegotiable element of the equation. 

Jesus calls those who would follow him to take up their cross (Mark 8:34)— they are to do as a crucified man does when forced to carry his own cross to the place of execution. The decision to follow Jesus is the decision one makes when one recognizes that this is a one-way trip to the place of the skull. The one who seeks to save his life by refusing to follow Jesus and shoulder the means of his own execution will not survive. The one willing to stare death in the face for the sake of Jesus and his message will gain life (8:35). The Greek phrase Mark uses to represent the words of Jesus,74 “for my sake [ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ],” is the same phrase used in the Greek translation of Isaiah 48:11, “For my sake [ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ] I will act for you, because my name is profaned and my glory I will not give to another.”75 Jesus speaks of himself in the same language that God uses to speak of himself, and this is not an isolated instance in the Synoptic Gospels (see also Matt. 5:11; 10:18, 39; 16:25; Mark 10:29; 13:9; Luke 9:24). 

In Isaiah 48:11 Yahweh acts for his own sake. In Mark 8:35 Jesus demands that his followers act for his sake. This is powerful evidence of “early high Christology.” It also brings a certain tension that I hope has been rising as I have described the actions of Jesus in Mark: does Jesus have the right to conduct himself with divine audacity or does he not? However the audience of Mark’s Gospel might answer that question, Mark’s answer is clear. Narrating the story of Jesus in the way that he does everywhere assumes that Jesus has the requisite authority to take the prerogatives he does. To answer the question in the negative and conclude that Jesus does not have the right to act this way is nothing less than a repudiation of the earliest and most reliable primary source data in our possession. When scholars make such moves, they subtly shift the genre of their own writing from history to fiction, for if we do not rely on the sources for our information, we are relying on some other source that we have invented from our own imaginings. 

What Jesus goes on to say gives a glimpse into why taking up one’s cross to follow him to Golgotha might be the right choice. In Mark 8:36–37 Jesus speaks of gaining the whole world but losing one’s soul, which makes clear that he assumes that there is something beyond this world and this life worth losing everything in this world and this life to gain. In other words, Jesus is not simply saying that he is going to Jerusalem to lead a rebellion against Rome, and that anyone who wants to go with him needs to be prepared for crucifixion if the cause fails. Jesus is not asserting his confidence that the cause against Rome will not fail when he says that those who seek to save their lives—by not going along—will lose them because when he overcomes Rome, he will visit those who have not fought with him. No, Jesus is saying something much larger. He is not merely saying that one’s allegiance to him determines one’s earthly destiny; he is claiming, with a divine audacity, that one’s allegiance to him determines the fate of one’s soul. Thus he declares in Mark 8:38, “For whoever is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him, when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.” 

Jesus is going to come with a host of heavenly beings and crush the kingdoms of the earth, and through that great judgment salvation will come for those who have risked all for his cause. Jesus promises to come “in the glory of his Father” (Mark 8:38). Jesus is making a proleptic announcement of judgment in order to bring about salvation. He refers to this coming to motivate anyone who thinks it is not worth it to risk a cross to follow him. Jesus seeks to accomplish salvation through the announcement of judgment for the glory of God. 

Anticipating that glorious appearance, and grounding the call to take up the cross, Mark recounts how Jesus is gloriously transfigured and converses with Elijah and Moses, symbolic of the Old Testament Law and Prophets (Mark 9:1–5).76 Naturally Peter is terrified, and then the glory cloud overshadows them, and from the cloud the Father affirms Jesus, to whom they should listen (9:6–7). 

Jesus foretells how he will suffer and rise from the dead (Mark 9:9–13), shows offense at any doubt regarding his ability to heal (9:23), and continues to teach that he will be killed and raised on the third day (9:30–32). The contrast between the willingness of Jesus to be last and the desire of the disciples to be first is starkly portrayed (9:33–37); then Jesus affirms his priority as he commends the one casting out demons in his name (9:38–41). 

Jesus renders judgment on disputes about divorce (Mark 10:1–12), on low views of children (10:13–16), and on a worldly preference for wealth over him and his kingdom (10:17–31). Amazing and frightening his followers, he leads the way to Jerusalem announcing his imminent demise and claiming that after three days he will rise (10:32–34). Those who seek greatness in his kingdom (10:35–45) must look for it where he has placed it: in serving others, “for even the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” (10:45).77 Through judgment salvation will come for God’s glory, and Jesus will serve “the many” by taking their judgment in order to ransom them.78 The final episode on the way to Jerusalem seems to point the way into the group referred to as “the many” whom Jesus will ransom: blind Bartimaeus cries out for the Son of David to show him mercy, and Jesus tells him that his faith has saved him (10:46–52). Those who would be ransomed must acknowledge the identity of Jesus (“Son of David,” 10:47–48), recognize they have no claim on him and seek his mercy (“show mercy to me!” 10:47–48), and trust him to do what none else can, making requests as far reaching as that of a blind man asking for sight (“your faith has saved you,” 10:52).79 Sight comes through the judgment of blindness, through the judgment of one’s own ability to restore one’s sight, through the judgment of the source of blindness in a world broken by sin. Through judgment salvation comes to God’s glory. 

 
4.4 Jesus in Jerusalem (Mark 11:1–16:8 [20]) 

Jesus barnstorms Jerusalem. With shouts of Hosanna, the crowds bless the one coming in the name of the Lord (Mark 11:1–11). The fruitless fig tree symbolizes the state of things in the temple (11:12–14). Jesus curses the fig tree (11:14) and cleanses the temple (11:15–19), and the withered fig tree points to what will become of the temple and its establishment (11:20–21). Again Jesus makes the comment about those who have faith removing the mountain into the sea, and again it seems that the replacement of temple mount by the believing community seems to be in view (11:22–25).80

Those who oppose him cannot answer him (Mark 11:27–33), and Jesus tells the parable of the wicked tenants against them (12:1–12). He renders judgment against them (cf. 12:9), and it will be “marvelous in our eyes” (12:11). When they try to trap him with the tax question, they marvel at his judicious reply (12:13–17). Then Jesus silences the Sadducees by his reply to their levirate marriage–resurrection dilemma (12:18–27), silences all questioners with his verdict on the greatest commandment (12:28–34), then delightfully confounds the crowds by asking how David’s Lord could be his son (12:35–37). He presumes to assert that hypocritical scribes will receive “greater condemnation” (12:38–40) and speaks as though he knows who has put more into the offering box than others (12:41–44). 

The audacity continues: Jesus declares that the temple will be destroyed, that many will claim to be him, that his message will be carried to all nations, and that his followers will be hated for the sake of his name (Mark 13:2, 6, 10, 12). Interpreting Daniel, Jesus warns of an abomination of desolation and a great tribulation, then his apocalyptic coming (13:14–27). Through the judgment of that time of tribulation salvation will come when the Son of Man comes in power and glory to gather his elect and defeat his enemies (13:19, 26–27).81

The conspiracy is introduced (Mark 14:1–2), the Lord is anointed (14:3–9), the traitor is found (14:10–11), the Passover is eaten (14:12–16), the Scriptures are fulfilled, and the traitor’s judgment is announced (14:17–21). Fittingly, the new exodus, like the first, is inaugurated by a Passover meal.82 At that meal Jesus redirects its symbolic elements.83 The unleavened bread that symbolized a hasty departure from Egypt will henceforth symbolize his pure body, broken on behalf of his people. The cup, likely the third cup that symbolized redemption, will henceforth symbolize his blood, “poured out for many” (14:22–24). Through the judgment that will fall in the breaking of his body and shedding of his blood, salvation will come, and Jesus will next drink of the fruit of the vine in the kingdom of God (14:25). 

Jesus fulfills Zechariah’s words in that he is the shepherd, and when he is stricken the sheep scatter (Mark 14:26–31).84 He submits to the Father’s will and takes the cup (14:32–42).85 The Scriptures are fulfilled as Jesus is betrayed by a friend (14:43–50). Like Matthew, Mark surfaces the words of Jesus that connect his death to the symbolic moment of exile in the destruction of the temple at the trial (14:58) and on the cross (15:29). 

Jesus acknowledges his identity as the messiah, Son of God, king of the Jews (Mark 14:62; 15:2).86 Simon Gathercole notes the salvation-through-judgmentresulting-in-glory paradigm in the Son of Man statements in Mark: “The narrative pattern which holds the Son of Man sayings together is: the authoritative Son of Man revealed—the authority of the Son of Man rejected—the authority of the Son of Man vindicated.”87 Symbolically, Barabbas deserves to die and Jesus does not. Jesus dies in place of Barabbas (15:6–15). Judgment falls, and with the heavens dark (15:33) the curtain of the temple is torn (15:38). The way into God’s presence is open. Salvation has come through judgment for the glory of God. Then judgment is rendered on the false verdict that condemned Jesus to death—it is reversed, annulled—and Jesus is raised from the dead (16:1–8).88 The “decisive victory over evil” has been won.89

 
4.5 The Center of the Theology of Mark 

In Jesus salvation comes through judgment for God’s glory. In his ministry in Galilee Jesus condemns false sources of authority, upstages ineffectual sources of healing, judges the unclean spirits and demons, and shows the folly of the world’s wisdom.90 Through his teachings, healings, and mighty acts, Jesus judges in order to save. Then on the way to Jerusalem Jesus teaches explicitly that what looks like the way down is in reality the way up. In Jerusalem he brings salvation through judgment in his ransoming death, and symbolically the long story of salvation through judgment in Israel’s exile is resolved by means of the new exodus and return from exile that Jesus inaugurates in his body and blood. The center of Mark’s theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.91

Mark Strauss writes, “Jesus’ central message in Mark concerns the coming of the kingdom of God (1:15).”92 True enough, but the kingdom serves the greater purpose of God’s glory. Moreover, once again we can focus this centrality of the kingdom by observing that this is a kingdom whose coming will be through the judgment of all other kingdoms, and its inauguration spells salvation, with the manifold display of justice and mercy glorifying God.93 Robert H. Stein writes, “The central and dominating theme of Mark is christological in nature.”94 From my analysis above, it should be clear that I agree with this and would only add the following: the nature of the christological truth that Mark communicates centers on Jesus’ role as God’s definitive agent of salvation through judgment for God’s glory. Jesus not only brings salvation through judgment for God’s glory, but he experiences it in himself in his death and resurrection. 

 
5. Luke 

Matthew’s five great discourses of Jesus make the first Gospel reminiscent of the five books of Moses. Rikki Watts has suggested that “Isaiah’s schematic of the N[ew] E[xodus] from ‘the nations,’ along the ‘Way,’ to ‘Jerusalem’ provides the paradigm” for the structure of Mark’s Gospel, which moves from Galilee (Mark 1:1–8:26) on the Way (8:27–10:52) to Jerusalem (11:1–16:8).95 If Matthew reminds readers of the Pentateuch and Mark is Isaianic, the Gospel according to Luke96 bears a striking resemblance to the narratives in Samuel.97

Like Samuel, Luke opens with a godly priest and a remarkable birth. As in Samuel, the seed of promise (David in Samuel, Jesus in Luke) is raised up through difficulty, suffers, and in the end is vindicated.98 Like Samuel, Luke pursues his story across two volumes, with the first tracing the rise of the king, and the second showing him enthroned and reigning. Like Samuel, Luke–Acts is a story of reversals, with the small and weak exalted while the proud and strong are brought low. As in Samuel, the center of the theology of Luke’s Gospel is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.99

Jesus brings salvation as he heals, teaches, conquers, and dies, and this salvation comes through judgment as he defeats his enemy and pronounces condemnation on those allied with Satan, who falls from heaven like lightning. The glory of God and Jesus are expressed in a number of different ways in the Gospel of Luke, and table 5.8 seeks to account for this variety and to note where these expressions are found.100

 
Table 5.8. The Glory of God and Jesus in the Gospel of Luke 
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The discussion here will be structured according to the following understanding of Lucan literary structure: Luke’s opening narratives present parallel accounts of the births of John and Jesus, moving then to the Baptist’s preparation of the way (Luke 1–3). Having overcome temptation (Luke 4), Jesus ministers in Galilee (Luke 5–9). Jesus then sets his face toward Jerusalem and slowly makes his way there (Luke 9:51–19:27). Jesus triumphantly enters Jerusalem, where he is betrayed, arrested, crucified, and raised (Luke 19:28–24:53). 

Luke’s two-volume work can be seen to have a broadly chiastic structure as seen in table 5.9.101

 
Table 5.9. Blomberg’s Chiasm in Luke–Acts (Adapted) 

 

	Jesus in relationship to the Roman Empire

	Jesus in Galilee

	Jesus in Samaria and Judea

	Jesus in Jerusalem

	Resurrection and ascension (Luke 24–Acts 1)

	Witnesses in Jerusalem

	Witnesses in Judea and Samaria

	Witnesses to the ends of the earth

	Paul in relationship to the Roman Empire


 
5.1 Preparation for Jesus’ Ministry (Luke 1–3) 

Luke’s prologue (Luke 1:1–4) declares that the purpose of the Gospel is to give a believer, Theophilus, certainty concerning the things he has been taught (1:4).102 This certainty is meant to arise from Luke’s “orderly account” (1:3). Based on my study of the narrative, I take this reference to orderliness to refer to the way that Luke has juxtaposed mutually interpretive episodes. 

An early instance of this careful arrangement can be seen in the parallels between the births of John and Jesus (see table 5.10), and these parallels highlight the superiority of Jesus to John. 

 
Table 5.10. Gabriel Sent to Zechariah and Mary 
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John’s own greatness only increases the stature of Jesus as Luke presents it. Gabriel tells Zechariah, the Baptist’s father, that John “will be great before the Lord,” will conduct himself as a Nazirite (another connection to Samuel), will be filled with the Spirit (Luke 1:15), and will play the part of the Elijah who is to come (1:16–17). The part that John will play in the outworking of salvation history is second in significance only to one. 

Gabriel tells Mary that Jesus also “will be great” (Luke 1:32, same terms as 1:15), but from there it goes through the roof: in fulfillment of 2 Samuel 7:14, Jesus “will be called Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:32–33). 

These two birth narratives are introduced with the words, “And it came about in the days of Herod, king of Judea” (Luke 1:5), so the coming of the Davidic king and his kingdom implies the end of Herod’s kingdom. Salvation will come through judgment for God’s glory as the little people who are faithful are exalted while the Herods of the world are brought low. 

Hannah was a barren woman whose womb the Lord opened (1 Sam. 1:5–6, 19–20). Mary is a virgin to whom the Lord has given conception (Luke 1:34–38). Like Hannah’s song (2 Sam. 2:1–10), Mary’s paean of praise celebrates the God who saves the weak and humble by visiting justice against prideful oppressors (Luke 1:46–55). By the strength of his arm the Lord scatters the proud and dethrones the mighty, exalting the humble, satisfying the hungry, sending the rich away empty (1:51–53). The Lord does this in mercy (1:54), in accordance with the promise to Abraham and his seed (1:55). 

The long wait is finally drawing to its close. The darkest hours of the night have passed. The birth pangs at their strongest, longing and yearning too full to be spoken, John is born (Luke 1:57). Through the judgment felt in the curse of Genesis 3:16, salvation dawns. Hope begins to be realized. Ordained praise comes from the babe’s mouth at the miracle baby’s birth. Zechariah’s silence is lifted (Luke 1:20, 64), as salvation comes through judgment, and he employs his loosened tongue to bless God (1:64, 68–79). His blessing of God is based on his conviction that God has visited his people to redeem them by raising up a horn of salvation from the line of David (1:68–69). Hereby God is keeping his promise to save his people from their enemies—and that salvation is going to come through the judgment of those enemies (1:70–71). This will be a demonstration of Yahweh’s mercy to Israel, even as he keeps covenant with them (1:72), fulfilling his promise to Abraham (1:73) so that his people can worship him (1:74–75). This salvation includes deliverance from the oppression of their enemies (1:74) and the forgiveness of sins (1:77). The sun is rising from on high, and, recalling Isaiah 9, the light is shining on those sitting in the darkness of the shadow of death (1:78–79).103

In a key juxtaposition, next to the description of the reigning Caesar and all his pompous registrations and officials, Luke sets the description of the birth of the world’s king and Savior (Luke 2:1–20). Caesar has his Quirinius; Jesus has the lowly shepherds. The humble will be exalted and the lofty brought low, and the former will come through the latter. Caesar has his legions. What has the peasant child? Only the heavenly host announcing glory to God at his birth. Rome claims to bring peace, but those who know sing the peace this child’s birth means for those with whom God is pleased (2:14). 

Luke wants his message to be taken to heart and pondered, and he commends this behavior by noting how it was modeled for his audience (table 5.11). 

 
Table 5.11. Taking the Message to Heart 
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As the parents of Jesus do all that is required by the law of Moses (Luke 2:22–24, 27, 39), they encounter two elderly members of the remnant, Simeon and Anna. They have the same hope that Luke describes in two synonymous phrases: Simeon awaits “the consolation of Israel” (2:25); Anna is with those waiting for “the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38). He blesses God (2:28), and she worships and gives thanks (2:37–38), because both hope for the salvation that will come through judgment when, in Simeon’s words, the child appointed for the fall and rise of many in Israel does his work (2:34).104 These narratives of the circumstances surrounding the births of John and Jesus are saturated with the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

Luke also depicts salvation through judgment happening in the proclamation of the Baptist. In response to John’s call to repentance, announcement of the second exodus and return from exile, and warning of the wrath to come (Luke 3:1–9), crowds, tax collectors, and soldiers are saved through the warnings of judgment (3:10–17). 

Luke then works backward from the thirty-year-old Jesus through his genealogy all the way to Adam (Luke 3:23–38). Ending the genealogy with Adam allows Luke to introduce another key juxtaposition: the genealogy ends with Adam, the son of God (3:38), who, accompanied by his wife, was tempted by Satan in the garden of Eden.105

 
5.2 Temptation and Beginning of Jesus’ Public Ministry (Luke 4) 

Unlike Adam, who was in the garden of Eden, Jesus is in the wilderness (Luke 4:1). Unlike Adam, who was with his wife, Jesus is alone. Unlike Adam, who had all the trees of the garden for food, Jesus eats nothing for forty days (4:2). Like Adam, Jesus is tempted by the Devil (4:2). Unlike Adam, Jesus trusts God’s word and conquers (4:3–13). Salvation comes through judgment for God’s glory. Judgment fell on Adam for his sin, and Jesus brings judgment on Satan by resisting his temptations. The steadfastness of Jesus exposes the lies of Satan, judging and condemning them, and God’s faithfulness to his promises and ability to provide what Satan never could are celebrated by Jesus. Thus God is glorified in salvation through judgment as Jesus resists temptation. 

Then Jesus goes home to Nazareth, where having identified himself as Isaiah’s anointed servant of Yahweh (Luke 4:16–21), he draws typological parallels between himself and Elijah and Elisha (4:24–27). This is not what the people in the synagogue want to hear (4:22–23), so they try to kill him (4:28–29). Their verdict will not stand, and by avoiding it Jesus judges their rejection of God’s will (4:30). Luke then validates the claims that Jesus has made by showing him teaching with authority, casting out demons, building a reputation, and rebuking sickness (4:31–41).106 Jesus has set out to preach the good news of God’s kingdom (4:42–44), and that good news celebrates the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
5.3 Ministry in Galilee (Luke 5–9) 

No doubt many, along with Simeon and Anna, are looking for the eschatological promises of the prophets to dawn. Their hopes are surely piqued by the Baptist and his ministry. Like Peter and the others who have fished all night (Luke 5:5), they may feel that all their efforts have brought meager results. Then Jesus gets in the boat, gives the word to let down the nets, and there is a miraculous haul (5:4–6). This demonstration of majesty convicts Peter of his sin (5:8),107 and the judgment astonishes people, glorifying God. Then Jesus applies the spiritual truth of what he has physically done in the assertion, “From now on you will be catching men” (5:10). The miraculous catch of fish points to the fishing out of the exiles prophesied by Jeremiah (Jer. 16:16). However past attempts at national reformation may have failed, Jesus comes with portents of success. Those he calls leave everything to follow him (Luke 5:11). 

The portents of success are bolstered by the cleansed leper (Luke 5:12–14), the growing crowd and spreading report (5:15), and the evident piety and humility of Jesus in prayer (5:16). Return from exile means forgiveness of sin (cf. Isa. 40:2), and this gives a wider significance to the forgiveness Jesus announces (Luke 5:17–24). Not only does he announce forgiveness; he does mighty works—such as making the lame walk—that authenticate the announcement (5:24). The infirmity and the sin that caused it have been judged and nullified, the enemies who oppose Jesus have their mouths shut, and in response to the salvation that comes through judgment those who see redemption glorify God (5:25–26). Jesus is so compelling that he calls a tax collector right out of his money-grubbing booth (5:27). The sick and the sinful are summoned home, while the religious grumble (5:27–32). 

There is no fasting among the disciples of Jesus because he is the Bridegroom who has come for the wedding, the new covenant that will accompany the end of the exile and the inauguration of the new exodus (Luke 5:33–39). Jesus is the new David, typologically fulfilling David’s role, but greater—so great, he is even Lord of the Sabbath (6:1–5). His doing good on the Sabbath by restoring a man’s hand seems to hint at the new creation that Jesus will bring, but his opponents prefer the old wine (5:36–39) and respond to the new life he gives on the Sabbath by planting the seeds of the plot to kill Jesus (6:6–11). 

The selection of the Twelve (Luke 6:12–16) in the orderly context of these other indications of the dawning of the new exodus and return from exile recalls the martial arrangement of the twelve tribes in the wilderness. Then Jesus, as Moses had done, gives God’s word to those who have been freed by his power (6:17–49). The international implications of this new exile and new covenant are perhaps hinted at in the healing of the servant of the Roman centurion (7:1–10, cf. 9, “not even in Israel have I found such faith”). The Jews see Jesus and reject him, while the Gentiles hear of him and receive him.108 The raising from the dead of the widow’s son at Nain recalls Elijah’s mighty acts,109 and resurrection from the dead signals return from exile (cf. Ezek. 37:11–14). Jesus condemns death, reverses it, and in response to the salvation he brings through that judgment, everyone glorifies God (Luke 7:15–17). 

The Baptist has announced that the one coming after himself will baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire, judging and saving, clearing the chaff and gathering the wheat (Luke 3:16–17). In the absence of the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit and the purging flames of judgment, the Baptist asks whether Jesus is the one expected (7:18–19).110 Luke presents Jesus responding with reports of the kinds of restorative ministry promised by Isaiah (7:22). From there Jesus denounces those who have rejected both the Baptist and himself (7:23–34). Wisdom cries out in the street (Prov. 1:20), and the wise recognize wisdom (Luke 7:35). These words imply that those who embrace wisdom will embrace Jesus. The following episode, in which the sinful woman of the city wets Jesus’ feet with her tears and wipes them with her hair while Simon, the disapproving Pharisee, looks on and draws unwise conclusions (7:36–50), demonstrates that those who are aware of their own sinfulness will love Jesus, who forgives sin (7:41–50). 

Those who recognize their sin and embrace the message of Jesus are saved by faith (Luke 7:50). Those who reject the message of the Baptist have not declared God just but have rejected for themselves God’s purpose (7:29–30). Wisdom does not justify them but condemns them (7:35).111 People from all levels of society embrace the message of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus, men such as the Twelve, and women too, from the formerly demon possessed to the wife of Herod’s steward (8:1–3). The secrets of the kingdom are revealed in the parables Jesus tells (8:4–15). Those who hear the word of God proclaimed by Jesus and do it are the members of his family (8:21). Every other source of truth has been judged and condemned, and through that judgment they are saved by faith in what he proclaims. By contrast, even the members of his literal family will be rejected if they do not embrace God’s word (8:19–20). 

Jesus calms wild winds (Luke 8:22–25) and wild men (8:26–39), and in both instances he triumphs over what appears to be out of control and wins praise for himself (8:25, 39). Earle Ellis correctly notes, “Messiah opposes the demonic powers at work in man and in nature in order to redeem man-in-nature, man as a totality and as part of the created cosmos.”112

Having healed the woman with the flow of blood and raised the daughter of Jairus (Luke 8:40–56), Jesus sends out the disciples (9:1–6). Luke narrates the Baptist’s death (9:7–9), the return of the disciples (9:10), and the feeding of the five thousand (9:11–17), before coming to a decisive turning point in the narrative. 

As in Matthew and Mark, so in Luke: at the account of Jesus’ asking the disciples who the crowds say he is, the narrative begins to turn a corner. In response to Peter’s correct confession, Jesus makes the first of several statements in Luke regarding his death and resurrection. These are listed in table 5.12. 

What this means for the thesis of this book must be underscored: the death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth is the definitive moment when the glory of God is displayed in salvation through judgment. The death and resurrection of Jesus is the climactic moment at the end of all four canonical Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And the moment when Jesus first begins to announce that he will go to Jerusalem to be crucified and raised is a decisive turning point in the first three of these: Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Thus the claim can be made that at the level of narrative structure, Matthew, Mark, and Luke all pivot on and drive toward the demonstration of the glory of God in salvation through judgment in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

 
Table 5.12. Predictions, Reminders, and Proofs of the Death and Resurrection in Luke1 
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This is the center of the theology of these Gospels. The cross of Jesus upholds the justice and the mercy of God, glorifying him. The kingdom dawns only because of the death and resurrection of Jesus, because of this definitive display of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. The end of the exile, new exodus, new covenant, and return from exile are all inaugurated by the death and resurrection of Jesus. God’s righteousness is supremely demonstrated, and his mercy is made known. Christ has died. Christ is risen. Christ will come again. 

The glory of this coming (Luke 9:26) grounds the call to deny oneself and take up the cross (9:23), to lose one’s life for Christ’s sake (9:24), to lose the whole world but not lose one’s soul (9:25), to reject any shame that might be heaped on those who cling to Christ (9:26). In Luke’s narrative, all this is validated by the foretaste of the future glory of Christ, in which he has promised to come (9:26), seen at the transfiguration (9:27–36). The narrative’s logic urges that those who hear of such glory must believe what they do not see—that Jesus will indeed come in such glory. This faith must then inform those faced with the choice between the world and Christ. God states his position on the question, declaring that Jesus is his Son, his chosen one, to whom all should listen (9:35). This identifies Jesus as the prophet like Moses.113 Moreover, at the transfiguration Moses and Elijah, the Law and the Prophets, are discussing with Jesus the “exodus” he is about to accomplish in Jerusalem (9:31). Luke is presenting God, Moses, and Elijah as identifying Jesus as the way of salvation. One will either side with them or choose destruction. Luke makes no bones about the fact that Jesus is at war, rebuking unclean spirits and astonishing all with his display of God’s majesty (9:37–43). 

A remarkably comforting theme surfaces in the midst of the marveling (Luke 9:43) and the insistence on the looming cross (9:44). Luke introduces the idea that even as Jesus announces these truths, they remain concealed: “But they were not understanding this word and it was concealed from them, that they might not perceive it, and they were afraid to ask him concerning this word” (9:45; cf. also 2:50; 8:10; 9:45; 10:21–22; 18:34; 24:16, 31–32, 45). This is comforting to anyone who reads the Old Testament and finds it difficult to know for certain how the story will play out. This is comforting to anyone who recognizes how natural it would be for the disciples to expect a conquering rather than a suffering messiah. This is comforting for anyone who embraces the perspectives articulated by those whose minds Jesus will open (the apostles and authors of the New Testament), that they might understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45), because we know that those who reject the “open-minded” interpretations of the authors of the New Testament writings are operating under the same constraints that the formerly “closed minded” experienced before Jesus revealed the truth to them. What he does for them he can do for others. 

Two incidents that relate to things being done in the name of Jesus portend the many things done in his name114 in Acts (Luke 9:46–48, 49–50; cf. Acts 2:38; 3:6, 16 (2x); 4:7, 10, 12, 17, 18, 30; 5:28, 40, 41; 8:12, 16; 9:14, 15, 16, 21, 27–28; 10:43, 48; 15:17; 16:18; 19:5, 13, 17; 21:13; 22:16). Then Jesus sets his face to go to Jerusalem. This portion of the Gospel of Luke is thick with the center of Luke’s theology, which is that Jesus has come as the messiah, who is the supreme agent of God for the manifestation of his glory in salvation through judgment. 

 
5.4 On the Way to Jerusalem (Luke 9:51–19:27) 

The high degree of overlap between Matthew, Mark, and Luke allows for some summary at this point, lest the discussion grow unnecessarily repetitive. Summarizing in this way does not minimize unique emphases of Luke’s Gospel, such as his heavy interest in prayer (see table 5.13) or his strategic use of the title Lord for Jesus.115 Within the scope and purposes of the argument of this book, such summary can function to demonstrate the thesis of this book and allow us to move forward. 

 
Table 5.13. Prayer in Luke 
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In this section of Luke’s Gospel we see more judgment on the wicked, most prominently when Jesus announces that he has seen Satan fall like lightning (Luke 10:18).116 He has given his disciples authority to tread on serpents and scorpions and all the enemy’s power (10:19). Jesus brings salvation through the judgment he accomplishes on the ruler of the forces of darkness (see also the binding of the strong man in 11:14–23). In his teaching, Jesus also brings judgment on those who think in worldly, foolish ways, such as in the parable of the rich fool whose soul is required as he plans to build bigger barns (12:13–21). Through judgment on the forces of darkness and on the ways of thinking that align with those forces, Jesus intends to save people, delivering them to true thoughts that glorify God. Jesus sets out to accomplish salvation through judgment for God’s glory, as we see in Luke’s recitation of all that Jesus began to do and teach (cf. Acts 1:1). 

Jesus has come117 casting the fire on earth of which the Baptist spoke (Luke 12:49). And he himself will go through the baptismal waters of God’s judgment (12:50).118 Those who repent of their sins in response to his condemning announcement of judgment (e.g., 13:1–9), those who humble themselves (14:11), confess their unworthiness (15:17–19, 21), cry out for mercy (17:13; 18:13, 37, 39), and believe in a way that compels them to act accordingly (11:28; 17:19; 18:8, 42), will be saved by faith through judgment for God’s glory. Indeed, this salvation by faith through judgment puts the enemies of God and Christ to shame while the believing rejoice at the mighty acts of God (cf. 13:17). 

 
5.5 In Jerusalem: Arrest, Crucifixion, Resurrection, Commission(Luke 19:28–24:53) 

Once again this section can be quickly summarized: Jesus enters Jerusalem to the praise of God (Luke 19:37–40). He shows genuine compassion for Jerusalem (19:41–44), but upholds justice and visits judgment by cleansing the temple (19:45–48). The parable of the wicked tenants promises that those who fall on the stone the builders have rejected will be crushed by it (20:9–18). The wisdom of Jesus silences opposition (20:19–26, 27–40). Jesus describes the history of the future, which will culminate in his triumphant appearing, rendering judgment and accomplishing redemption (21:5–36).119

On the eve of the “exodus” he will accomplish in Jerusalem (Luke 9:31), Jesus redirects the Passover meal and makes it a celebration of the “new covenant” in his blood (22:14–20).120 The death and resurrection of Jesus are the new exodus that eclipses the exodus from Egypt as the definitive moment of God’s glorifying himself in salvation through judgment. Just as the Passover meal was a regular celebration of God’s glory in salvation through judgment, so the Lord’s Supper replaces the Passover as the commemoration of God’s deliverance of his people through the judgment of their enemies. 

Having fulfilled the Scriptures by going to the cross (Luke 22:37), Jesus rises from the dead (22:6). Through the judgment he experienced on the cross, Jesus brings salvation, and those who hear the report marvel (24:12). Jesus then explains Moses and the Prophets and all the Scriptures to the two on the road to Emmaus (24:13–17). And if we want to know how he interpreted the Scriptures, we need only examine the way that the Scriptures are interpreted in Luke–Acts and the rest of the New Testament.121 Those two men have their eyes opened (Luke 24:31; cf. 24:16). Then Jesus opens the minds of his disciples (24:44–46), and Luke closes his Gospel in a way that prepares readers for the continuation of his story in the book of Acts (Luke 24:47–53). 

 
5.6 The Center of the Theology of Luke 

In the Gospel according to Luke, Jesus is the one who comes as the new David to accomplish the new exodus and inaugurate the new covenant through the definitive display of the glory of God in salvation through judgment at the cross. As Satan falls from heaven like lightning, those joined with him against the Lord and his anointed are defeated. All their arguments and objections are shown to be mush. Jesus upholds the truth and righteousness and holiness of God’s justice, establishing his covenant and redeeming with perfect equity. Balancing this is the display of mercy, love, steadfast loyalty, and kindness in the Father’s plan and the willingness of Jesus to die for his people. This salvation that is achieved as judgment falls on Jesus opens the way for sins to be forgiven, and this forgiveness is so glorious that it should be proclaimed to all the nations. Those who humble themselves and pray to the Lord will find that their faith has saved them, they will go in peace, and they will have been saved through judgment to live for the kingdom Jesus brings. As Schreiner rightly notes, “To live for the sake of the kingdom is simply another way of saying that human beings live for God’s sake—for his glory.”122 The Gospels are about the glory of God in Christ, as Wright has it: 

 


The portrait of Jesus . . . suggests, not a terrifying God from whose immediate embodied presence we would shrink, but one whose glory is strangely revealed in the welcome and the warning, the symbol and the story, the threat to the Temple, the celebration in the upper room, and the dark night at noon on Calvary.123

6. John 

The temple dominated ancient Jerusalem, which has been likened to a temple with a small city around it.124 The temple and its festivals are likewise prominent in the Gospel of John, which has Jesus in Jerusalem at the temple all through the narrative rather than, as in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, only at the end. The majesty and profundity of the Fourth Gospel are such that approaching it is like drawing near to the Holy of Holies. The glory of God pervades the Fourth Gospel, and it is most clearly seen in the demonstration of God’s justice and mercy when Jesus is glorified on the cross. Leading up to that climactic moment, Jesus typologically fulfills the temple and its ministries, fulfills Old Testament expectation for a good shepherd, declares his unity with the Father, and sends his disciples as the Father sent him. The Gospel consists of a prologue (John 1:1–18), a Book of Signs (1:19–12:50), a Book of Glory (chaps. 13–20), and an epilogue (chap. 21).125 The Bible is more to be admired than the Louvre Museum, and the Gospel of John is perhaps its Mona Lisa. John’s theology centers on the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
6.1 Prologue (John 1:1–18) 

Small words and short sentences are often the most profound uttered, and thus it is in John’s prologue. John introduces his Gospel with brief but suggestive statements that are masterfully presented in chiastic shape (table 5.14). 

 
Table 5.14. The Chiasm in John’s Prologue 

 

	1:1–5, The deity of the Creator Word, life and light unconquerable

	1:6–8, The Baptist came as a witness.

	1:9, The shining of the true light

	1:10–11, Unknown by the world, rejected by his own

	1:12–13, Received by those born of God

	1:14, We saw the glory of the tabernacled Word.

	1:15, The Baptist bore witness.

	1:16–18, From his fullness, grace, law, and truth, God makes God known.


 

 

The glory of the life of the light-shining, world-making Word is heralded in this chiasm, which hinges on salvation and judgment. The first five verses of John’s Gospel present themselves as on par with Torah by means of the clear allusion to the opening of Genesis. They then add to the revelation given there by declaring that Jesus is the Word through whom God made the world. He was with God in the beginning, without whom nothing is, in whom is life and light beyond comprehension or compeer.126

The opening of John’s prologue is matched by its closing verses (John 1:16–18), where the allusion to Genesis in John 1:1 is matched by the salvation-historical placement of the revelation that comes through Jesus in the statement in 1:17 that “the law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus the messiah.” The deity of the Word announced in John 1:1–2 is also matched by the statement in 1:18 that “the unique God, who is in the bosom of the Father, has made him known.”127

In John’s prologue the Baptist bears twofold witness to this glorious Word (1:6–8, 15). The statement in 1:9 that the true light shines on every man is matched by the testimony, “we saw his glory,” in 1:14. And in the midst of these descriptions of God’s glory in the tabernacled, enfleshed Word to which the Baptist testifies, we find a dual statement of judgment and salvation. 

The judgment is not enacted but described in the mention of the world that does not know its Maker and of his own who did not receive him (John 1:10–11). To understand how the theme of the rejection of Jesus is introduced here, we must observe the way that John’s prologue introduces his major themes. Jesus as life is introduced in 1:4 and returned to in, for example, 5:25–29 and 11:25–26. Jesus as light is introduced in 1:4–5 and returned to in, for instance, John 3:19–21 and 8:12. These themes emanate out of the glory heralded in John 1:14 and returned to in 2:11, and often thereafter (e.g., 7:39; 8:54; 11:4; 12:16, 23; 13:31, 32; 16:14; 17:1, 5, 10). And thus also it is with the theme of the rejection of Jesus. This theme will be resumed in John when the Gospel declares, for instance, that the wrath of God remains on those who do not believe in Jesus (3:36), that those who have done evil will rise to judgment (5:29), and that those who oppose Jesus are seed of the serpent, of their father the Devil (8:44). 

Similarly, the theme of salvation is introduced with the mention of those who receive Jesus, those who are born of God, in John 1:12–13.128 John returns to the theme of the new birth in 3:1–12, and the life given by the Spirit is announced also in 6:63. The regenerating power of the new birth is the answer to human inability, as can be seen in the texts in table 5.15. 

 
Table 5.15. Regeneration and Inability in John 
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The Gospel of John clearly teaches that the new birth gives people an ability that they did not otherwise have. This new ability enables those who are born again to perceive the glory of Jesus and believe in him.129 The guarantee of life to those who entrust themselves to Jesus is a common theme, too (e.g., John 5:24; 6:40; 8:51, etc.). 

This prologue—so full of glory, salvation, and judgment—introduces the Gospel written “that you may believe that Jesus is the messiah, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). John’s Gospel, then, is a story of the salvation through judgment for God’s glory accomplished by Jesus the messiah. And this story is told so that people will be saved through its proleptic announcement of judgment on those who do not believe in Jesus, through its promise of salvation to those who do believe in Jesus, and through the persuasion that comes by the description of the manifest glory of Jesus in these pages. John’s Gospel is about the glory of God in salvation through judgment in Jesus the messiah. 

 
6.2 The Book of Signs (John 1:19–12:50) 

The Fourth Gospel opens with the Baptist announcing that the salvation through the judgment of the exile is beginning to dawn. He himself is the voice in the wilderness, preparing the way for the return of Yahweh to Zion (John 1:23). He is baptizing with water (1:25), in fulfillment of the total cleansing Yahweh promised at the return from exile (Ezek. 36:25). After him comes the one who will baptize in the Holy Spirit (John 1:33), in fulfillment of the promise in the prophets of an eschatological outpouring of the Spirit (e.g., Isa. 32:15; Ezek. 36:27; Joel 3:1–5, ET 2:28–32). John’s first chapter also sounds the notes of messianic expectation, mentioning the messiah (John 1:20, 41), the Prophet (1:21), the Elijah who prepares the way (1:21, 25), the Rabbi and Teacher (1:38), the one of whom Moses and the Prophets wrote (1:45), the king of Israel (1:49), and the Son of Man (1:51). The Baptist is clearly the one who prepares the way, though he is not literally Elijah (1:21), he fulfills the prophecy, and Jesus is the king messiah who will pour out the Spirit in fulfillment of eschatological expectation. 

Not only does this first chapter of John’s Gospel identify Jesus as the messiah through whom salvation comes after exile, but it also begins to point to the way that salvation will come through the judgment that will fall on the messiah. Thus the Baptist identifies Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29, 36). Recalling such texts as Isaiah 53, Zechariah 12:10, 13:7, and Daniel 9:26, John begins to point to the way that the eschatological promises of the return from exile will be realized through the judgment that will fall on the messiah himself. The messiah himself will be judged, and through that judgment will come salvation. As John’s Gospel unfolds, the notes sounded in this first chapter are developed and exposited. 

Before the development and exposition, however, we find more pointers forward at a wedding. Old Testament prophets such as Hosea (Hos. 2:16–20) and Jeremiah (Jer. 3:1, 12) spoke of Israel’s eschatological future in terms of a new wedding between God and his people, resulting in a new covenant (Jer. 31:31–34). In John 2 Jesus attends a wedding and the wine runs out (John 2:3). When Jesus addresses the situation, he gives instruction for stone water jars used “for the cleansing rites of the Jews” (2:6) to be filled with water (2:7). He then orders the water to be drawn, and it has become wine (2:8–9). John explains that this is the first sign done by Jesus, that in it he manifests his glory, and that in response his disciples believe in him. The filling up of the jars used in Old Testament purification rites seems to symbolize the fulfillment of the time in which such things would be done,130 and out of that fulfillment Jesus brings something as superior as wine to water, the best of wine, no less (2:10). The message seems to be that the fullness of time has come, and something new is about to be brought forth. 

This message is reinforced by the following episode at Passover in John 2:13–25. The Jewish feasts play a significant role in the Gospel of John, and John presents Jesus as the typological fulfillment of these festivals (see table 5.16).131

 
Table 5.16. Jesus and the Jewish Festivals in John 
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The first instance of festival fulfillment in John’s Gospel brings together Passover and exile themes, promising also the resurrection of the body of Jesus. At the Passover (John 2:13), Jesus cleanses the temple of the beasts of sacrifice (2:14–16). As if to remind readers that Jesus himself is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29), John notes that Jesus’ disciples later remember Psalm 69:9 and see it fulfilled in Jesus: “Zeal for your house will consume me” (John 2:17). Jesus’ zeal for God’s house will take him to his death. In the temple, there is a surface reference to Jesus’ concern for the temple. There appears also to be a deeper reference, however, to the new temple, the people of God, for ultimately Jesus goes to the cross for God’s people, in whom he will take up residence by his Spirit, making them the temple. When the Jews demand a sign, Jesus says, “Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise it” (2:19). The Jews see only the surface-level reference to the physical temple (2:20), but Jesus speaks of the temple of his body (2:21). This reference to the destruction of the temple brings into the Passover context an exile overtone. Jesus speaks of his death in terms of the destruction of the temple because he is the fulfillment of the temple. His death is the destruction of the temple because his death is the darkest moment of exile. Forsaken by the Father, he will pass through judgment to bring about salvation as he is raised on the third day. John indicates that the disciples understand and believe these things once Jesus has been raised from the dead (2:22). This passage, then, presents Jesus as the typological fulfillment of the Passover. He drives out the sacrificial animals because he will be the fulfillment of the Levitical sacrificial system. Simultaneously, he is the fulfillment of the exile because his death is the destruction of the temple. Wright provides an insightful summary of the symbolic import of the ministry of Jesus: 

 


Healing, forgiveness, renewal, the twelve, the new family and its new defining characteristics, open commensality, the promise of blessing for the Gentiles, feasts replacing fasts, the destruction and rebuilding of the Temple: all declared, in the powerful language of symbol, that Israel’s exile was over, that Jesus was himself in some way responsible for this new state of affairs, and that all that the Temple had stood for was now available through Jesus and his movement.132


The return-from-exile themes continue in John 3 as Jesus tells Nicodemus of his need to be born of water and spirit in terms reminiscent of Ezekiel 36:25–27. The Spirit blows like the wind (John 3:8), giving life just as the wind Ezekiel prophesied gave life to the dry bones in the valley (Ezek. 37:1–14). The new life Jesus offers comes as a result of a new birth, and it comes by the power of the Spirit to those who look to the typological fulfillment of the uplifted bronze serpent (John 3:14; cf. Num. 21:9). This comparison of the lifted-up Jesus to the uplifted snake in the wilderness recalls the events of the exodus and wilderness wanderings, and adds a new-exodus dimension to the return-from-exile themes in what Jesus says to Nicodemus. 

Those who believe in Jesus will be saved (John 3:16–17). They will experience the return from exile and the new exodus. Those who do not believe in Jesus will be damned (3:18). Jesus is the light, the emanation of God’s glory (cf. 1:9, 14). He is the point of division in humanity. Those in whom God has worked go to him (3:21), while those who do wickedness flee the light of his presence (3:19–20). Salvation through judgment for God’s glory is realized in Jesus. 

As with the wedding in John 2, marriage overtones color the narrative in John 3 as the Baptist testifies that Jesus is the Bridegroom (John 3:29). This identification of Jesus as the Bridegroom immediately precedes the account of his meeting the unwed, immoral Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well in John 4. 

Taking nothing away from the historical reality of the events John records in this conversation Jesus has with the Samaritan woman in John 4, or from what Jesus says about his flesh being the Bread of Life in John 6, it seems that John presents these events such that they have a deeper symbolic resonance. Jesus will wed himself to the (largely) Gentile church, which will feast on his body and blood. 

The power of Jesus and the significance of faith are reinforced in the second sign Jesus does (John 4:46–54). The official believes and obeys the remarkable command of Jesus to go (4:50), and before he reaches home, he hears that his son was healed at the hour Jesus said he would live (4:53). 

In Jerusalem at an unnamed feast (John 5:1), Jesus heals a man on the Sabbath and makes himself equal with God (5:2–19). Responding to his critics, he explains that the Father has given judgment to the Son because the Father seeks the Son’s honor (5:22–23). The Father wants to see Jesus glorified, so he grants him the right to judge. Those who do not honor Jesus do not honor the Father (5:23). Those who believe Jesus are delivered from judgment (5:25). Salvation through judgment for the honor of the Father and the Son comes through Jesus. 

It is almost painful to try to summarize the ways that John’s theology centers on God’s glory in salvation through judgment. So much is passed over without comment. I say nothing, for instance, of the offer of living water Jesus makes to the Samaritan woman—an offer that shows how parched are other ways to satisfy thirst (John 4:10–14), and so much could be said about the discourse of Jesus that John presents in 5:19–47. These words could be memorized, meditated upon, and exposited for a lifetime. For the purposes of the argument being advanced here, I simply observe that Jesus has much to say about the judgment he will execute (5:27, 29, 30), much to say about those who testify to the rightness of his cause (the Father, 5:31–32, 37–38; John, 5:33–35; the works Jesus does, 5:36; the Scriptures, 5:39; and Moses, 5:45–46), and about the salvation he offers (5:26, 29). Their testimony condemns those who oppose Jesus. The problem with his opponents is that they prefer the glory of man to the glory of God (5:44; cf. 12:43). 

Having fed the multitude (John 6:1–15) and walked on the water (6:16–21), Jesus identifies himself as the typological fulfillment of the manna in the wilderness (6:32–33). Just as the children of Israel were sustained by the bread from heaven as they sojourned toward the Promised Land, so the followers of Jesus will be sustained by the bread of heaven, as they trust in Jesus (6:29, 35, 40, 47), eating his flesh and drinking his blood (6:51, 53–57) until he raises them up on the last day (6:39, 40, 44, 54) for everlasting life (6:47, 50, 58) in the new and better Promised Land. This offensive message is spoken in words that are spirit and life, and only the Spirit gives life (6:63). Only those drawn to Jesus by the Spirit (6:44, 65), those given to him by the Father (6:37, 39), can receive this message. 

John 7 and 8 seem united on the theme of Jesus’ response to those seeking his life at the Feast of Tabernacles (see John 7:1, 19, 20, 25, 30, 32, 44; 8:20, 37, 40, 44, 59).133 The world hates Jesus because he exposes its evil (7:7; 8:34, 43, 45, 47), condemning it. Their efforts against him will come to nothing because Jesus’ time has not yet come (7:6, 8, 30; 8:20). In their opposition to him, they show themselves to be seed of the serpent, of their father the Devil (8:19, 23, 38, 44). But as the source of living water (7:37–39) and the Light of the World (8:12), Jesus is the fulfillment of the Feast of Tabernacles. Moreover, Jesus is the I Am, as the texts in table 5.17 show. 

 
Table 5.17. “I Am” in John’s Gospel 
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Announcing judgment on his seed-of-the-serpent enemies, he also announces that he will be “lifted up” (John 8:28), that is, killed, and that those who believe in him will be saved through the judgment that falls upon him (8:24, 28, 52). Jesus is seeking the glory of God (7:18; 8:29, 54), which will be manifested in this salvation through judgment. 

Jesus feeds the multitude (John 6:1–14) then declares himself the Bread of Life (6:35, 48, 51). Having declared himself the Light of the World (8:12; cf. 9:5), he then heals a man born blind (9:1–7). Later he will declare himself the resurrection and life (11:25) before raising Lazarus from the dead (11:43–44). 

Jesus declares that the man was born blind so that the works of God might be displayed in him (John 9:3). When Jesus heals him, the Jews demand, ironically, that the man give glory to God, while they allege that Jesus is a sinner (9:24). The blind man now sees, and the Pharisees are blind (9:40). Since they claim to see, Jesus announces that their guilt remains (9:41). God’s glory is displayed in his saving the blind man and consigning those who refuse to acknowledge the glory of God in Christ to guilt. 

Ezekiel 37 describes the return from exile (37:14) in terms of resurrection from the dead (37:1–13), then goes on to speak of David, the Lord’s shepherd who will be king over his people (37:24; cf. 34:23–24). In John 10 Jesus explains how he is the Good Shepherd, while the nation has been afflicted with bad shepherds (cf. Ezek. 34:1–10). Then in John 11, Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead. The return from exile is dawning. Judgment is reaching its appointed fulfillment. The new exodus will soon begin. The sickness and death of Lazarus are for the glory of God in Christ (John 11:4), and so it is with the exile, new exodus, and return from exile being carried out in the life of Jesus. Those who believe will not die (11:26); indeed, they will see the glory of God (11:40). 

Jesus, the Good Shepherd (cf. John 10), enters Jerusalem on a donkey in fulfillment of Psalm 118 (in LXX 117, John 12:13134) and Zechariah 9:9 (John 12:14–15). Zechariah 11 contains an enacted parable about a shepherd of the flock who, in Zechariah 13:7, was struck. What follows in John’s Gospel will fulfill those aspects of Zechariah as well, and John 12 sets the stage for the glorification of Jesus at the cross, where salvation comes through judgment for the glory of God. 

In fact, John 12 connects Zechariah’s struck shepherd to Isaiah’s suffering servant, with the result that the first half of John’s Gospel concludes by focusing on the fulfillment of these lines of promise in Jesus the messiah. The temple is about to be destroyed, this destruction reenacting the exile. The new exodus is about to take place, and the voice in the wilderness has prepared the way for the return from exile. The way to that eschatological salvation goes through the judgment that will fall on the messiah, and that moment of judgment bringing salvation is all about the glory of God in Christ. 

The connection between Zechariah and Isaiah is established by the reference to the glorification (ἐδοξάσθη) of Jesus in John 12:16, immediately following the quotation of Zechariah 9:9 in John 12:15, the moment of “glorification” being the cross. The idea that the cross is where Jesus is glorified is based squarely on the references to the servant being “lifted up [ὑψωθήσεται]” and “glorified [δοξασθήσεται]” in Isaiah 52:13 (LXX). Isaiah 52:15 speaks of the nations and those who have not heard being made aware of and benefiting from the servant’s work, and John 12:20–23 depicts the coming of “some Greeks” to see Jesus as a decisive turning point. In response to their coming, Jesus says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified [δοξασθῇ]” (John 12:23). Neither the Hebrew nor the Greek translation of Isaiah 52:13–53:12 describes the servant as the “son of man,” so it seems that Jesus has interpreted the Old Testament to mean that the “Son of Man” from Daniel 7:13 is the “servant” who will be glorified not only as Daniel 7 describes but also as Isaiah 53 does. 

The glorification spoken of in John 12:23 is clearly the cross, for in John 12:24 Jesus speaks of the grain of wheat that falls into the earth, dies, and bears fruit, and in 12:25 he speaks of losing life. John 12:27 records Jesus saying that his soul is troubled because the “hour” of his glorification has come. He is troubled not at the prospect of resurrection and returning to the Father in heaven but at what he must go through to get there. Then, decisively moving toward the cross, he says in 12:28, “‘Father, glorify your name.’ Then a voice came from heaven, ‘I have glorified it and I will glorify it again.’” This text clearly presents Jesus and the Father speaking of the cross as a moment when not only Jesus will be glorified but the Father also. Jesus and the Father are joined together to glorify one another at the cross. The cross will be the moment when the world is judged and the archenemy defeated, as Jesus says in John 12:31, “Now is the judgment of this world, now the ruler of this world will be cast out.” The sins of the world will be exposed and condemned by the cross of Christ, Satan will be conquered, and Jesus and the Father will be glorified. Salvation comes through judgment for God’s glory.135

The lifting up of Isaiah’s servant for the benefit of the world (Isa. 52:13, 15) is restated as Jesus says in John 12:32, “And I, if I am lifted up [ὑψωθῶ] from the earth, I will draw all men to myself.” As if to guard against the idea that the lifting up of Jesus refers to anything other than the cross, John notes, “Now he said this signifying what kind of death he was about to die” (12:33). 

The crowd that responds in John 12:34 seems to be struggling to understand Jesus’ interpretation of the Old Testament. They have categories for a conquering messiah (Psalm 2), a heavenly son of man receiving a kingdom (Dan. 7:13), and a suffering servant (Isaiah 53), but as Jesus announces that he will fulfill all these expectations, the crowd responds as though taught by (many) modern Old Testament scholars: “Then the crowd answered him, ‘We have heard from the Law that the messiah remains forever, and how are you saying that it is necessary for the Son of Man to be lifted up? Who is this Son of Man?” Jesus cryptically replies that he is the light and urges the crowd to believe what he says, that they might be sons of light (John 12:35–36). 

John then states that Jesus did his signs “that the word of the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled” (John 12:37–38), and John quotes Isaiah 53:1, no doubt to invoke the whole context of Isaiah 52:13–53:12. Then John states in 12:39, “On account of this they were not able to believe, because again Isaiah said . . . ,” and here John quotes Isaiah 6:10 (John 12:40). Remarkably, John’s next words in 12:41 are, “Isaiah said these things [pl.] because he saw his glory, and he spoke concerning him.” The apostle John here asserts that in Isaiah 6 and Isaiah 53 the prophet Isaiah saw the glory of Jesus.136

In Isaiah 6, the prophet Isaiah was commissioned to harden Israel until the exile was complete (cf. Isa. 6:11–13). In John 12:39–40 the apostle John declares that the crowd of Israelites cannot believe Jesus because of what was stated in Isaiah 6:10. This appears to mean that the exile will be fulfilled in Jesus. Moreover, the quotation of Isaiah 53:1 immediately before the quotation of Isaiah 6:10 explains how the exile will be fulfilled. God’s wrath on Israel in the judgment of exile will be realized as the representative of Israel, her king, experiences full separation from God; forsaken by God on the cross, the Lamb of God (John 1:29; cf. Isa. 53:7) will bear the sins of his people (Isa. 53:4). Those afraid of the consequences of believing in him prefer the glory of man to the glory of God (John 12:42–43; cf. 5:44). 

 
6.3 The Book of Glory (John 13–20) 

The yearly Passovers in John 2, 6, and 11 in John 1–12 show the events of Jesus’ ministry unfolding over the course of several years, and the feast in John 5 might be yet another Passover. By contrast, the events in John 13–20 focus in on the night Jesus is betrayed (John 13–18:27137), the crucifixion (18:28–19:42), and the day of the resurrection (20:1–29). 

Jesus washes the disciples feet (John 13:1–11), then instructs them on serving one another (13:12–17). He explains that Psalm 41:9 will be fulfilled, and one who eats his bread will lift his heel against him (John 13:18). This indicates that Jesus is teaching his disciples not only that he will typologically fulfill the pattern of events experienced by the nation at the exile, but also that he will typologically fulfill the pattern of events David experienced in having a trusted companion become a traitor. Jesus gives a morsel of bread to Judas (13:26), who then leaves to accomplish his awful task (13:27–30). 

John then focuses his audience on the cross and its outworking in the Christian life. What Jesus is about to accomplish on the cross will glorify God in salvation through judgment, and it will pattern Christian living. Jesus is about to lay down his life to love others and glorify God on the cross, and that is the way he urges his disciples to show that they belong to him. Thus, when Judas is gone, Jesus declares, “Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in him. If God is glorified in him, God will also glorify himself in him,138 and he will glorify him immediately” (John 13:32–32). 

At this point we can reflect on the ways that God and Christ will be glorified in the cross. God will be glorified in mercy and justice. His justice will be seen in the outpouring of his wrath to uphold truth and establish his righteousness. His mercy will be seen in the fact that the substitutionary death of Jesus makes it possible for God righteously to extend forgiveness to those who believe. God’s love and justice, then, are put on display at the cross. 

Christ also is glorified, as his unique ability to absorb God’s wrath without remainder is displayed. Jesus exhaustively receives the wrath of God. His greatness is seen both in his ability to satisfy the demands of God’s justice and in his own righteousness whereby he is a sinless sacrifice. 

Moreover, the love of the Son for the Father’s honor is displayed as Jesus obediently goes to the cross. The love of the Father for the Son is displayed as the Father honors the Son for his greatness. The love of both Father and Son for sinners is displayed by the enormous length to which each goes to establish salvation. 

The cross uniquely displays that both Jesus and the Father are committed to justice and mercy, even unto death. The cross displays that Jesus and the Father are unique—holy—in their devotion to righteousness, to mercy, and to one another. The cross displays the all-conquering love of Father and Son for rebels who will repent and believe in Jesus. Such a sacrifice to save sinners! 

The God-honoring, righteousness-upholding, others-benefiting, self-sacrificial way that Jesus loves his disciples is the way he then calls them to love one another in the “new commandment” of John 13:34–35. This is a love that upholds the righteousness of God while extending unmerited kindness and mercy to others at the expense of oneself. The display of this kind of love, then, cannot but show forth the priority of God, emphasizing his glory. The new-commandment love that Jesus enjoins on his disciples, like the cross where he supremely manifests that love, centers on the display of God’s glory in justice and in mercy, justice highlighting the gracious, free character of the mercy. 

To enable them to love others in this way, Jesus calls his disciples to trust him and sets their eyes on the reward he promises at his return (John 14:1–4). In response to questions from Thomas and in dialogue with Philip, Jesus teaches on the unity between himself and the Father (14:5–11). The Father and the Son will be glorified by what the disciples do (14:12–31). 

Jesus is the true vine (cf. Isa. 5:1–11; 6:13; 11:1; 53:2). The disciples must remain in him as a branch stays connected to its vine (John 15:1–6). For the disciples to abide in Jesus, his words must abide in them (15:7). Thus will the Father be glorified in them (15:8). They are to glorify the Father by abiding in the love with which Jesus has loved them (15:9). Doing this means keeping the new commandment (cf. 13:34), which means loving others as he has loved them (15:10, 12–17). In this they will find true joy—as they find their own happiness in benefitting others at their own expense (15:11). The world will treat them as it has treated Jesus (15:18–25), and even here the righteousness of God will shine in relief against the unrighteousness of wicked men. 

Jesus promises the Holy Spirit’s help for the disciples to testify when they are persecuted (John 15:26–27), and what he has told them will function to keep them faithful when trouble comes upon them (16:1–4). When the Spirit comes, he will enable the disciples to understand and explain what they have learned from Jesus. As the disciples proclaim the truth of Jesus by the power of the Spirit, through them the Spirit will glorify Jesus and convict the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment (16:5–15). In the rest of John 16 Jesus prepares his disciples for his coming death, assuring them that he has overcome the world (16:33). 

As Jesus prays in John 17, two concerns predominate. He asks the Father to glorify him that he might glorify the Father (17:1, 4–5), and he asks the Father to secure the disciples such that they will be kept in the name of the Father to experience the glory of Jesus (17:6, 10–13, 17, 22, 24, 26). He prays not only for his disciples, but also for the disciples who will believe through their testimony (17:20). He wants them to be unified in love (17:11, 21–23, 26) and sanctified by the word (17:8, 14, 17, 19). This will result in the world knowing the truth about Jesus (17:21, 23), that others might be given to Jesus out of the world (17:6, 9). Jesus prays that the disciples will live out the salvation that comes through judgment for God’s glory. In their lives, they will love each other, condemning by their deeds all selfishness, injustice, and God-dishonoring behavior. They will live this way as the Father keeps them, and as they keep the word of Jesus. The mercy they receive will be drenched with God’s glory. The world will be condemned. Those kept by the Father in his name, sanctified by the true word in answer to Jesus’ prayer, those given to Jesus by the Father, they will be saved. And God’s glory will be displayed. 

Jesus is impressive even as he allows himself to be arrested,139 and John reminds his audience that one man is dying for the people (John 18:1–14; cf. 18:14 and 11:50). The high priest has no answer to the righteousness of Jesus (18:19–24). Jesus is righteous, but he is treated unjustly (18:28–38). Jesus will be crucified in place of Barabbas, who is clearly guilty (18:39–40), and this substitution is a picture of the way Jesus dies on behalf of the people (18:14). 

Jesus dies as the Passover Lamb and as the suffering Davidic servant (John 19:36–37; cf. Ex. 12:46; Num. 9:12; Ps. 34:20; Zech. 12:10). His death inaugurates the new exodus, and he is with a rich man in his death (John 19:38–42; cf. Isa. 53:9). 

Through judgment comes salvation, and on the first day of the week Jesus rises from the dead (John 20:1–10). He appears to Mary (20:11–18), commissions the disciples as the new temple (20:19–23),140 and convinces Thomas that he is Lord and God (20:24–29). John wrote that people might believe and have life (20:30–31). 

 
6.4 Epilogue (John 21) 

The epilogue depicts a marvelous catch of fish, perhaps pointing to the way the disciples will catch men (John 21:1–14).141 Then Jesus reinstates Peter (21:15–23). John testifies truly (21:24–25). 

 
6.5 The Center of the Theology of John 

As with the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the center of the theology of the Gospel of John is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.142 In John, Jesus comes as the typological fulfillment of both the temple and the suffering servant. He fulfills Israel’s festivals and sacrificial system precisely through his fulfillment of the role of the new suffering Davidic servant. The first twelve chapters of the Gospel set the stage for the work of the sin-bearing Davidic servant to be understood as the fulfillment of the exile when the “temple” is destroyed as the servant dies on the cross. John 12, 13, and 17 lay the groundwork for the cross to be understood as the moment when God and Christ are glorified and glorify one another, for at the cross love and truth meet, righteousness and peace kiss each other (cf. Ps. 85:11, ET 10). In the Upper Room Discourse Jesus teaches his disciples to love one another as he has loved them, and he is so lovingly committed to the truth that he sacrificed himself to make mercy possible for others. Jesus prays in John 17 that the Father will glorify him, that his disciples will see his glory and thereby unite in loving one another the way he has loved them. This is a love that shows forth God’s glory in justice and in mercy. The love of Jesus upholds justice and extends mercy. Through the judgment that falls on Jesus, salvation comes. That judgment is depicted in such a way that the death of Jesus is to be interpreted in light of the cosmic story (cf. John 1:1), and within that, in terms of the history of Israel (“destroy this temple”), so that in the death and resurrection of Jesus the exile is completed, and the new exodus and return from exile begin. Salvation has come through judgment for God’s glory.143

 
7. Acts 

How could a crucified man be the messiah?144 Is that what the Old Testament promised? Is that what will bring in God’s kingdom? These questions inform Luke’s second volume, especially his presentation of the way the followers of Jesus quote the Old Testament to explain the crucifixion and resurrection to which they were witnesses. The book of Acts has two programmatic statements that structure the volume, and both have to do with proclamation (table 5.19). In the first, Acts 1:8, Jesus tells his disciples that they will be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.145 Acts then shows the witness borne in Jerusalem in chapters 1–7, in Judea and Samaria in chapters 8–12, and to the ends of the known world in chapters 13–28. Then in Acts 9:15 Paul is to be told that he will carry the name of the Lord before Gentiles, kings, and Israelites. The remainder of the book shows Paul doing just this. 

 
Table 5.19. Programmatic Statements in Acts 1:8 and 9:15 
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At the center of Luke’s theology in the book of Acts is God’s glory in salvation through judgment.146 He communicates this theology through the words and deeds done in Jesus’ name147 by the witnesses to the resurrection. The preaching of the disciples of Jesus in Acts is organized according to major speeches in table 5.20. 

 
Table 5.20. Major Sermons in Acts 
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I suggested above that the book of Luke corresponds in some ways to the book of Samuel. It might even be said that Luke–Acts has certain structural similarities with 1–2 Samuel.148 The king of Israel dies at the end of both 1 Samuel and the Gospel of Luke, and the king of Israel ascends the throne and builds the kingdom of God in both 2 Samuel and the book of Acts. Second Samuel opens with Saul dead, and David avenges and laments Saul and Jonathan (2 Samuel 1), and is anointed over Judah (2 Samuel 2). A war with Israel ensues that finally sees David anointed over Israel and Judah (2 Samuel 3–5). Uzzah is struck dead (2 Samuel 6), then God promises to build David’s house (2 Samuel 7), and David expands the kingdom (2 Samuel 8–10). Then he sins with Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11) and repents (2 Samuel 12), and the rest of the book relates how David triumphed through the suffering brought on by his sin (2 Samuel 13–24). 

Just as David killed the Amelakite and lamented Saul and Jonathan in 2 Samuel 1, in the book of Acts, after Jesus gives instructions and ascends to heaven (Acts 1:1–11), the apostles quote Scripture about the death of Judas and seek the Lord about his replacement (1:12–26). As David was anointed king over Judah and then entered into conflict with Israel in 2 Samuel 2–4, the Spirit is poured out on the apostles on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–12), they have great success with three thousand converts (2:14–47), and they heal the man at the beautiful gate (3:1–26), only to find themselves at war with the Jewish religious establishment in Acts 4–5. At the end of Acts 5 they are rejoicing and freely preaching Jesus. Just as Uzzah was struck dead once David was enthroned (2 Samuel 6), Ananias and Sapphira are struck dead (Acts 5:1–11). Just as David’s kingdom was granted and grew in 2 Samuel 7–10, so the church enjoys remarkable growth in Acts 6–12. David sinned with Bathsheba, repented, and triumphed through suffering and judgment. Similarly, in Acts, Saul (Paul) sins by persecuting the church (Acts 7–8), and he repents when he is confronted by Jesus (Acts 9). David was told by Nathan that the sword would never depart from his house (2 Sam. 12:7), and Paul is shown how much he will suffer for the name of the Lord (Acts 9:16). Like David suffering through the events related in 2 Samuel 13–24, Paul triumphs through suffering as he takes the gospel to the ends of the earth in Acts 13–28. 

As with the first volume, so with the second: Luke expresses the glory of God and Christ in a variety of ways, as table 5.21 shows.149

 
Table 5.21. The Glory of God and Jesus in Acts 
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The display of the glory of God and Christ that saturates the book of Acts is centered on the salvation that comes through judgment.150 This salvation through judgment is manifested in two primary ways. The first is the proclamation of the redemption accomplished through the death and resurrection of Jesus. The second is the preservation and growth of the church through the judgment that falls on her enemies. For the “progress reports” on the advance of the gospel in Acts, see table 5.22. 

 
Table 5.22. Church Growth in Acts 
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In both cases, however, God is manifesting his glory in a display of justice that highlights his mercy. God is being glorified in salvation through judgment. The following discussion will be structured by the book’s programmatic statements. 

 
7.1 Witness to the Resurrection in Jerusalem (Acts 1–7) 

Acts 1 sets the stage for the day of Pentecost, which is described in Acts 2. Acts 3–4 then largely focuses on the healing of a lame man at the temple gate and the conflicts engendered by it with the religious leadership. Acts 5 tells of the death of Ananias and Sapphira, before again showing the apostles in conflict with the Jewish religious establishment. Acts 6 introduces the deacons and Stephen, and Acts 7 largely consists of his speech. Stephen’s speech provides an exposition of several themes sounded in earlier chapters. Along the way Luke provides several summary statements of the way things were going for the early church (cf. Acts 1:12–14; 2:42–47; 4:31–35; 5:12–16; 6:7). Flowing out of the central theme of God’s glory in salvation through judgment in Acts are three main ways in which this theme is established. First there is the announcement that God has fulfilled the Scriptures in the death and resurrection of Jesus. Second there is the announcement of judgment on the sinners who crucified Jesus, and because of the resurrection, they can repent and find forgiveness. They can be saved through judgment because God has accomplished salvation through judgment. Third there is the gathering opposition to the early church, which culminates in the death of Stephen. Acts 1–3 focuses on the death and resurrection of Jesus and the call to repentance; then the focus shifts to the gathering opposition in Acts 4–7. 

Crucifixion hardly looks like proof of God’s approval. In fact, crucifixion looks like God’s disapproval. Crucifixion looks like proof that Jesus was not the messiah, but such considerations are outweighed and overcome by resurrection. Thus, after suffering, Jesus presents himself alive by many proofs to his disciples (Acts 1:3), and thus they understand themselves to be witnesses of the resurrection (1:22). 

The disciples must give the answer of the resurrection to the question of the crucifixion, and they must answer another question raised by common Old Testament expectation. It is a question they themselves have. Luke shows the disciples posing this question to Jesus in Acts 1:6 when they ask if he will now restore the kingdom to Israel. Jesus answers that it is not for them to know the Father’s fixed times and seasons, but they will be empowered by the Spirit to bear witness to him (1:7–8). Then as Luke describes the ascent of Jesus to heaven, he depicts an event that provides the answer to the question posed by the disciples. Luke notes in Acts 1:9 that “while they were looking, he was taken up and a cloud received him.” Then heavenly figures in white robes (1:10) tell them that “this Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, thus he will come—in the way you saw him going into heaven” (1:11). Jesus is taken up and the cloud receives him, and he will come on the clouds of heaven. What the angel says, as well as the way Luke describes the scene, amounts to an unmistakable allusion to Daniel 7:13. After the one like a son of man comes with the clouds of heaven in Daniel 7:13, he receives everlasting dominion and a kingdom never to be destroyed (7:14). The reader who comes to the book of Acts from the Gospels will have seen this text quoted by Jesus there (Matt. 26:64; Mark 14:62; cf. Luke 22:68–68). Picking up on the way that Jesus apparently has interpreted the Old Testament, Luke recounts the ascension to answer the disciples’ question about when Jesus will restore the kingdom to Israel. He will do so at his return, when he comes just as he went—with the clouds of heaven. It is worth observing that both the book of Daniel and the book of Revelation depict that moment as a consummate display of the glory of God in salvation through judgment (cf. Dan. 7:26–27; 9:27; 12:1–3; Rev. 19:11–21; cf. also 2 Thess. 1:5–10). 

Judas’s end prefigures the outcome of those who reject and oppose Jesus and his kingdom (Acts 1:16–20). The enemies of the messiah and his people will be judged, and salvation will be accomplished through all their counterplotting and opposition (cf. Acts 2:23–24; 4:27–28). 

The day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1–4) temporarily reverses the judgment that fell at Babel (Genesis 11) and points to the day when all nations will speak with one voice in praise of “the mighty acts of God” in Christ (Acts 2:5–11). Peter explains this by quoting the prophet Joel (Acts 2:16–21). The prophecy of the outpouring of the Spirit in the eschatological days of the messiah is realized on the day of Pentecost. 

Luke depicts the flow of events on that day as follows: Peter begins by explaining the event that has just taken place (Acts 2:1–12) as the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit, quoting Joel and claiming fulfillment (2:14–21). From the explanation of the event he moves back to the oxymoronic idea of the crucified messiah. He claims the messiah has been attested by God (2:22), asserts that the crucifixion was God’s definite plan, upholds human responsibility for wicked actions (2:23), and testifies to the resurrection (2:24).151 Peter then seeks to prove, by quoting and explaining Psalm 16:8–11, that the definite plan of God was for the messiah to suffer and then enter his glory (cf. Luke 24:26). Luke presents Peter’s claim that David prophesied (Acts 2:30a) on the basis of the promises God made to him in 2 Samuel 7 (Acts 2:30b) concerning the resurrection of Jesus (2:31a), to whom alone the comment in Psalm 16 about the holy one not seeing corruption can apply (Acts 2:29, 31b). The assertion of Jesus’ resurrection in Acts 2:24 is supported through the citation and explanation of Psalm 16, and then the resurrection is restated in Acts 2:32. 

Peter then argues that Jesus has indeed ascended to the Father and poured out the Spirit, as prophesied, and that he has fulfilled Psalm 110 and taken his seat at the Father’s right hand, where he will be until the Father makes his enemies his footstool (Acts 2:34–35). The argument is punctuated with the call for Israel to recognize that God has made Jesus, whom they have crucified, Lord and Christ (2:36). The announcement that they have crucified Jesus condemns them—they are pierced to the heart (2:37). Peter calls them to repent and be baptized for forgiveness (2:38), and three thousand do so and are saved (2:40) through the judgment that has been announced (2:41). Because God judged Jesus at the cross, those who repent and believe in Jesus can be saved through the announcement of judgment. They devote themselves to the apostles’ teaching (2:42) and praise God (2:47). 

This announcement of salvation through judgment for God’s glory is repeated in Acts 3 after Peter and John heal the lame man in Jesus’ name (Acts 3:1–10). Peter again indicts the crowd for denying and crucifying Jesus, announcing again that God reversed their verdict by raising Jesus from the dead (3:14–15). Salvation is available in Jesus’ name (3:16; 4:12), which glorifies him. Once again Peter argues that what has taken place in Jesus was prophesied in the Old Testament (3:21–24). There are several correspondences between Peter’s sermon in Acts 3 and the letter of 1 Peter, as can be seen in table 5.23: 

 
Table 5.23. Peter’s Sermon in Acts 3 and the Letter of 1 Peter 
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In Acts 4 the Jewish religious leadership begins to make war on God (cf. Acts 5:39). Their opposition will be thwarted as God judges them, and through the judgment he brings upon them God will carry out his purpose to save. This will glorify him. The leadership arrests Peter and John and calls them to account (Acts 4:1–7). God fills Peter with the Holy Spirit, and he declares that God raised Jesus, whom they crucified, from the dead, announcing that salvation is possible only in Jesus’ name (4:8–12). The authorities try to command Peter and John to stop preaching in Jesus’ name, but the apostles declare that they will obey God rather than men (4:13–20). Meanwhile, people are praising God for the mighty act the apostles have done in Jesus’ name (4:21). 

In his speech to the Jewish authorities Peter declares that Jesus was the rejected stone that became the cornerstone (Acts 4:11; cf. Ps. 118:22). Upon their release, the apostles join the early church in a prayer that confesses that Psalm 2:1–2 was fulfilled in the conspiracy against Jesus (Acts 4:23–28). They call on God to give them boldness to speak (4:29) and to do more signs and wonders in Jesus’ name (4:30). Luke notes the answer to their prayer for boldness right away (4:31), and the mighty works follow shortly (5:12–16). 

Opposition, however, arises from within and continues from without. The opposition from within comes from the sinfulness of Christians. This is seen first in the selfishness of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1–2), then in the racial and linguistic tensions between Hebrews and Hellenists (Acts 6:1). God preserves the church through judgment and wins praise for himself. He strikes Ananias and Sapphira dead (5:3–10). The church fears God (5:11) and prospers (5:12–16). In the case of the widows, the apostles address the need by ordaining servants (6:2–6), and the gospel continues to spread (6:7). 

The opposition from without takes the form of persecution from the high priest and his religious party, the Sadducees (Acts 5:17–18), and also from the synagogue of the Freedmen (6:9). Hauled before the Sanhedrin again, Peter asserts that the Christians will obey God rather than men (5:29). Again he charges humans with responsibility for Jesus’ death and states that God raised Jesus (5:30). And again he holds out the possibility of repentance and forgiveness (5:31). When the authorities have them beaten, the power of God is seen in the fact that the apostles are counted worthy to suffer for the name of Jesus (5:41). 

The speech of Stephen answers the three charges that the synagogue of the Freedmen have leveled against him: speaking against Moses and God (Acts 6:11); speaking against the temple (6:13–14); and speaking against the law (6:13–14). Stephen responds to each charge, and the most explosive part of his response, the part that gets him killed, is his response to the charges about Moses and the Law.152

Stephen implicitly attacks the sacrosanctity of the temple by noting that God appeared to Abraham in Mesopotamia (Acts 7:2), that Joseph was in Egypt and the people multiplied there (7:9, 17), that Moses was born in Egypt and met God at Sinai (7:20, 30), and that God declared the place of the burning bush holy ground (7:33). Adding to the fact that God met the fathers outside the land, Stephen quotes Amos 5:25–27 (LXX) where the prophet charged Israel with idolatry in the wilderness—though they had the tabernacle—and promised exile to Babylon. The argument that the temple does not guarantee God’s favor and protection climaxes when Stephen alludes to the words of Solomon, the temple builder himself (Acts 7:47–48; cf. 1 Kings 8:27), and quotes Isaiah the prophet on the point that the Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands (Acts 7:48–50; cf. Isa. 66:1–2). The charge itself, that Jesus would destroy the temple (Acts 6:14), hints at a misunderstanding of the way Jesus did just that when he fulfilled the exile in his death and began the new exodus and return from exile in his resurrection. This misunderstanding was also thrown at Jesus in his trial and while he was on the cross (cf. John 2:17–21; Matt. 26:61; 27:40; Mark 14:58; 15:29). Luke’s presentation of Stephen’s views on the temple indicates that he shares the views of his sometime travel companion, who sees churches and Christians as the temple of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19). Paul’s view on that point is itself likely based on the teaching of Jesus (cf. John 2:17–22; 14:15–17; 16:7; 20:21–23).153

Stephen’s response to the first charge, of speaking against Moses and God (Acts 6:11), and the third charge, of speaking against the law and teaching that Jesus would change the customs Moses delivered (6:14), is the part that, I would suggest, got him killed. The lynchpin for this part of Stephen’s address is found in his final statements, where he says in Acts 7:51–53: 


Stiff-necked and uncircumcised in hearts and ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did so do you. Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those who announced the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become. You who received the Law as ordinances of angels, and you have not kept it! 


Notice the connection here between the failure to keep the law (Acts 7:53) and the persecution of the prophets and the murder of the one they announced (7:52). Moreover, this rejection of the Law and the Prophets defines their resistance of the Spirit (7:51). 

Luke presents Stephen as giving two examples of rejected and persecuted prophets: Joseph and Moses. Both these men were prophets.154 In both cases they were marked out by God. God was with Joseph and gave him favor before Pharaoh (Acts 7:9–10), and Moses was beautiful in God’s sight (7:20). Both men were initially opposed by their kinsmen. Joseph’s brothers envied him and sold him into Egypt (7:9). Moses was asked who made him ruler and judge (7:27, cf. 23–29). After an interval of time, both men brought deliverance for God’s people. Joseph’s brothers came to him in Egypt for food (7:12–15). Moses led the people out of Egypt (7:36). Stephen then points out that Moses said that God would raise up a prophet like him (Moses, 7:37; cf. 3:22), and this quotation of Deuteronomy 18:15–18 is preceded and followed by references to the rejection of Moses (Acts 7:35, 39). 

Stephen’s argument, then, is that his contemporaries have treated Jesus the way their fathers treated Joseph, Moses, and the prophets. Neither Joseph nor Moses was slain by Israelites, so Stephen’s words that “they killed those who announced the coming of the Righteous One” probably allude to those whom Jesus referenced in Luke 11:49–51. There Jesus said: 


The wisdom of God said, “I will send them prophets and apostles, and some of them they will kill and persecute, that the blood of all the prophets that has been shed from the foundation of the world might be sought from this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah who perished between the altar and the temple.” Yes, I say to you, it will be sought from this generation. (Luke 11:49–51) 


So it seems that Luke presents Stephen arguing the same way that Jesus argued. In this case, the argument is that Joseph, Moses, the prophets, and Jesus stand on one side, and against them are the wicked Israelites. Jesus and Stephen identify themselves with the martyrs and their opponents with the murderers. 

This is typological identification, and it fits with Jesus’ statement that those who believe Moses will believe him, for Moses wrote about him (John 5:46). It also fits with Luke’s presentation of Jesus’ opening the minds of his disciples (Luke 24:25–27, 44–46). Thus, Stephen’s response to the charges of (1) speaking against Moses and God, and (2) teaching that Jesus would change the customs of Moses (Acts 6:13–14) is twofold. First, those making the charge about the law do not understand the law. The law typologically foreshadows Christ as the rejected prophet; thus those who reject him are also typologically foreshadowed by those who rejected Joseph, Moses, and the prophets (cf. Acts 17:2–3). If they understood the law, they would see that the law testifies to Jesus as the messiah (John 5:39, 44). Second, those making the charge about Moses do not understand Moses, who wrote that God would raise up a prophet like him (Deut. 18:15–18; Acts 7:37). The “likeness” in view has to do with the fulfillment of the typological pattern seen in Joseph, Moses, and the prophets. These figures were designated by God, were rejected by God’s people, and then delivered God’s people. 

This pattern is fulfilled in Jesus, and it is a pattern of salvation that comes through judgment for God’s glory. God judged Joseph’s brothers (Gen. 42:21–22; 44:16), exalted Joseph (e.g., 45:9), and through judgment brought the brothers to repentance (44:16, 18–34; 50:15–18), and all along what they meant for evil he meant for good (50:20). So also with Moses: though Israel had rejected him (Ex. 2:14), God exalted Moses (e.g., Ex. 4:16), judged Israel when they grumbled against him (e.g., Num. 14:1–23), through judgment brought them into the Promised Land (e.g., Deut. 2:16), and made his glory known (e.g., Ex. 14:4; 34:6–7; Num. 14:21). 

Stephen’s opponents get it, and they act in accord with the typological pattern being described. They kill him (Acts 7:54–60). This is no doubt part of Luke’s point. The followers of Jesus are being treated just as Jesus was (cf. John 15:18–25). Just as Joseph interceded for his brothers before Pharaoh (Gen. 47:1–2) and Moses interceded with God for Israel (e.g., Ex. 32:11–14, 31–34; Num. 14:13–20), so Jesus interceded for those who denied him and put him to death (Luke 22:32; 23:34), and Stephen follows his Master in the same (Acts 7:60). 

Everything in these first seven chapters of Acts centers on the glory of God in salvation through judgment. God’s glory is seen in justice and mercy. The church glorifies God for the mercy he has shown to them through the judgment that fell on Christ. The church announces this judgment on Christ, and it also declares that judgment awaits those who acted wickedly in putting him to death. God judged that wicked judgment by raising Jesus from the dead. The church’s consistent proclamation of these truths can be seen in table 5.24. 

 
Table 5.24. Wicked People Killed Jesus, but God Raised Him from the Dead 

 

	People Responsible for the Death of Jesus
	God Raised Jesus from the Dead

	The messiah would suffer at the hands of men (Luke 9:22; 18:33; 24:7, 26, 46) . . .
	and rise from the dead on the third day (Luke 9:22; 18:33; 24:7, 26, 46).

	You killed him (Acts 2:23) . . .
	God raised him (Acts 2:24).

	And you killed the Champion of life (3:15) . . .
	whom God raised from the dead, of which we are witnesses (3:15).

	Jesus the messiah of Nazareth, whom you crucified (4:10),
	whom God raised from the dead (4:10).

	. . . whom you put to death (5:30) . . .
	The God of our Fathers raised Jesus (5:30) . . .

	. . . whom also they killed, having hung him upon a tree (10:39) . . .
	this one God raised on the third day (10:40).

	They asked Pilate for him to be put to death (13:28) . . .
	but God raised him from the dead (13:30).


 

Through this announcement of judgment the church holds out the possibility of forgiveness for those who will repent.155 The church is announcing salvation through judgment, and God is glorified as those who repent glorify him, as those who oppose him are judged and shown to be wicked, and as his purposes prevail.156

 
7.2 Witness to the Resurrection in Judea and Samaria (Acts 8–12) 

Saul’s persecution scatters the church (Acts 8:1–4). Philip preaches in Samaria (8:5–25) then to the Ethiopian eunuch (8:26–40). Saul is converted (9:1–31), then Peter heals (9:32–35), raises the dead (9:36–43), and takes the gospel to the house of Cornelius (10:1–48). What Peter has done has to be explained in Jerusalem (11:1–18), and in Antioch the church is thriving (11:19–30).157 Herod kills James (12:1–5), but he cannot hold Peter (12:6–19), nor can he maintain his own life (12:20–25). 

As we see from what happens to Saul and Herod, those who oppose God face one of two futures, but both include judgment. Through judgment Saul (Paul) is converted and experiences salvation. Herod, on the other hand, is judged, and he becomes a testimony to God’s justice and power. Both he and Paul glorify God, Paul being a display of God’s mercy. 

The incident at Samaria shows the triumph of the gospel over racial pride and division. The apostles come from Jerusalem and the Samaritans receive the Spirit, with the result that there will be no Samaritan Christianity as there has been Samaritan Judaism. Racial exclusion is judged, and through that judgment salvation comes to the Samaritans.158

Philip proclaims Isaiah 53 to the Ethiopian eunuch, a passage that prophesies the salvation through judgment Jesus fulfilled on the cross.159 The message is not only for the Jews but also for the Gentiles, as is demonstrated when Peter pioneers the gospel to the Gentiles. Their inclusion in the church apart from circumcision is so significant that the story will be told three times in Acts (chaps. 10, 11, and 15). The witnesses to the resurrection testify in Jerusalem (Acts 1–7), then Samaria (Acts 8), and once Peter takes the gospel to the Gentiles (Acts 10–11), the stage is set for Paul to go to the nations with the good news of God’s glory in salvation through judgment in Christ. 

 
7.3 Witness to the Resurrection to the Ends of the Earth (Acts 13–28) 

Peter’s ministry is highlighted in the first half of Luke’s account in Acts, and in the second half the focus switches to Paul. There is essential continuity between the two in word and deed, as both continue the ministry of Jesus. Representative examples can be seen in table 5.25. 

 

 
Table 5.25. Jesus, Peter, and Paul in Luke–Acts 

 

	Type of Ministry
	Jesus
	Peter
	Paul

	Preaching that the OT is fulfilled in messiah Jesus
	Luke 4, 24
	Acts 2–3
	Acts 13, 17

	Casting out unclean spirits
	Luke 4:31–37
	Acts 5:16
	Acts 16:16–18

	Healing the lame
	Luke 6:6–11
	Acts 3:1–10
	Acts 14:8–10

	Raising the dead
	Luke 7:11–17
	Acts 9:36–43
	Acts 20:7–12

	Healing by an unknown touch, a shadow, or cloths
	Luke 8:42–48
	Acts 5:15
	Acts 19:11–12


 

Luke shows that Paul is preaching the same message of salvation through judgment to God’s glory as Jesus and Peter preached. Paul quotes the same passages from the Old Testament that Peter quoted and offers the same explanations of them. Psalm 2 was quoted in the prayer after Peter and John were released in Acts 4:25–26, and Paul quotes this text in his sermon at Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:33). So also with Psalm 16, which Peter quoted and explained in his sermon on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:24–32); Paul too quotes and explains it just as Peter did (Acts 13:35–37). 

This section of Acts shows the progress of the gospel to the uttermost parts of the known world.160 Luke seems to have organized the material according to the geographical realities related to Paul’s various trips. Paul goes on four missionary journeys in Acts 13–28: three in which he is free, and a fourth when he is arrested and taken through Caesarea Philippi to Rome. The first three journeys seem to begin in Antioch and end in Jerusalem.161 Here we will highlight the centrality of God’s glory in salvation through judgment in Paul’s first journey (Acts 13–14), the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), Paul’s second journey (Acts 16–18), Paul’s third journey (Acts 19–21), and Paul’s captivity and transfer to Rome (Acts 22–28). 

 

7.3.1 Paul’s First Journey (Acts 13–14) 

Once sent out, by the power of the Holy Spirit Paul pronounces judgment on Elymas the magician—denouncing him as a “son of the devil” (i.e., seed of the serpent)—and the hand of the Lord blinds him (Acts 13:9–11). Through the judgment visited on Elymas, the proconsul believes, and his amazement glorifies God: “Then the proconsul, having seen what happened, believed, being astonished by the teaching of the Lord” (13:12).162

Paul’s sermon in Pisidian Antioch concludes with the announcement that salvation is available through the judgment that fell on Jesus (Acts 13:29–30, 37). Further, Paul states that Jesus can justify people whereas the law of Moses cannot (13:38–39). The rendering of this verdict on what is possible through obedience to the law is intended to draw people to Christ. The proclamation of judgment against those who would justify themselves by the law is meant to lead to salvation. Paul then warns his hearers not to be those on whom God exercises justice (13:40–41). Again, the announcement of judgment against those who reject the gospel is meant to lead to salvation. The Gentiles rejoice and glorify the word of the Lord when the message comes to them (13:40). 

The book of Acts is clear that God appoints people to eternal life. The text does not say that those who believe are appointed to eternal life, but rather that “as many as were appointed to eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48). Acts is clear that God is sovereign in salvation, and table 5.26 seeks to capture the various ways Luke communicates this. 

As more Jews and Greeks in Iconium believe (Acts 14:1), Jewish opposition to the gospel mounts (13:45–46, 50; 14:2, 4–5). This opposition will be crushed by God’s judgment, even as they try to crush Paul with stones (14:19). Between the mounting of the opposition and the attempt to stone Paul, Luke recounts an incident that exposes the bankruptcy of the Greco-Roman pantheon (14:8–18). Remarkably, indeed miraculously, after being stoned Paul does not even need a day off. He gets up the next day and goes to the next place to preach the gospel (14:20). Those who enter life will do so through refining experiences of tribulation, as Paul tells the churches on the way home: “Through many tribulations we must enter into the kingdom of God” (14:22). Commending the churches to the Lord (14:23), Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch to declare the mighty acts of God (14:27). 

 
Table 5.26. God’s Sovereignty in Salvation in Acts1 
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7.3.2 The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) 

Like the concluding statements of Paul’s sermon at Pisidian Antioch, where salvation comes through the judgment pronounced on justification by law (Acts 13:38–39), the Jerusalem Council pronounces judgment against the law-keeping requirement of circumcision.163 Through this judgment on the requirement of the law for justification and acceptance, salvation by grace through faith is upheld (15:9, 11). 

 

7.3.3 Paul’s Second Journey (Acts 16–18) 

The truth sometimes appears contradictory, but only at a superficial level. Thus it is with Paul’s circumcision of Timothy (Acts 16:1–5). Timothy is circumcised not so that he will be justified, but so that Paul can take him to do evangelism among Jews (16:3). Judgment is pronounced on an evil spirit in a slave girl (16:18), through which she is delivered. The Romans react to the loss of their source of profit by opposing Paul and the gospel (16:19–24). God condemns this opposition to the gospel, and the very jailer keeping Paul and Silas is converted (16:25–34). The jailer and those who believe with him in his household rejoice in God (16:34). They have been saved through God’s triumph over the attempts to thwart the spread of the gospel. 

Luke shows that Christianity is not a political threat to the Roman Empire in the incident recounted in Acts 16:35–40, and the point is made again in the incident at Corinth recounted in 18:12–17. The Christians are not pursuing the overthrow of a worldly government. Rather, they are obeying God and only disobey human authorities when those human authorities forbid obedience to God (cf. 4:19–20; 5:29). The rabble-rousing opponents of the gospel, meanwhile, are trumping up charges about how the Christians have been turning the world upside down, acting against Caesar’s decrees, and claiming that there is another king, Jesus (17:7). The trial before Gallio gives the lie to these charges (18:12–17). Given the way the Jews professed their loyalty to Rome against Jesus (“We have no king but Caesar!” John 19:15), we can be sure that if the charges shouted by the mob against Paul in Acts 17:7 were true, the Jews would have used those charges against him. Again and again, however, the narrative demonstrates that all charges against Paul and the Christians—whether made by Jews or by pagans—are groundless.164

N. T. Wright suggests, “When the Paul of Acts is on trial in 17.7 for overthrowing the laws of Caesar by saying that there is ‘another king, namely Jesus,’ we see what I take to be an authentic memory of the typical impression made by his gospel preaching.”165 But Paul is not on trial in Acts 17. Rather, a mob (Acts 17:5) is blustering out false charges. If Wright were correct about this being an “authentic memory of the typical impression made by his gospel preaching,” surely witnesses of such preaching would be brought forward when Paul is on trial. Instead, Paul can explicitly declare before the Roman governor Festus, “. . . nor against Caesar have I committed any offense” (25:8 ESV). Then he asserts that if he has done wrong and deserves to die, he is not seeking to escape justice (25:11). These are not the words of a man who has been out challenging Caesar only to deny the same when called to account. If that were the way of things, when the Jews lay out their case against Paul, they would need no favors from Festus (25:1–10). Festus would not tell Agrippa that the dispute is over the law and the resurrection of Jesus (25:19). He would not find Paul innocent, but have definite charges to send with Paul to Caesar (25:25–27), and Agrippa would not be telling Festus that Paul could be set free but for his appeal to Caesar (26:32). According to Luke, the Christians are not out trying to subvert the Roman Empire, but their opponents are falsely charging them of doing just that. Luke’s narrative only depicts Paul and the other Christians obeying the authorities, subverting the claims falsely made against them.166

In Athens Paul warns of the day of judgment (Acts 17:31), and through that announcement of judgment some believe and are saved (17:32–34). In Corinth the Lord tells Paul in a dream that no one will harm him because he has many to be saved in the city (18:10). 

 

7.3.4 Paul’s Third Journey (Acts 19–21) 

In Ephesus the episode with the disciples of John pronounces judgment on any attempt to maintain Old Testament religion apart from faith in the one to whom the Old Testament prophets pointed, Jesus (Acts 19:1–10). Judgment is rendered on magic and superstition, with the result that the superstitious are trounced, magic books are burned, and the name of Jesus is extolled as the word of the Lord prevails (19:11–20; cf. 19:17, 19, 20). A riot ensues in Ephesus when the little trinket-gods cannot defend themselves, but once again Luke shows that those fomenting social unrest are the opponents of Christianity rather than the Christians themselves (19:21–41). 

In Troas Paul raises Eutychus from the dead and celebrates the Lord’s Supper with the church (Acts 20:7–12). On the way home to Jerusalem he bids farewell to the elders of the church in Ephesus (20:17–38). Paul spent considerable time in Ephesus (cf. 19:10), and the church received not only this significant address in Acts 20 but also his letter to the church in Ephesus. Tradition holds that the apostle John later ministered there, making it likely that the churches in and around Ephesus received the letters of John, and Jesus addressed the church in Ephesus in Revelation 2:1–7. Jesus obtained the church through his blood (Acts 20:28), which condemns pride and self-centeredness (20:19, 35). Through the judgment that fell on Jesus, and through the judgment of human wickedness, salvation is possible for those who repent and believe in Jesus (20:21) by the power of this gospel of God’s grace (20:27). To God and the word of his grace Paul commends the church in Ephesus (20:32), and God is glorified in salvation through judgment. The mutual love between Paul and the church displays the beauty of God’s purposes (20:36–38). 

Paul is “constrained by the Spirit” to go to Jerusalem (Acts 20:22 ESV), and this does not contradict the fact that in Cyprus the disciples tell Paul “through the Spirit” not to go to Jerusalem (21:4). The reason this is not contradictory is that, in what follows, Luke makes plain that Paul and the church have received the same message from the Spirit: that in Jerusalem Paul will face imprisonment and afflictions (20:23; 21:11). The difference is not in the information received from the Spirit but in the reactions to that information. Paul’s reaction is to assert that his life does not matter to himself, because his desire is to finish the course and the ministry Jesus gave to him (20:24). The people in Cyprus respond to the prophecy of Agabus by urging Paul not to go to Jerusalem (21:12), but when Paul declares his readiness to be imprisoned and even die for Jesus’ name (21:13), they commit themselves to God’s will (21:14). What happens to Paul matches what Agabus prophesied in a way that is typical of the fulfillment of biblical prophecies.167

When Paul meets with James in Jerusalem, James proposes a plan designed to take away roadblocks to Jewish evangelism (Acts 21:17–26). This plan involves Paul engaging in Jewish piety with four other Christians who have taken a vow (21:23–24). We do not have enough information here to know the extent to which the first generation of Jewish Christians continued to practice Judaism, but James does reaffirm the decisions of the Jerusalem Council (21:25), which demonstrates that whatever their involvement in Judaism, they maintain the view that salvation is by grace through faith. Nor does Paul compromise himself by engaging in these purification rites, for Luke shows him taking and keeping vows earlier in Acts (18:18), and Paul himself declares elsewhere that for the sake of evangelizing those under the law he is willing to be under the law, though he is not himself under the law (1 Cor. 9:20).168

In the temple, Paul is arrested, and for the rest of the book of Acts he is in Roman custody.169

 

7.3.5 Paul’s Captivity and Transfer to Rome (Acts 22–28) 

Paul asks for and receives permission to address the mob that has nearly torn him to bits. The Roman captors at hand, Paul recounts his testimony of being saved through judgment for God’s glory on the road to Damascus (Acts 22:1–21). The crowd listens until Paul mentions his commission to the Gentiles, which sends them into a fury (22:22–23). The Roman tribune first wants to beat Paul to find out what he has done, but ceases the plan when Paul divulges his Roman citizenship (22:24–29). Instead he takes Paul before the Jewish Sanhedrin, where Paul declares that he is on trial for proclaiming the fulfillment of Old Testament expectation. The Pharisees on the Sanhedrin, believing the Old Testament, rise to his defense (23:1–10). Jesus appears to Paul in a vision to strengthen and encourage him, telling him that he must testify in Rome also (23:11). Then a conspiracy forces the removal of Paul from Jerusalem (23:12–35). 

The Jews who oppose Paul are shown by Luke to be trumping up false charges (Acts 24:1–21), and the Roman governor Felix is shown to be a self-serving bribe seeker (24:22–27). Paul proclaims God’s justice to him, hoping to lead him to salvation through judgment, but Felix, though scared, avoids the issue (24:25). When Festus replaces Felix, he shows himself no more concerned with justice than Felix, and Paul, knowing that he must testify in Rome (23:11), appeals to Caesar (25:1–12). 

Paul then defends himself before King Agrippa (Acts 25:13–26:32), where again Paul testifies of the way he was saved through judgment for God’s glory on the Damascus road (26:12–18). Then he declares how in Christ God has wrought salvation through judgment for his glory in fulfillment of the Old Testament (26:22–23). Just as Pilate and Herod have declared Jesus innocent (Luke 23:13–16), Agrippa declares Paul innocent (Acts 26:32). Remarkably, Felix, Festus, and Agrippa are united in their inability to implement justice. They provide a stark contrast with God, who upholds both justice and mercy. 

When Paul is shipped to Rome, the rejection of his good counsel (Acts 27:10–11) bears the fruit of injury and loss (27:21), but God promises deliverance to Paul and those with him (27:23–26). By adhering to Paul’s words (27:31, 33–36), through the shipwreck all reach shore safely (27:27–44). Paul is unharmed from the bite of a poisonous snake (28:1–6) and heals the father of the island’s chief and many others (28:7–10). And so they come to Rome (28:14, cf. 11–16), where Paul proclaims the glory of God in salvation through judgment (28:17–31). 

 
7.4 The Center of the Theology of Acts 

The book of Acts bears explicit and implicit testimony to the triumph of God over idolatry. The implicit testimony I have in mind comes in the form of the names that appear in the account. These names make clear that the Greco-Roman gods and heroes are thought to be honored by their namesakes, but they cannot help or hold the allegiance of those with their names: Aeneas is paralyzed but Jesus heals him through Peter (Acts 9:34). Zeus and Hermes are dismissed by Paul as vain things (14:12, 15). Apollo(s) is mighty in the Scriptures and is taught the way of God more accurately (18:24–28). The son of Pyrrhus is a companion of Paul (20:4). This implicit testimony is reinforced by the explicit calls for pagans to turn from idols to the living God (e.g., 14:15; 17:29–31). These calls judge the gods as worthless, and through that judgment those who repent are saved to the glory of God. 

The glory of God in salvation through judgment is also repeatedly seen in Acts as the death and resurrection of Jesus is announced again and again. Judgment fell on Jesus, and through that judgment salvation is available. Judgment is announced on sinful humans, and those who are led by that judgment to repentance will be saved. The opposition to Christianity is also judged and thwarted, and through the judgment of their enemies the followers of the way are delivered to the glory of God. The center of the theology of Acts is the glory of God in salvation through judgment.170

 
8. The Center of the Theology of the Gospels and Acts 

The four Gospels all proclaim that salvation has come through the judgment that fell on Jesus. This has individual, community, and cosmic expressions. Jesus triumphs over the cosmic principalities and powers as he casts out demons, then makes a public display of them at the cross. He judges the powers of darkness, casting them out, and through the judgment of the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places he saves his people. Simultaneously, Jesus himself comes under the judgment of God. Having recapitulated Israel’s history and typologically fulfilled it, he saves his people by undergoing judgment. Salvation then comes through that judgment as God raises Jesus from the dead, accomplishing salvation through judgment for all who trust in Jesus. God is glorified by this as the power of God in Christ is seen to be superior to all powers in heaven and on earth. 

The cosmic dimension of the glory of God in salvation through judgment comes also through the renewal of creation that Jesus teaches and enacts in his mighty works. He is able to calm storms, provide food, give living water, curse fig trees that do not bear, and point to the day when the desert will bloom. In all this Jesus is pronouncing judgment on the results of sin in the world. By this judgment, and by means of his finishing the work the Father gave him to do, he will bring about salvation for the created order in the renewal of all things. 

The glory of God in salvation through judgment finds expression also in the birth and growth of the early Christian community. It is impossible to discuss this apart from the glory of God in salvation through judgment at the individual level, for communities are composed of individuals. These individuals come under personal judgment as a result of which they perceive their own condemnation. Through this, they are compelled to repent, and because of the death and resurrection of Jesus, when they repent they are saved. Saved individuals are then baptized, which is itself a picture of salvation through judgment. Through the experience of going into the water, they are buried with Christ, united with him in the judgment he experienced. Coming up out of the water, they are raised with Christ, united with him in the salvation through judgment of resurrection life (see the appendix to this chapter, table 5.27). Through these individual experiences of salvation through judgment, a community of believers is formed. This community of believers loves one another as Jesus has loved them, and in doing so they live out God’s glory in justice and mercy as they relate to one another and to outsiders. The community also experiences opposition, and that opposition is judged. Through the judgment that falls on the enemies of God and his people, the community, the congregation, the church is delivered and thrives for God’s glory. 

In Christ, in the cosmos, in individual lives, and in the church, the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of the theology of the Gospels and Acts. 

 
9. Appendix 

Table 5.27 references all uses of baptism language in the New Testament. It thus takes into account both verbal (baptize) and noun (baptism, Baptist) forms. 

 
Table 5.27. Baptism in the New Testament 

 

	Baptized in water or Jordan River
	Matt. 3:6, 11, 13, 14, 16; 21:25; Mark 1:4, 5, 8, 9; 11:30; Luke 3:3, 7, 12, 16, 21; 7:29, 30; 20:4; John 1:25, 26, 28, 31; 3:22, 23, 26; 10:40; Acts 1:5, 22; 2:38; 8:36, 38; 10:37, 47; 11:16; 13:24; 18:25; 19:3, 4; Rom. 6:4; Col. 2:12

	Baptized in/with/ by the Holy Spirit
	Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; Acts 1:5; 11:16

	Baptized into Moses
	1 Cor. 10:2

	The cross as a baptism
	Mark 10:38, 39; Luke 12:50; Rom. 6:3, 4

	The baptism of new believers
	Matt. 28:19; Mark 16:16; John 4:1, 2; Acts 2:41; 8:12, 13, 16, 38, 9:18; 10:47, 48; 16:15, 33; 18:8; 19:5; 22:16; Rom. 6:3; 1 Cor. 1:13, 14, 15, 16, 17; 12:13; 15:29; Gal. 3:27; Eph. 4:5; Col. 2:12; Heb. 6:2; 1 Pet. 3:21

	Baptized for ritual cleansings
	Mark 7:4; Luke 11:38; Heb. 9:10

	John's title (the one who baptizes)
	Matt. 3:1; 11:11, 12; 14:2, 8; 16:14; 17:13; Mark 6:14, 24, 25; 8:28; Luke 7:20, 33; 9:19


 

 

 

 

1That worldview is built with stones from the Old Testament quarry, so I could not disagree more with John Ashton’s assertion, “NT theologians do not need to be OT theologians also” (John Ashton, “History and Theology in New Testament Studies,” in The Nature of New Testament Theology: Essays in Honour of Robert Morgan, ed. Christopher Rowland and Christopher Tuckett [Oxford: Blackwell, 2006], 6). 

2See appendix 2 (§6) to chap. 3, “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory.” 

3For the notion that expulsion from Eden was the first “exile,” I am indebted to Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Theology of the Hebrew Bible, NSBT (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 67. I think this way of formulating the issues clarifies what N. T. Wright has argued (e.g., The New Testament and the People of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God 1 [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992], 268–72), and I believe it stands up against the critique of Wright’s argument for the ongoing exile in Steven M. Bryan, Jesus and Israel’s Traditions of Judgment and Restoration, SNTSMS (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 12–20. For Dempster’s take on Wright and Bryan, see Dominion and Dynasty, 219 n. 7. To be clear, I am arguing that the end of the exile, the restoration prophesied by the Old Testament prophets, points to the return to the land as a return to Eden. Return to the land was realized. Return to Eden was not. Thus, the New Testament claims that the new exodus and return from exile were inaugurated in Jesus, to be consummated when he returns. See also the discussion of Old Testament “inaugurated eschatology” in chap. 4, §4. 

4Bryan (Jesus and Israel’s Traditions of Judgment and Restoration, 16 n. 39) drew my attention to J. G. McConville, “Ezra–Nehemiah and the Fulfillment of Prophecy,” VT 36 (1986), 205–24. 

5See appendix 2 (§6) to chap. 3, “All the Earth Filled with the Knowledge of Yahweh’s Glory.” On the “already– not yet” “overlap of the ages” in the New Testament, see Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 25–26, 41–79. 

6See especially Jan-Wim Wesselius, “The Literary Nature of the Book of Daniel and the Linguistic Character of Its Aramaic,” Aramaic Studies 3 (2005): 241–83. 

7Cf. N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God 2 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 218: “The creation itself will experience its exodus, its return from exile, consequent upon the resurrection of the Messiah and his people.” 

8Cf. Mark A. Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of Justification, NSBT (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 25: “According to Paul, a new exile has begun in Israel’s unbelief which will be ended only at the Messiah’s return.” I am grateful for the ways in which David W. Pao (Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus, WUNT 2.130 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002], 91–110) stimulated my thinking regarding the use of Isaiah in Acts, and while we agree that Luke has strategically cited Isaiah, the nuances of my interpretation do not follow his at every point. 

9See the chapter on “The Centrality of God in New Testament Theology,” in Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 119–67. 

10What Simon Gathercole (The Preexistent Son: Recovering the Christologies of Matthew, Mark, and Luke [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006], 17) says of his method can be applied here as well: “This book is a study of the . . . Gospels in the sense that it is an analysis of the Gospels as they stand. It pays little attention to questions of tradition history, sources, and the relationship between the canonical Gospels and Thomas or the elusive ‘Q.’ . . . Similarly, it is not a study of the historical Jesus: we are interested almost exclusively in the interpretation of the Greek texts of the Gospels as they would have been understood by their earliest readers, and questions of Aramaic originals have little place here.” See also the discussion of “The Historical Jesus and the Gospels” in E. Earle Ellis, Christ and the Future in New Testament History (Boston: Brill, 2000), 3–19. 

11For a nice summary of the evidence favoring Matthean authorship, see Mark L. Strauss, Four Portraits, One Jesus: An Introduction to Jesus and the Gospels (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 252–53. For a rejection of the only evidence we possess to arrive at the conclusion that Matthew was not the Gospel’s author, making no alternative suggestion as to who wrote the Gospel, see John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 2–4. 

12Cf. Strauss, Four Portraits, One Jesus, 214, who states that the “central theme” of Matthew is that “Jesus is the Jewish Messiah who brings salvation history to its climax, saving his people from their sins” (cf. also 245). Amen. And Jesus does this through judgment to God’s glory. 

13See further David R. Bauer, The Structure of Matthew’s Gospel: A Study in Literary Design, JSNTSup (Sheffield: Almond, 1989). 

14See the similar conclusions, arrived at independently, in Joel Kennedy, The Recapitulation of Israel: Use of Israel’s History in Matthew 1:1–4:11, WUNT 2.257 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 25–102.

15See James M. Hamilton Jr., “The Seed of the Woman and the Blessing of Abraham,” TynBul 58 (2007):
 253–73.

16See further the comments on gematria, which finds meaning in the numerical value of consonants, in Larry W. Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artifacts: Manuscripts and Christian Origins (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 115–19. 

17So also Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 34. 

18See further James M. Hamilton Jr., “The Virgin Will Conceive: Typological Fulfillment in Matthew 1:18–23,” in Built upon the Rock: Studies in Matthew, ed. John Nolland and Dan Gurtner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 228–47, and Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 71–73. 

19Matthew also quotes Mic. 5:1 (ET 2) in Matt. 2:5–6, but he does not use “fulfillment” language to introduce that quotation. 

20Similarly Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 34, and Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 73–76. 

21Michael Knowles (Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel: The Rejected Prophet Motif in Matthaean Redaction [Sheffield: JSOTSup, 1993], 52) is right that Matthew sees “a correspondence between the suffering of the children of Israel in Exile . . . and the suffering of the children of Israel under Herod” but wrong that Matthew has connected the two by “ignoring altogether the original context of the passage.” 

22 For the expectation of Elijah in other Jewish literature, see Emil Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.C.–A.D. 135), ed. Geza Vermes, Fergus Millar, and Matthew Black (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1973), 515–16.

23 Cf. George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 35: “John’s announcement of the Kingdom anticipated the fulfillment of Old Testament expectation in a twofold direction. God is to act in his kingly power for the salvation of the righteous and the judgment of the wicked— the two central themes that run throughout the Old Testament.”

24Cf. Douglas J. Moo, The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives (Sheffield: Almond, 1983), 120–21. 

25Gathercole (The Preexistent Son, 69 n. 83) notes the relationship between this assertion and the many statements in the Gospels that Jesus was “worshiped” (cf. 69–70). 

26Knowles (Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel, 194–97) does not consider the contextual relationship of Jer. 16:16 to 16:14–15, and thus takes “the metaphors of fishing and hunting [to] convey a sense of divine judgment.” The near and broad contexts firmly locate Jer. 16:16 as an assertion regarding the regathering of the people at the return from exile. 

27In support of the idea that Matthew presents Jesus working out a new exodus are the indications that Jesus fulfills Moses typology. On this see Dale C. Allison Jr., “The Embodiment of God’s Will: Jesus in Matthew,” in Seeking the Identity of Jesus: A Pilgrimage, ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa and Richard B. Hays (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), esp. 119–21, summarizing Allison, The New Moses: A Matthean Typology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993). For the expectation of the “gathering of the dispersed” in other Jewish literature, see Schürer, The History of the Jewish People, 530–31. 

28Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew, 37. 

29For a catalog of references to the “messianic woes,” see table 6.2, below. Cf. also Schürer, The History of the Jewish People, 514, where in his discussion of messianism he describes “the final ordeal and confusion” as follows: “Reference to the last things is almost always accompanied by the notion, recurring in various forms, that a period of special distress and affliction must precede the dawn of salvation. It was of course reasonable to suppose that the way to happiness should lie through affliction. This is also explicitly predicted in the Old Testament (Hos. 13:13; Dan. 12:1 and elsewhere). In rabbinic teaching, the doctrine therefore developed of the [image: ], the birth pangs of the Messiah which must precede his appearance (the expression is from Hos. 13:13; cf. Mt. 24:8 . . . Mk. 13:8 . . .).” 

30See the argument that “the exorcisms signify the reduction and destruction of Satan’s kingdom, as God’s kingdom breaks into the world,” in Craig A. Evans, “Inaugurating the Kingdom of God and Defeating the Kingdom of Satan,” BBR 15 (2005): 49–75. 

31So also Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 266. 

32Commenting on the parallel episode in Mark’s Gospel, Peter G. Bolt (The Cross from a Distance: Atonement in Mark’s Gospel, NSBT [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004], 25) writes, “God’s salvation beyond judgment was pictured in terms of Israel once again enjoying the fruit of the land, including the blessings of wine (Hos. 2:22).” 

33For a list of ten parallels and the suggestion that Matthew is using them to “foreshadow his passion narrative,” see Allison, “The Embodiment of God’s Will,” 124–25. 

34Cf. Gathercole, The Preexistent Son, 52, who highlights “Jesus’ intimacy with the Father in his knowledge of heavenly secrets” to demonstrate the transcendence of Jesus. 

35For Davidic typology, see my Julius Brown Gay Lecture delivered at Southern Seminary on March 13, 2008, “The Typology of David’s Rise to Power: Messianic Patterns in the Book of Samuel”; cf. also Knowles, Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel, 233–37. 

36Cf. Moo, The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives, 333–34; Knowles, Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel, 241–43. See also Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 535. 

37Cf. Douglas S. McComiskey, “Exile and the Purpose of Jesus’ Parables (Mark 4:10–12; Matt 13:10–17; Luke 8:9–10),” JETS 51 (2008), 59: “The contention of this article is that, contrary to the standard approaches to Jesus’ purpose statement, Jesus adopts a meaning for Isa 6:9–10 virtually identical to the original meaning in Isaiah.” 

38Similarly Knowles, Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel, 90–92. Cf. also Craig L. Blomberg, “Matthew,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 10. 

39For discussion of references to “The Suffering Messiah” in other early Jewish literature, see Schürer, The History of the Jewish People, 547–49. 

40For a concise summary of the discussion regarding the “rock” in Matt. 16:18, see Strauss, Four Portraits, One Jesus, 244. I would argue that Paul has interpreted this incident in a way that understands Peter as the first among equals when he refers to the apostles as the “foundation,” with Christ as the cornerstone, in Eph. 2:20. 

41For the kingdom of heaven in Matthew, see Jonathan T. Pennington, Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of Matthew (Leiden: Brill, 2007), summarized in Pennington, “The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew,” SBJT 12, no. 1 (2008): 44–51. See also Pennington, “Heaven, Earth, and a New Genesis: Theological Cosmology in Matthew,” in Cosmology and New Testament Theology, ed. Jonathan T. Pennington and Sean M. McDonough, LNTS (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 28–44. 

42For the connections between Matt. 20:28/Mark 10:45 and Isaiah 53, see Moo, The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives, 122–27. 

43Cf. Wesley G. Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables: The Nation, the Nations and the Reader in Matthew 21.28–22.14, SNTSMS (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 161–62: “Matthew’s narrative portrait of Jesus’ encounter with Israel suggests that he did not intend the judgment that this trilogy declares to be restricted to the Jewish leadership. Instead, the nation itself is indicted. ‘This generation’ is guilty of rejecting God’s climactic appeal. . . . Israel’s marginalised are consistently portrayed in a favourable light.” 

44Cf. Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 162: “Israel . . . has re-enacted her tragic history of repudiating Yahweh’s servants . . . . This rebellion is a climactic re-enactment, bringing Israel’s sins to full measure and eliciting the decisive judgement of her God.” 

45See further my essay, “Was Joseph a Type of the Messiah? Tracing Typological Identification between Joseph, David, and Jesus,” SBJT 12, no. 4 (2008): 52–77. 

46Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 163. 

47Discussing the interpretation of the “Son of Man” from Dan. 7:13 in early Judaism, Gathercole quotes Collins and Slater on four agreed-upon points about the Son of Man in 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra, one of which is that this figure will be “instrumental in the judgment and destruction of the wicked” (Gathercole, The Preexistent Son, 268–69). 
48For a typological understanding of the statement of Jesus that “this generation will not pass away until all these things take place” (Matt. 24:34 ESV), see Evald Lövestam, Jesus and “This Generation”: A New Testament Study, trans. Moira Linnarud, Coniectanea Biblica (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1995), esp. 81–87. Lövestam examines the treatment of the “generation of the flood” and the “generation of the wilderness” in early Judaism and finds that the references to “this generation” in the Synoptic Gospels point to the conclusion that “it is primarily the typology of the [generation] of the Flood which is in focus, as the Flood was looked on as the first end of the world, which typologically foretells the last one” (85). Moreover, the words of Jesus call “this generation” to repent while comforting those who believe and urging them to be prepared (86). 

49Cf. Knowles, Jeremiah in Matthew’s Gospel, 243: “Both Noah and the coming Son of man are (not unlike Jonah and Jesus) figures who represent the promise of salvation in the midst of a great and sudden judgment.” 

50See Daniel M. Gurtner, The Torn Veil: Matthew’s Exposition of the Death of Jesus, SNTSMS (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), esp. 199–201. 

51Rightly Olmstead, Matthew’s Trilogy of Parables, 163: Jesus is “rescinding his earlier prohibition of mission outside of Israel (10.5–6, cf. 15.24).” Olmstead also sees an allusion to the promises to Abraham in Gen. 12:1–3 in Matt. 28:16–20 (163–64). 

52Cf. Gathercole, The Preexistent Son, 73: “The order Father-Son-Spirit in Matt. 28.19 is not incidental; rather, it is born out of the early Christian thinking that the Father has authority over the Son, who in turn has authority over the Spirit.” 

53Cf. Michael F. Bird, Jesus and the Origins of the Gentile Mission, LNTS (New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 176: “Jesus appropriated the role of Israel and the temple and its universal function for himself and his disciples who would be to the world what Israel and the temple refused to be: a light to the nations.” 

54I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, One Gospel (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 111. Cf. his statement of Matthew’s “main theme” (125). 

55Pennington, “The Kingdom of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew,” 44. 

56Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 53–54. Cf. also 62: “On the day of judgment and salvation the kingdom will be consummated.” 

57Cf. Ellis, Christ and the Future in New Testament History, xi. 

58See the argument that the superscriptions of the Gospels “were not secondary additions but part of the Gospels as originally circulated” and that “the Gospels did not first circulate anonymously . . .” in Martin Hengel, The Four Gospels and the One Gospel of Jesus Christ: An Investigation of the Collection and Origin of the Canonical Gospels, trans. John Bowden (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2000), 50–56. 

59See further Rikki E. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark, WUNT 2.88 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 53–121. 

60So also Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 160. 

61For discussion of the titles of Jesus used in Mark, see Marshall, New Testament Theology, 81–85. 

62Cf. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark, 138–39: “Mark’s presentation of Jesus’ understanding of his exorcisms, his accounts of Jesus’ healings of the blind, deaf-mute, and lame, of Jesus’ pardoning of sins, and of the miraculous feedings appear to be cast in an Isaianic N[ew] E[xodus] perspective. It is interesting, therefore, that several scholars have regarded the miracles reported in, for example, 4:35–5:43, 6:34–44, 45–52; 7:32–37; and 8:1–10 as epiphanic [citing Kertelge, Achtemeier, and Dibelius]. Such powerful ‘self-manifestations’ are entirely in keeping with the proposal that Mark presents Jesus as the inaugurator of the Isaianic promises whereby Yahweh himself comes to deliver as he ‘makes bare his arm’ (cf. Isa 40:3, 10; 51:9; 52:10; 53:1; 59:16ff; 63:5).” 

63Gathercole makes the observation that the way the demons recognize Jesus demonstrates that “Jesus has heavenly identity throughout his ministry, and not only when he receives moments of prophetic inspiration. . . . It is clearly as heavenly beings that they identify who Jesus is” (The Preexistent Son, 53). 

64Cf. ibid., 57–61. 

65See the discussion of the “authority” of the Son of Man derived from Daniel 7 in Simon Gathercole, “The Son of Man in Mark’s Gospel,” Expository Times 115, no. 11 (2004): 366–72, esp. 369. 

66For more on this, see my Julius Brown Gay Lecture delivered at Southern Seminary on March 13, 2008, “The Typology of David’s Rise to Power: Messianic Patterns in the Book of Samuel.” 

67See Gathercole, The Preexistent Son, 244–45, 250–52 on the use of “Lord” in Mark. 

68Cf. Frank Thielman, Theology of the New Testament: A Canonical and Synthetic Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 63: “The disciples know that the stilling of raging storms is the business of Yahweh (Ps. 65:7; 89:9; 107:28–30), and their question implies the unthinkable—that when they are in the presence of Jesus, they are in the presence of God himself.” 

69G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (1908; repr., Colorado Springs: Waterbrook, 2001), 221–22 (chap. 9). 

70Cf. Gathercole, The Preexistent Son, 64: “. . . Jesus’ mastery of the sea points very strongly to a close identification of him with Yahweh in the OT” (following discussion of Job 9:8) (63). 

71Bryan writes that “when asked to support such language [evoking Israel’s awaited restoration] with a manifestation of divine power modeled after the wondrous epiphanies of the Exodus and Conquest, [Jesus] flatly refused, offering instead the sign of the Son of man—the sign of approaching and unavoidable judgment” (Jesus and Israel’s Traditions of Judgment and Restoration, 45). As is evident from this chapter, I think the texts show that Jesus has not refused, but rather that he offers his death and resurrection as the new exodus and conquest. 

72See the important discussion of Isaiah’s “servant songs” in relation to the passion predictions in Moo, The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives, 86–97. 

73 See the discussion of The “Messianic Secret” in Robert H. Stein, Mark, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 23–26. Stein holds that Mark uses this theme to show that “Jesus was not put to death because he was a political revolutionary” and “as a literary device to highlight the greatness and glory of Jesus and his identity. Jesus is too great to be hidden” (25). Ladd comments, “They wanted a king to deliver them from Rome, not a savior to redeem them from their sins. . . . Had Jesus publicly proclaimed himself to be the Messiah, that proclamation would have been received by the people as a rallying call to rebellion against Rome” (A Theology of the New Testament, 138).

74I put it this way simply because I do not know whether Jesus spoke Aramaic, in which case the words of Jesus have been translated. 

75Here I have rendered the Greek text of Isa. 48:11. 

76Noting the way the transfiguration (Mark 9:2–8) anticipates the future glory that Jesus has just announced (8:38–9:1) takes nothing away from Gathercole’s argument (The Preexistent Son, 50) that “the transfiguration is not merely proleptic of the resurrection or parousia in the future, but [Jesus’ shining heavenly identity] is also already present just as his identity as Son of God [announced at Jesus’ baptism] is already a present reality.” 

77See the discussion of the “ransom” in Bolt, The Cross from a Distance, 71–75. He argues that “the concept of ransom is associated with both the original exodus and the servant’s new exodus, and the servant’s death is clearly a substitionary, exclusive place-taking exchange. In accordance with Isaiah 53, the Son of Man will give his life as a ransom for many” (72–73). The ransom was from sin (73–73), enabling Jesus to plunder the strong man (74), while ransoming also from death and from God’s wrath (74–75). See also the sections discussing Daniel 7, “Jesus Dies as the Son of Man,” and Isaiah 53, “Jesus Dies as Isaiah’s Suffering Servant,” in Thielman, Theology of the New Testament, 68–71, 71–74. 

78See especially Gathercole, “The Son of Man in Mark’s Gospel,” 370–71. 

79So also Bolt, The Cross from a Distance, 75: “Bartimaeus is often recognized as the model disciple.” 

80Watts (Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark, 332–37) takes this view and responds to the objections of various scholars. 

81On Mark 13, Wright states, “It is the story of the real return from exile; the story, once more, of YHWH returning to judge and save” (Jesus and the Victory of God, 359). 

82Cf. Watts, Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark, 365. 

83Similarly Bolt, The Cross from a Distance, 104–6; Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 557. 

84For the citations of Zech. 9:9–10; 11:12–13; 12:10; and 13:7 in the passion narratives, see Moo, The Old Testament in the Gospel Passion Narratives, 173–224. 

85Cf. Bolt, The Cross from a Distance, 67: “The image of the cup, too, is a well established Old Testament symbol of God’s wrath.” 

86Gathercole writes, “The heavenly preexistence of Christ, then, does not diminish the importance of his death, but rather is part of the reason for the scandalous paradox of that death” (The Preexistent Son, 292). 

87Gathercole, “The Son of Man in Mark’s Gospel,” 372. 

88The weight of evidence seems to be against the originality of Mark 16:9–20, and table 5.7 shows how the material there is found elsewhere in the New Testament: 

 

Table 5.7. Parallels between Mark’s Disputed Ending and Other New Testament Passages 

	Mark 16:9
	Luke 8:2

	Mark 16:10
	John 20:11–18

	Mark 16:11
	Luke 24:11, 14; Matt. 28:17b

	Mark 16:12–13
	Luke 24:13–35; John 20:19, 26

	Mark 16:14
	Luke 24:41

	Mark 16:15–16
	Matt. 28:18–20

	Mark 16:16
	John 3:17–18; cf. 1 Pet. 3:21; Titus 3:5

	Mark 16:17–18
	John 14:12

	Mark 16:17
	Mark 9:37; Acts 2:3–4; 10:46; 19:6; 1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 6:10–18

	Mark 16:18
	Acts 28:3–4; James 5:13–16; cf. Luke 10:19

	Mark 16:19
	Luke 24:50–53; Acts 1:2, 11, 22; Acts 7:55–56; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1; 1 Tim. 3:16; Heb. 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Pet. 3:22; Rev. 3:21

	Mark 16:20
	Acts 2–28; Heb. 2:3–4
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121See E. Earle Ellis, “Jesus’ Use of the Old Testament and the Genesis of New Testament Theology,” in Christ and the Future in New Testament History, 20–37. 
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132Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 436. 
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135Cf. Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 93: “Jesus’ intention in coming into the world was to save it, but those who refused to believe in him were thereby judged, and so he came to judge in a secondary but not a primary sense. . . . Jesus’ death spells salvation for the world, but it is also the case that Jesus by his death judges the world and evicts its ruler (John 12:31).” 

136For discussion of the role of Daniel 7, Isaiah 53, and Isaiah 6 in all four Gospels, see Thielman, Theology of the New Testament, 186–90. 
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	13:36–38, Prediction of Peter’s denial
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148Cf. Brian S. Rosner, “Acts and Biblical History,” in The Book of Acts in Its Ancient Literary Setting, ed. Bruce W. Winter and Andrew D. Clarke, The Book of Acts in Its First Century Setting 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 65–82, esp. 82: “Acts is reminiscent of the books of Samuel and Kings and of Chronicles which reflect upon sacred history for the benefit of their respective communities.” 
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Chapter 6
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God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment

IN THE LETTERS
 OF THE NEW TESTAMENT



. . . what an upheaval of the universe it will be, when everything in heaven and earth blends in one hymn of praise and everything that lives and has lived cries aloud: “Thou art just, O Lord, for Thy ways are revealed” . . . . Then, of course, the crown of knowledge will be reached and all will be made clear. 


—Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov1

 
1. Introduction 

Canonically speaking, the New Testament letters play a role similar to that of the “poetic commentary” that begins in the Latter Prophets and continues into the Writings of the Old Testament. Both Testaments open with narrative (Torah, Gospels and Acts), then both Testaments continue with a form of “commentary” on the narrative. The first portion of this “commentary” in the New Testament is the collection of thirteen letters from the arch-persecutor who was transformed into an apostle. He was saved through judgment: everything he stood for was condemned when Christ appeared to him in glory on the road to Damascus, and through that condemnation he was saved to proclaim the good news of God’s glory in Christ.2 The second portion of the New Testament’s “commentary” comprises another eight letters. These eight come from the one anonymous author of the letter to the Hebrews along with Peter, James (son of Joseph not Zebedee), John, and Jude. 

The events described in the Old Testament unfolded across thousands of years, and the books of the Old Testament were produced across a millennium, from Moses in the 1400s BC to Ezra–Nehemiah in the 400s BC. The events described in the New Testament, by contrast, unfolded across only one century, from circumstances leading up to the birth of Jesus somewhere between 6 and 4 BC to the exile of John to Patmos late in the first century AD (ca. AD 95). The books of the New Testament, meanwhile, were produced at various points between the resurrection of Jesus and the mid-to-late AD 90s. 

The New Testament gives every indication that the authors of its books knew one another, and strong ancient tradition indicates that many ministered in the same churches.3 The Gospel according to Matthew was likely written in Antioch,4 and it was from Antioch that Paul and Barnabas were sent out in Acts 13. The Gospel according to Mark probably reflects Peter’s preaching and was written by the same man who traveled with Paul and Barnabas for part of that journey, and who was later associated with Paul (Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11). The Gospel according to Luke was also written by one who traveled with Paul, and since he was likely with Paul on the return trips to Antioch, it would seem probable that Matthew, Mark, and Luke crossed paths in Antioch. Surely the burden of proof would be on those who think that Luke and Matthew were unknown to one another personally.5 The Gospel according to John was written by one with whom Paul had fellowship in Jerusalem (Gal. 2:9), and who later ministered in Ephesus, where Paul had spent considerable time. We do not know who wrote Hebrews, but given his call for Christians to meet together (Heb. 10:24–25), he could have known the others (cf. also Heb. 2:3). Paul indicates that he met James in Jerusalem (Gal. 1:19), and however later interpreters may have struggled to see that the two men preached the same message, Paul claims that James gave him the right hand of fellowship (Gal. 2:9). The actual evidence indicates that Paul was on good terms with James throughout his years of ministry (1 Cor. 15:7; Acts 21:17–26). Likewise, there is no evidence of disharmony between Paul and Peter (Gal. 1:18). Peter refers to Paul as a “brother,” and calls Paul’s letters Scripture (2 Pet. 3:15–16)! Jude calls himself the brother of James (Jude 1:1), so we know that they knew one another, and thus Jude probably knew others associated with James, including John, Peter, Paul, and others in Christian circles.6

The point to be observed here is so significant that I risk belaboring it. All the evidence we have indicates that several of these men had particularly strong, even volatile, personalities. Peter’s passion is often evident in Gospel narratives. John and his brother once asked Jesus whether they should call down fire from heaven to consume their adversaries (Luke 9:54). Jesus called them sons of thunder (Mark 3:17). James the brother of Jesus pronounced woes on the rich that display no little boldness (James 5:1–6). Paul disputed with Barnabas—Barnabas!—so violently that they parted company (Acts 15:36–39), at least for a time. He was not afraid to stand publicly against Peter (Gal. 2:11), and at points in his letters to the Galatians and the Corinthians, it is fair to say that he is incensed.7 Does it not seem historically plausible, then, that if these men were truly opposed to one another at any point—if at any point there was a real disagreement between them—we would have direct accounts of the confrontations and would see repercussions of the fallouts? 

Instead, what we have in the writings of the New Testament indicates that the authors of these documents and their associates were not only familiar with each other but united in the task of the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18–20).8 This does not mean there were no disagreements, but I would posit that the texts record the most significant disagreements: Paul and Barnabas separated, but Paul’s later words about Mark indicate that reconciliation happened. Similarly, Paul confronted Peter, but Peter evidently repented and agreed with Paul. The authors of the New Testament had their own personalities and perspectives, but for all the vaunted “diversity” in New Testament theology, what seems most remarkable about these writings is the universal acceptance of so many hard-edged, particularistic, simple-yet-complex, perfectly balancing notions.9 There is no indication that unstated disagreements have been passed over in silence. If Paul had disagreed with James’s letter, would he not have anathematized it (cf. Gal. 1:8–9)? Would it have been possible to whitewash such a rupture? Is it possible that Paul was not aware of James’s letter? Given the interlinked early Christian community,10 would someone not have shown it to him? If they had thought themselves to be in real disagreement with each other, is it not likely that there would be some historical evidence of such a disagreement, and would both of their writings have been recognized by the early Christians as canonical? On this question, there have always been exceptional people, like Luther, who have rejected one in favor of the other, but across space and through time the great tradition has had little difficulty accepting both Paul and James and understanding them to have taught a message that is harmonious, not discordant. 

Scholars sometimes speak of “contradictions” between the authors of the New Testament, but they cannot really point to contradictions. A real contradiction could be claimed if in the face of John’s assertion that those who know Jesus keep his commands (1 John 2:3), Paul countered that those who know Jesus live no differently than those who do not know him. But this is manifestly not what Paul says. He may say it differently than John, using vice lists and referring to the fruit of the Spirit and such, but even when he speaks of the ways Christians fail to keep the commands of Jesus, he speaks of it in terms of doing what is hated and not doing what is wanted (Rom. 7:13–15). John is arguably teaching the same thing in his words on confessing sin (1 John 1:8–10). These examples could be multiplied,11 but the point is that those who would claim contradictions should bring out real contradictions. Instead they play references to the Son of Man off the references to the messiah, subtly insinuating disagreements where there are none.12

Again, what is remarkable about the New Testament is the high degree of agreement about what are—to Roman or Jewish (or worldly) minds—bizarre ideas. The authors of the New Testament all agree that Jesus is Israel’s hoped-for messiah, in spite of the fact that he was crucified.13 They agree that with the resurrection of Jesus the future has broken into the present.14 They agree that Jesus is God, in spite of their strong Jewish monotheism.15 They agree that the Spirit is God, and they agree in their differentiation of Jesus from the Spirit and the Father. They agree that the eschaton has dawned and will be consummated at Jesus’ return, in spite of the unexpected nature of the concept. In other words, they hold to a tension between what has already happened and what has not yet been realized.16 The authors of the New Testament agree that justification is by faith apart from works. They agree that God is sovereign, but also that humans are responsible for their actions. They agree that humans must be born again, made alive, regenerated. They agree that the new covenant has been inaugurated. And the burden of this chapter is to show that the center of the theology reflected in the letters of the New Testament is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
2. Paul’s Letters 

Paul’s letters are occasional, logical, and dense. This discussion cannot be a full-scale treatment of Paul’s theology, nor will it engage every dispute in Pauline studies.17 My objective here is to show that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of Paul’s theology.18 This theme animated his astonishing perseverance through shipwreck and stoning, through all-night preaching and careful argumentation in writing as he pursued the great task of making disciples of Jesus. As we think on the center of Paul’s theology, we must keep in mind that Paul wrote neither for the ancient equivalent of annual SBL meetings nor for the reviews that would appear in academic journals. Paul wrote so that people would know God by faith in Christ and the power of the Spirit.19

 
2.1 Paul’s Letters Book by Book 

One of the most remarkable features of the thirteen letters of Paul in the New Testament is the stability of Paul’s theological positions, which are so flexibly applied to a wide variety of situations and circumstances. In Romans Paul proclaims his gospel to a church he has not visited, and it is perhaps his most theoretical theological statement (but note the specific points of application in Romans 5–8, 11, and 12–15). In 1 Corinthians he applies the same gospel he proclaims in Romans to specific problems in the Corinthian church’s life, answering direct questions they have posed. In 2 Corinthians the power of God in weakness is heralded against an ongoing problem with a worldly perspective in the Corinthian church, and in Galatians Paul shows how the gospel cannot be mixed with works of the law. Ephesians celebrates the glory of God in the church. Philippians celebrates life as Christ and death as gain, in conformity to the one who made himself nothing and obeyed unto death. Colossians holds up the glory of Jesus to woo the church from human traditions, philosophy, and empty deceit. Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians features the way Christians imitate Jesus in joyful reception of the word of God in much affliction. In 2 Thessalonians Paul assures the church that Jesus will come in glory to save them and judge their enemies. Paul’s first letter to Timothy calls him to silence false teaching and preach the true gospel that produces orderly, God-honoring relationships. In his second letter to Timothy Paul encourages Timothy to join him in suffering for the gospel in the strength of grace given before the ages began. Paul encourages Titus to appoint elders who will teach sound doctrine and refute false teachers, and he calls Philemon to live out the gospel by receiving Onesimus as a brother. 

The gospel that Paul brings to bear on these many situations and problems is the good news of the salvation God has wrought through the death and resurrection of Jesus, which the Spirit applies to those who believe by grace through faith in Jesus. Jesus has come under the judgment of God, and through judgment he brought salvation and was raised from the dead. Having propitiated God’s wrath and established God’s justice (Rom. 3:25–26), the death and resurrection of Jesus vindicate God and simultaneously judge wicked humans and the enemy powers of darkness in heavenly places.20 Saving through the judgment of Jesus, God has simultaneously brought salvation through the judgment of sinful humans and Satan’s powers. God’s power and justice are displayed, and that display serves to magnify the mercy and love of God. God will be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). As David Wells has written, “Paul stressed this point emphatically. God was the center from which his thought arose and to which it was always returning, for it was in God that Paul found the ultimate meaning of life, the reality of grace, and the wonder of boundless glory.”21

 
2.2 Romans 

Paul’s letter to the Romans begins with justification by faith (Romans 1–4) and moves from there to the life that flows out of justification by faith (Romans 5–8). Paul then takes up the question of Israel’s election in light of her rejection of Jesus as the messiah (Romans 9–11). Having plumbed the depths of it, Paul teaches the church in Rome the ethical implications of God’s mercy (Romans 12–15) and closes the letter with a chapter of greetings (Romans 16). From beginning to end, with everything in between, Romans is about the glory of God in salvation through judgment.22 This discussion will first trace through the argument of Romans before circling back to focus in on some ways Paul’s argument reveals the centrality of the glory of God in salvation through judgment in his theology. 

 

2.2.1 An Overview of the Argument of Romans 

The first four chapters of Romans are largely concerned with the righteousness of God23 in justification by faith. Paul opens his letter to the Romans with his most expansive salutation (Rom. 1:1–7), then explains why he wants to come to Rome (1:8–15). He states the theme of the letter—the righteousness of God revealed in the gospel (1:16–17)—and launches into an argument that everyone stands guilty before God (1:18–3:20).24 This sets up an exposition of the glory of God in salvation through judgment at the cross (3:21–26), from which Paul concludes that human boasting is altogether excluded. God is the God of both Jew and Gentile, and in this gospel the law is upheld (3:27–31). Paul then moves to an explanation of how one comes to be justified, insisting that it is by faith, not by works (4:1–25).25

Chapters 5–8 of Romans are focused on the kind of life lived by those who are justified by faith. Justification by faith results in hope for the past, present, and future (Rom. 5:1–11), hope based on the way that the obedience of Jesus overcomes the condemnation resulting from Adam’s sin: Jesus is the second Adam, of whom the first Adam was a type (5:12–21). Paul then refutes three false conclusions that could be drawn from what he has taught in the first five chapters of this world-changing letter: he contends that (1) Christians should not remain in sin so that grace might abound (6:1–14); (2) Christians should not sin because they are under grace, not law (6:15–7:6); and (3) the law is not sin but holy, righteous, and good (7:7–12). Paul shows that the law did not become sin for him; rather, sin was exacerbated by the law (7:13–25), but there is no condemnation for those in messiah Jesus who fulfill the law by the power of the Spirit (8:1–11). The Spirit gives assurance to believers of their adoption as children of God (8:12–17). This makes the sufferings of the present time unworthy of comparison to the glory that will be revealed to them (8:18–25).26 The Spirit intercedes for believers, whom God has predestined for glorification (8:26–30), and nothing can overcome God so as to undo justification, condemn believers, or otherwise separate them from messiah Jesus (8:31–38). 

In Romans 9–11, Paul shows that God’s word has not failed (9:6), even though Israel’s rejection of the messiah has resulted in their being separated from the love of God (cf. 8:35, 39). Paul grieves that Israel is lost (9:1–5), but then asserts that Israel’s rejection of Jesus as the messiah does not mean that God’s word has failed, because the promise is for the elect (9:6–13). Election does not make God unrighteous, because God does not owe mercy but distributes it as he pleases (9:14–18). Election does not nullify human responsibility, and humans are in no position to question their Maker. God shows wrath to magnify his mercy on elect Jews and Gentiles (9:19–29).27 In Romans 9:30–10:4, Paul shows that Gentiles are righteous by faith, but Jews stumbled over the stumbling stone, because messiah is the goal of the law for righteousness to all who believe. The righteousness of faith trusts the finished work of God in Christ (10:5–13).28 Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of messiah (10:14–21). As for the fact that Israel has rejected Jesus, God has not forsaken his people but has elected according to grace (11:1–6). The elect have obtained salvation, and the rest have been hardened (11:7–10). Yet Israel has not stumbled so as to fall (11:11–24). Remarkably, Israel has been hardened for the full number of the Gentiles to come in. Once that has happened, Israel will be saved (11:25–32).29 In response to these truths, Paul proclaims that all glory belongs to God because all things are from him, through him, and to him (11:33–36). 

Paul has exposited the mercy of God in Romans 1–11, and on the basis of God’s mercy he urges believers to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, not conforming to the world but being transformed by the renewal of their minds (Rom. 12:1–2). Paul then tells them how to do this: by rightly esteeming their place in the body according to the gifts given to them (12:3–8), loving without hypocrisy (12:9–13), blessing those who persecute them (12:14–21), submitting to the authority over them (13:1–6), fulfilling the law by love (13:7–10), and being ready for the coming of Jesus (13:11–14). The transformation of renewed minds offering bodies as living sacrifices (12:1–2) also entails Jew and Gentile accepting each other in the church (14:1–15:13). This will affect how they view meat offered to idols and sacred days (14:1–6); they are to live for Christ, who is Lord of all (14:7–12), not judging but loving one another and living by faith (14:13–23), the strong seeking what is good for the weak as the messiah sought what was good for them (15:1–6), with Jew and Gentile welcoming each other (15:7–13). Paul concludes the body of the letter by detailing his rationale in writing (15:14–16), boasting in what Christ has worked in him (15:17–21), relating his travel plans (15:22–29),30 presenting his prayer requests and blessing the church (15:30–33), and greeting the members of the church (16:1–23), including a warning against false teachers (16:17–20). Then Paul sings the glory of God in Christ in a doxology that punctuates what may be the most important book ever written (16:25–27). 

 

2.2.2 God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment in Romans 

The entire argument of Romans is shot through with the glory of God in salvation through judgment. This discussion does not need to be exhaustive to demonstrate the ways in which the center of Paul’s theology is reflected in Romans. Here we will first summarize the pervasive glory of God in Romans. From there we will consider the way salvation through judgment is built into the structure of Paul’s argument and appears in the salutation (Rom. 1:1–7), in the letter’s thematic statement (1:16–17), in Paul’s statement of “the innermost meaning of the cross” (3:21–26),31 in a classic passage on living the Christian life (6:1–14), in Paul’s statement of God’s purpose in election (9:22–23; 11:32–36), and in his call for the church at Rome to be on guard against false teachers (16:17–20). Though not an exhaustive look at salvation through judgment in Romans, this will demonstrate the significance of the center of Paul’s thought in every section of his argument. 

 

2.2.2.1 God’s Glory in Romans. Paul articulates praise and thanks to God or explicitly mentions God’s or Christ’s glory in almost every chapter of Romans (the exceptions are chaps. 10 and 13): Paul’s goal is for the nations to obey for the sake of Christ’s name (Rom. 1:5). The primal sin is the refusal to honor and thank God (1:21), and the problem with the Jews is that they have dishonored God and caused his name to be blasphemed among the nations (2:24). All fall short of God’s glory (3:23). Abraham’s faith glorified God (4:20), and believers hope for the manifestation of God’s glory (5:2). Jesus was raised by the glory of the Father (6:2), and Paul thanks God for salvation (7:25). Christ has been glorified, and those who suffer with him will be glorified with him (8:17); for he is “God over all, blessed forever” (9:5 ESV; see also 9:23). Paul ascribes glory to God forever (11:36) and urges Christians to live worshipfully (12:1), honoring the Lord (14:6–9). Christ became a servant so the Gentiles would glorify God for his mercy (15:8–9), and Paul closes the letter by ascribing glory to God through Christ forever (16:27). 

 

2.2.2.2 Salvation through Judgment in Romans. Not only is Romans suffused with God’s own concern for himself, but the manifestation of God’s glory in salvation through judgment is the central and controlling reality of the letter’s inner logic. The structure of the argument of the first four chapters moves through judgment to salvation, as all humanity is placed under condemnation so that all humanity will be seen to stand in need of the gospel (Rom. 1:18–4:25; cf. also 11:32). In addition to this, from the salutation forward at key junctures in every section of the letter we see salvation through judgment for God’s glory. 

Salutation. Paul evokes the narrative of the Old Testament in his salutation (Rom. 1:1–7), stating that God’s good news (1:1) was promised by the prophets in the Scriptures (1:2; cf. Isa. 52:7; Nah. 1:15). This gospel concerns God’s Son, descended from David (Rom. 1:3), vindicated by the resurrection (1:4). Paul will elaborate on the need for the resurrection in coming chapters, but here we note that Paul opens with the declaration of Jesus as Son of God in power by the resurrection.32 Paul here celebrates the victory that came through judgment, for behind the resurrection stands the cross.33 As noted above, Paul has been given grace and apostleship, that Christ’s name might be exalted as the nations obey by faith (1:5). Salvation came through the judgment of Jesus for the sake of his name. 

Thematic Statement. Romans 1:16–17 is widely recognized as Paul’s thesis statement in Romans. For the purposes of this study, I would observe that Paul speaks of the gospel as God’s power for salvation (Rom. 1:16), then describes the righteousness of God being revealed in the gospel (1:17). From the way that Paul goes on to explain this gospel in Romans 1:18–3:26, it seems that the revelation of God’s righteousness and his wrath against sin (1:18–3:20) provokes the need for the revelation of his righteousness at the cross (3:21–26), whereby those who believe are justified; though ungodly, they are counted righteous (4:5). Through the revelation of God’s righteous wrath against sin (1:18), the whole world stands condemned (3:19–20), and God reveals his righteousness in the justification he accomplishes by the propitiating sacrifice of the death of Christ on the cross (3:24–25). This is the good news that is the power of God unto salvation.34 God’s power is communicated in the revelation of his righteousness in the gospel, and it is a power that condemns the sinner so that the sinner might recognize his need for a Savior, trust the Savior, and be saved by faith. In this gospel God’s righteousness is revealed by faith from start to finish (Rom. 1:17),35 and this good news is a message of salvation through judgment for God’s glory. 

The Gospel. Paul argues that both pagan Gentiles (Rom. 1:18–32) and Jews (2:1–3:18) stand condemned under the law (3:19), and that no human being will be justified by works (3:20). All are sinners (3:23), with the result that all need justification as a gift of grace. This gift is available because of the redemption made in Christ (3:24). How did God make this gift of grace possible? He put Christ forward as a propitiating sacrifice (3:25). The death of Jesus on the cross satisfied the wrath of God against sin and accomplished redemption (3:24–25). This upholds God’s justice and righteousness, and Paul states three times in Romans 3:25–26 that God put Christ forward to demonstrate his righteousness.36 God demonstrated his righteousness because passing over sins previously committed could cause his justice to be questioned (3:26). Cranfield calls this passage “the centre and heart of the whole of Rom 1.16b–15.13,” and notes that here “Paul’s concern [is] with something even more important than men’s being made aware of God’s righteousness, namely, God’s being righteous.”37 Because God demonstrated his righteousness in the present (3:26a), God can justify the ungodly and maintain his justice (3:26b; 4:5). The demonstration of the righteousness of God through Christ’s death on the cross legitimates God as the one who justly shows mercy (cf. Isa. 1:27). Salvation comes through judgment, and the fact that the judgment is a demonstration of God’s righteousness shows that God put Christ forward as a sacrifice of propitiation to show his character as a just and merciful God.38

Christian Life. Paul’s comments on why Christians are not to continue in sin in Romans 6:1–14 apply the reality that they have been saved through judgment for God’s glory to the process of growth in behavioral holiness. Christians cannot live in sin because they are dead to sin (Rom. 6:2). They died this death when they were buried with Christ in baptism (6:3), and from that death they were raised to walk in newness of life (6:4). The old self was crucified (6:6), setting those killed free from sin (6:7), so Christians should reckon themselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ (6:11). This does nothing less than apply to their behavioral patterns the fact that they have passed through judgment. And it is by and for God’s glory: Christ was raised by the Father’s glory (6:4), and Paul thanks God for the transformation that has happened in believers (6:17). 

Israel and Election. In Romans 9:22–23 Paul explains why God has shown mercy to some and hardened others (cf. Rom. 9:18). Paul has answered the objection to election that it makes God unjust (9:14–18), and on the heels of his assertion that God shows mercy and hardens as he pleases (9:18), Paul addresses the objection that election would seem to remove human responsibility and make it so that God should not judge people because they have only done what he willed (9:19). Paul’s first assertion is that people are not in position to evaluate God (9:20–21), and from there Paul posits his understanding of God’s purposes in Romans 9:22–23. English translations (cf. ESV, NASB, NIV, etc.) present what Paul says in Romans 9:22–23 in the form of a question, and this matches the punctuation of the NA27: “What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for glory?” (9:22 ESV). In Romans 9:22 Paul states that God patiently endures vessels of wrath that are being prepared for destruction, desiring to demonstrate his wrath and make known his power. God wants to demonstrate his righteous indignation against injustice, transgression, iniquity, and sin. God wants to demonstrate his power to uphold the truth, to defeat those who defame his name and glory, and to establish righteousness. Wanting to do these things, God patiently endures the vessels of wrath who are being “prepared for destruction” (9:22),39 which indicates that Paul believes they will be judged. God will demonstrate wrath and make known his power on the day he visits judgment upon the vessels of wrath. This will not be a mere abstract demonstration of justice, however; its purpose is to highlight the glory of God’s mercy, as Paul explains in Romans 9:23. There Paul states that God has borne with the vessels of wrath in order to make known the wealth of his glory upon vessels of mercy which he prepared for glory.40 The vessels of wrath are endured so that the vessels of mercy will see the wealth of God’s glory. What Paul says about the rich display of God’s glory in mercy in Romans 9:22–23 matches the display of God’s glory made to Moses (cf. Ex. 33:18) when God showed Moses his goodness (33:19; note that Paul quotes 33:19b in Rom. 9:15) and proclaimed his name in Exodus 34:6–7. There God declared himself to be a forgiving God who does not clear the guilty; that is, he is a God who upholds justice and extends mercy. Piper’s conclusion stands: 

 


God’s glory and his name consist fundamentally in his propensity to show mercy and his sovereign freedom in its distribution. Or to put it more precisely, it is the glory of God in his essential nature mainly to dispense mercy (but also wrath, Ex 34:7) on whomever he pleases apart from any constraint originating outside his own will. This is the essence of what it means to be God. This is his name.41


So also in Romans 9:22–23, the vessels of mercy see the wealth of God’s glory when God demonstrates his wrath and makes known his power on the vessels of wrath, and when they recognize that the only difference between the vessels of wrath and themselves is the mere mercy of God. They see God’s judgment. They feel the awful force of it. They know they deserve it too. In view of God’s justice, the wonder of mercy melts them. The wealth of God’s glory on the vessels of mercy is the display of the justice and mercy of God. Through the judgment of the vessels of wrath, the vessels of mercy understand what salvation and mercy are, and through the judgment of Jesus on the cross, they know that they have been shown a just mercy. Paul asserts that God has shut both Jews and Gentiles up in sin so that Jews and Gentiles will know what mercy is (Rom. 11:32). Little wonder that Paul then exclaims: 

 


Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 



“For who has known the mind of the Lord, 
 or who has been his counselor?” 



“Or who has given a gift to him 
 that he might be repaid?” 



For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen. (Rom. 11:33–36 ESV)42


The Church’s Vigilance. In response to God’s mercy, Paul calls the church to live transformed lives as living sacrifices (Romans 12–15). As he concludes the letter to the Romans, in the midst of his many greetings, which show a man as intensely interested in real people as he is in the high truths of deep theology, Paul warns the church to be on the watch against those who cause divisions by departing from the truth he has taught them (16:17). He speaks of them in 16:18 in the same way that he speaks elsewhere of those who do not take up the cross and follow Christ (cf. Rom. 16:18 and Phil. 3:18–19; 1 Tim. 4:1–2; 2 Tim. 3:2–6, etc.). Paul reformulates the teaching of Jesus that his followers are to be wise as serpents, innocent as doves (Matt. 10:16), as he calls the Roman believers to be wise as to the good, innocent as to the evil (Rom. 16:19).43 Then he promises them that God is going to save them through the judgment of their enemies: “Now the God of peace will crush Satan under your feet with rapidity” (16:20). Here Paul sees the false teachers who reject the gospel as the seed of the serpent, just as he elsewhere asserts that they follow deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons (1 Tim. 4:1). He also sees believers as the seed of the woman by virtue of their union with Christ by faith (cf. Gal. 3:16, 26–29). In the ongoing conflict between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman (cf. Gen. 3:15; Rev. 12:1–17), God delivers his people through the judgment of their enemies (cf. Psalm 58, esp. 58:4–6, 10). This judgment is ultimately based on Christ’s triumph over the Evil One and his forces at the cross (cf. Col. 2:15), which was anticipated by Jesus’ ability to bind the strong man and plunder his house as he did exorcisms and healings. Paul now tells the church in Rome that as they guard the gospel and reject false teaching, God will be crushing the serpent under their feet through the advance of the saving and judging proclamation of Christ crucified and risen. God is glorified in salvation through judgment, as Paul declares in his closing doxology: 

 


Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages but has now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith—to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen. (Rom. 16:25–27 ESV) 

2.3 First Corinthians 

In God’s remarkable providence, the various occasions that prompted Paul’s letters have given us documents that address all aspects of life with the gospel. Romans is generally recognized as the most “systematic” presentation of Paul’s gospel. As the letters are now ordered in the New Testament, the reader moves from the very full presentation of the gospel in Romans to the application of that gospel to a myriad of life issues in 1 Corinthians.44 In 1 Corinthians Paul is responding to reports he has received (1:11; 5:1; 11:18; 15:12) and questions the Corinthians have sent to him (7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1, 12). Paul first applies the gospel to the schisms in the church in Corinth (1 Corinthians 1–4), and from there he addresses sexual immorality (1 Corinthians 5–7) and idolatry (1 Corinthians 8–10) before turning to the church’s conduct when it gathers for worship (1 Corinthians 11–14). Paul then corrects mistaken notions about the resurrection (1 Corinthians 15) and closes the letter by preparing the church for his coming (1 Corinthians 16). In each section of the letter Paul confronts Corinthian error with Christian gospel.45 At every step Paul is condemning Corinthian transgressions and errors, and through these judgments he means to bring his readers to salvation for God’s glory. 

 

2.3.1 Schisms (1 Corinthians 1–4) 

Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 1–4 that God has outmatched worldly power through the weakness of the cross, perplexing human wisdom with its folly.46 God has triumphed through what the world thinks is weakness and folly (1:25), and he has chosen those who are not impressive by worldly standards (1:26–28). This means that no human being can boast about his own understanding or power (1:29), and there is no place for Christians to exalt themselves by identifying with their favorite teacher (1:12–13; 3:4–9). The gospel means that all people are helpless before God, that Christ is everything to believers (1:30), and that humans have nothing that they have not received (4:7). The only thing to boast in is the Lord (1:31), and when everyone thinks this way, the church will be unified (1:10). 

These chapters of 1 Corinthians, then, condemn worldly standards of evaluation so that members of the Corinthian church will be delivered from the wisdom that God will destroy (1:19). Through this judgment on worldly wisdom, Paul wants the Corinthians to know the wonders of the gospel, which no one expected (2:7–13).47 God will catch the wise in their craftiness (3:19), judging their proud speculations. Meanwhile those who follow the apostles will suffer and then be exalted (4:9–16). God’s glory is shown in the display of apostolic weakness (4:9–13), and Paul wants the Corinthians to imitate him so that God’s glory will be seen in their weakness (4:16). By passing judgment against human strength and wisdom, Paul seeks to deliver the Corinthians to the glory of the cross, the glory of God’s weakness and folly that is stronger and wiser than men (1:18–25). 

 

2.3.2 Sexual Immorality (1 Corinthians 5–7) 

Paul’s teaching on the gospel in 1 Corinthians 1–4 is meant to deliver the Corinthians from worldly estimations of the relative worth of people, and the implications of Paul’s gospel are applied to sexual ethics in 1 Corinthians 5–7. The Corinthians should judge the man who has his father’s wife so that this man can be saved from damnable behavior (5:1–13, esp. 5:4). This call to practice church discipline is based on the fact that Christ the Passover Lamb has been sacrificed (5:7). Judgment has fallen on Jesus, and therefore the Corinthians are to pursue purity now that they have been saved through that judgment (5:6–8). 

By condemning the lawsuits they bring against one another, Paul seeks to deliver the church from the reproach such contentions bring on the church (1 Cor. 6:1–11). Once again the ground of Paul’s appeal is the fact that they have been justified in the name of Jesus and set apart through his cleansing work by the Holy Spirit (6:11). 

Evidently some of the Corinthian Christians are visiting prostitutes (1 Cor. 6:15), and again Paul calls them to purity because they have been bought by the blood of Christ (6:20). Paul seeks to deliver the Corinthians through the judgment he renders on their attempt to justify such behavior (6:12–20).48

Having dealt with the sexual misbehavior of the Corinthians, Paul turns to answer questions from the church regarding the proper context for sexual relations in marriage (1 Cor. 7:1–40).49 Yet again the basis of Paul’s appeal that the church live in appropriate ways is the gospel: the fact that they have been bought with a price (7:23). Through judgment they have been saved for God’s glory. 

 

2.3.3 Idolatry (1 Corinthians 8–10) 

When Paul addresses the questions the Corinthians have about food offered to idols, his judgment is that idols are nothing and there is only one true and living God, with his Son the Lord Jesus (1 Cor. 8:4–6). This means that there is nothing inherently wrong with eating food that has been offered to an idol (8:7–8), yet the Corinthians should take care not to cause those with weaker consciences to stumble (8:7–13). The strong have a right to eat, but they should sacrifice their rights for the benefit of others. Paul offers himself as an example of one who has surrendered rights that he has—to be paid for ministry (9:18) or take a believing wife (9:5)—in order to benefit others (9:1–27). Paul then warns the Corinthians not to be presumptuous because they have been baptized and partake of the Lord’s Supper (10:1–13), for that will not protect them against the consequences of idolatry (10:14–22). Paul apparently does not want the Corinthians to participate in idolatrous feasts in the temples of idols (10:20–21), but as long as they are not causing another to stumble, they can eat and drink to the glory of God without asking questions as to where the food was purchased (10:23–33).50

Through the condemnation of idolatry and by passing judgment on an attitude that would disregard others, Paul seeks to deliver the Corinthians to gospel life for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31). He models this gospel life for them by laying down his rights and privileges to serve others, and he calls the Corinthians to follow him in this as he follows Christ (11:1). 

 

2.3.4 Worship (1 Corinthians 11–14) 

Paul condemns the abuse of gender roles in the gathered worship of the Corinthian church because he wants their embrace of gender roles to reflect God’s glory (esp. 1 Cor. 11:7; cf. 11:2–16).51 The headship of Christ is at stake in the way that the Corinthians embrace their gender roles (11:3).52

Paul then turns to the failures of the church when they partake of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:17–34).53 Whereas the Lord’s Supper celebrates the way that Jesus gave himself for others (11:23–26), the selfish behavior of the Corinthians (11:18, 21, 33) means that they are not celebrating the gospel, not living out the gospel, and indeed, not partaking of the Lord’s Supper (11:20). It is the self-giving of Jesus that condemns their behavior (11:23–26), and Paul calls them to live this out as they celebrate the Lord’s death, or else stay home (11:22, 34).54 Those who do not heed Paul’s words are not approved (11:19). Paul means to judge the behavior of the Corinthians by rehearsing what Christ has done for them, and through that judgment he seeks to save them, that they might proclaim the gospel (11:26). 

Paul’s concern in his discussion of the Corinthians’ use of spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 12–14) is again to condemn their worldly assessment of the relative worth and importance of different gifts (cf. 12:21–26). Paul exhorts the Corinthians to the more excellent way of love (13:1–13), and he calls them to use their gifts for the upbuilding of the body (14:3–5). Paul wants the Corinthians to live out the gospel when they gather for worship. This means they are to lay down their lives and embrace the gender roles given to them, set aside their own concerns and serve others in the Lord’s Supper, and use their spiritual gifts to build others up in love. To deliver the Corinthians to this display of God’s glory, Paul judges and condemns their worldly and selfish behavior. Through this judgment he means to deliver them to Christlikeness for the glory of God. 

 

2.3.5 Resurrection (1 Corinthians 15) 

Whatever the nuances of the view the Corinthians had adopted regarding the resurrection, and however it might or might not have influenced the other issues Paul has addressed to this point in the letter,55 of this we can be sure: Paul condemns their mistaken perspective, and through that judgment he means to bring them to salvation for God’s glory. Paul restates the gospel and the proof of the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:1–11), articulates the implications of there being no resurrection (15:12–19), rejects these implications because Christ has been raised (15:20–28),56 and makes plain the ethical consequences of mistaken ideas (15:29–34, esp. 33, cf. 58). Paul then exposits the nature of the resurrection (15:35–49) and summarizes what the Corinthians can expect about the future (15:50–58). He judges and condemns false notions about the resurrection and through that seeks to deliver the Corinthians for the glory of God. 

 

2.3.6 Travel Plans (1 Corinthians 16) 

The proof that the Corinthians have been saved through judgment will be seen by the way they give of their money for the benefit of others, living out the gospel in financial terms (1 Cor. 16:1–4). Paul also instructs them to show forth God’s glory in the way they receive Timothy (16:5–11), Apollos (16:12), and the leaders among them (16:13–18). 

Throughout 1 Corinthians, Paul reminds the members of the Corinthian church of the way that God has saved them through judgment. On the basis of this salvation through judgment, Paul renders judgments on their misbehavior and mistaken ideas in order to enable them to live out the gospel for the glory of God. 

 
2.4 Second Corinthians 

In the letter we know as 2 Corinthians,57 Paul explains his travel plans and his ministry (chaps. 1–7), calls those who have repented of sin and embraced Paul and his gospel to give (chaps. 8–9), and entreats the unrepentant who have not embraced Paul and his gospel to examine themselves to see whether they are in the faith (chaps. 10–13).58 The glory of God in salvation through judgment is seen in 2 Corinthians as Paul returns to a theme he discussed in 1 Corinthians 1–4: the way that God shows his power through weakness. The paradoxical demonstration of God’s power through Paul’s weakness judges and condemns the worldly strength and wisdom of Paul’s opponents in Corinth. We will begin with a summary of the indications in 2 Corinthians that Paul has been attacked by those teaching a different gospel (cf. 2 Cor. 11:4), then consider Paul’s response to the attack. This will put us in position to look more closely at key statements of the glory of God in salvation through judgment in 2 Corinthians. 

 

2.4.1 The Attack on Paul by His Opponents 

In order to understand how the saving and judging glory of God is presented in 2 Corinthians, it is necessary to glean what we can about Paul’s opponents. Paul’s comments give us some insight into the situation.59 Some in Corinth have evidently questioned Paul’s sincerity (2 Cor. 1:12), suggesting perhaps that he made plans according to the flesh and then vacillated (1:12, 17). Moreover, the correspondence between how Paul comports himself in person and how he does in his letters has been called into question (1:13; 10:1, 9–11), and apparently some have alleged that Paul has “commended himself” to the Corinthians in an illegitimate manner (3:1; 4:2; 5:12; 6:4; 7:11; 10:12, 18; 12:11). Perhaps those who have made such suggestions have presented letters of recommendation to the Corinthians, letters that, they point out, Paul lacks (3:1). Paul’s opponents may have also suggested that Paul is inferior to Moses, prompting Paul to argue that his new covenant ministry is superior to the ministry of Moses under the old covenant (3:7–13). Paul refers to those who peddle the word of God, doing disgraceful, underhanded things, tampering with God’s word (2:17; 4:2). Perhaps this is how he views his opponents in Corinth. Given the way that Paul interprets the outcome of his ministry as it relates to people rejecting the gospel (2:14–15; 4:3–4), his opponents may have suggested that if Paul would employ different methods, he might have more success. The underhandedness of his opponents also explains why Paul details his own experience of tribulation and—in the world’s eyes—shameful treatment (4:7–12, 16–18; 6:4–10; 11:16–33). Paul uses this as evidence of his own authenticity, but according to the insinuations of his opponents, these facts mount an impressive case that, considered “according to the flesh” (cf. 1:17; 5:12, 16; 10:2–3, 12), Paul is neither an impressive speaker nor a successful evangelist (since so many reject his message). In sum, they argue, he cannot be trusted because he does not come when he says he will. He lacks authenticating documentation from the authorities, letters of recommendation (3:1), and he has been treated so shamefully that anyone who associates with him will be discredited by their identification with such a notorious loser. 

 

2.4.2 Paul’s Response to the Attack 

Paul’s basic response to the way he has been attacked in Corinth is a celebration of his own weakness because in it God’s power is displayed. This means that those who follow Paul do so because of God’s power in the gospel, not because Paul is impressive by worldly standards. 

This paragraph will summarize Paul’s response to the situation in Corinth, and following paragraphs will move through the letter in more detail. Having blessed God who comforts the afflicted (2 Cor. 1:3–11), Paul defends his sincerity with an explanation of his travel plans and harsh letter (1:12–2:13). From there he describes his ministry in terms of a Christlike triumph in defeat—Paul, Christ’s opponent, was defeated, and is being led as a conquered slave: defeated he conquers (2:14–17).60 Just as Jesus conquered through what looked like a defeat, so Paul is the aroma of Christ even as he is treated shamefully by the world powers. Paul then explains his new covenant ministry (3:1–7:16). He seems to address the repentant in Corinth with a word on the gospel and giving (8:1–9:15), followed by an appeal to the unrepentant to test themselves to see if they are in the faith (10:1–13:13). Paul closes the letter with the Trinitarian grace (13:14). 

Characteristically, Paul opens by blessing God (2 Cor. 1:3; cf. Rom. 1:25; 2 Cor. 11:31; Eph. 1:3; 1 Tim. 6:15–16, and see the appendix to this chapter [§5], table 6.7, “Doxologies in the New Testament”). The unexpected nature of the blessing gets at the heart of this letter: Paul is blessing God for the way that God comforts the afflicted. Indeed, God purposes to comfort the afflicted so that they might comfort others (2 Cor. 1:4), and he purposes to afflict his people so that they rely on him rather than themselves (1:9). Here we see the main theme of 2 Corinthians: the demonstration of the power of God in the weakness and affliction of Paul. This demonstrates God’s sufficiency rather than Paul’s (glorifying God), condemns the self-sufficiency of Paul’s opponents in Corinth (judging them), and promises salvation for those who, like Paul, rely on God, who raises the dead (salvation). Paul sees his own experience of this salvation through judgment for God’s glory as patterned after the experience of Jesus, through the judgment of whom God accomplished salvation for his own glory. 

Paul’s blessing of God, who comforts the afflicted (2 Cor. 1:3–11), responds directly to the situation that has developed in the Corinthian church. Because of the way they have been led to question his sincerity (1:12–14), Paul seeks to dispel any misinformation that might be circulating about why he did not go to Corinth when he said he would (1:15–24). Paul’s opponents in Corinth, those who preach “another Jesus” and who impart “a different Spirit” and “a different gospel” (11:4), whom Paul identifies as servants of Satan (11:14–15), have apparently suggested that Paul cannot be trusted because he did not come when he said he would. Paul explains that rather than going to Corinth and causing them pain, he sent them a harsh letter (2:1–4), and from Paul’s encouragement to the church to forgive a repentant sinner (2:5–11), it seems that this harsh letter had its intended affect—someone in the church repented and Paul is now exhorting the church to forgive him and welcome him back into the church, saved through judgment. Paul elaborates further on his sincerity by discussing the unrest he felt as a result of his concern for the Corinthian church, an unrest that prevented him from taking ministry opportunities and propelled him to Macedonia (2:12–13). 

In 2 Corinthians 2:14–17 Paul explains the nature of his ministry to the Corinthians, and it is a ministry that displays the glory of God in salvation that comes through judgment. Paul’s opponents in Corinth have perhaps objected to his divisive gospel, which offends many and causes him much suffering. Perhaps it has been suggested that if Paul were not so emphatic about sin and so exclusive in his presentation of the gospel, more people would respond to his message. Paul replies that he is a conquered slave being led in triumph by the victorious Christ (2:14). Just as the triumphator would parade conquered enemies in a triumphal parade, so Christ, who conquered his enemy, Paul, on the road to Damascus, is now leading Paul in triumph (cf. 1 Cor. 4:9). Paul was saved through judgment, showing forth the glory of the one who took him captive.61 Just as Christ was divisive, so also Paul’s ministry, as he is being paraded about, perfumes the world with the aroma of Christ (2 Cor. 2:15). This aroma is the fragrance of death to death among those who are perishing, and life to life among those who are being saved (2:15–16).62 Paul acknowledges that there are many peddlers of God’s word, but he asserts that he speaks in sincerity (2:17). The fragrance of the true knowledge of Christ is judgment to those who are perishing, salvation to those who are being saved. Through Paul, the glory of God is known, and this glory is seen in salvation that comes through judgment. 

Paul’s description of the two responses to his sincere ministry in 2 Corinthians 2:14–17 can be seen as a conclusion of 1:3–2:13, and this sincere new covenant ministry will be exposited from 3:1 to the end of the letter. Paul argues that the greater glory of his new covenant ministry eclipses the glory of the ministry of Moses (3:1–18), and he explains that he is encouraged in the midst of his weakness because his weakness displays God’s power (4:1–18). Paul grounds his encouragement in his theological perspective: he has courage based on his knowledge of what the death and resurrection of Jesus mean for life now and on the day of judgment (5:1–21). Paul then appeals to the Corinthians that they not receive the grace of God in vain. Paul’s appeal takes the form of commending himself as a genuine servant of God (attested by his sufferings) and calling the Corinthians to reject the false teachers (6:1–18). Paul urges the Corinthians to accept him (7:1–7), explains God’s purposes in his harsh letter (7:8–12), and describes the way God comforted and rejoiced him (7:13–16). Based on the salvation through judgment for his glory that God accomplished in Jesus (esp. 5:21; 13:4), Paul is living out a ministry that enacts judgment on worldliness so that through that judgment people will be saved (2:14–17). Paul’s suffering simultaneously authenticates his gospel and condemns the false gospel his opponents teach (2:17; 11:30; 12:9, 11). 

That Paul moves from such a thorough and spirited defense of himself and his ministry in 2 Corinthians 1–7 to an appeal for financial support in 2 Corinthians 8–9 shows his confidence in the way that God will work by the Spirit in what he has written in 2 Corinthians 1–7. Paul knows that there is a strong contingent in the Corinthian church that either has repented or will repent in response to the first section of his letter. In his appeal that the Corinthians give to the relief of the saints (2 Cor. 8:4), Paul applies the gospel to giving. The basis of his appeal is their knowledge of the grace of Jesus, who was rich but became poor for the sake of those who would become rich through his poverty (8:9). This has motivated the impoverished churches of Macedonia to generosity in the midst of affliction (8:1–5), which in turn grounds Paul’s sending of Titus to the Corinthians so that he can collect the monetary demonstration of their genuine love (8:6–8). For the glory of God, and to defend against the accusations of opponents, Paul pursues a blameless course with the funds, entrusting the mission to several faithful coworkers (8:16–24).63 Paul confidently sends them (9:1–4) because Christians are to give, trusting God and for God’s glory (9:5–15). 

From the change in direction at 2 Corinthians 10:1, it seems that just as Paul knows of a contingent in the church that is sure to repent, he knows of some who will need more encouragement to repent. Paul explains the divine power of his unworldly warfare (10:1–6), calls the Corinthians to see through rumors to what is really the case (10:7–11), and explains that the approved are not those who boast in themselves but those whom the Lord commends, who boast in the Lord (10:12–18). 

The problem in Corinth is then explicitly addressed: there is a false gospel (2 Cor. 11:1–4) being preached by false apostles whom Paul opposes (11:5–15). In response to their worldly message and worldly assessment of Paul, he boasts in his weakness (11:16–33), describes his vision (12:1–6) and thorn (12:7–10), reminds the Corinthians that he has neither burdened nor taken advantage of them (12:11–18), and explains that he speaks in God’s sight for their upbuilding and fears only their ungodliness (12:19–21). 

Paul concludes the letter by calling the Corinthians to examine themselves in light of the power God has shown through the weakness of both Jesus and Paul (2 Cor. 13:1–5). The message is clear: through the weakness of Jesus, the worldly strength peddled by the “super-apostles” (12:11) is condemned as God’s power is shown. This same salvation through judgment is demonstrated in the suffering and weakness of Paul, in which God’s power is displayed. The Corinthians, then, are to embrace their weakness, which condemns both what they can do in demonstration of worldly greatness and what those who proclaim a different Jesus value. Through judgment they will be saved for God’s glory. 

 

2.4.3 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Second Corinthians 

The centerpiece of Paul’s theology, the glory of God in salvation through judgment, finds expression in a variety of ways in 2 Corinthians. It is at the heart of the gospel of the crucified and risen Lord. It is experienced in Paul’s own life, particularly in his suffering. It is the nature of his new covenant ministry and binds together his message. The Corinthians, too, experience it as they repent, and the prospect of future judgment is held out to make repentance complete. 

 

2.4.3.1 Paul’s Gospel. Paul’s theology centers on the cross, where justice and mercy met in an unparalleled display of God’s glory. The love of Christ that controls Paul is the love that Christ expressed when he died for all, with the result that all died (2 Cor. 5:14). Christ loved people in this way so that others would live for him, not themselves, and love others the way that he loved them (5:15). Through the judgment of Jesus, believers are saved from selfishness, lovelessness, and the wrath of God that will be visited on such sin. This is made clear in 2 Corinthians 5:21, where Paul states that God made Christ to be sin for our sake, so that in Christ we might become the righteousness of God. In the near context, 5:19b, Paul states that as God reconciles the world to himself in Christ, he does not count their trespasses against them and imputes Christ’s righteousness to them.64 When we put together what Paul says in this passage, we see the salvation God has accomplished through the judgment of Jesus: three times in 5:14–15 Paul states that Christ died for all; then he speaks of trespasses not being counted against the world in 5:19, before saying in 5:21, “The one who did not know sin he made to be sin for our sake.” God can show mercy to the world and not count their trespasses against them precisely because God made Christ sin on our behalf and then Christ died for our sake (5:14–15, 19, 21). Salvation comes through the judgment of Christ, and those who respond to the appeal God makes through the ambassadors for Christ (5:20) become the righteousness of God in Christ (5:21).65

Paul also indicates in this passage that the death and resurrection of Jesus are to be understood as the fulfillment of what was prophesied in the Old Testament. As he spoke of the glorious eschatological future that would come through and after the judgment of exile, Isaiah prophesied of a new creation (Isa. 65:17; 66:22). Ezekiel identified the return from exile and the glorious eschatological restoration with resurrection from the dead (Ezek. 37:13–14). Paul sees the inauguration of the fulfillment of these prophecies in the resurrection of Jesus (2 Cor. 5:15), which makes those who are in Christ new creations (5:17). The imagery that Paul employs in 2 Corinthians 6:14–7:1 fits with this picture, as the church is spoken of as a new dwelling place of God by the Spirit, a new temple. The new exodus and return from exile have been typologically fulfilled in Christ’s death and resurrection (5:15), inaugurating a new creation (5:17), and the church’s new sojourn in the wilderness is replete with a new covenant (2 Corinthians 3), while the church itself is the new tabernacle, indwelt by the Spirit (2 Cor. 6:14–7:1). The glory of God that will be consummated in the future has broken into the present age as a result of the salvation that has come through the judgment of Jesus.66

 

2.4.3.2 Paul’s Own Life and Suffering. Paul’s self-confidence and self-reliance were judged and condemned; he thought he was going to die (2 Cor. 1:8–9). But that was to make him rely on God, not himself, for God is able to raise the dead (1:9–10).67 Paul was saved through judgment, and his reliance on God glorifies God as many give thanks to God for the way he is working in Paul (1:11). Because of God’s grace to him, Paul glorifies God by boasting in his weakness, in which God’s power is displayed (12:9–10). 

Paul understands himself to be filling up the messianic woes (see table 6.2 below) as he shares in the sufferings of the messiah (2 Cor. 1:5). Like Christ’s suffering, which benefits others, so also Paul’s suffering is for the benefit of others (1:4–6), and for this Paul blesses God (1:3). It is as though Paul understands his suffering as a participation in the judgment of Jesus for the benefit of others: “. . . always carrying in the body the death of Jesus . . . . always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake . . . . So death is at work in us” (4:10a, 11a, 12a ESV). This threefold expression of the way that Paul experiences the messianic woes, participating in the death of Jesus as he suffers for the gospel, is accompanied by a threefold expression of the benefits of the salvation that comes through the judgment in which Paul participates: “. . . so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. . . . so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. . . . life in you” (4:10b, 11b, 12b ESV). The salvation that comes through the judgment that Paul experiences as he participates in Christ’s sufferings will result in glory for God: Paul is confident of future resurrection and knows he will experience the presence of Jesus (4:14); his ministry for others increases thanksgiving to God’s glory (4:15); and through all the afflictions, Paul knows that the future holds “an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison” (4:17 ESV). 

 

2.4.3.3 Paul’s Ministry and Message. In 2 Corinthians 2:14–17 we see that God’s glory in salvation through judgment is central to Paul’s understanding of both what has happened to him and the effects of his ministry. Paul understands himself to have been conquered, and the result of Christ’s conquest of Paul is the spread of the fragrance of the knowledge of Christ (2:14). This fragrance is the mercy and justice of God: to those being saved it is a fragrance from life to life, while to those perishing it is a fragrance from death to death (2:15–16). God’s mercy and justice are made known as God has saved Paul through judgment.68

This pattern of salvation through judgment to God’s glory is not only Paul’s experience, but it is the dynamic of the relationship between the old and new covenants. The old covenant is a ministry of death (2 Cor. 3:7), as the letter kills (3:6). This death comes as a result of the condemnation brought by the law of Moses (3:9), which sets the stage for the life-giving Spirit to do his work (3:6). The message of the new covenant gives life to those killed by the law. Through judgment they are saved, and as they behold the glory of Christ, they are transformed into his image (3:18). This is a ministry of God’s mercy (4:1), and God saves by making known his glory in the face of Christ (4:6). 

 

2.4.3.4 Corinthian Repentance and Future Judgment. Like Paul, the repentant Corinthians have been saved through judgment. Some were grieved by the harsh letter Paul sent, and that grief resulted from the condemnation and judgment communicated by that letter (2 Cor. 7:8). This grief produced a godly repentance that leads to salvation (7:9–10). The Corinthians responded with a zeal that comforted and rejoiced Paul to the glory of God (7:11–13). 

For those Corinthians who remain unrepentant, Paul explains that though Christ may seem weak by worldly standards, he has been raised by God’s power (2 Cor. 13:3–4). Similarly, Paul may seem weak, but he too lives by God’s power and will deal with the unrepentant in that power (13:4b). This is a threat of judgment through which Paul intends to bring the unrepentant Corinthians to salvation for God’s glory.69

The glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of Paul’s theology. The central event in human history, the cross of Christ, informs Paul’s understanding of what is happening in his own life in and through his suffering; it is his message and by it he interprets the results of his ministry; and it shapes his expectation of what must take place in the lives of others. God will be glorified in salvation through judgment. 

 
2.5 Galatians 

Paul’s letter to the Galatians begins with a theologically loaded greeting (Gal. 1:1–5) and Paul’s assessment of the problem at Galatia—they are in danger of abandoning the gospel (1:6–10). From there Paul explains that he received the gospel not from man but from God (1:11–2:21). Paul then defends the gospel on the basis of what the Galatians experienced and what the Scriptures teach (3:1–4:11), before calling them to live in the freedom for which God set them free (4:12–6:10). The letter closes with a summary and restatement of Paul’s case (6:11–18).70 The message that courses through this letter is the glory of God in the salvation through judgment he accomplished in the gospel. In this letter, Paul explains how the implications of the center of his theology impinge upon the Galatians themselves and the false teachers troubling them. 

 

2.5.1 Deliverance in Christ for God’s Glory (Gal. 1:1–5) 

Before Paul directly addresses the way that the false teaching in Galatia detracts from God’s glory in the gospel and threatens to cut the Galatians off from Christ, he opens with a celebration of what God has done in Christ (Gal. 1:1–5). He will argue that his gospel came from God, not man (1:11–2:21), and his declaration that he is an apostle not from or through man but through Jesus Christ and God the Father lays the foundation for that argument (1:1). The gospel Paul preaches results in glory to God alone because it is God who saves by judging Jesus in place of sinners. Thus, Paul offers grace and peace to the Galatians from God and Christ, because Christ “gave himself for our sins” (1:3–4a). The sacrifice of Christ was a judgment that accomplished deliverance, “that he might deliver us from the present evil age” (1:4b).71 Having been judged, Jesus himself was vindicated in his resurrection from the dead (1:1), and in response to this Paul ascribes glory to God forever (1:5). This salutation celebrates the glory of God in the salvation he accomplished through the judgment of Jesus and his resurrection from the dead. 

 

2.5.2 The Problem in Galatia (Gal. 1:6–10) 

There are competing messages in Galatia coming from competing teachers. Paul wants to convince the Galatians to believe him and embrace the gospel he preaches. He condemns the message that competes against his gospel as a different gospel (Gal. 1:6) that is in fact a non-gospel (1:7)—it is not good news that the Galatians must do certain things to attain salvation. Not only does Paul pronounce judgment on the message, but he twice anathematizes the messengers (1:8, 9). Through these judgments Paul wants the Galatians to be saved, which will mean their continuance in the grace of God (1:6), in the gospel of Christ (1:7). Paul asserts that he seeks to please God, not man, as he serves Christ (1:10), and this is pertinent because the heralds of the non-gospel are trying to convince the Galatians that they must live up to man-made standards by man-made power for man-made approval (cf. 3:3; 4:17, 23; 5:3; 6:12–13). Paul’s message is that God deserves glory because he has saved the Galatians through the judgment of Jesus (e.g., 1:3–5; 3:13), and it is as though Paul now seeks to preserve them in that salvation through the judgment he renders against those teaching the non-gospel (cf., e.g., 4:19–20). 

 

2.5.3 Paul’s Gospel from God, Not Man (Gal. 1:11–2:21) 

Paul asserts that in contrast to the false teachers, he is an apostle from God (Gal. 1:1) with a message that came from God, not man (1:11). Paul cites his former way of life in Judaism, with his violent persecution of the church (1:13–14), as evidence that God revealed himself to him (1:12, 15–22). The way that Paul was converted, having all his assumptions condemned by God’s revelation of Jesus Christ to him (1:16), resulted in people glorifying God (1:24). 

Another revelation occasioned Paul’s second (cf. Gal. 1:18–19) meeting with the apostles in Jerusalem (2:1–10).72 The salvation of the Galatians through the judgment of the false teachers that Paul seeks to accomplish in this letter was established in that meeting with the apostles, and Paul relates how he did not yield to the slave makers, so that the gospel would be preserved for the Gentiles in Galatia (2:4–5). With this the Jerusalem apostles agreed, for Paul laid his gospel before them (2:1–2), and they did not insist on the circumcision of Titus (2:3) but gave Paul the right hand of fellowship (2:6–10). 

Paul then relates a confrontational experience of the church at Antioch as an instance of how his gospel accomplished salvation through judgment. On that occasion Peter behaved in a way that was consistent with what the false teachers apparently advocated in Galatia, separating himself from Gentiles on the basis of Mosaic prescriptions regarding clean and unclean table fellowship. Paul’s verdict was clear: he opposed Peter to his face, for Peter stood condemned (Gal. 2:11–13). Behavior such as Peter’s is not required by God; it is hypocrisy (2:13) and out of step with the gospel (2:14a). Paul exposed Peter’s blameworthy behavior, and Peter apparently repented unto salvation through the experience of judgment (cf. Acts 15:10–11). 

When Paul indicted Peter for living like a Gentile and not like a Jew (Gal. 2:14b), he had in view Peter’s abandonment of total adherence to the Mosaic law (cf. Acts 10:9–15).73 This also explains Paul’s reference to requiring Gentiles to live like Jews (Gal. 2:14c). The idea is that on certain points the Gentiles were required to adhere to the demands of the law of Moses.74 Paul’s implicit objections to the “man-made” requirements of the non-gospel preached by the false teachers, then, are not indications that Paul views the law of Moses as man-made. Rather, in Paul’s view the selection of certain Mosaic requirements as necessary for salvation is man-made. For Paul, now that Christ has come, those who would be saved through the law of Moses must attain perfect obedience to the whole law (3:10–12; 5:3).75

No one is justified by doing what the law requires (Gal. 2:16), because not even those born Jewish, like Paul and Peter (2:15), perfectly keep the whole law (cf. Acts 13:38–39; 15:10). Thus, the only way of salvation is faith in Christ (Gal. 2:16). Jews who are justified by faith in Christ alone are “found to be sinners” (2:17) in the sense that they live like “Gentile sinners” (2:15). This does not mean that Christ causes more sin to be committed (2:17), because living like a Gentile is “sinful” only if one demands obedience to the law of Moses, which Paul shockingly says that he has torn down (2:18). Only if Paul were to rebuild the demand to obey the law of Moses would Christ be “a minister of sin” (2:17–18). But rather than rebuilding the demand to obey Moses, Paul explains that the law judged him, so that through that judgment Christ could save him: “For through the law to the law I died, in order that I might live to God. With Christ I have been crucified, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (2:19–20). Paul was condemned by the law of Moses (2:19). His statement that he was crucified with Christ both explains how the law killed him and treats the death of Christ on the cross as a result of the condemnation stemming from the law of Moses (cf. also 3:13). By faith, when Christ died on the cross, Paul died there with him (2:19–20), with the result that by faith, the life Paul now lives is no longer him living but Christ living in him. Paul was saved through judgment. This undercuts the teaching of the anathematized non-gospel preachers in Galatia because if one could be righteous by obeying the law, Christ did not need to die on the cross to accomplish salvation (2:21). 

 

2.5.4 Paul’s Gospel Proved by Experience and Scripture (Gal. 3:1–4:11) 

Paul’s understanding of the Old Testament and the outworking of redemptive history comes to the fore in this section of his letter to the Galatians. His assertion that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified before their eyes (Gal. 3:1) establishes that God has accomplished salvation in Christ, which in turn affirms that righteousness does not come from the law (2:21). His question about the reception of the Spirit (3:2) assumes the Old Testament’s teaching about when the Spirit would be poured out—after exile. At the restoration of Israel (e.g., Isa. 32:15), when the punishment for breaking the covenant was paid in full (40:2), in the latter days, the Spirit would be poured out (Joel 3:1–5, ET 2:28–32). Paul’s question in Galatians 3:2 (“Did you receive the Spirit by works of law or by hearing with faith?”) assumes that the Galatians have experienced the outpouring of the Spirit, and it also assumes that Paul has taught them when the Old Testament indicated such a blessing would be enjoyed—in the latter days.76 This statement contributes to the argument Paul will move to and develop more fully, that the time in which the Mosaic law was operative has come to an end (see 3:15–4:11). 

Paul is essentially condemning the Galatians for being tempted to abandon the gospel—he calls them foolish and asks who has bewitched them (Gal. 3:1). The evidence of their experience of the Spirit (3:2–3, 5) and their partaking in suffering—perhaps the suffering of the messianic woes (3:4, cf. table 6.2 below)— prove that the last days have been inaugurated. The law of Moses is no longer the regulative standard for the people of God. Further, they experience the Spirit apart from the law, so they are like Abraham, who was reckoned righteous by faith, not works (3:5–6). In addition to citing Genesis 15:6 against his opponents (Gal. 3:6), Paul cites Genesis 12:3 (Gal. 3:8, 14). 

Paul is opposing those who would constrain the Gentiles to obey aspects of the law of Moses, and he opposes their argument by explaining the relationship between the covenant God made with Abraham and the covenant God made with Moses. Having thus shown what the Scripture said to Abraham about justification and the Gentiles (Gal. 3:6–9), Paul turns to what the law of Moses says. 

As we consider Paul’s comments here, it is important to note that Paul is not explaining the function of the law of Moses in the lives of those who lived before the coming of Christ (see Gal. 3:14, 17, 19, 23–25; 4:1–7). That is, Paul is writing to Christians who are being wrongly encouraged to pursue justification by means of obedience to certain parts of the law of Moses. So when Paul speaks of those “who rely on works of the law” (3:10 ESV), he is referring not to faithful members of the old covenant remnant but to those who mistakenly think they must adhere to certain parts of the old covenant to partake of the new. The old covenant cannot be selectively obeyed (cf. 5:3), and deciding to pursue God through the old covenant now that Christ has come cuts one off from Christ (5:3). This is why “all who rely on works of the law are under a curse” (3:10a ESV). 

The law of Moses placed a curse on those who broke the covenant, and Paul’s citation of Deuteronomy 27:26 in Galatians 3:10 shows that the curse in view is the curse of the Mosaic covenant, the curse that included exile from the land. Paul next asserts that Habakkuk 2:4, “the righteous by faith shall live” (Gal. 3:11b), demonstrates the clarity of the point that “no one will be justified by the law before God” (3:11a; cf. 2:16). When Paul quotes Leviticus 18:5 in Galatians 3:12, “But the law is not of faith, rather ‘The one who does them shall live by them,’” again, he is not saying that Moses taught a works-based legalism, nor is he claiming that faith was unnecessary for old covenant Israelites who sought to keep the law. Paul is not explaining Leviticus 18:5 in the context of Leviticus, when the law of Moses was the norm of life for the nation of Israel.77 Rather, Paul is explaining to the Galatians what they must achieve if they decide to pursue justification by means of obedience to the law of Moses now that Christ has come.78 Now that Christ has come, there are two possibilities: either trust him for justification and be saved, or rely on works of the law, fail as all sinful humans will, and be damned.79

Paul explains in Galatians 3:13–14 how Christ has completed Israel’s story, fulfilled the law, and made the blessings promised to Abraham available. When Paul states in 3:13, “Messiah redeemed us from the curse of the law,” he has the same curse in view that he wrote of in Galatians 3:10.80 This means that Paul sees the covenant curses, supremely encapsulated in the exile of the people from God’s presence, as being exhausted when Christ died on the cross: “Messiah redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us, because it has been written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree’” (3:13).81

Christ became a curse, was hanged on a tree, and thereby redeemed his people from the curse. Thus, what Isaiah prophesied about the sins of the people being pardoned because they had been punished (Isa. 40:2), has at last been realized. That statement of Isaiah is recognizably set in a context in which he deals with Israel’s glorious eschatological restoration that will come through and after judgment, after exile. There is a sense, then, in which the exile finds its fullest realization in Christ’s death on the cross. The curse was poured out in full. This kind of fulfillment of the payment for sin prophesied by Isaiah (40:2) is also in keeping with what Isaiah said about the one who would bear the sins of the people (52:13–53:12, esp. 53:4–6, 8). Isaiah even said the servant’s work would benefit “many nations” (52:15; cf. Gen. 12:3), that he would “see his seed” (Isa. 53:10; cf. Gen. 22:17–18), who would be “justified” because he bore their sins (Isa. 53:11). Isaiah made it clear that the judgment he announced against Israel arose from their failure to keep the covenant (cf., e.g., Deut. 4:26, where heaven and earth are the witnesses to the covenant, and Isa. 1:2, where Isaiah calls on the witnesses to the covenant), and so the servant in Isaiah 53 is bearing the punishment the people deserve for having broken the Mosaic covenant. In Galatians 3:13–14, Paul is arguing that Jesus has taken the punishment incurred from the failure to keep the Mosaic covenant, with the result that the blessings promised to Abraham can be enjoyed by the Gentiles: “Messiah redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us, . . . in order that the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles in messiah Jesus, that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (3:13–14). The exile is over. The restoration has begun, and the age in which the Spirit is poured out has dawned (cf. 3:2). 

Isaiah and the other Old Testament prophets proclaimed an eschatological future for Israel that would come through and after the judgment of the exile, and one key characteristic of that future was the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. From what Paul says here in Galatians 3:13–14, we see that Paul understands Isaiah and the prophets to be pointing to the day when the blessing of Abraham would be realized. Isaiah’s own references to the nations being blessed by the work of the servant (e.g., Isa. 52:15; cf. Gen. 12:3) and the servant seeing his seed (Isa. 53:10; cf. Gen. 22:17–18) employ key concepts from the blessings promised to Abraham, demonstrating that Paul rightly understands Isaiah’s eschatological promises to point to the fulfillment of what was promised to Abraham (Gen. 12:1–3). 

In all this Paul seeks to convince the Galatians that they do not need to add obedience to the law of Moses to their faith in Christ in order to be justified.82 The next step in his argument is his explanation that the promise was given to Abraham and to his singular seed, who is Christ, and then 430 years later the law was given. The law was not given as a means to attain the inheritance; rather, the inheritance was given as a promise (Gal. 3:15–18). If the law was not the means whereby the inheritance would be received, why was it given? Having raised the question, Paul explains that the law “was added because of transgressions, until the seed came to whom the promise was made” (3:19a). The law being added “because of transgression” appears to mean that the law was given to increase transgression,83 but Paul clearly sees the law being in force until the coming of the seed of Abraham, to whom the promises were made (cf. 3:16). Paul goes on to explain that the law is not contrary to God’s promises, but neither can it give life (3:21). The law was given to set the stage for salvation by faith in Christ, imprisoning everything in sin so that those who believe in Jesus would be saved by faith and not by works (3:22). 

Paul explains that the law was a “custodian”84 to conduct people to justification by faith (Gal. 3:23–24). This custodian was in force “before faith came” (3:23)—which does not mean that the old covenant remnant was saved apart from faith, for even then it was those of faith who were blessed with Abraham (cf. 3:6–9). These references to the time before “faith” came use “faith” as a shorthand reference to the period of time before the messiah came and justification by faith in Jesus was revealed (cf. 2:16).85 This can be seen from the way that both this statement at the beginning of Galatians 3:23 and another later in the verse, “until the coming faith would be revealed,” have as their point of reference the phrase in 3:24, “until messiah came.” 

In view of the purpose clause at the end of Galatians 3:24, “in order that we might be justified by faith,” it seems that the law “was added because of transgressions” (3:19) and served as a “custodian” (3:24) for the same purpose: to show human inability to be justified by works and thereby to lead people to the only available way to be justified, through faith in messiah Jesus. Thus, the Galatians to whom Paul writes do not need to add law keeping to their faith in Christ. That, Paul explains, is not why the law was given. The law was given to lead people to possess what the Galatians already have and are being tempted to abandon: justification by faith. Those who believe no longer need the custodian (3:25), for through faith they are those who will receive the promised inheritance, sons of God (3:26). This means that the teachers who set themselves up as being closer to God by keeping the law of Moses are mistaken. Moreover, by faith the Galatian Christians have been baptized into Christ and are united to him (3:27), with the result that neither ethnicity nor social status nor gender positions one person closer than another to being justified by faith (3:28). Since they are united to Christ by faith, they are also united to one another, and being united to Christ joins them to the singular seed of Abraham to whom the promise was made (3:29; cf. 3:16). 

Paul continues this line of argumentation in Galatians 4:1–11. As surprising as Paul’s language may be, the point he is making is clear: before the coming of messiah Jesus, humanity was “enslaved to the elementary principles of the world” (4:3b). Whatever Paul means when he refers to “elementary principles,” from the wider context it is clear that this time of enslavement is the same time in which the Mosaic law was in force.86 Then when the time was ripe, God sent his Son, who was born of woman under law (4:4), and he redeemed those under law and made adoption possible (4:5). The proof that the Galatians have been adopted is again their reception of the eschatological gift of the Spirit (4:6; cf. 3:2–5, 14). Therefore, the Galatians should not turn back to the Mosaic law (4:7–11). 

What Paul has done through this section renders judgment on the ideas of the false teachers. By disproving the tenets of their views, Paul seeks to bring the Galatians through the judgment of those false perspectives to the salvation of a right understanding of justification. He wants the Galatians to join him in boasting only in the cross (Gal. 6:14), glorifying God alone and giving no credit to the works they do in obedience to the law. 

 

2.5.5 Call to Freedom in the Spirit (Gal. 4:12–6:10) 

Paul calls the Galatians to become as he is, for he has become as they are (Gal. 4:12). Apparently he means that he now lives apart from the Mosaic law, like a Gentile, and he wants the Gentile Christians in Galatia to resist the false teachers who demand obedience to the law. 

He then assures them of his genuine ministry and concern for them (Gal. 4:13–20), and employs an “allegory” designed to enable the Galatians to understand their place in salvation history and how they should conduct themselves (4:21–31). Paul calls this an “allegory” (4:24), but his interpretation looks more like typology than like the allegorical interpretations of Philo, Origen, and others.87 Paul likens the child born by natural means from Abraham’s union with Hagar to those wrongly encouraging the Galatians to keep the law of Moses. Ishmael was born because of what is possible by human power, and he was born precisely because Abraham and Sarah doubted that God would keep the promise he made to them and tried to achieve the promise on their own. The false teachers are doing the same thing. They are identified with Hagar and Mount Sinai because they are seeking to compel the Galatians to accomplish their justification by human power rather than by the power of God’s word and Spirit accomplishing justification through the instrument of faith. The Galatian Christians, by contrast, are identified with Isaac, who was born by the miraculous power of God in the face of all human norms and expectations. God promised a child, and in spite of the human inability of Abraham and Sarah, God kept his promise. The slave makers who want to constrain obedience to the law of Moses are identified with Hagar, who was a slave (4:22), and those who identify with the false teachers become enslaved to their requirements (4:24–25; cf. 4:17). Those who are justified by faith in God’s promise are identified with Isaac, the child of the promise (4:28). 

Paul’s quotation of Isaiah 54:1 in Galatians 4:27 is explosive: that text follows hard on the heels of Isaiah 53, which describes the sin-bearing, justifying work of the servant, through which the exile would be fulfilled (cf. Gal. 3:13–14). The words of the text speak of a barren woman giving birth to children, which recalls Sarah, and the barrenness giving way to fruitfulness evokes images of return from exile and the blooming of the desert. Paul is evoking these themes because the Galatian Christians have been justified by faith in the redemption wrought by the servant (3:13; 4:5), which brought the exile to an end and initiated the new exodus and return from exile. As with barren Sarah, who gave birth to Isaac, God has kept his promises and blessed the nations through the seed of Abraham even though that was not possible by the power of what human flesh could accomplish. Just as Ishmael mocked Isaac, the non-gospel preachers want to constrain the Galatian Christians to obey the law (4:28). Just as Abraham and Sarah drove Hagar and Ishmael away, so the Galatian Christians should reject the false teachers and send them away (4:30), for those who believe are born of faith in God’s promise, not of works (4:31). 

Law keeping will not help the Galatians but they should work out their faith through love (Gal. 5:6), not submit to slavery (5:1), which would cut them off from Christ (5:2) and obligate them to keeping the whole law perfectly (5:3). By announcing this judgment, Paul means to preserve the Galatians in the salvation that comes “through the Spirit by faith” as they await the “hope of righteousness” (5:5). Paul also announces the penalty faced by those who trouble the Galatians with this non-gospel (5:9), and he urges his readers to fulfill the law by loving one another (5:13–14). As the Galatians walk by the Spirit, the glory of God will be seen in their lives (5:22–25). The law of Christ (6:2) calls them to bear the burdens of others, just as Christ bore the burdens of his people. What is sown will be reaped (6:7–10). 

 

2.5.6 Boasting Only in the Cross (Gal. 6:11–18) 

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is about the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Jesus has been judged, and thereby the exile is over and the eschatological age of salvation, in which the Spirit is poured out, has begun. Salvation has come through the judgment of Jesus, and the desert has begun to bloom. The Galatians should not follow those “who want to make a good showing in the flesh” (Gal. 6:12), who establish their own glory by doing (parts of) the law of Moses. Rather than giving these who seek their own glory cause for boasting about what they accomplish in the flesh of the Galatian Christians (6:13), the Galatian Christians are to join Paul in boasting in the cross of Christ alone (6:14). 

God is glorified in the salvation through judgment he accomplished in Christ, and Paul seeks to preserve the Galatians in this salvation through the judgment of the false teachers. The new creation (Gal. 6:15) will be radiant with the glory of God, in which the barren will rejoice (cf. Isa. 54:1 in Gal. 4:27). 

 
2.6 Ephesians 

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians celebrates the glory of God in salvation through judgment demonstrated in “the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has now been revealed to the holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit, for the Gentiles to be co-heirs and co-bodied and co-partakers of the promise in messiah Jesus through the gospel” (Eph. 3:4b–6). It is this radical assertion that Paul explains in the first two chapters of Ephesians, and then he makes it explicit in Ephesians 3 before addressing the life that corresponds to this gospel in Ephesians 4–6. Are the Gentiles on equal footing with the Jews in God’s plan? Paul’s radical answer to that question is yes, and in Ephesians he explains how God’s glory in salvation through judgment is displayed in making this to be so. 

The profound statements in Ephesians 1 are thus not abstract declarations of theological truth but revolutionary applications of what was revealed to Paul about the Gentiles (Eph. 3:3). If any selection from Paul’s writings makes the case for the centrality of God’s glory in his theology, Ephesians 1 does. Paul begins by blessing God “who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in messiah” (1:3), and then it seems that he enumerates the blessings he has in mind. The first blessing is that of election (1:4). The Jews were God’s chosen people (e.g., Deut. 7:6–8), and now Paul asserts that just as God chose Israel to be a holy nation, “he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, for us to be holy and blameless before him” (Eph. 1:4). The “us” here has Jews and Gentiles in view,88 and this is “the administration of the mystery which has been kept hidden from the ages in God, who created all things” (3:9). The election of Jews and Gentiles is the “eternal purpose which he worked in messiah Jesus our Lord” (3:11), and this was “in order that he might now make known to the rulers and to the authorities in the heavenlies the manifold wisdom of God through the church” (3:10). So God chose Gentiles from eternity past (1:4, 3:11), then he kept the plan hidden for ages and generations (3:5, 9), then accomplished salvation in Christ and united Gentiles and Jews in the church to show his multifaceted wisdom to demonic rulers and authorities (3:10). By triumphing over racism and alienation, uniting bitterly divided people, God judges and condemns the powers at work in those who differentiate themselves from others (2:1–3), and through the judgment of the demonic forces at work in racial segregation, God accomplishes salvation that unifies people in Christ, demonstrating his glory. 

The Gentiles are coheirs with the Jews (Eph. 3:6) precisely because of the second blessing Paul states that God blessed “us” with (1:3): “In love he predestined us to adoption through Jesus the messiah for himself, according to the good pleasure of his will” (1:5). God is the initiator here: God chose, God loved, God predestined, God adopted, and God did all this according to the pleasure of his will (1:3–4). God did not do this for the Jews or the Gentiles because either group had earned it, because either group had sought it, or because either group would respond rightly to it. God did this “for himself, according to the pleasure of his will” (1:5). He did it because he wanted to, and Paul gives the ultimate reason he did it in Ephesians 1:6: “for the praise of the glory of his grace, with which he graced us in the beloved.” God wanted his grace to be praised, so he stunned cognizant beings in the heavens and on earth (3:10, 20–21) by including the Gentiles in Christ. The Gentiles did not earn this. God graced them in his beloved Son (1:6). 

In the mystery of his will (Eph. 3:4–6), God made Israel his special possession, and he allotted the Gentiles to other gods (cf. Deut. 4:19; 29:26). What about the claim that Zeus and his demonic cohorts (cf. 1 Cor. 10:20) have on these people? Not that Satan or Zeus have any right to people that God created, but the power of sin does keep people walking “according to the ruler of the authority of the air” (Eph. 2:2), and their sin creates a massive debt to God. Paul addresses these problems in the third blessing with which God “blessed us” (1:3), saying in Ephesians 1:7, “In him we have the redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of trespasses, according to the wealth of his grace.” God chose and predestined Jews and Gentiles for adoption for the praise of his grace (1:4–6), and he redeemed them according to the wealth of his grace (1:7). But it does not stop there. 

God was pleased to make known his marvelous plans by revealing the mystery to Paul (Eph. 3:3). Paul considers this a spiritual blessing (1:3), an expression of the wealth of God’s grace (1:8), “which he lavished upon us in all wisdom and insight, having made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure which he purposed in him as an administration for the fullness of the times, to sum up everything in Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth in him” (1:8–10). The mystery of God’s will that he purposed in Christ in 1:9 is the same mystery Paul elaborates on in 3:2–13, and Paul seems to refer back to statements already made in the letter when he says in 3:3, “as I wrote previously in part.” 

As noted above, under the old covenant Israel was God’s inheritance, his special portion, and the nations were allotted to other gods (Deut. 4:19–20). But now in Christ, Paul explains, “in him also we are made his inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of the one who works all things according to the counsel of his will, that we who have already hoped in Christ should be to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:11–12).89 God has brought Jews and Gentiles together as his heritage for the praise of his glory. He accomplished this through the proclamation of the gospel, which the elect believed,90 and to ensure their preservation God sealed them with the Spirit as a down payment of “our inheritance, for the redemption of the possession, for the praise of his glory” (1:13–14). God chose and predestined for adoption Jews and Gentiles for his glory (1:4–6). God redeemed and lavished grace by revealing his plan to consummate everything in Christ, making Jews and Gentiles his heritage, for the praise of his glory (1:7–12). And God sent the good news and sealed those who believed with the down payment of the Spirit for the praise of his glory (1:13–14). 

Paul’s response to all that God has done for the Ephesian Christians is to give thanks to God for them (Eph. 1:15–16). He also prays that God, “the Father of glory,” would give them “the Spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of him” (1:17). Paul then enumerates the three particular things he prays God will reveal to them: the hope of their calling, the wealth of the glory of God’s inheritance in the saints (1:18), and the surpassing greatness of God’s resurrection power toward believers (1:19). These are all related. God has called Jews and Gentiles together (the hope of their calling) to be his inheritance as a display of his glory, and he has accomplished this by the same power that raised Christ from the dead and enthroned him above all his enemies, putting everything under his feet and making him Head of the church, which is his body (1:20–23). God has triumphed, then, over death, over hostile demonic powers, and over divisive forces in humanity. The racial unity of the church is the demonstration of God’s glory. Paul prays that God would reveal all this to the Ephesians (1:17–19) just as God revealed it to him (3:3–6). 

Paul explains what the unification of Jew and Gentile in the church looks like in individual and corporate terms in Ephesians 2. Individually, Gentiles and Jews were dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1–3, 5). Paul explains that deadness in sin means “doing the desires of the flesh and of the mind” (2:3). So the problem is not the lack of willpower when one is dead in sin; rather, willpower that is dead to God is the problem (cf. 4:17–19). God’s response to individual Gentiles and Jews who were dead in sin and enslaved to the dark lord (2:2) was to love them mercifully by making them alive, saving them by grace (2:4–5). God united them to Christ by faith (2:8), with the result that they are made alive with Christ, raised with him, and seated with him on his triumphant throne over all enemy powers in the heavenlies (2:5–6; cf. 1:20–23). This is the power at work in believers (1:19), a power that saves through the judgment of evil, triumphs over death, and preserves to the end. God does this “in order to demonstrate in the ages to come the surpassing riches of his grace in kindness toward us in messiah Jesus” (2:7). In short, God does it to display his glory. God saves through judgment for his own glory. By grace, through faith, the gift of God, not from works, no one can boast, and it issues in good works (2:8–10). 

At the corporate level Paul calls the Gentiles to remember how things were for them before God showed them mercy (Eph. 2:11–12). Those who formerly were far off have been brought near in Christ by his blood (2:13). Jesus is our peace, who made the two groups—Jew and Gentile—one by destroying the divisions between them through his death on the cross (2:14). The law has been nullified by Christ’s death, and the two have been made into one new man in Christ (2:15). Christ has reconciled Jew and Gentile to God in his body through the cross (2:16), and the message is preached to both Jew and Gentile (2:17). Through Christ Jew and Gentile have access in the one Spirit to the Father (2:18). The Gentiles are no longer strangers and aliens but are fellow citizens with the saints and members of God’s household, being part of the temple that God is building on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, of which Christ is the cornerstone (2:19–22). 

Ephesians 3 is not a digression in thought. Rather, this chapter simply makes more explicit everything Paul has said to this point. Paul is a prisoner on behalf of the nations (Eph. 3:1). He is imprisoned because of his work to proclaim the good news of what God has done in Christ—this mystery of including Gentile and Jew, making one new man in Christ by the gospel. This is the stewardship of God’s grace given to Paul (3:2), what God revealed to him that he has written about a little in this letter (3:3). God gave this message to Paul to proclaim (3:8) so that Paul could speak truth to the powers for God’s glory (3:10).91 Paul’s afflictions glorify the significance of what God has done in the Ephesians (3:13). That is, as Paul suffers, his message is authenticated, and Paul’s suffering for the message demonstrates the value of the message. 

Just as Paul recounted all that God had done in Ephesians 1:3–14, then prayed that the Ephesians would understand it in 1:15–22, so he has retold the story of what God has done from different perspectives in 2:1–3:13, and again prays that God would enable the Ephesians to understand it in 3:14–19. Notably, he wants God to strengthen them with power according to the wealth of his glory for messiah to dwell in their hearts by faith, so they can be rooted and founded on love, that they might know the unknowable love of messiah (3:16–19). And here we meet again the concept of the fullness of God (3:19; cf. 1:23), which seems to point to God’s glory filling the dry lands as the waters cover the sea when the church loves the way Christ has loved.92 If any in the audience of the letter are inclined to think this impossible, Paul answers with a doxology: “Now to the one who is able to do abundantly more than all we ask or imagine according to the power at work in us [cf. 1:19–20], to him be glory in the church and in messiah Jesus unto all generations forever and ever, amen” (3:20–21). 

The remainder of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is intensely practical: Paul tells the Ephesians what living out the love of Christ for the glory of God looks like. Their unity (Eph. 4:1–7) flows from Christ’s conquest and distribution of the “spoils” of war as he gave gifts to the church (4:8).93 These gifts are the ministers who will lead the church to build itself up in love for the display of God’s glory in the world (4:9–16). Paul calls the Ephesians to put off the old man and put on the new man of Christlike self-sacrificial love for others (4:17–32, esp. 22, 24). He calls them to imitate God and walk in love now that they are in the light (5:1–17), to be filled with the Spirit and reflect Christ in their marriages (5:18–33),94 as they relate to their children (6:1–4), and in their dealings as slaves and masters (6:5–9), and these instructions can be applied to all structures of authority whether one is slave or free.95

God’s glory can clearly be seen as the center of Paul’s theology in Ephesians, but is this glory mainly seen in salvation through judgment? I contend that it is because it is through the judgment that fell on Christ at the cross that God has saved Jews and Gentiles and united them as a display of his glory (esp. Eph. 2:14–16; 3:10, 21). Moreover, Paul is explicit on the point that Christ’s death and resurrection mean the judgment of and triumph over hostile spiritual powers and principalities (1:21; 2:2, 7; 3:10; 4:8).96 God shows his glory by saving the church through the judgment that fell on Christ, and the death and resurrection of Jesus mean judgment and defeat for Satan and his forces. Paul concludes the letter to the Ephesians by calling the one new man in Christ, the church, to arm himself for the spiritual warfare of standing firm in true beliefs, right actions, proclamation of the gospel,97 believing God’s promises, helmeted by salvation, and wielding the word of God (6:10–17). God will get glory in the church (Eph. 3:21) as the church triumphs over and serves as evidence of God’s judgment against the cosmic powers of darkness and spiritual forces of evil in heavenly places (6:12) by faith in Christ (2:8) and a life of good deeds (2:10) that are worthy of their calling (4:1) in imitation of God himself (5:1). Ephesians demonstrates that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of Paul’s theology. 

 
2.7 Philippians 

The cruciform shape of the values Paul articulates in Philippians is not only at variance with the values of ancient Roman Philippi; it is at variance with the tendencies and inclinations of the fleshly impulses of all humans anytime and everywhere.98 Paul’s cruciformed instructions spring from the center of his theology—God’s glory in salvation through judgment—and Paul teaches that those who live by the values he advocates become a demonstration of the coming salvation through judgment for God’s glory on the day of Christ (Phil. 1:28; 3:17–21). The cruciform lifestyle Paul advocates in Philippians has the imitation of Christ at its heart: he was judged on behalf of others that they might be saved, so that God’s glory might be displayed (2:5–11). In his letter to the Philippians, Paul operates from cruciform convictions in the ways he prays (1:3–11), reports his circumstances (1:12–26), calls the Philippians to live (1:27–2:18), speaks of Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19–30), warns of those who are not conformed to Christ (3:1–3), relates how Christ is being formed in his own person (3:4–14), calls the Philippians to imitate him (3:15–4:9), and thanks them for their support (4:10–20). This examination of Paul’s theology in Philippians aims to highlight the way Paul patterns his own life after the example of Christ, explains the way of Jesus, holds forth others who have joined him in following that example, and calls the Philippians to the same lifestyle. This pattern of life reflects, demonstrates, and looks forward to the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

When Paul wrote to the Philippians, he was imprisoned, apparently in Rome (Phil. 1:13; 4:22). Rather than being concerned about his safety, his reputation, and his freedom, he was thanking God for the Philippians, praying for them, and demonstrating his concern for them by writing the letter under discussion here (cf. 1:3–8). In this concern for others at the expense of himself Paul is following the example of Jesus. 

The concern for others continues as Paul relates how he prays for the Philippians: he wants their love to abound in knowledge and discernment (Phil. 1:9). Specifically, he wants them to be able “to test the things that are superior” (1:10a), and from what he says in the rest of the letter we know what he has in mind. Paul wants them to join him in cruciformity—to follow the one who laid down his life for the spiritual benefit of others by likewise laying down their lives for the spiritual benefit of others. This is a love that rejoices in what is best for others, as Paul clearly takes his joy from the spiritual health of the Philippians and wants them to rejoice in him (cf. 1:3–8, 24–26; 2:16–18; 4:1–3, 10–18). This kind of love will not result in selfish behavior that sinfully exploits others but produces “sincerity and blamelessness for the day of Christ” (1:10b). This kind of love will fill the Philippians “with the fruit of the righteousness that is through Jesus the messiah, for the glory and praise of God” (1:11). God will be glorified when the Philippians live this way because mercy and love condemn selfishness and hate, salvation coming through discerning judgment for God’s glory. 

Rather than being upset that he has been unjustly imprisoned, Paul rejoices because of the benefit his imprisonment brings to others (Phil. 1:12–18). He rejoices because at his expense other people are hearing the gospel. Even as those trying to make things worse for him “proclaim Christ” (1:17), he is glad for any proclamation of the glory of God in salvation through judgment (1:18). Paul explains his confidence of deliverance—whether release to continue to proclaim Christ or release to depart and be with him (i.e., death)—either way Christ will be honored (1:19–20). When he says “to live is Christ” (1:21a), he means that he is following in the footsteps of Jesus by laying down his life for others. This will mean fruitful labor (1:22a) that will benefit the Philippians (1:24–25), and they will glory in Christ Jesus (1:26). This salvation, which comes for the glory of Christ, comes through the condemnation of the world and its values: so Paul considers death “gain” (1:21b) because it would be better to be with Christ than to continue in this world (1:23), and he only continues so that he can live out Christ by pursuing joy and progress in the faith for other people (1:25). For Paul, life and death are about salvation through judgment for God’s glory in Christ. 

This cruciformity is precisely what it means to live a life worthy of the gospel of Christ (Phil. 1:27a). Paul wants the Philippians to strive for the gospel (1:27b) by adopting his perspective and doing what he is doing. If they will embrace this cruciform pattern, they will agree that “to live is Christ” (1:21a), and they will suffer for Christ (1:29b) and join Paul in the self-sacrificing struggle for the souls of others (1:30). They will also agree that death is gain (1:21b), which will make them fearless before their opponents (1:28a). Living this way on the basis of the glory of God in the salvation through judgment he accomplished by Christ’s death on the cross will enact salvation through judgment in their own experience: the Philippian Christians will become living demonstrations that God will destroy the wicked and save his people (1:28b). The life worthy of the gospel is based on and lives out God’s glory in salvation through judgment. 

Paul then enumerates the specifics of the glory of God in the lives of believers— the encouragement they have in Christ, the comfort from love, participation in the Spirit, affection, and sympathy (Phil. 2:1); and he calls the Philippians to give him joy by their unity (2:2), again evidencing his love for them through the joy he derives from their experience of God’s glory. They are to leave off rivalry and conceit in favor of humble service in the interests of others (2:3–4), and to illustrate this Paul gives them the supreme example of Jesus (2:5–11). Jesus had advantages, but he surrendered them to serve others (2:6–7a).99 The outrageous thought of a powerful God becoming a weak human (2:7b) is augmented by the humble obedience of Jesus even unto death, and his death was the most humiliating way to die, crucifixion (2:8). Paul is giving Jesus as an example of looking not to one’s own interests but to the interests of others (2:4), and Jesus died on behalf of others. Jesus was judged so that others could be saved. This resulted in his exaltation and God’s glory: because Jesus served others, God gave him the name above all names (2:9). Every knee will bow to him (2:10), every tongue confess him Lord, and this is to the glory of the Father (2:11). The life that Paul calls the Philippians to live is based on the glory of God in salvation through judgment accomplished in Christ’s death on the cross. Gorman writes, “Paul desires that the hymnic story (2:6–11) that he and the Philippians use to proclaim the exalted crucified Jesus as Lord is also the story of their lives as citizens . . . . As such, that story they sing must constantly form and re-form their common life.”100

Paul explains that the Philippians living this way will display God’s glory as they shine like stars in the midst of a crooked and depraved generation (Phil. 2:15). God is working in them to do it, so they should live this way to work out their salvation (2:12–13). The symptoms of the life worthy of the gospel include a peculiar rejection of grumbling and questioning (2:14), and those who live this way enact God’s glory as they experience the joys of salvation through the condemnation of sinful ways in their transformed lifestyles (2:12–18).101

Then come positive and negative examples. Timothy is genuinely concerned for the welfare of the Philippians and seeks the interests of Jesus (Phil. 2:19–24). Similarly, though Epaphroditus was so sick he was near death, his concern was for how others would be distressed by his illness. He put his life on the line for Christ’s sake (2:25–30). The negative examples are those who insist on circumcision and boast in the advantages of their ancestry or accomplishments (3:1–6). Here Paul describes his own cruciformity. Like Jesus, Paul has claims to unparalleled standing (3:4–6), but also like Jesus, Paul has abandoned whatever stature these things would give him so that he can benefit other people. He considers his accomplishments and advantages loss for Christ’s sake (3:7), explaining that knowing Jesus is so much better than his reasons for fleshly confidence that such confidence becomes rubbish (3:8).102 However confidence in the flesh might stand one before men, it would not give Paul righteousness. The only way he can get that is through faith in Christ (3:9).103 Paul recognizes that before God the fleshly confidence style of righteousness that would count in the eyes of men will only lead to condemnation. Through his perception of that judgment he sees his need for the righteousness that comes from God through faith in Christ and he is saved (3:9),104 and his preference for God and Christ over any glory he might get from men exalts and glorifies the God of his salvation. He is conforming himself to the death of Jesus for the benefit of others (3:10), so that, like Jesus, he can be raised from the dead (3:11). 

Paul calls the mature to think this way (Phil. 3:15), and he calls the Philippians to imitate him and others who are already imitating him (3:17). This exalts not Paul but Christ, for Paul himself is imitating Jesus (cf. 1 Cor. 11:1). Those who do not give their lives to benefit others spiritually “walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction” (Phil. 3:18b–19a ESV). But those who follow Paul as he follows Christ await “a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him to subject all things to himself” (3:20b–21 ESV). On that day, salvation will come through judgment for God’s glory in Christ. Paul calls the Philippians to unite (4:1–5), to pray with gratitude (4:6), to be guarded by the peace of God (4:7), with minds set on the specifics of God’s glory (4:8), as they imitate Paul’s own cruciformity (4:9). Like Paul, they will know the one who meets every need from his riches in glory in Christ (4:10–19). They will thereby join Paul in ascribing glory to the Father forever (4:20) by the grace of the Lord Jesus (4:23). 

 

  
2.8 Colossians 

Either the church at Colossae was threatened by false teachers, or Paul sought to equip them against what he suspected would threaten them.105 Paul had not been to the church himself (Col. 2:1) but had learned of the fruitfulness and growth of the gospel in Colossae from Epaphras, who took the gospel to them and told Paul of its success (1:6–7). Paul warns the Christians in Colossae against the deception of plausible arguments (2:4), against the captivity that could result from “philosophy and empty deceit according to the tradition of men, according to the elements of the world and not according to Christ” (2:8). Paul also warns the church against those who would judge them or disqualify them on the basis of their adherence to aspects of the Mosaic law (2:16) and what appears to be Jewish mysticism (2:18–19). Paul’s question in Colossians 2:20 may indicate that these false teachings have already crept into the church. Whatever the precise nature of this Colossian heresy, we have Paul’s strategic response to it. 

Paul’s encouragement to the embattled church at Colossae is laser-like in its focus on exalting Christ. Paul combats the opponents of the gospel in Colossians by proclaiming the glory of God in Christ, and at the center of his proclamation is the glory of Christ as the agent of God’s salvation through judgment. The density of this letter may never be fully unpacked, but my purpose here can be accomplished by summarizing Paul’s focus on the glory of Christ, on the Colossians’ participation in Christ by faith, and on the salvation God has accomplished through judgment in Christ. 

 

2.8.1 The Glory of Christ in Colossians 

Paul evidently thought his announcement of the glory of Jesus the best way to expose and disarm the paltry deception being peddled to the church in Colossae. Having thanked God for the faith, hope, and love with which the Colossians responded to the gospel (Col. 1:3–8), Paul tells them how he prays for them. It seems that Paul first reports what he prays (1:9–12), then seeks to be used of the Lord as part of the answer to that prayer (1:13–20). 

Paul prays that the Colossians will “be filled with the knowledge of [God’s] will in all wisdom and spiritual insight” (Col. 1:9), so they will walk in a way worthy of God and please him by the good works they do as they grow in the knowledge of God (1:10), being strengthened according to the might of God’s glory for perseverance and patience (1:11), giving thanks with joy because of what God has done for them (1:12). Paul then sets out to fill them with exactly what he told them he was asking God to put in them: the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding (1:9). Paul seeks to be the answer to his own prayer by extolling the redemption God accomplished in Christ (1:13–14), and then heightening their appreciation of this redemption by raising Christ in their esteem (1:15–20). 

Paul heralds Jesus as the “image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation” (Col. 1:15), then explains that this is so because all things were created by him—in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, thrones, powers, rulers, or authorities—“all things were created by him and for him” (1:16). Paul sings that Christ “is before all things, and all things in him hold together, and he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might have preeminence” (1:17–18). Thus, Christ is the image of the invisible God, and he stands before God the way a firstborn stood before his father in the ancient world—in first place, with inheritance rights.106 Moreover, Christ is the Creator, through whom and for whom everything exists. He holds the universe together; he is the beginning of creation and of new creation as the Firstborn from the dead. But Paul is not finished yet: he grounds the preeminence of Christ in the fact that “in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell” (1:19). Through Christ, who lacked nothing of deity, God reconciled “all things to himself, making peace through the blood of his cross” (1:20). This hymn praises Christ as the image of the invisible God, the agent of creation for whom all is, the preeminent Head of the church and ruler of the world, the instigator of the new creation as Firstborn from the dead, the one who is fully God, and through whom God accomplished reconciliation. From creation to new creation, from church to world, from humanity to deity, from reconciliation to peace, Christ is preeminent in all. 

God has reconciled his enemies to himself in Christ (Col. 1:21). The Colossians’ hope of glory is that Christ is in them (1:27). All the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ (2:3). “All the fullness of deity” dwells “bodily” in Christ (2:9), the Colossians have been filled in him, and he is “the head of all rule and authority” (2:10). Christ is the substance of which the requirements of the Mosaic law were but a shadow (2:16–17). The body, the church, grows because of its vital union with the Head, Christ (2:19). Christ is seated at the right hand of God (3:1). The life of the Colossians is hidden in Christ, who is their life (3:3–4).107 Among those being renewed in his image (3:9), “Christ is all in all” (3:10). Christ is so great, Paul instructs the Colossian Christians to do everything in his name (3:17), for him and not man (3:23), for in all they do they serve Christ (3:24). The glory of Christ is such that by extolling it, Paul expects its reality to eclipse all other concerns, including those that come from people pushing plausible arguments (2:4, 8) or legalistic accomplishments (2:18, 21–23). Paul answers deceitful philosophy (2:8) and self-made religion (2:23) with the glory of Christ. 

 

2.8.2 The Colossians “in Christ” by Faith 

Everything the Colossians need comes from Christ, to whom they are united by faith (Col. 1:4, 22; 2:5, 7, 12). The believers in Colossae were dead in their sins and in their spiritually uncircumcised state (2:13a). They also had a rap sheet, a list of transgressions standing against them (2:14a). At that time they were alive to the world (2:20b), and their home was the domain of darkness (1:13). Then through faith (2:12) God made them alive and forgave their transgressions (2:13b), the legal demands of which were nailed to the cross (2:14b). As they were made alive with Christ, they simultaneously died to the world (2:20a; 3:3). This death to the world and resurrection life in Christ is symbolized in baptism, whereby the Colossian Christians were buried with Christ and raised with him through faith (2:12).108 The problem of their uncircumcision was answered by their regeneration: “You, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him” (2:13 ESV). Thus, the circumcision they experienced, which was not made with hands, by which they put off the body of flesh, this “circumcision of Christ” (2:11) is not baptism but regeneration. Baptism is a symbol of what has happened to them by faith. By faith they have been united with Christ in his death and resurrection, and their death to the world and resurrection to life in Christ is symbolized in baptism (2:12). No ritual washing accomplishes union with Christ; only faith does that. Baptism, then, is a picture of what has happened to those who are united to Christ by faith. 

 
Table 6.1. “In Christ” in Colossians 

 

	1:14
	in whom we have redemption

	1:16
	in him all things were created

	1:19
	in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell

	1:22
	reconciled in his body of flesh

	2:3
	in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge

	2:6
	walk in him

	2:7
	rooted and built up in him

	2:9
	in him all the fullness of deity dwells bodily

	2:10
	and you have been filled in him

	2:11
	you were circumcised in him

	2:12
	in him you were raised up

	2:15
	triumphing over them in him

	3:20
	pleasing in the Lord

	4:7
	fellow servant in the Lord

	4:17
	the ministry that you have received in the Lord


 

2.8.3 God Accomplished Salvation through Judgment in the Glorious Christ 

The redemption God accomplished in Christ was his triumph over “the authority of darkness” so that he “rescued us . . . and transferred us to the Kingdom of the Son of his love” (Col. 1:13). Paul explains that this redemption entails the forgiveness of sins (1:14), and both aspects of this redemption—triumph over the authority of darkness and forgiveness of sins—entail salvation through judgment, as Paul details later in the letter. 

God has nullified the demands for justice that stood against believers by the death of Christ (Col. 2:13–14). The debts are paid. God’s justice is satisfied. His former enemies are reconciled and made holy by the death of Jesus (1:21–22). Through the judgment that resulted in the death of Christ God saved believers that they might live “in the name of the Lord Jesus” (3:17). 

Through the judgment that resulted in the death of Jesus God also “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him” (Col. 2:15 ESV). This means that the judgment that fell on Jesus resulted in a judgment against the kingdom and agents of darkness, so that believers are redeemed from that kingdom and their sins are forgiven. Salvation comes through judgment for God’s glory. 

Yet another aspect of salvation through judgment for God’s glory in Colossians comes in the condemnation of worldly wisdom. The Colossian Christians are not to evaluate arguments by human standards but are to measure all things by Christ (Col. 2:8; 3:15–16). 

Paul’s household code goes in this direction of rejecting the flesh and the world in favor of Christlike wisdom. The call for wives to submit to their husbands (Col. 3:18a) not only stands counter to twenty-first-century culture; it stands counter to all human cultures because all human cultures are under the curse of Genesis 3:16. Women are cursed with a desire to control their husbands the way sin wanted to control Cain—to set his agenda and dictate his actions (Gen. 4:7). Paul calls women to reject the impulse of the flesh and submit to their husbands, for this is the appropriate way for people “in Christ” to live (Col. 3:18b). So also the curse of Genesis 3:16 says that husbands will “rule over” their wives the way Cain was called to “master” sin with a take-no-prisoners kind of intolerance toward evil inclinations (Gen. 4:7). That is the way the flesh leads husbands to treat their wives, but Paul calls husbands to love their wives and not treat them harshly (Col. 3:19). A child’s flesh leads him to disregard his parents, but children who would please the Lord must obey their parents (3:20). The fleshly tendency of fathers to exasperate their children is to be checked by a fatherly concern not to discourage his children (3:21). With slaves and masters, slaves are to think not of themselves but of the Lord, and masters are to treat their slaves with justice and fairness, for the Lord will judge them (3:22–4:1). As worldliness is rejected and Christlikeness embraced, salvation through judgment for God’s glory is displayed in the condemnation of the “wisdom” that comes from the flesh and the world and the corresponding enactment of behavior that pleases the Lord and displays his justice and mercy, goodness and kindness, truth and love. 

Paul also lives out the glory of God in salvation through judgment as he rejoices in his sufferings for the sake of the Colossians (Col. 1:24a). The statement about “filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church” (1:24b) is to be understood as Paul’s embrace of his portion of the “messianic woes” (see table 6.2).109 Paul indicates here and elsewhere that sufferings are necessary before the consummation of the age to come when the kingdom will be inherited, and this is in keeping with Old Testament precursors and other New Testament teaching (see also §3.4.2 in this chapter, below). 

 
Table 6.2. The Messianic Woes in the Old and New Testaments 

[image: ]


 

It is necessary for believers to pass through these woes and then enter glory, just as it was “necessary that the Christ should suffer . . . and enter into his glory” (Luke 24:26 ESV). The church, then, is following in the footsteps of the messiah (1 Pet. 2:21), passing through appointed afflictions (1 Thess. 3:3–4). In this pattern, seen in Israel’s prophets, in the messiah, and in the church, there is a suffering of judgment: the prophets, the messiah, and the church are all judged and condemned by their contemporaries. Faithfully enduring this false judgment unexpectedly exposes God’s true judgment, which is that those the world has condemned are approved by God, while those condemning the approved are under God’s justice. In their faithfulness, the faithful who are judged by the world condemn the world (cf. Heb. 11:7). Through all this judgment salvation comes to those who believe. In spite of the world’s condemnation, they trust God, and because of God’s triumph in the death and resurrection of Jesus, they are saved by faith. This means that God has worked salvation in the messiah through judgment for his glory—glory seen in the wisdom, in the justice, and in the mercy. The Old Testament believers and the believing new covenant church also participate in this pattern of salvation through judgment, as their faithfulness to God and his anointed brings them under the condemnation of the world, through which the world is condemned and they are saved. God is glorified as his people trust him through the messianic woes, and he will save them through these judgments. 

 
2.9 First Thessalonians 

Luke’s account of Paul’s visit to Thessalonica (Acts 17:1–9) shows Paul explaining from the Old Testament the necessity of the suffering and rising of the messiah, which Paul sees fulfilled in Jesus (17:3), Jewish opposition that resulted in mob violence (17:5), and false charges designed to be politically damaging to Christians (17:6–8). The city authorities, however, only took money as security from a Christian named Jason; after that the Christians were released (17:6, 8–9). Having been there for some three Sabbaths (17:2), Paul was sent on by the new believers (17:10), apparently to get him out of harm’s way. 

This background fits with and informs what we see in Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians. The opposition to the Christians in Thessalonica evidently continued after Paul left, and Paul was concerned that “the tempter” might render his labor vain (1 Thess. 3:5). In this statement, Paul is aligning the forces at work against the Thessalonian Christians with the one who repeatedly hindered his attempts to get back to Thessalonica: Satan (2:18). The statements Paul makes to the Thessalonians reflect his perspective, which is that there are two kingdoms at war in a cosmic, spiritual conflict. The rebels are led by Satan (2:18), the tempter (3:5), with human allies from Jews and Gentiles. 

Satan’s Gentile allies are the countrymen of the Thessalonian Christians who afflict the Christians (1 Thess. 2:14). Satan’s Jewish allies are those “who killed both the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God and oppose all mankind by hindering us from speaking to the Gentiles that they might be saved” (2:15–16a ESV). The rebel strategy is one of deception, persecution, defilement, opposition, and affliction (1:6, 9; 2:3, 14–16, 18; 3:3–4; 4:5–6; 5:3, 7). The fact that Satan’s allies are both Jews and Gentiles demonstrates that this is not an issue of ethnicity but one of allegiance. Paul’s comments are neither anti-Semitic nor anti-Gentile, but they are anti-Satan and his seed.110

Paul’s statements on this conflict demonstrate the centrality of the glory of God in salvation through judgment in his theology, and this is reflected in 1 Thessalonians. God has made salvation from Satan and his rebel forces available through Jesus (1 Thess. 5:9), “who died for us” that “we might live with him” (5:10; cf. 4:14). Paul’s references to “our gospel” (1:5; 2:2, 4, 8, 9) and “the word of the Lord” (1:8; 2:13 [2x]; cf. 4:15) that the Thessalonians “believed” (1:3, 8; 2:13; 3:5, 6; 5:8) in 1 Thessalonians indicate that though he does not go into more detail on it in this letter, this is the same gospel he has explained in other letters (e.g., Rom. 3:21–26).111 This is the gospel whereby God has demonstrated his glory in salvation through judgment. God’s judgment is satisfied by Christ’s death on the cross, so that those who confess him as Lord and believe he was raised will be saved (cf. Rom. 10:9–10). Salvation comes through judgment, and simultaneously, God triumphs over Satan and his forces through the salvation through judgment at the cross (cf. Col. 2:14–15). 

In 1 Thessalonians it is as though Satan has been thrown down by Christ, the seed of the woman, has realized that his time is short, and viciously makes war on the rest of the woman’s seed (cf. Rev. 12:1–17). In spite of the opposition he encounters from Satan and his seed, Paul goes about proclaiming the gospel (cf. 1 Thess. 1:5; 2:2–13; 4:14–15; 5:9–10). As he does this, Paul is imitating Jesus, who gave himself for others. Paul boldly proclaims the gospel at the expense of his ease and safety for the benefit of other people (e.g., 2:2, 8). 

Those who believe Paul’s proclamation exercise salvation through judgment for God’s glory in the present and then become testimonies to its future realities. They exercise it in the present as they judge idols to be worthless, turn from them, and through the condemnation and rejection of idolatry are saved to enjoy the living God (1 Thess. 1:9). They become testimonies to the future, apocalyptic112 glory of God in salvation through judgment as they imitate those who have gone before them. These who have gone before are the seed of the woman who have suffered at the hands of the seed of the serpent: the prophets and Jesus (2:15a), Paul (2:15b), and the churches in Judea (2:14). Thus Paul tells the Thessalonians that they have become “imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit” (1:6 ESV). They have followed in the footsteps of Jesus (cf. 1 Pet. 2:21). Paul follows Christ in this and calls others to follow him in this same pattern, or type, of discipleship (cf. 1 Cor. 11:1). This is a pattern of faithfulness to God in faith, hope, and love in the face of satanic opposition. The Thessalonians have followed the example set for them by Jesus and Paul, and in doing so they have become a type, or example, for “all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia” (1 Thess. 1:7). Like Peter (1 Pet. 2:21), Paul believes that those who follow Christ are “destined for this” (1 Thess. 3:3; 5:18), and he warns the Thessalonians that it is coming (3:4). 

As the seed of the serpent makes war on the seed of the woman (cf. 1 Thess. 2:14–16), the response of the seed of the woman testifies to the past, present, and future realities of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The past reality is the triumph of God in Christ, on which the faith of the Thessalonians is based (1:3; 3:5–6). What God has done in Christ frees the Thessalonians to live by faith and enact the present reality of God’s glory in salvation through judgment, which is evident in their love for one another and even for their persecutors (1:3; 2:12; 3:6; 4:2–8, 9–12, 13–18; 5:8, 12–28). This love exposes and overcomes the hatred and brutality and shameful conduct of Satan and his seed. The future reality of the glory of God in salvation through judgment is focused on the future visitation of God’s wrath (1:10). The rebel seed of the serpent are filling up the full measure of their iniquity for that great day of God’s wrath (2:16). Jesus will execute this wrath on “the day of the Lord” (5:2), when he will bring sudden destruction on his enemies who have troubled his people (5:3), simultaneously— at his coming—delivering those who believe the gospel and imitate his patient endurance in faithfulness to God (1:10; 2:19; 4:13, 16–17; 5:9, 23).113

The faith, love, and hope of the Thessalonian believers is grounded in and enacting the manifestation of the glory of God in salvation through judgment at the cross, and in their endurance of persecution and affliction they are looking forward to vindication at the coming of Christ. This causes God’s glory to be “sounded forth” from them (1 Thess. 1:8),114 and it makes them Paul’s joy as he rejoices in their steadfastness and claims the Thessalonians as his glory (2:19–20; 3:8–9). This is not a glory that is somehow selfish or increases his standing in the eyes of men (2:3–6), but rather the Thessalonians are Paul’s glory precisely in their display of God’s glory. He takes his joy and standing from their progress in the faith. Paul concludes this letter with what amounts to an announcement of his recognition of the scriptural status of what he has written to the Thessalonians: “I put you under oath before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers” (5:27). 

 
2.10 Second Thessalonians 

Paul’s second letter to the church at Thessalonica again shows him ministering from the center of his theology: the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Paul first assures the Thessalonians that God will show his glory in salvation through judgment (2 Thessalonians 1). Paul then gives them evidence that history has not yet reached the climactic moment of salvation through judgment for God’s glory (2 Thessalonians 2). Finally, he instructs the church how to live as that day approaches (2 Thessalonians 3). 

Paul agrees with the teaching of John that Christians are “in” God and Christ (2 Thess. 1:1; cf. John 14:20; 15:1–11; 17:21, 26).115 He wants them to experience grace from God and Christ (2 Thess. 1:2), and he thanks God for the way their confidence in God’s reliability (faith) is increasing, as is their conformity to the way God treats others (love), and these qualities are verified by the steadfastness of the Thessalonian believers through the messianic woes of persecution and affliction (1:3–4). 

Paul states that the steadfast faith of the Thessalonians, even though they are suffering (2 Thess. 1:4; cf. table 6.2), gives “evidence of the righteous judgment of God” (1:5 ESV). He explains what he means by saying that God will 

 


repay the ones afflicting you with affliction and you the ones being afflicted with rest, with us, at the revelation of the Lord Jesus from heaven with the angels of his power in a fire of flame, giving vengeance to the ones who do not know God and who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus; these will undergo the penalty as everlasting destruction away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might, when he comes to be glorified among his holy ones and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. (1:6b–10b) 


Paul here encourages the afflicted Thessalonians with the truth that God is going to be glorified when he saves them through judgment. They have already been saved through the judgment that fell on Christ for God’s glory (cf. 2 Thess. 1:3, 10b, 14a), and when Jesus comes (1:7b) they will be saved through the judgment he brings on their enemies (1:8). The justice that Jesus visits on that day will be an awesome display of God’s glory and power: it will be God’s repaying afflicters with affliction (1:6) and Jesus revealed with the angels of his power (1:7), with flaming fire inflicting vengeance on rebels (1:8), and their punishment will never end (1:9). At the same time, this will be the moment when God shows his glory in Christ by his manifest power to deliver afflicted and persecuted believers: their afflicters will be repaid (1:6), they will be granted relief (1:7), and they will enjoy the presence of the Lord and the glory of his might (1:9b), glorifying Jesus and marveling at him (1:10). This display of the glory of God in Christ in the salvation of his people through the judgment of their enemies is what Paul has in mind when he speaks of “the righteous judgment of God” (1:5). Paul knows the Thessalonians will be those who glorify Jesus and marvel at him (1:10a–b) “because our testimony was believed by you” (1:10c). Paul prays for the Thessalonians so that they will experience this glory (1:11a), and his prayer is that God will make them worthy of this calling and fulfill their desires to do good (1:11b), that Jesus might be glorified in them, and that they might experience that glory, by the grace of God and Christ (1:12). 

Evidently the Thessalonians have been troubled by false information regarding “the day of the Lord” (2 Thess. 2:2c), which Paul equates with the Lord’s “coming” (2:1a), when the decisive moment of salvation through judgment for God’s glory described in 2 Thessalonians 1:7b–10b will take place. Paul does not want the Thessalonians to be alarmed or shaken by a false spirit, a false message, or even a letter that seems to come from him. It should be noted that the apostle here recognizes that letters forged in his name are a possibility, and he equips his churches with ways to discern between what is authentic and what is not. Therefore, if any forgery were accepted as a genuine Pauline letter, we would have to conclude that the churches failed to practice discernment. In addition, it would seem that Paul’s emphatic signings of his name are also intended to guard Christians against deception (cf. 1 Cor. 16:21; 2 Cor. 10:1; Gal. 5:2; 6:11; Eph. 3:1; Col. 1:23; 4:18; 1 Thess. 2:18; 2 Thess. 3:17; Philem. 1:19).116 Paul wants the churches to be guarded against deceptive ideas regarding messages that come to them, and his concern in this instance is to protect them against false messages concerning the day of the Lord (2 Thess. 2:1–2). 

Paul tells the Thessalonians that “the rebellion” and “revelation” of the “man of lawlessness, the son of destruction” will precede “that day” (2 Thess. 2:3). In 2 Thessalonians 2:3–8 Paul seems to interpret Daniel 11:36–45 and other biblical passages (cf. Dan. 7:24b–27; 8:9–14; 9:26b–27; 12:1–3, 11–12) to point toward a final enemy, “whom the Lord Jesus will destroy by the breath of his mouth and will nullify by the manifestation of his coming” (2 Thess. 2:8b). Paul then explains the roles that Satan and God play in ensuring that there will be objects of wrath on whom God will display his justice (2:9–12). Just as the declaration of the judgment Jesus will bring (2 Thess. 1:6–10) was accompanied by the deliverance of his people in the first chapter, so also salvation follows the description of judgment in the second: again Paul thanks God for choosing the Thessalonians for salvation (2:13; cf. 1:3). They were called to salvation through the gospel that they might experience the glory of Christ (2:14). Their final salvation will come through the judgment of the man of lawlessness and those who do his will, and when Jesus accomplishes this, he will be glorified (2:3–14).117 On the basis of these truths, Paul evidences his convictions regarding the reality of both human responsibility and divine sovereignty, calling the Thessalonians to stand firm and praying that God would enable them to do just that (2:15–17). 

At this point we can see that the moment when Jesus comes to judge his enemies and deliver his people is the burden of these first two chapters of 2 Thessalonians. Paul describes this future moment when God will be glorified in salvation through judgment accomplished by Jesus in 2 Thessalonians 1, then assures the Thessalonians that it has not happened by showing them what must precede it in 2 Thessalonians 2. 

Paul concludes this letter to the Thessalonians by telling them how they should respond to the truth that God is going to be glorified in the salvation through judgment he will accomplish at the coming of Jesus. They should pray for Paul so that the Lord’s word will make swift progress and be glorified (2 Thess. 3:1), so that he will be delivered from opponents in the present (3:2). Paul extols the Lord’s faithfulness (3:3), tells the Thessalonians he is confident that the Lord will enable them to obey (3:4), and prays that their hearts will be directed to the love of God and the endurance of Christ (3:5). Paul has heard that some of the Thessalonians are lazy (3:11), so having urged separation from those who are unrepentant in their laziness (3:6), having given himself and his coworkers as an example of hardworking diligence (3:7–10a), and having reminded them of his rule that those who do not work do not eat (3:10b), he encourages all to work quietly and earn their own keep (3:12). With final instructions regarding church discipline (3:13–15) and his closing authentic greeting (3:16–18), Paul concludes this letter that centers on the glory of God in salvation through judgment that the messiah has accomplished on the cross and will accomplish again on the day of the Lord. 

 
2.11 First Timothy 

Paul wrote what we know as 1 Timothy118 so that if he was delayed in getting to Ephesus, Timothy would “know how it is necessary to conduct oneself in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and buttress of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:14–15). Paul begins by addressing the problem of false teaching that Timothy faces, and Paul counters the false teaching with the gospel (1 Timothy 1). From there Paul gives specific instructions about living out the gospel as people of different genders, ages, and life stations in relationship to one another in church. Paul first addresses men (2:1–8) and women in general (2:9–15).119 He then turns to the leadership of the church: first male overseers (3:1–7), then men (3:8–10) and women (3:11) deacons (3:8–13),120 basing his instructions about how church life is to go (3:14–15) on what God has done in Christ (3:16). Paul explains the inevitability of false teaching and counters it with God’s truth (4:1–4), then mandates that Timothy teach the things Paul is saying in this letter (4:5–16; cf. “these things” in 4:6, 11, 15; 5:7 [cf. 21]; 6:2). Paul tells Timothy how to relate to older and younger men and women (5:1–2), then gives instructions for the church’s care for widows (5:3–16). Paul instructs Timothy on how he is to deal with elders who do well (5:17–18) and those who sin and are even unrepentant (5:19–25). He gives directions for slaves and masters (6:1–2), and again explicitly connects his teaching on how people are to live to the truth of the gospel (6:2b–5), warning against the desire to be rich (6:6–10). Paul places a solemn and binding charge on Timothy to do what he, Paul, says for God’s glory (6:11–16), gives instructions for the rich (6:17–19), and again calls Timothy to “guard the deposit” by the power of grace (6:20–21). 

Paul begins this letter, in which he instructs Timothy on how he is to teach and act in the church, with a call to command some not to propound heterodox teaching (1 Tim. 1:3). Such teaching apparently focused on myths and genealogies, promoting speculation about fantastic supernatural explanations and predictions rather than trust in God and Christ (1:4). The goal of Paul’s command to Timothy on this point is not some kind of power-hungry desire for control but “love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1:5). Paul evidently believes that the myths would lead to disputes and speculations (1:4), but they would not promote confidence that, because of Christ’s death and resurrection, believers have a clear conscience by faith and are freed to love as Christ has loved them (1:5). Similarly, the interest in “endless genealogies” (1:4) probably sought to establish some kind of birthright to God’s favor, excluding those not connected to the right ancestors and nullifying the good news that sinners can be made right with God by faith in Christ. True love for people results in a desire to see them liberated from sin and shame and fear by faith in Christ, freed to love others by following his powerful example of self-giving sacrifice to benefit those whom he loved. Those teaching these other doctrines have turned from Christian truth to vain babbling (1:6), and they fail to understand the law (1:7). Their teaching probably included a requirement to keep aspects of the law (cf. 4:1–3), prompting Paul to explain that the law was not given for those made righteous by faith (1:8–9a) but rather to convict sinners of their need to be made right with God (1:9b–10), “in accordance with the good news of the glory of the blessed God, with which [Paul] was entrusted” (1:11). Paul’s gospel is a gospel of salvation through judgment for God’s glory, and his gospel is the “good news of the glory of the blessed God” (1:11). This glory of God is a glory in which justice is meant to lead people to mercy (1:8–11), mercy and justice highlighting each other and coming together to display the character of the blessed God. 

Paul offers himself as exhibit A for the case of the true gospel that glorifies God (1 Tim. 1:12–17). He thanks God for deciding that he would be faithful and appointing him to service (1:12). The statement in 1 Timothy 1:12 that God judged Paul faithful cannot mean that God saw that Paul was one of the good guys and decided he needed to pick him for his team. It cannot mean this because of what Paul goes on to say, explaining that he was “a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent” (1:13a ESV). Those are not characteristics that mark the good guys. God judged Paul faithful and appointed him to service in spite of, not because of, what he was. When Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:13, “But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief” (ESV), he is not saying that his ignorance and unbelief were mitigating factors that prompted God to show him mercy. No, elsewhere Paul is clear that people are condemned for unbelief (e.g., Rom. 11:20), and zeal for God without knowledge does not help his kinsmen (Rom. 10:2). Paul cites his ignorance and unbelief to show that he did not get what he deserved but that he was shown mercy. He is proving that what he got was mercy rather than what he deserved, and his proof is the ignorance and unbelief in which he acted.121 This fits with what Paul says next in verse 14 about the Lord’s grace overflowing with the faith and love that are in Jesus, with the “trustworthy saying” in verse 15 that Christ Jesus came to save sinners, and with his description of himself as the foremost sinner in verse 16. Paul says, in fact, that he got mercy precisely because he was the foremost sinner so that God could demonstrate his “perfect patience,” making Paul a kind of paradigm for salvation (1 Tim. 1:16). That is, God saves people no one would expect him to save, and God saves people who do not deserve to be saved. Paul clearly thought that he was doing the right thing as he made his way toward Damascus, but God brought all that under judgment. God saved Paul through judgment, and he saved him so that Paul could say what he says in 1 Timothy 1:17: “To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (ESV). 

Paul calls Timothy to fight the good fight for faith and the good conscience it brings (1 Tim. 1:18–19), and he states plainly that to turn from the faith is a shipwreck, incurring damage and loss (1:19). Paul names the names of those who endanger the church, and he states plainly that he has exercised church discipline on them for the sake of their own souls (1:20). 

Paul, then, was saved through judgment by God’s grace through faith in Jesus for God’s glory, and he wants Timothy to teach that message (1 Tim. 1:3–19). Paul also pronounces judgment on Hymenaeus and Alexander so that they will be saved (1:20). In the rest of the letter Paul condemns and commends: he condemns wicked behavior as he commends righteous ways for people of different gender, age, and station to relate to one another. 

This begins with men. By calling for men in all churches (1 Tim. 2:8) to pray for everyone, including leaders, that the gospel might advance in peace (2:1–2), Paul condemns selfish unconcern for others. He condemns the view that salvation is the exclusive preserve of an inner circle who have private access to esoteric and secret truth derived from myths or handed down from ancestors, accessed perhaps by those who know to keep the certain essential laws that must be obeyed in order for the elite to be saved. No, God wants everyone to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth, not just some secret council of Essenes or Gnostics (2:3–4). Moreover, there is no other God, nor is there any other way of salvation with some other mediator and some other promised renewal of all things. Rather, “there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus” (2:5–6). Jesus gave himself as a ransom for all (2:7), not just the elite few. He is the only ransom available to humanity, and the only way to be saved is to believe the good news Paul was appointed to proclaim (2:7). This call for men to pray (2:1–2), with its theological justification (2:3–7), announces judgment against all the stale nonsense that makes people self-righteous and unloving, which appears to be what those false teachers were peddling. Paul concludes with a plain statement for men to pray, not fight with each other (2:8). 

Paul next addresses the behavior of women “in every place”—the “likewise” at the beginning of 1 Timothy 2:9 (ESV) continues the statement of what Paul wants men to do “in every place” in 2:8. Women are to adorn themselves in ways that befit godliness (2:9–10), and they are to learn with submissiveness (2:11). The things Paul says women are to do, learning and submitting, match the things he says women are not to do in 2:12, teaching men or exercising authority over men. Paul gives two reasons for this: first, Adam was created first, then Eve; and second, the woman was deceived, not Adam (2:13–14). Women whose faith is actualized in the glad acceptance of the gender identity God has assigned to them will be saved (2:15).122

Consider the behaviors condemned by Paul’s instructions: he condemns immodest, ungodly ways women adorn themselves (1 Tim. 2:9–10); he condemns the refusal of men to allow women to learn, and/or the refusal of women to learn (2:11); he condemns the reversal of assigned gender roles—so women are not to be unsubmissive (2:11), nor are they to teach men or exercise authority over men (2:12). The reasons Paul gives for these ways to practice godliness, these ways of applying the gospel to relations between people of different genders, have to do with the created order, not the situation in Ephesus.123 Paul bases his instructions not on the fact that women were teaching false doctrine in Ephesus, nor on the fact that women were teaching in ways that inappropriately subverted authority or took too much authority,124 nor on any other situation-specific circumstance presenting a problem in Ephesus.125 Rather, Paul gives the order of creation and the events of the fall as his reasons for saying what he does. This means, too, that Paul’s appeal is based not on post-fall realities but on the pre-fall creation order.126

Paul’s meaning is clear. We may conclude that he is wrong, as Richard B. Hays127 and Luke Timothy Johnson128 do, but we cannot make his words mean the opposite of what they actually say. Those who would install women as regular teachers of men in churches, and those who would make women pastors, are openly rejecting Paul’s teaching. As Hays writes, Paul’s “arguments may appear unpersuasive and objectionable to modern readers, but there is no point in attempting to explain away what Paul actually wrote.”129 The better course, in my view, is to embrace the reality that the Bible teaches many things that are out of step with the culture and the spirit of the age. Those who follow Jesus will never be able to remove themselves from the inevitable reproach of the cross (cf. Gal. 5:11), and we should not want to do so. When the Bible shocks our sensibilities, we should pray that God would conform our sensibilities to his word, asking for grace to stand with the now silent generations that have gone before us, believing the Bible and seeking to practice everything it teaches. 

Paul means to enable people to work out their salvation, whether male or female, through the judgment of inappropriate behaviors typical to males and females. Males tend to be argumentative and excessively exclusive, and so they are to pray for all people without quarreling (1 Tim. 2:1–8). Women tend not to realize how their immodesty affects men, they tend to speak when they should not, and they tend toward unsubmissive, authoritarian behavior, and so Paul urges women to modesty and submission, and he forbids them teaching or exercising authority over men (2:9–12). He bases his argument not on aberrant behaviors in Ephesus but on the way God has created things to be and on the events of the fall (2:13–15). 

Turning to the leadership of the church, Paul gives the qualifications for “overseers,” a term that is used interchangeably with “elders” and “pastors” (cf. Acts 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5, 7; 1 Pet. 5:1–2). It is clear from what Paul says here and elsewhere that only men are to be elders/overseers/pastors. Paul forbids women from teaching or exercising authority over men (1 Tim. 2:12), and teaching and ruling in the church are the two activities for which good elders are to be commended (5:17). Elders/overseers/pastors must have character that is above reproach (3:1–2a, 3). They must be able to teach (3:2b). They must manage their homes and families well (3:4–5). And they must neither be recent converts (3:6) nor be poorly thought of by non-Christians (3:7). The affirmation of these qualities condemns elders who do not understand what they try to teach (1:7), who make shipwreck of the truth of the gospel (1:19), who are not convicted when they sin (4:2) and teach false, demonic doctrines (4:1–3, 7), which stir up unnecessary strife (6:4), arising from greed (6:5), and who all the while seek to take advantage of women in immoral, destructive ways (2 Tim. 3:1–7; cf. 1 Tim. 5:11–15). 

Paul then describes the qualifications for deacons, who must be blameless and orthodox (1 Tim. 3:8–10). The first three things named about male deacons—that they are to be (1) dignified, (2) not double-tongued, and (3) not drunkards—are repeated after the phrase “women likewise” in 1 Timothy 3:11: (1) dignified, (2) not slanderers, and (3) sober-minded. Then just as the males must hold the faith with a clear conscience (3:9), the females must be “faithful in all things” (3:11). The instructions for male deacons in 3:12 have counterparts for women that are obvious and do not need to be restated. Thus it appears that Paul is describing female deacons rather than the wives of male deacons (cf. also Rom. 16:1). Further, why would Paul list qualifications for the wives of deacons when he has not listed qualifications for the wives of elders? Would not the wives of elders be as significant as the wives of deacons? It seems preferable, then, to see that whereas only men can be elders, both men and women can be deacons. Elders teach and lead, which Paul explicitly forbids women from doing in relationship to men. Deacons must be blameless and orthodox, but they mainly serve. There is no requirement that they be able to teach, while there is such a requirement for elders (1 Tim. 3:2). 

Having described the problem in Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:3–11), given his own testimony as a verification of the true gospel (1:12–17), and charged Timothy to fight the good fight defending the gospel (1:18–21), Paul has addressed men in general (2:1–8), women in general (2:9–15), male elders (3:1–7), and male and female deacons (3:8–13). He now explains to Timothy that he is writing so that in case he is delayed in getting to Ephesus, Timothy will know how one ought to behave in the church so that the truth is upheld (3:14–15). Paul then bases these instructions about godliness on the way that Jesus embodied godliness in relationship to his humanity, the Holy Spirit, the angels, the nations, the world, and his reception into glory (3:16).130 It seems, then, that there is a connection between the godliness exemplified by the members of the church as they relate in appropriate ways to God and each other, and the godliness of the Lord Jesus.131 The church is called to image forth a godliness that communicates the glory of Christ. The relational arrangements that Paul describes in this letter are the church’s way of displaying the godliness inherent in whose body she is. 

Paul returns to the subject of the false teachers in 1 Timothy 4:1–3a, having already warned the Ephesian elders about false teachers rising from their midst in Acts 20:29–30. He counters the views of the false teachers in 1 Timothy 4:3b–5, then charges Timothy to teach what he, Paul, has said in the letter for Timothy’s own benefit in 4:6–10, as well as the benefit of others in 4:11–16. Doing so will ensure the salvation of both Timothy and the church (4:16). 

Having instructed Timothy on older and younger males and females (1 Tim. 5:1–2) and widows (5:3–16), Paul addresses good and bad elders (5:17–25). The good are worthy of double honor (5:17–18). Charges against the bad must be confirmed by multiple witnesses (5:19), and “those who persist in sin” are to be rebuked publicly as a warning to others (5:20). Paul solemnly charges Timothy to show no partiality (5:21), not to make elders too quickly, and to keep himself pure (5:22). The word about drinking wine (5:23), coming as it does in the discussion about elders, may be related to the way the false teachers were requiring abstinence from foods (4:3a). Timothy may have avoided wine he needed out of deference to sensibilities ultimately deriving from the false teachers, who may themselves have come from among the elders of the church in Ephesus. This may explain why Paul inserts this comment on Timothy taking wine for his stomach in 1 Timothy 5:23, only to return to the way that good or bad deeds will be conspicuous (5:24–25), which probably relates to the activities of the elders and the false teachers. 

By fighting the good fight of faith (1 Tim. 6:12), Timothy will proclaim and live out the salvation through judgment God accomplished in Christ on the cross. It is this message of Christ crucified and risen, because of which justification by grace through faith is possible, that will be preached from love that begets pure hearts, clear consciences, and sincere faith (cf. 1:5). And the godliness that matches this gospel will enact judgment against all deviant and variant ways of living. Through the living out of such godliness the church will give evidence of its salvation and bring glory to God.132 Then will come the appearing of Jesus, “the blessed and only Sovereign, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, whom no one has ever seen or can see. To him be honor and eternal dominion. Amen” (6:14–16 ESV). 

 
2.12 Second Timothy 

Knowing that his end is near (2 Tim. 4:6–7), Paul writes to Timothy urging him to fan the gift of God into flame and join Paul in unashamed suffering for the gospel (cf. 1:6, 8, 12; 2:3, 9–10, 15; 3:10–11; 4:5).133 Though Paul has suffered famously because of the gospel, and though it has resulted in much that is shameful by worldly standards, Paul is not ashamed (1 Tim. 1:12; cf. Rom. 1:16).134 He is not ashamed because he is confident that the message he proclaims has eternal roots. From eternity past God granted grace in Christ Jesus to the elect, not because of what they would do (or how they would respond to the proclamation of the gospel) but because of his own purpose and grace (2 Tim. 1:9). This grace has been made manifest at the turning point of the ages, in the salvation through judgment accomplished by Jesus for the glory of God. Jesus judged and abolished death, and through that judgment he brought life and immortality to light (1:10). 

Paul urges Timothy to be strengthened in the grace that is in Christ Jesus (2 Tim. 2:1). Since the previous reference to the grace in Christ Jesus was to the grace granted “before the times of the ages” (1:9), it appears that Paul wants Timothy to be strengthened by the fact that before time began, God granted Timothy grace in Christ Jesus. The eternal roots of this grace prepare Timothy to stand and face whatever he might suffer for the cause of the gospel. Nothing will uproot that grace. Nothing can sever Timothy from it. Nothing can reach back before it. If Timothy does not belong to Jesus, he will deny Jesus and be denied by him (2:12). If Timothy belongs to Jesus, though he die, he will die with Jesus and also live after death with him (2:11). If Timothy belongs to Jesus, even if he is faithless and stumbles, Jesus will not deny him, for he cannot deny himself (2:13). Thinking on this eternal gift of grace will make Timothy strong indeed. 

From eternity past God planned to destroy death. From eternity past God purposed to visit judgment on Jesus so that he could show mercy to the elect. From eternity past God planned for his ministers to suffer as they proclaim the gospel in the face of hostile opposition from Satan, sin, death, and hell. Certain of all this, Paul is not ashamed of what looks shameful—suffering for the gospel—and he calls Timothy to join him. Moreover, Paul knows that there are people whom God has chosen who have yet to hear the gospel, and he knows that part of what will convince them of its truth is the attestation that comes from his own suffering for it. Thus he endures “for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim. 2:10 ESV). 

The world’s false verdict is that the proclamation of the gospel deserves the kind of shameful treatment Paul has endured (2 Tim. 3:10–12) and is enduring (4:16–18). But God is a just Judge who will render a true verdict (4:8). 

Satan’s cunning strategy is to deceive through false teachers (2 Tim. 2:16–18, 23; 3:1–8, 13; 4:3, 14–15). In the face of such opposition, Paul urges Timothy to hold closely to “the example of sound words” he has heard from Paul (1:13). Apparently Paul wants Timothy to proclaim the gospel in the same words, and, at least in some instances, in the same sequences of those words, that he himself has proclaimed.135 Part of this is no doubt restated in 2 Timothy 1:8–10 and 2:9, and Timothy was surely aware of other formulations that have come down to us in Paul’s letters. 

Jesus has defeated Satan, accomplishing salvation through judgment for God’s glory. Satan’s opposition to the gospel will win the same kinds of victories that Satan won at the cross. He may seem to overcome, but unexpectedly, out of defeat, God triumphs in life from death. No one will ever defeat God, and though the opponents of the gospel seem to have overcome the preachers, apostles, and teachers of the gospel, their victories will unexpectedly become their defeats. Onesimus may have died for the gospel (2 Tim. 1:16–18, note how Paul speaks of him in the past tense), and Phygelus and Hermogenes may seem to have made the right choice, the choice by which they kept their lives and avoided shameful treatment (1:15). But on “that Day” (1:18) there will be only justice and no mercy for those who turn away from the gospel. The talk of those who swerve from the truth may spread—like a disease—but “God’s firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: ‘The Lord knows those who are his’ . . .” (2:17–19 ESV). Jannes and Jambres seemed impressive for a while against Moses, but they met the end that awaits all those who oppose God and the gospel (3:8–9). Paul might be in chains, but the word of God is not bound (2:9). All abandoned Paul at his first defense, but the Lord stood by him to strengthen him, that he might proclaim the gospel, that the Gentiles might hear of the justice and mercy of God (4:16–17). Through the judgment of their enemies, God saves his people for his glory. 

 
2.13 Titus 

In his letter to Titus, Paul celebrates God’s glory in the salvation through judgment he accomplished in Christ, and Paul calls Titus to apply justice against the false teachers, that the church might be saved. After the opening (Titus 1:1–4), Paul states the requirements for church leaders (1:5–9), which are necessary because of the false teachers (1:10–15). Paul then tells Titus what he must teach, and the gist is that the true gospel produces virtuous living (2:1–3:15). 

Paul insists that the truth accords with godliness probably because the false teachers have been peddling a message that accommodates ungodliness (Titus 1:1), and he asserts that God never lies probably because he regards the false teachers to be doing just that (1:2; cf. “deceivers,” 1:10, “Cretans are always liars,” 1:12). Paul left Titus in Crete to appoint elders in every place (1:5), and these elders are to be men whose character is above reproach (1:6–8). Character, however, is not all that is necessary to qualify a man as an elder/overseer. Paul also declares, “He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it” (1:9 ESV). At the very least, we can say that “the trustworthy word as taught” includes all that Paul teaches in his letters, and if we add the things taught by Paul’s traveling companions Mark and Luke, and those who gave him the right hand of fellowship, Peter, James, and John, we approximate the whole of New Testament teaching. Paul clearly expects elders/overseers to be firm in the apostolic faith, to communicate it to new disciples, and to defend it against attackers. 

It seems that the false teachers were promoting interest in Jewish myths and that their commands were tied up with the advocacy of circumcision as a necessity for uncircumcised converts to Christianity (Titus 1:10, 14; cf. Gal. 2:3). Paul wants these rebellious, empty-talking deceivers silenced (Titus 1:10–11), not because he is afraid of debate but because they are wrong. Further, he wants them and the Christians they are leading astray rebuked, that they might be sound in faith (1:13). In short, Paul wants them saved through the judgment of their false ideas. 

Paul then begins to instruct Titus regarding what he should teach. He begins with behavioral instructions (Titus 2:1–10),136 then explains that this behavior is necessary because of the saving grace of God in Christ (2:11–15).137 Jesus gave himself to redeem people from sin and purify them (2:14). He saved them by taking the judgment against their sin and breaking its power. And this Jesus, the “great God and Savior,” will appear in glory (2:13). 

Paul returns to this gospel after giving more specifics about the godliness that accords with the truth (Titus 3:1–2; cf. 1:1). However much modern scholars want to make Paul into their own image as a revolutionary against imperialism, Paul calls Titus to teach people to be submissive and obedient to rulers and authorities (3:1; cf. Rom. 13:1–7). He wants the knowledge Christians have of the miry pit of sinfulness they were hauled out of (Titus 3:3) to keep them from being rude to those wallowing in that hole (3:2). God saves Christians not because they have been righteous but because he is merciful (3:4–5a). God saves Christians not because they are already spiritually alive but by the regeneration of the Spirit, not because they are clean but through the washing and renewal of the Spirit (3:5b). This means that any commands given by the false teachers are unnecessary and will not stand people closer to God’s salvation—God saves those who are justified by grace through faith, not works (3:6–8). Those who continue to reject the true gospel are to be excluded from the fellowship of the church (3:8–11), and through the judgment of the unrepentant the repentant will be saved, protected from wolves. 

 
2.14 Philemon 

The subversive power of Paul’s letter to Philemon comes in its application of the glory of God in salvation through judgment to the relationships between human beings. In order to grasp this, consider the realities of this letter from a worldly perspective: Paul is an old man (Philem. 1:9), probably 50–56 years old,138 and he is in prison, in Roman custody either in Caesarea or Rome (1:1, 9, 13). By the standards of the empire, Paul has nothing to offer Philemon, and Philemon’s standing in society will not be helped by association with Paul. To the worldly, Paul seems to be delusional (cf. Acts 26:24), considering himself imprisoned on behalf of a man executed by the state (Philem.1:1, 9), and referring to the message that has landed him in prison as “good news” (1:13). This old prisoner Paul is, by Roman standards, useless to Philemon. Apparently one of Philemon’s slaves, Onesimus (whose name means “useful”) has somehow found his way to Paul, probably not with Philemon’s permission, and Paul is sending him back to his master with this letter. 

The intercession Paul makes for Onesimus in his letter to Philemon indicates that Onesimus is likely facing what could be regarded as just retribution from Philemon on his arrival. Paul does not even mention the mitigation of the punishment of Onesimus, calling instead for behavior that would be inexplicable to the mindset of a Roman slaveholder. Paul first has the audacity to associate himself with Philemon as though they are “fellow workers” and “fellow soldiers” in an “assembly [church]” meeting in Philemon’s house (Philem. 1:1–2). Evidently Paul does not expect Philemon to be offended by these presumptions. Nor, apparently, does Paul fear any shame he might bring on Philemon or the “assembly” by associating himself, a prisoner, with them. Does Paul know who Philemon is? He is dealing with a slaveholding man whose house is large enough for the church to gather there. Has Paul no consideration for what is appropriate Roman etiquette? 

Paul then offers grace and peace from God and the Lord Christ, thanking God for what he hears of Philemon’s behavior, which is anything but commendable by Roman standards. Philemon has not been concerning himself with his advancement in society,139 nor is he seeking to improve Rome’s estimation of his city. Instead, Philemon is living out the teaching of one who was humiliated and whose cause was stopped when he was executed by the state. Philemon, Paul says, is loving and trusting Jesus, and loving the saints (1:4–5). Rather than admonishing Philemon to be a better Roman, Paul prays that “the participation of your faith might become active in the knowledge of every good thing which is in us for the sake of Christ” (1:6). Paul then speaks of what is “required” of Philemon (1:8), but he clearly does not mean what a Roman would think to be required for a runaway slave who is being sent home.140 Paul has a different requirement in mind, but he does not make it mandatory, preferring to allow Philemon to choose to do the right thing for himself (1:8–9). 

Paul then discloses that he has become Onesimus’s father (Philem. 1:10), apparently assuming that Philemon will understand that through Paul’s testimony to this “good news” that has done so much for Paul, Onesimus has been “born again.” Onesimus was evidently not a good servant to Philemon before he found his way to Paul, for Paul openly states that formerly he was useless (1:11a). Paul also claims that now Onesimus will live up to his name and be useful to both Philemon and Paul (1:11b). 

The statements that follow from Paul seem to assume a notion he expresses elsewhere: the unity of believers with Christ and one another. Thus he refers to Onesimus as “my very heart” (Philem. 1:12 ESV) and tells Philemon to “receive him as you would receive me” (1:17 ESV). This may have implications for the guest room that Paul instructs Philemon to prepare for his coming (1:22). It may be that the “even more” that Paul knows Philemon will do (1:21) includes affording to Onesimus the hospitality he would afford to Paul (cf. 1:17). 

Where does this audacity come from? How can Paul expect a slaveholder to treat a returned slave this way? The expectations that enable Paul to speak with such temerity arise from the glory of God in salvation through judgment. Paul knows that Philemon has felt the crushing weight of the holiness of God standing over his sin, judging and condemning him. Apparently Paul fathered Philemon just as he fathered Onesimus (Philem. 1:10, 19). Paul knows that the justice of God against Philemon’s sin led him to the mercy of God available because God did justice through Christ’s death on the cross. Paul then embodies the sacrifice of Christ for believers in his offer to pay whatever Onesimus owes (1:18), just as Christ paid everything believers owed. What we have in this letter from Paul to Philemon, then, is an application of the center of Paul’s theology to the specific question of a runaway slave who has become a Christian and is being restored to his former master. Now the slave is a brother in Christ, beloved, no less (1:16). God’s glory renders judgment against the norms of Roman society, and through that judgment salvation comes to those who know the glory of God’s justice and mercy. 

 
2.15 The Center of Paul’s Theology 

Is there a theme that dominates Paul’s thought? Is there a big idea that organizes all the other themes and ideas that are so powerfully and flexibly deployed in pursuit of the Great Commission task of making disciples by building churches? With so many unique situations addressed by these letters from the apostle, does the theology reflected in these letters have a center? 

Is there an organized relationship between the apocalyptic triumph of God in Christ, justification by faith, new creation, reconciliation, salvation history, and union with Christ?141 Do these themes have a common termination point? Is there one massive sun in the center of this cosmos holding everything in orbit by its planetary force? Ralph Martin writes that we press forward to answer these questions in spite of the difficulties, “unless we are prepared to abandon the quest and treat Paul’s theology as fragmentary responses delivered ad hoc.”142 Frank Thielman observes that “even scholars who are unhappy with talk of a ‘center’ or ‘core’ for Paul’s thought often find themselves eventually speaking of a basic principle around which Paul’s theology is organized.”143

Martin, Plevnik, and Schreiner have suggested criteria that help us establish the center of Paul’s theology. Plevnik writes, “Anything that is derived from something else in Pauline theology is not the center.”144 Schreiner’s charge against the proposals set forth above stands: “Every proposed center suppresses part of the Pauline gospel.”145 Martin writes, “The ‘center’ is thus the primal reality from which he draws his entire theology.”146 For a proposal to be compelling, then, it must be primal, or underived, and holding it up as central cannot suppress other significant themes. I am in basic agreement with Schreiner’s proposal that God’s glory in Christ is central to Paul’s theology.147 As will be clear from my analysis of Paul’s letters, it seems to me that at the very heart of God’s glory in Christ, the big muscle that pumps the blood through the living body of his thought, is the manifestation of the mercy and justice of God, with mercy magnified by justice.148

Consider how the glory of God in salvation through judgment functions in the indicatives of Paul’s theology (i.e., statements of what God has done in Christ by the Spirit): this reality fulfills Israel’s history because the exile prophesied in the Torah, narrated in the Prophets, and sung in the Writings is fulfilled and terminated in Christ’s death on the cross. Simultaneously the new exodus and return from exile begin with the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. In the display of mercy and justice at the cross,149 God accomplishes redemption and reconciliation. God’s glory in salvation through judgment is existentially experienced in and served by the individual’s experience of being justified by faith. 

The glory of God in salvation through judgment also empowers the imperatives of Paul’s theology: it is enacted when Christians heed Paul’s injunctions to reject false gods, repent of their sins, and trust in Christ. It is displayed when believers obey Paul’s imperatives and live out the very implications of the gospel of Christ by the power of the Spirit and in union with Christ himself by faith. And the living out of the gospel’s implications is motivated by a yet future display of God’s glory in salvation through judgment accomplished by Jesus the messiah, when he will come in blazing glory to avenge himself on his enemies and deliver all those who trust him. 

God’s glory in salvation through judgment is on display in the community that was bought with the price of Christ’s death on the cross, the church. The church exists because of that display of God’s character in the death of Christ, and the church lives out a pattern of Christlikeness as believers lay down their lives for others as Christ did for them. The church also enacts the justice and mercy of God as the gospel is proclaimed, as believers are baptized into the display of God’s judgment and mercy in Christ’s death on the cross and raised to live a new life with him, as the Lord’s Supper is celebrated, as the body of Christ conforms to the character of her Lord, and as the church disciplines the unrepentant to call them back to submission to the lordship of Jesus. All through the church God’s glory shines in salvation through judgment as the truth is grounded in and upheld by these realities (cf. 1 Tim. 3:15). 

Nothing is more primal or ultimate. God’s glory in salvation through judgment in Christ is not derived from anything else, and as all else serves to display God’s glory and terminates in its expression, nothing is suppressed by holding it up as central. The center of Paul’s theology is God’s glory in salvation through judgment. 

 
3. Catholic Epistles 

The obvious similarities between Jude and 2 Peter point to a high level of theological resonance between Peter and Jude. As for John and James and the author of Hebrews, we will see as we survey their brief writings that, like Peter and Jude, these authors present Jesus as Lord, the servant who suffered for his people, brought resolution to Israel’s story, and made the church the new people of God. Jesus is the fulfiller of the exile and the realizer of the promises of a new exodus and return from exile. He is the great shepherd who is leading his flock, the church, through the wilderness to the Promised Land. God has accomplished salvation through judgment for glory in him at the cross. Under his leadership the church is experiencing and enacting that salvation through judgment on the way to the final climactic display when the elements melt with intense heat, and the king will be the centerpiece of praise. 

Do these authors evidence a theology that has a unified center? Obviously these short letters do not provide a full account of everything they believed. Still, I will seek to show that the evidence we have supports the thesis being argued in this book. For instance, Hebrews ascribes glory to Christ for the blood of the eternal covenant. James calls people to a living faith that asks God for his wisdom and lives according to it rather than the world’s wisdom. Peter describes the joy inexpressible and full of glory that the redeemed feel even as they suffer for a little while. John articulates what the little children experience as perfect love that has driven out all fear. And Jude celebrates the eternal glory, majesty, dominion, and authority of the one who is able to keep his people from stumbling and present them before himself blameless with great joy. At the center of the theology reflected in the Catholic Epistles is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
3.1 Other Letters Book by Book 

Hebrews teaches the glory of God in the salvation through judgment accomplished in Christ Jesus, whose revelation of God is superior to what came through angels at Sinai, who fulfills the roles of Moses and Aaron, who has taken up the role of everlasting Melchizedekian High Priest, and through whom salvation is available, while those who forsake him face certain judgment. James calls believers to speak and act not according to the standards of this world but in ways that correspond to the faith believers have in the Lord of glory. First Peter addresses the sojourners and aliens who have been redeemed by the spotless Lamb and are being built into a spiritual temple; Peter summons his readers to rejoice in Christ with joy unspeakable and full of glory. Second Peter affirms the reality of the things to which Peter himself was an eyewitness; it exhorts its audience to grow in virtue and reject false teachers and their lascivious ways, for the end will surely come. First John rejects the notions that Christ did not come in the flesh and that sin does not need to be confessed or renounced; it celebrates fellowship with God and believers in truth and light. Second John warns that deceivers are not to be shown hospitality. Third John calls for the support of those who have gone out for the sake of the name. And Jude contends for the faith against false teachers, whose judgment is typologically foreshadowed by various Old Testament manifestations of God’s wrath; Jude simultaneously calls believers to build themselves up in the confidence that the God of glory can keep them and present them blameless with great joy. 

 
3.2 Hebrews 

Hebrews teaches that God has shown his glory by accomplishing salvation through the judgment that fell on Christ. The author seeks to save his audience through judgment for God’s glory. He teaches what God has done in Jesus to accomplish salvation, and he rehearses the judgment that unbelieving Israelites experienced. He announces certain judgment for those who fall away, and he speaks of future judgment. Through these words of judgment, the author means to bring his audience safely to salvation. This is not an evangelizing letter calling for conversion but a discipling letter calling for perseverance, growth in holiness, and deeper perception of what God has done in Christ. We will look first at the centrality of God’s glory in Christ in the prologue to the letter, then at the narrative substructure evidenced in the epistle. From there we will look at salvation through judgment for God’s glory in Hebrews. 

 

3.2.1 The Glory of God in Christ in the Opening Lines of Hebrews 

The glory of God in Christ is clearly the gravitational center of the theology of Hebrews (cf. Heb. 1:3a). The centrality of Christ’s glory can be seen in the chiastic structure of Hebrews 1:1–4 (table 6.3).150

 
Table 6.3. Chiastic Structure in Hebrews 1:1–4 

 


1:1–2a, The Son contrasted with the prophets 


1:2b, The Son as messianic heir 


 1:2c, The Son’s creative work


 1:3a–b, The Son: radiance of God’s glory and ruler 


 1:3c, The Son’s redemptive work 


 1:3d, The Son as messianic king 


 1:4, The Son contrasted with angels 


 


 

Following this celebration of Christ and his work, the author of Hebrews cites seven Old Testament passages that demonstrate the superiority of Christ over angels. Significantly, the citations begin and end with texts that herald the triumph of God and his messiah: Psalm 2:7 and 110:1 (Heb. 1:5–13). 

 

3.2.2 The Narrative Substructure of Hebrews 

We can begin to get at the substructure of the author’s thought151 by pursuing the following question: Why does the author address the topics he does? Why does he begin with angels (Heb. 1:5–2:18), through whom the law was given at Sinai (2:1–4)? Why does he then go to Moses (3:1–6) and warn against being like the wilderness generation while holding out the promise of entering rest (3:5–4:13)? Why does he move from there to the subject of the high priesthood of Jesus, who in contrast to Aaron (4:14–5:4) has been appointed as the Davidic-Melchizedekian High Priest (5:5–7:28)? Why does he address the new covenant (8:1–13), rehearsing the furnishings of the old covenant tabernacle to set up the better place and benefits of the sacrifice of Christ (9:1–10:39)? Why does he tell his audience about those who died in faith, not receiving the promises but seeking a homeland (11:1–40, cf. 13–14)? What is this “race set before us,” on the path of which believers are being disciplined as sons (12:1–17)? What is the significance of this mountain to which we have come (12:18–27), and what is this kingdom that will not be shaken (12:28–29)? In giving his concluding instructions (13:1–25), why does the author speak as though Christians are encamped together (13:10–15)? 

The preceding paragraph of questions seeks to highlight the narrative undercurrent that runs through the Epistle to the Hebrews. That narrative undercurrent may even be present in the title to the letter: to the Hebrews. The recipients of the letter may indeed be exclusively Jewish, but do we have evidence from the first century of Christian churches composed only of Jews? Could it be that the author is addressing a typical church of Jews and Gentiles (and perhaps intends to address churches everywhere), and he calls them Hebrews to begin the process of reshaping their identity?152 Even if that is not the case and the author is addressing a church composed only of those who are physically descended from Abraham—Hebrews—the author is reshaping their identity, and he is using people, events, and institutions from the Old Testament to do so. 

It seems that the topics the author has chosen all point to the fulfillment of the Old Testament. The death of Jesus inaugurates the new exodus. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 5:7, Jesus is the slain Passover Lamb. With the new exodus has come a new Sinai experience. In fulfillment of the law of Moses given by angels at Sinai (a law that itself followed previous revelation to the fathers), God has spoken in his Son (cf. Heb. 1:1–3; 2:1–4). 

In fulfillment of the role played by the faithful servant Moses, who led the people through the wilderness, Jesus is faithful as a Son (Heb. 3:1–6). Moreover, Christians are now passing through the wilderness, sojourning toward the Promised Land, the city that is to come (cf. 11:10, 16, 40; 13:14), and they are warned not to harden their hearts as the nation of Israel did when they came out of Egypt (3:7–19). The author exhorts his audience to strive to enter the rest by faith (4:1–13). 

Jesus is not only a new and greater Moses, but he is also a new Aaron, greater than the priest who served with Moses (Heb. 4:14–5:4). The priesthood of Jesus not only fulfills the priestly ministry of Aaron and his sons, however; it also fulfills the Mechizedekian type that was granted to the Davidic messiah in Psalm 110 (Heb. 5:5–7:28), in fulfillment of the promises to Abraham (6:13–20). 

Just as Israel entered into a covenant with God at Sinai, the church has entered into a new covenant (Heb. 8:1–13), which has a better tabernacle (9:1–28) and a better sacrifice (10:1–39). Christians are like the faithful of the Old Testament, who believed God’s promises as they made their way to the Promised Land (11:1–40). Christians must persevere through the race to the city, receiving God’s discipline, for they have been to Mount Zion, where the new covenant was inaugurated (12:1–29). God is with them as he was with Israel (13:5), and just as Jesus suffered outside the camp, so Christians must embrace the reproach of the cross as they sojourn toward the city with foundations (13:11–15; 11:10). 

All this builds to the suggestion that the people, events, and institutions in the narratives of the Law and the Prophets are the narrative substructure of the letter to the Hebrews. The author addresses his audience as though they are living out the fulfillment of the story of the Old Testament, and this fulfillment recapitulates the story and offers opportunities to succeed where Israel failed. That offer of success is based on the finished work of Christ, and on his ongoing role as a sympathetic High Priest who gives help in time of need. The drama described by the author of Hebrews has a plot that turns on and culminates in the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 

3.2.3 Salvation through Judgment for God’s Glory in Hebrews 

The narrative substructure of Hebrews centers on the glory of God in salvation through judgment supremely accomplished in Christ, as the concluding doxology demonstrates (Heb. 13:20–21). The rehearsal of the judgment that fell on the Israelites who came out of Egypt and did not believe (cf. 2:2; 3:7–11, 16–19; 4:2, 6, 11; 10:28; 12:25) also contributes to the theme of salvation through judgment. The author cites these examples of judgment to encourage his audience to do everything they can to avoid a similar, though worse, judgment (cf. 2:3; 3:12–15; 4:1, 3, 6, 11; 10:29; 12:25). In other words, the author of Hebrews means to save his audience through these reminders of past judgment. The exhortations, however, are not only negative. The positive side of the exhortation comes in the author’s jubilant expressions of the greatness of what God has done in Christ. 

Inevitable judgment awaits those who side with those who put Christ to death and crucify for themselves the Lord of glory (Heb. 6:6). That is, those who fall away have rejected Jesus and are not believers, however exposed to gospel truth they may have been (cf. 6:4–5). The point of this passage is not to teach that genuine believers can lose their salvation but to urge genuine believers not to fall away.153 The author expresses his confidence that his teaching will have its intended affect (6:10). Through the announcement of judgment on those who fall away, the author intends to save his audience from that fate. 

There are also references to a future judgment in Hebrews (cf., e.g., Heb. 9:27; 10:37–39; 12:26–27), and the author announces this coming judgment so that his audience will be saved through their knowledge that they must trust Christ to stand on that day. The author also renders his judgment that the old covenant is now obsolete (8:13) precisely so that his audience will flee to the forgiveness found in the new covenant (e.g., 8:10–12).154 God’s glory in salvation through judgment is central in Hebrews, first and foremost in the salvation through judgment that comes through the better sacrifice of Jesus, which results in a clean conscience for those who believe (9:14). And on the basis of that, the author uses judgment as a tool to spur his audience to hold fast their confession and draw near to God. 

 
3.3 James 

The first chapter of the letter of James functions like a table of contents for chapters 2–5,155 and the burden of the epistle is to condemn worldliness and a worldly approach to the faith. Through that condemnation James seeks to bring the audience of his letter safely to salvation for God’s glory.156 James teaches that those who have been brought forth by the word of truth (James 1:18) have a set of values that reverses worldly norms and expectations.157 

Those who embrace the friendship of the world (James 4:4) have their standards of measure condemned, and through that judgment James preserves his people, who are in the “dispersion” (1:1) waiting for the return from exile at the coming of the Lord (5:8). Thus, the worldly enjoyment of trial-free life is countered by the call to consider trials joy for the perseverance they produce (1:2–4). The unworldly perspective James advocates is the essence of the wisdom people should pray in faith to receive (1:5–8). The worldly appreciation of wealth is reversed in the call for the poor to boast in their exaltation, while the rich are warned that their day in the sun will soon cause their flower to wither (1:9–11). 

The rest of James’s letter clarifies that the humiliated rich, whose flower will fade (James 1:10–11), are not pious people of wealth but those who oppose the church. These are the rich who oppress Christians and drag them into court (2:6), who blaspheme the name of Christ (2:7); these are the rich who have defrauded those who work for them (5:1–5) and who are guilty of the murder of the righteous one (5:6).158 James has no condemnation for Christians to whom God has entrusted much in the way of financial resources, but he does condemn the worldly wealthy who are opposed to God and the gospel. 

Through this condemnation, James means to bring his audience to the saving perspective that those who have the gospel, though they might be poor in terms of monetary resources and worldly approval, are exalted (James 1:9). They will face trials, but contrary to all worldly ways of assessing things, James teaches that those who endure trials are those who are blessed rather than those who face no trials. Their reward is the crown of life God has promised to those who love him (1:12). God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt people to it, but people are tempted because of their own desire for evil, which results in sin (1:13–14). 

The call not to be deceived in James 1:16 applies to all the topics James addresses: do not be deceived into discouragement by trials, but count them joy (1:2–4); do not be deceived into unbelief, but ask God for wisdom in faith (1:5–8); do not be deceived by the appearance of worldly wealth, but rejoice in the true wealth of knowing the gospel (1:9–11); do not be deceived by the appearance of ease, but know that those who persevere to the end are blessed (1:12); and do not be deceived into thinking that God is responsible for human sin, but know that he is not tempted by evil and does not tempt to it (1:13–15). The good and perfect gifts, including the heavenly wisdom necessary for right understanding of life (cf. 3:13–18) come from God above (1:17), who caused believers to be born again by the word of truth (1:18). 

Having brought his audience through this judgment on worldly thinking, James focuses his attention on speaking and acting.159 Often he juxtaposes right speaking with right acting, as table 6.4 shows. 

James pronounces judgment on speaking too quickly and becoming rashly angry, and through that judgment he seeks to deliver his audience to a posture of humble reception of God’s word (James 1:19–21). From there he condemns the mere hearing of the word, and through that judgment he seeks to deliver his audience to the blessing of doing the word (1:22–25). Nor does James leave worthless religion uncondemned, but in keeping with his focus on unworldly values, he commends the pure and undefiled religion—unstained by the world—of helping those who can neither help themselves nor offer help in return: orphans and widows (1:26–27). 

In the first chapter James introduces his set of topics, then he returns to them to give specific, practical applications. Christians are to apply their unworldly values regarding wealth and poverty (James 1:9–11) when rich and poor people come to church (2:1–13). Christians are to be doers of the word, not merely hearers (1:22), and their deeds are to give evidence that they have living faith (2:14–26). Christians are to be quick to listen and slow to speak (1:19), and not many should become teachers (3:1). Those whose religion is worthless do not bridle their tongues (1:26), and the one who can bridle his tongue can bridle his whole body (3:2–8). Those who speak as they should, counting trials joy (1:2–4), praying in faith (1:5–8), boasting in the exaltation of having nothing and possessing everything (1:9–11), speaking rightly of God and temptation (1:12–15), they show what kind of spring their hearts are, what kind of tree they are, blessing God and not cursing people (3:9–12). Those who have earthly, unspiritual, demonic “wisdom” will not do these things (3:14–16), but those who pray in faith for wisdom and heed the salvation through judgment James teaches will have the wisdom (cf. 1:5) from above (3:13–18). 

 
Table 6.4. Juxtaposition of Speaking and Acting in James1

 

	Speaking
	Acting

	1:5: "ask God"
	 

	1:9–10: "Let the lowly brother boast . . . and the rich . . ."
	1:12: "Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial."

	1:13: "Let no one say when he is tempted . . ."
	 

	1:19: "be . . . slow to speak"
	1:19: "be quick to hear . . . slow to anger"

	 
	1:21–25: "put away . . . receive . . . . be doers of the word . . ."

	1:26: "If anyone . . . does not bridle his tongue . . ."
	1:27: "visit orphans and widows . . . keep oneself unstained from the world"

	2:3, 7: "If you . . . say . . . while you say . . . . are they not the ones who blaspheme . . . ?"
	2:1–11: "show no partiality . . . . fulfill the royal law"

	2:12: "so speak . . ."
	2:12: ". . . and so act . . ."

	2:14–26: "someone says he has faith . . ."
	2:14–26: "I will show you my faith by my works."

	3:1–12: the danger of the tongue
	 

	3:14: "do not boast"
	3:13–18: "By his good conduct let him show his works in the meekness of wisdom."

	4:1–6: "quarrels . . . you do not ask. You ask . . ."
	4:1–6: "fights . . . . murder. . . . covet . . . . friendship with the world"

	4:11: "Do not speak evil . . ."
	4:7–10: "Submit . . . . Resist . . . . Draw near . . . . Cleanse . . . . Be wretched . . . . Humble yourselves . . ."

	4:13–16: "you who say . . . . you ought to say . . . . you boast"
	4:17: "Whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin."

	5:1: "weep and howl"
	 

	5:4: "The wages . . . are crying out against you, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts."
	5:3–6: "You have laid up treasure . . . . You have lived . . . You have fattened . . . . you have . . . murdered"

	5:9: "Do not grumble . . ."
	5:7–8: "Be patient . . . . Establish your hearts."

	5:10: "the prophets who spoke"
	 

	5:12–20: "do not swear . . . let your "yes" . . . and your "no" . . . . Let him pray. . . . sing praise. . . . call for the elders . . . let them pray . . . . the prayer . . . . confess your sins . . . pray for one another . . . . he prayed , . . . brings him back . . ."
	 


1All texts here are from the ESV.

 

The evil desires for which God cannot be blamed (James 1:13–15) resurface when James addresses the quarrels and fights among Christians (4:1–2). These desires reflect a passion for worldly things loved by God’s enemies (4:3–5). James calls the Christians to humble themselves, resist the Devil, cleanse themselves from faithless worldly pleasures, and mourn over their sin (4:6–9). Humbling themselves in response to the judgment James pronounces will result in exaltation (4:10). 

James again urges his hearers to be doers of the law (James 4:11–12; cf. 1:22). Again he calls for humility with respect to things financial (4:13–17; cf. 1:9–11). And then James directly confronts the sin of the rich (5:1–6). Here he pronounces the judgment that is coming upon them, and through the announcement of condemnation he hopes to bring them through to repentance. James closes his letter with a call for patient endurance of trials (5:7–11; cf. 1:12) and right speaking in various situations (5:13–18; cf. 1:26). His final words exhort the believers he addresses to seek to save others through judgment in the way that he has, announcing their multitude of sins and the certain death that awaits those who will not turn back (5:19–20). James wants people to realize the guilt of their sin, and through that judgment confess sin and be healed (5:16). The letter of James is about the glory of God in Christ (2:1; 3:9, 18; 5:7, 9) in salvation through judgment, with judgment setting the stage for the triumph of mercy (2:13). 

 
3.4 First Peter 

Peter’s first letter turns on the two instances of “Beloved” at 2:11 and 4:12.160 From 1:1 through 2:10, Peter blesses God for the great mercy he has shown (1:1–12) and calls the sojourners he addresses to be holy as God is holy (1:13–2:10). This section is dominated by new-exodus imagery. Peter’s Old Testament quotations strategically declare the significance of what God has done in Christ. From the new exodus Peter moves to the wilderness sojourn in 2:11–4:11, teaching the redeemed how to sojourn toward the Promised Land.161 This portion of the letter deals with submission and suffering. The sojourners are to submit to governing authorities (2:13–17), slaves are to submit to their masters (2:18–25), and wives to their husbands (3:1–7). The sojourners are also called to suffer for doing good, not for doing evil (3:8–4:11). In the final section of the letter (4:12–5:14), Peter calls the churches to recognize that it is through much tribulation that they will enter the kingdom (4:12–19), calls the elders to shepherd the flock faithfully through the wilderness of the messianic woes (5:1–5), and prepares them for struggle through which they will enter into glory (5:6–14). 

In all this, the glory of God is seen in many ways, as reflected in table 6.5. 

 
Table 6.5. The Glory of God and Christ in 1 Peter1

 

	1:3
	"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!"

	1:7
	"to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ"

	1:8
	"and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory"

	1:21
	"who raised him from the dead and gave him glory"

	2:9
	"that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you"

	2:12
	"that they may . . . glorify God on the day of visitation"

	4:11
	". . . that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen."

	4:13
	"when his glory is revealed"

	4:14
	"the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you"

	4:16
	"let him glorify God in that name"

	5:1
	"the glory that is going to be revealed"

	5:4
	"you will receive the unfading crown of glory"

	5:10
	"who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ"

	5:11
	"To him be the dominion forever and ever. Amen."


1All texts here are from the ESV.

 

3.4.1 The New Exodus: Praise God and Be Ye Holy (1 Pet. 1:1–2:10) 

Peter opens his letter by addressing the “chosen sojourners” dispersed abroad (1 Pet. 1:1). Like Old Testament Israel, they are chosen. Like Old Testament Israel, they are sojourning toward the Promised Land. Unlike Old Testament Israel, they know the names and ministries of all three members of the Trinity (1:2). 

Peter goes on to bless God for his mercy to these sojourners in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.162 Through the resurrection of Jesus they have been born again to a living hope (1 Pet. 1:3), to an imperishable inheritance (1:4), and by God’s power they are kept through faith for the salvation that will be revealed (1:5). The new life of the new birth (1:3) evokes the resurrection promised in the return to the land (Ezek. 37:14), and an “inheritance” may also point to the fulfillment of the promise of land that Israel was to inherit. Peter’s chosen sojourners have been saved through the triumph of Jesus over the judgment that fell on him (1 Pet. 1:3); they rejoice in the mercy of God they have received (1:6); and their endurance through trial will bring glory to Jesus (1:6–7). Their joy in Christ is unspeakable and saturated with glory (1:8). This salvation (1:9) is precious: Old Testament prophets foretold it by the Spirit of Christ in them, and angels would love to examine it more carefully (1:10–12). Schreiner points out that “the salvation given in Jesus Christ is the new exodus, to which the Egyptian liberation pointed (cf. 1 Pet 1:10–12).”163

Having celebrated redemption, Peter urges the churches to which he writes to focus on the hope they have, the full revelation of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 1:13). They are called to be holy as the Father is holy (1:14–16) because as Israel was redeemed from Egypt by the Passover lamb, they have been redeemed by the blood of the Lamb, Christ (1:17–21). Peter’s citation of Leviticus 19:2 (LXX; cf. also 11:44; 20:7–8; 20:26) in 1 Peter 1:16 is strategically placed. Just as Israel was called to be holy in Leviticus after the exodus from Egypt, so Peter calls this new Israel to be holy after the new exodus he has just described. The call to “gird up the loins of your mind” in 1 Peter 1:13 may be intended to prepare the churches for their sojourn through the wilderness to the Promised Land. 

Having announced that they were redeemed by the fulfillment of the Passover Lamb, Christ (1 Pet. 1:18–19), who was slain to accomplish the new and greater exodus, and having called them to gird up the loins of their minds and be holy (1:13–16), Peter heralds an Isaianic return-from-exile text. Now that the redeemed are on their way to the Promised Land, they must purify themselves (1:22)—not outwardly but in terms of their behavior. They are to love, because they have been born again (1:23a; cf. Ezek. 37:14). The agent of their new birth was the word of God (1 Pet. 1:23b), and here Peter quotes from Isaiah 40:6 and 8. In Isaiah these verses follow the announcement of comfort because warfare resulting in exile is over, iniquity is pardoned, and Yahweh has visited his justice (Isa. 40:1–2). The voice has cried out that the way is to be made straight for Yahweh’s return to Zion (40:3–4). Yahweh’s glory will be seen by all flesh (40:5), because Yahweh has given his word and it will stand forever (40:6–8). Hard on the heels of the announcement of redemption in Christ, the unblemished Lamb (1 Pet. 1:18–21; cf. Isa. 40:2), then, this quotation of Isaiah 40:6 and 8 amounts to an assertion that just as God has accomplished the new exodus in Christ’s death and resurrection, so he will accomplish the return from exile. His word will stand forever (1 Pet. 1:25). Therefore Peter’s audience must purify itself for life in the land, the new heavens and the new earth (1:22–25). When Peter asserts that “this is the word that was gospelled to you” in 1 Peter 1:25, his use of the word “gospel” or “good news” (εὐαγγελίζω) is undoubtedly influenced by Isaiah’s use of that language (cf. LXX Isa. 40:9; 52:7; 60:6; 61:1). 

The new exodus has taken place, the return from exile has begun, and just as Israel built the tabernacle in the wilderness, so Peter tells the churches they are “like living stones, being built into a spiritual house, as a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus the messiah” (1 Pet. 2:5). The new Passover Lamb has been slain. The new Israel has been called to be holy. The new exodus and return from exile have been announced. And in 1 Peter 2:4–5 Peter tells the churches that they are the new temple that is being built. Borrowing the language of Exodus 19:6, Peter tells his churches that they are the people of God: “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his possession, that you might declare the virtues of the one who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). Peter then borrows language from Hosea, language that in its original context referred to God’s mercy to his people after the discipline of exile (1 Pet. 2:10; cf. Hos. 1:6, 9–10; 2:23). A new people of God has been formed through a new exodus, and they are the new temple as they set out on a new sojourn to a new land, the new heaven and earth. 

 

3.4.2 Submitting and Suffering Sojourners (1 Pet. 2:11–4:11) 

Given their locations (cf. 1 Pet. 1:1), the churches to whom Peter wrote were at least partly, if not predominantly, Gentile. This makes Peter’s call to these new sojourners (2:11) to abstain from warring passions and to keep their conduct honorable “among the Gentiles” (2:11b–12) all the more striking. This new (Gentile) people of God is, theologically speaking, no longer Gentile. It is difficult to see how the church here is anything other than the new Israel. 

This new Israel, however, is neither an empire nor explicitly subversive of empires. However much contemporary scholars enjoy the topic of “antiimperialism in the New Testament,” like the apostle Paul (cf. Rom. 13:1–7), the apostle Peter calls for submission to the empire, not subversion of it (1 Pet. 2:13–17). Of course, Christianity does subvert God-dishonoring, Christ-rejecting ideas, as well as all the expressions of those ideas in acts of human pride and wickedness and self-seeking. But this kind of subversion applies as much, if not more, to the political agendas of tenured theologians as it does to government officials and politicians. 

So Peter calls the sojourners to submit to the government over them (1 Pet. 2:13–17), and, if they are slaves, to submit to their masters (2:18–25). Christians have been called to suffer unjustly because they are called to follow in the footsteps of Christ (2:21), who bore our sins in his body on the tree (2:24), through which judgment we are saved.164

It is shocking how controversial these sections of 1 Peter are today. What Peter teaches here is openly rejected by the elite, professional academic custodians of Bible and theology. Try telling a tenured Bible scholar or theologian at Yale, Princeton, Duke, or Fuller (to say nothing of German, British, or French universities), that the Bible commands Christians to submit to the governing authorities (1 Pet. 2:13–17), slaves to be subject to their masters (2:18–25), and wives to be subject to their husbands (3:1–7). The same incredulity and amazement that would greet an argument for slaves to submit greets any suggestion that the emperor deserves honor (2:17) or that wives should adorn themselves with gentle and quiet spirits (3:4).165 Of course we must account for societal differences between Peter’s day and ours, but only worldly wisdom can remove the authority structures enjoined upon Christians. We should also observe that whereas the Bible teaches that God instituted marriage in the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:18–25), the Bible’s instructions on slavery regulate a wicked human practice that, unlike marriage, was not instituted by God in Eden. Peter’s instructions to slaves have in view the advancement of the gospel. Many contemporaries would be shocked that Peter would value the gospel more than he would social justice, but these instructions indicate that he did. The salvation offered in the gospel is eternal. For the gospel, Christians must submit to the governing authorities, as well as to their employers and other figures of authority in socio-economic settings, and wives must submit to their husbands.166

Peter calls these sojourners to the good life, the life that will guarantee inheritance of the land and its enjoyment (1 Pet. 3:8–12). If they are to suffer, it must be for doing good (3:13–17). Having accomplished salvation through judgment, Christ proclaimed his victory to the sinning angels from Noah’s day (3:18–20; cf. Gen. 6:1–4).167 Just as Noah was saved through the judgment of the flood, those who are baptized into Christ by faith are saved through the judgment that fell on Jesus (1 Pet. 3:21). By following in the footsteps of Christ in humbly suffering for what is good, Christians will advance the gospel (4:1–11). 

 

3.4.3 Shepherded through Messianic Woes to Glory (1 Pet. 4:12–5:14) 

The Old Testament gave rise to a widespread expectation that the people of God would experience intense suffering before the coming of the kingdom of God, an expectation nourished in the Intertestamental literature and widely attested in the New Testament as well (cf., e.g., Isa. 26:17–19, and see the other Old Testament, Intertestamental, and New Testament texts in table 6.2 above).168 This probably informs what Peter says about the “fiery trial” and the sharing in Christ’s sufferings that his audience will pass through on their way to his glory (1 Pet. 4:12–13). Peter calls them to reconfigure their thinking, so that they regard themselves as blessed to suffer for the glory of Christ (4:14–19). An aspect of this, as Schreiner points out, is “the threat that they will be judged if they turn away from the gospel” (cf., e.g., 4:17). Schreiner explains, “The promise and threat are corollaries in the letter, for the threat of final judgment also spurs the readers to set their hope entirely on the promise. They realize that the future reward is also matched by future judgment and that hoping in God is not trivial but momentous.”169 The threat of judgment is meant to ensure salvation. This also informs Peter’s call to elders to set willing examples for the flocks they serve in order to gain the crown of unfading glory (5:1–5). God will bring them through to the end (5:6–14). 

The pattern of moving through judgment to salvation is seen often in 1 Peter, as table 6.6 demonstrates. 

Through the judgment that fell on Christ, Christians are saved to the glory of God. And as they sojourn toward the Promised Land, Christians experience the messianic woes, the birth pains through which new life will come, and the threat of judgment spurs them to set their hope on the salvation to be revealed. So in the new exodus of Christ’s death and resurrection, in the moment of conversion, and in the experience of Christian life enduring the messianic woes, there is a consistent pattern: through judgment salvation comes to God’s glory. 

John Elliott discusses the theology of Peter under four headings: “God, Christ and salvation, eschatology, and ecclesiology and ethics.” I would argue that the hub of these four spokes, the center that binds them together, is God’s glory in salvation through judgment. Elliott seems to agree: 

For Christians at odds with their environment and pressured to conform and assimilate, honor and shame are theologically redefined in this letter and reckoned according to a calculus of divine reversal, preeminently expressed in God’s honoring of the shamed Messiah and honoring of those who share both his innocent suffering and his glorious vindication.170

 
Table 6.6. Suffering and Exaltation in 1 Peter 

[image: 6-6]


 

In other words, on the basis of the salvation through judgment accomplished at the cross, God has condemned the world’s notions of honor (glory) and reshaped how the people of God are to regard honor and shame around what he accomplished in Christ. Through judgment, God saves to his glory. This is the center of the theology of 1 Peter.171

 
3.5 Second Peter 

In his second letter (2 Pet. 3:1), Peter celebrates the saving power of the knowledge of God and Christ (1:2–3). Peter closes the letter with another reference to the knowledge of the Lord Jesus (3:18), forming an inclusio.172 There is also a “glory” inclusio in the references to the glory of God and Christ in 1:3 and 3:18. Peter assures his audience of the truth he has taught them (2 Peter 1), exposes the true nature of false teachers (2 Peter 2), and warns of the coming day of the Lord (2 Peter 3). 

By his power, glory, and virtue, Christ called believers (2 Pet. 1:3) and promised rare and magnificent things to them (1:4a). Such promises expose sinful pleasures as cheap nothings, enabling believers (1:1) to escape the corruption of the world (1:4b). Through judgment on false pleasure believers are saved by and for God’s glory in Christ. 

The privilege of being saved by the righteous glory of Jesus entails the responsibility to grow in virtue and godliness (2 Pet. 1:5–11). Humbled to have received faith (1:1), Peter is committed to serving the churches by reminding them of the truth he has taught them (1:12–15). 

Peter then appears to counter the claims of false teachers by asserting the reliability of his eyewitness testimony to the majesty of the Lord Jesus (1:16). It is worth pointing out here that if, as many scholars believe, Peter did not write this letter, the argument here is worthless.173 The whole point depends on the apostle Peter being the author, an eyewitness of Jesus’ receiving honor and glory from God the Father (1:17). Peter asserts that he heard it (1:18). Following this account of his experience of the majestic glory of the Father giving honor and glory to Christ in majesty (1:16–18), Peter directs his people to the Bible, which was inspired by the Holy Spirit (1:19–20). 

Having reminded his readers of the glory of God in their salvation and called them to hold fast to apostolic testimony and the Scriptures in chapter 1, Peter begins to interpret the Old Testament for the benefit of his audience in chapter 2. Old Testament Israel was redeemed from Egypt, and then false prophets arose among the people. This type174 means that false teachers will arise in the churches, and just as those false prophets in Israel incurred the wrath of and were destroyed by the one who redeemed them, so the Redeemer will swiftly destroy the false teachers (2 Pet. 2:1–3). Proof of their certain destruction is provided from God’s judgment on the offending angels (2:4; cf. Gen. 6:1–4), his salvation of Noah through the judgment of the flood (2 Pet. 2:5), and his salvation of Lot through the judgment of Sodom and Gomorrah (2:6–8), each of which proves that the Lord knows how to save the righteous and judge the wicked (2:9–10).175 The clear implication here is that God will save the church through the judgment of the false teachers that have and will come. 

Peter then describes the lusting madness (2 Pet. 2:10b–16) and the fruitless deception (2:17–19) of the false teachers. This announcement of condemnation against them is meant to liberate the churches from their influence. Peter means to save the churches by announcing the certain judgment that awaits the false teachers. The false teachers themselves seemed to have been delivered through the knowledge of Christ, but their return to sin makes their last state worse than their first, showing also that they are pigs and dogs who were never redeemed to begin with (2:20–22).176

In 2 Peter 3, Peter again reminds the churches of the teaching of the Scriptures and the apostles (2 Pet. 3:1–2; cf. 1:12–13, 16–21). Mockers, perhaps the false teachers themselves, may cast doubt on the certainty of the coming of the Lord to save and judge on the great day (3:3–4), but the teaching of the Old Testament shows that God saves through judgment. Peter asserts that the mockers willfully fail to notice the way God saved through judgment at the flood (3:5–6), and he teaches that God will again save through judgment, this time with fire (3:7–10). On the basis of the coming judgment, Peter calls the churches to lives of holiness, expecting and hastening the day of the Lord, looking forward to the new heavens and the new earth (3:11–14).177 He means to deliver his audience to the glory of God through the announcement of coming judgment. Peter teaches that God’s patience is for all the elect to be saved (3:9, 15). He also claims that his teaching is the same as Paul’s (3:15–16), whose writings are Scripture (3:16). 

Knowing all this, Peter’s audience is called to avoid the false teachers and grow in the knowledge of Jesus (2 Pet. 3:17–18a). Peter closes with a doxology ascribing glory to Jesus now and forever (3:18b). The whole of 2 Peter announces judgment on wicked false teachers for the purpose of wooing those who will be saved to the enjoyment of knowing God in Christ. The center of Peter’s theology is thus the glory of God in Christ in salvation that comes through judgment. 

 
3.6 First John 

Since the structure of 1 John is disputed,178 rather than attempt to walk through the literary structure of the letter, I will highlight the center of John’s179 theology as it is reflected in his first letter. I will seek to demonstrate that the center of the theology of 1 John is the glory of God in salvation through judgment by culling statements from the letter that reflect John’s views of 

	the state of the world,

	 apostates who were drawn to the church but returned to their true home, the world, 

	 God’s work to save, 

	 how that work of salvation is applied to worldlings who become children of God, 

	 how the glory of God is reflected in the new life he gives to his children, as truth triumphs over lies and love overcomes hatred. 


3.6.1 The World 


What can we know about the world from 1 John? The whole world has sins that need to be propitiated (1 John 2:1). Those who love the world do not love God the Father (2:15), for the world is characterized by things that do not come from the Father—lust of the flesh, lust of the eyes, and the pride of life (2:16). This world will not last; it is passing away (2:17). The world does not recognize its God, nor does it recognize the children of God (3:1) but hates them (3:13). This hatred marks worldlings as those who are “of the evil one” (3:12), but this Evil One, for all his false prophets (4:1), though he is “in the world,” is not greater than God (4:4). The worldlings are “from the world.” They speak from the world, and so the world listens to them (4:5). We will see below that the world will be overcome (5:4–5), but here we close with John’s assertion that “the whole world is laid in the power of the evil one” (5:19). 

 

3.6.2 Apostates 

First John is addressed to churches. From what John says in the letter, these churches have been confronted with the claims of people who deny that Jesus has come in the flesh (cf. 1 John 1:1–4), that he is the messiah, and that sin is sinful; and some of these deniers seem to have been in the church but have gone out from it. It is striking how contemporary this ancient letter seems. Much of 1 John seeks to differentiate between those who truly belong to the world and those who are children of God. John has not a little to say about how to discern the difference between the two. 

Writing in the first person plural, including himself and his hearers (“we”), John says that those who claim fellowship with God while walking in darkness are liars (1 John 1:6). Again in the first-person plural (“we”), John says that those who deny that they have sin deceive themselves and the truth is not in them (1:8). In yet another first-person plural (“we”), John says that those who say they have not sinned are making God into a liar (1:10). This clearly means that God says humans are sinful, and so people who deny that are either self-deceived or declaring God to be a liar. They show themselves to be liars by claiming to love God while hating their brothers (4:20). 

Those who claim to be believers but do not keep God’s commandments are denounced by John as truthless liars (1 John 2:4). In fact, those who continue in unrepentant sin are lawless (3:4). Those who keep on sinning have neither seen nor known God (3:6). They are of the Devil (3:8), and they prove it by refusing to practice righteousness and love their brothers (3:10).180 Not loving the brothers, they remain in death (3:14), they are murderers, and they do not have eternal life (3:15; 5:12). Those who do not love do not know God (4:8). 

Those who claim to be in the light but hate their brothers identify themselves as remaining in darkness (2:9). Such people are blinded by the darkness, and do not know where they are going (2:11). Those who love the world do not know the love of the Father (2:15). 

Perhaps some of these people were formerly associated with the church, only to reject the idea that Jesus is the messiah and to leave the church. This would explain why John says that liars and antichrists deny that Jesus is the Christ (1 John 2:22), that “they went out from us, but they were not of us” (2:19), and that many antichrists have come (2:18). These people may have claimed to be right with God, but John declares that one cannot have the Father apart from the Son (2:23). Not only do they make God a liar by denying their sin (1:10), but since God has borne witness concerning Jesus, by denying Jesus they make God a liar on that point too (5:10). This reality prompts John’s call to test the spirits (4:1). The spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God but is the spirit of the antichrist (4:3). Such spirits are from the world, they speak like it, and the world loves their message (4:5). The other side of this coin is that they refuse to listen to the message John and the other children of God proclaim (4:6). 

I would suggest that refusing to acknowledge one’s sin (1 John 1:10), refusing to believe God’s testimony concerning Jesus (5:10), and thus refusing the one who made propitiation (2:1–2) is to commit the sin that leads to death (5:16). Thus, it seems that the sin unto death is the refusal to repent of sin and believe the gospel, choosing instead to remain in the world, under the power of the Evil One (5:19). 

 

3.6.3 God Works Salvation in Christ 

Salvation is described in a number of ways in 1 John. One of the ways is as eternal life (1:2; 2:25; 5:11). John proclaims Jesus, who is eternal life, to his audience (1:2). The children of God have this eternal life abiding in them (3:15). God gave this eternal life to his children, and this eternal life is in Jesus (5:11). Those who have Jesus have it, and those who do not have Jesus, do not have it (5:12). Those who believe in Jesus have eternal life (5:13). Jesus is this eternal life (5:20). 

Another description of salvation in 1 John is the idea of fellowship, fellowship with the Father and the Son, as well as other Christians (1 John 1:3). John explains that he testifies to Jesus so that people will have this fellowship (1:3). To walk in the light is to enjoy this fellowship (1:7), but it is not possible to walk in darkness and have it (1:6). 

Salvation is impossible unless God forgives sin and cleanses sinners. Fellowship is not possible for those who walk in darkness (1 John 1:6), because sin separates people from God. The salvation that God has accomplished in Jesus makes eternal life and fellowship between God and people possible because Jesus made propitiation for sin (2:1–2). Jesus did no sin and appeared to take away sin (3:5). God showed his love by sending Jesus to make propitiation for our sins (4:10).181 Apart from the sending of the Son, life through him would not be possible (4:9). The result of the Son’s work is that those who confess their sins are forgiven and cleansed (1:9). To fellowship with God and believers is to have cleansing from sin by the blood of Jesus (1:7). Salvation explicitly comes through judgment for God’s glory. The death of Jesus on the cross is the judgment through which believers are saved, and this is for God’s glory. John writes that believers have their sins forgiven “for his name’s sake” (2:12). 

The Father’s remarkable love is seen in that the Son is sent not to those who are favorably disposed to the Father, but to the world in need of the Savior (1 John 4:14)—the world in rebellion against God. How can God save the world, which is under the power of the Evil One (5:19)? He saves it through judgment: the Father sent the Son “to destroy the works of the devil” (3:8 ESV). How that salvation gets applied to worldlings is the subject of the next section. 

 

3.6.4 The Application of Salvation to Worldlings 

Those who are saved were dead and are now alive—they “passed out of death into life” (1 John 3:14 ESV). This passage from death to life takes place when worldlings are “born of God” (3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18). Those who are born of God know God (4:7), believe that Jesus is the messiah (5:1), and stop sinning—they are unable to continue in it (3:9; 5:18). They love the children of God (4:7; 5:1), and they overcome the world by faith (5:4). The one who believes in Jesus overcomes the world (5:5). How do they live the rest of their lives? 

 

3.6.5 The New Life 

In all this, the worldlings who are “born of God” come to love others and do precisely the opposite of what they formerly did. Where formerly they denied Jesus, they confess him. Where formerly they hated and murdered, they love. Where formerly they deceived themselves, lied, and made God a liar, they now confess sin, abide in the truth, know the true God (1 John 5:20), and believe his testimony (5:9–10). 

This new life reflects the glory of God in salvation through judgment, and it points forward to the glory that will be revealed when the children of God see Christ as he is (1 John 3:2).182 God’s glory is seen in his ability to destroy the works of Satan through Christ (3:8), to make propitiation in Christ (2:2; 4:10), to forgive sin and cleanse sinners (1:7, 9; 2:12), to protect his children because he is greater than their enemy (4:4; 5:18), to enable them to overcome the Evil One (2:14), and to transform their behavior such that they have confidence for his appearing (2:28). 

The glory of God is also seen in the way that God loves people such that they come to love the way he does (1 John 4:19). God loved sinners by sending Jesus to reconcile them to himself (4:10, 14). The love of God is then “perfected” in sinners who love others the way God has loved them (4:11–12, 16; 5:1). God’s glory is seen in those who know God (2:13–14; 4:6), who abide in God by confessing and believing in Jesus (4:15), remembering the truth they have heard (2:24), attending to the apostolic teaching (4:6), and loving the children of God (2:10). They abide in God (2:24; 4:15–16), and the Father (3:24; 4:12–13, 15–16), Son (3:9), and Spirit (2:20, 27; 3:24) abide in them.183 Robert Yarbrough concludes: 


Finally, if 1–3 John leave the disciple who studies them with any single lasting impression, it is the grandeur and centrality of God (here linking John’s thought with Paul’s, if Schreiner 2001 is correct). Part of this is the sheer volume of references to him. There is hardly a verse or even clause anywhere that does not name a person of the Godhead (Trinity), a divine attribute, or a divine work (like a command that has come from God). . . . No OT psalmist is any more God saturated in awareness than the writer of these letters.184


 
3.7 Second John 

In his second letter John declares judgment on the deceivers who deny the coming of Jesus the messiah in the flesh (2 John 1:7). Through this declaration he means to save the church, the noble “lady” (1:5), from the deceivers and antichrists (1:7) who deny her Lord. Such people do not have God (1:9). The faithful should exercise judgment on them by refusing to receive them and house them, for whoever welcomes them advances their wicked works (1:10–11; cf. Rev. 2:2). Those who belong to God, who are saved through the judgment that fell on Jesus (2 John 1:3, 7, 10), walk in the truth as commanded (1:4), keeping the new commandment that was from the beginning (1:5). By pronouncing judgment against the deceivers (1:7), John means to bring his audience through judgment to salvation—the full reward (1:8). The truth (1:1–4) and love (1:1, 3, 5–6) are God’s, and those brought through the condemnation of falsehood and lovelessness to the salvation of knowing God glorify God as they walk in truth and love. 

 
3.8 Third John 

In his third letter John announces judgment on those who oppose him and the gospel—imagine the folly of Diotrephes, who refused to acknowledge the beloved disciple himself (3 John 1:9)! John promises to take action against him in judgment if he comes (1:10), and John warns the faithful not to imitate this adversary’s negative example (1:11). On the other side of things, those who have been saved through the judgment that fell on Jesus walk in the truth (1:3–4) and receive and send missionaries in a God-honoring way (1:5–6). These missionaries go out for the glory of Christ (1:7), and the good example of Demetrius is commended (1:12). As missionaries go out “for the sake of the name” (1:7), God is glorified in salvation through judgment in 3 John. 

3.9 Jude 

Jude’s letter is centered on God’s glory in salvation through judgment. After the salutation (Jude 1:1–2), Jude urges his audience to contend for the faith (1:3) against false teachers (1:4). Jude reminds his audience of the wicked who were judged in the Old Testament (1:5–7) because they typify the judgment awaiting the false teachers (1:8–16). He calls his audience to faith in apostolic teaching and reliance on the Spirit in prayer (1:17–21), while at the same time they should actively seek to deliver those in need of mercy (1:22–23). 

The faithful to whom Jude writes are those who are saved through the judgment that fell on Jesus (1:3–4),185 and they are those who will be saved through the warning that God has judged in the past and will do so again (1:5–7)—those judged in the past are an example (1:7). Similarly, the woe on the ungodly (1:11), and the promise that the Lord will come and judge (1:14–16) guarantee justice to the wicked. Ideally, this promise of justice will prompt repentance, and if so, the false teachers will be saved through the announcement of judgment. The judgment is God’s justice, and the salvation is by God’s power, so he gets the glory for the salvation and preservation he accomplishes through judgment (1:24–25). 

 
3.10 The Center of the Theology of the Catholic Epistles 

What is remarkable about these letters is not diversity but complex unity.186 They are agreed that the God of glory has demonstrated his justice and his mercy through the death and resurrection of Jesus, by which the salvation of those who believe has been accomplished. They are agreed that what God has done in Jesus is the “new exodus” act of salvation prophesied in the Old Testament. They are agreed that believers experience a new birth that brings them into the family of God. They are agreed that what God has done in Christ and is now doing in the church represents the fulfillment of the promises to Abraham, of the law of Moses, of the promises made to David, and of what the prophets from Isaiah to Malachi foretold. They are agreed that the church is the typological fulfillment of the people of God, redeemed from slavery and now sojourning toward the Land of Promise, the new heavens and new earth, the city whose architect and builder is God. They are agreed on the function of the threat of judgment—it is used to preserve believers and to enable them to persevere to the end. They are agreed on the unique ethic propounded by Christianity, an ethic that calls for love of neighbor and enemy. They advocate clearly defined gender roles and a sexual morality that was as radical in the first century as it is in the twenty-first. They are agreed in their affirmation of the oneness of God, and at the same time in their affirmation of the personal nature of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are together uniquely divine. That is, these authors teach what has come to be regarded as orthodox trinitarianism. They agree that justification is by faith alone in Christ alone by grace alone to the glory of God alone. They point their audience to the Scriptures alone, never quoting extracanonical writings as Scripture. They agree that people stand guilty before God and need the righteousness of Christ and his atoning work. They agree that God is glorified in salvation through judgment, in mercy and justice, with justice highlighting mercy, and that everything exists to display the glory of this God’s holiness and loving-kindness. 

 
4. The Center of the Theology of the New Testament Letters 

The authors of these twenty-one letters are radically united in the proclamation of bizarre ideas. To see this, let us engage in a bit of contrastive analysis, contemplating what these authors did not do and what their letters do not advocate. 

Rome was not their kingdom, and they were not trying to make it home. They sought the city that is to come. Not one of these authors gave his life to address the systemic injustice of the Roman Empire by means of political reform. Not one of these authors went the way of Josephus and sought to cozy up to the emperor, though Paul seems to have had opportunities to seek such “influence” with some high-ranking officials. Not one of these authors did or said anything about trying to stop Rome from fighting its wars. Not one of them championed the idea that the government should take money from the rich and redistribute it equally to the poor, nor did they leave the ministry to advocate a government of greater fiscal responsibility, lowered taxes, and increased national security. Not one of these authors taught that the way to change the world is by initiating a universal, government-funded education program. Not one of these authors was out to make as much money as he possibly could. Not one of these authors embraced one of the popular philosophies of the day, nor did they seek to synthesize the message of Jesus with the spirit of their age. None of them advocated higher moral standards in society at large (outside the church), nor did they lobby for universal health care or a revised definition of marriage that would legitimate same-sex unions.187 None of them seem to have cared whether anyone reading their letters would be perceived by the broader culture as hip, savvy, chic, or cool. They had a different program. 

These authors believed that the decisive event in the story of the world had taken place. God loved the world by sending his Son, condemned sin in the flesh of Jesus, poured out all his wrath on Jesus at the cross, and accomplished salvation through that ultimate display of justice. God raised Jesus from the dead, and Jesus commissioned his followers to make disciples by proclaiming the good news. 

How did they go about carrying out this commission? They all basically did the same thing. None appears to have sought to carry out the commission through political or educational institutions. According to the book of Acts, they simply told people, whether groups or individuals, who God is, what he had accomplished in Jesus, and what this implied for them. God accomplished salvation through judgment in Jesus, and the implication for every auditor of the message is that they would either believe and be saved or disobey (be unpersuaded by) the gospel and be judged. Through the announcement of judgment, the saved rejoiced in and glorified God. The converts, those who believed the message, were gathered into congregations, churches. Paul, Peter, and James all refer to elders who led these churches. 

The authors of the letters studied in this chapter wrote what they did to form, instruct, and protect the churches. Their message is that God has glorified himself by working salvation through judgment in fulfillment of the Old Testament in the death and resurrection of Jesus. Their message is that there is a way of life that evidences belief in that message, and a way of life that does not. Their message is that God has sent the Spirit, who has given new life to those who believe; and the Spirit will keep them to the end, so that on the last day, when Christ comes to save through judgment, they will be those who glorify God for his mercy. The center of the theology of the letters of the New Testament is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
5. Appendix 

 
Table 6.7. Doxologies in the New Testament1 
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Ten thousand times ten thousand in sparkling raiment bright, 
 The armies of the ransomed saints throng up the steeps of light; 
 ’Tis finished, all is finished, their fight with death and sin; 
 Fling open wide the golden gates, and let the victors in. 



What rush of alleluias fills all the earth and sky! 
 What ringing of a thousand harps bespeaks the triumph nigh!
 O day, for which creation and all its tribes were made; 
 O joy, for all its former woes a thousandfold repaid! 



O then what raptured greetings on Canaan’s happy shore; 
 What knitting severed friendships up, where partings are no more!
 Then eyes with joy shall sparkle, that brimmed with tears of late; 
 Orphans no longer fatherless, nor widows desolate. 



Bring near Thy great salvation, Thou Lamb for sinners slain; 
 Fill up the roll of Thine elect, then take Thy power, and reign;
 Appear, Desire of nations, Thine exiles long for home; 
 Show in the heaven Thy promised sign; Thou Prince and Savior, come. 


—Henry Alford, 1867 



1Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Constance Garnett (New York: Modern Library, 1996), 271 (bk. 5, chap. 4). The lines in this quote are spoken by Ivan, who is wrestling with and, at this point in the novel, rejecting this theodicy. Dostoevsky, however, is presenting Ivan as a rebel (the chapter is entitled “Rebellion”), and Ivan later in the speech asserts, “I would rather remain with my unavenged suffering and unsatisfied indignation, even if I were wrong” (272, emphasis original). 

2See the way that so much of Paul’s theology is traced to this encounter, which can be seen as “the origin of Paul’s gospel,” in Seyoon Kim, Paul and the New Perspective: Second Thoughts on the Origin of Paul’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 

3As witnessed to in the writings of the New Testament and in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, trans. K. Lake and J. E. L. Oulton, 2 vols., LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932). 

4D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 151–52. 

5I am not here directly engaging the so-called Synoptic problem, but given the interlinked nature of the early church, I think it highly unlikely that Matthew and Luke did not know one another. Cf. Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998).

6See the suggestion put forward by E. Earle Ellis “that our New Testament is the product of four apostolic missions: Jacobean [James], Johannine, Pauline and Petrine. . . . The leaders of the missions appear in Gal 2 and in the book of Acts as cooperating and allied apostles commissioned by Jesus Christ . . .” (E. Earle Ellis, Christ and the Future in New Testament History [Boston: Brill, 2000], 235; see also E. Earle Ellis, The Making of the New Testament Documents [Boston: Brill, 1999], 32–47). 

7G. B. Caird’s statement, “The whole tenor of the New Testament is opposed to dogmatism and authoritarianism,” is everywhere contradicted by the actual assertions made by the authors of the New Testament (G. B. Caird, New Testament Theology, ed. L. D. Hurst [Oxford: Clarendon, 1994], 8). See, e.g., 1 Cor. 15:35–36. 

8These observations about early Christianity are historically plausible and based squarely on primary source data. Often what passes for “historical critical” scholarship is neither historical nor critical, but rather a rejection of primary source material in the pursuit of historical reconstructions that are not plausible. See, for example, the discussion of F. C. Bauer in Stephen Neill and Tom Wright, The Interpretation of the New Testament, 1861–1986, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 20–30. See also “Historical-Literary Criticism— After Two Hundred Years,” in E. Earle Ellis, History and Interpretation in New Testament Perspective, Biblical Interpretation Series (Boston: Brill, 2001), 1–16; and “Appendix VI: Ferdinand Christian Bauer and His School,” in Ellis, The Making of the New Testament Documents, 435–45. 

9Pace, e.g., Bart D. Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Effect of Early Christological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 8–9; and Bart D. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2005), 166–67, 212. 

10Note that in Romans 16 Paul greets many Christians in a church he had not yet visited.

11A real contradiction, for instance, would be if one gospel had the voice from heaven say, “This is my beloved son,” while another had the voice from heaven say, “This is not my beloved son.” It is no contradiction for one gospel to say “You are my beloved son” and another to have “this is my beloved son.” The two accounts are saying the same thing in a way that was acceptable in the ancient world before tape recorders and video cameras. 

12For nuanced discussion of these two titles and interaction with the secondary literature, see Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 197–232. 

13Cf. Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to Paul and His Letters (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 99: “This fixation on a ‘dead criminal’ or even a dead Messiah sounds narrow, if not morbid.” 

14See the lucid grammatical discussion of the disciples’ earlier confusion about the resurrection from the dead at the end of the age in Mark 9:10, in Denny Burk, Articular Infinitives in the Greek of the New Testament: On the Exegetical Benefit of Grammatical Precision, New Testament Monographs 14 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2006), 133–34; here Burk agrees with and quotes N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God 3 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 415, on the future resurrection being brought into the present in Jesus. 

15Larry W. Hurtado (Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003], 31) writes, “The incorporation of Christ into the devotional pattern of early Christian groups has no real analogy in the Jewish tradition of the period.” 

16On inaugurated eschatology in Paul’s letters, see Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 97–103. 

17This is not the place for wider discussions of disputed questions in Pauline theology, such as the massive debate over Paul and the law. For my summary of N. T. Wright’s reliance on E. P. Sanders, Friedrich Avemarie’s demonstration that Sanders’s treatment of rabbinic materials is not satisfying, Mark Adam Elliott’s demonstration that Sanders has not accurately accounted for the treatment of election and remnant theology in the Qumran and Pseudepigraphic literature, and the conflict between Wright’s claims and what Paul himself said, see James M. Hamilton Jr., “N. T. Wright and Saul’s Moral Bootstraps: Newer Light on ‘The New Perspective’” 25 (2004): 139–55. Cf. Friedrich Avemarie, Tora und Leben: Untersuchungen zur Heilsbedeutung der Tora in der frühen rabbinischen Literatur, Texte und Studien zum Antiken Judentum (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1996), summarized in Freidrich Avemarie, “Erwählung und Vergeltung,” NTS 45 (1999): 108–26, and Mark Adam Elliott, The Survivors of Israel: A Reconsideration of the Theology of Pre-Christian Judaism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). See also Simon Gathercole, Where Is Boasting? Early Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s Response in Romans 1–5 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002).

18For Schreiner’s discussion of the center of Paul’s theology, with which I am in agreement, see Thomas R. Schreiner, Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001), 16–35. See also Joel White’s discussion of how “God created the cosmos in order to bring glory to himself” in “Paul’s Cosmology: The Witness of Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and Galatians,” in Cosmology and New Testament Theology, ed. Jonathan T. Pennington and Sean M. McDonough, LNTS (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 95.

19For Paul as an apostle of Jesus Christ on mission, see Schreiner, Paul, 37–102; Robert L. Plummer, Paul’s Understanding of the Church’s Mission: Did the Apostle Paul Expect the Early Christian Communities to Evangelize? Paternoster Biblical Monographs (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2006); Eckhard Schnabel, Early Christian Mission, 2 vols. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), esp. vol. 2, subtitled Paul and the Early Church. 

20Cf. Mark A. Seifrid, “Paul’s Use of Righteousness Language Against Its Hellenistic Background,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism: A Fresh Appraisal of Paul and Second Temple Judaism, vol. 2, The Paradoxes of Paul, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004), 41: “The triumph of one party obviously brings the defeat of the other. The ‘justification of God’ has the condemnation of his enemies as its counterpart.” 

21David F. Wells, God in the Wasteland: The Reality of Truth in a World of Fading Dreams (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 121. 

22Cf. Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 23: “I have endeavored to show inductively in my exegesis of the letter that God’s glory is indeed ultimate.” 

23See the helpful discussion of God’s righteousness in John Piper, The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007), 62–71. Piper defines God’s righteousness as his “unwavering commitment to act for the sake of his glory” (68 passim). See also Mark A. Seifrid, “Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures and in Early Judaism,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism: A Fresh Appraisal of Paul and Second Temple Judaism, vol. 1, The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism, ed. D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 415–42, who argues that God’s righteousness belongs more to creational thought than to covenant faithfulness. 

24See the discussion in Gathercole, Where Is Boasting? 197–215. 

25Rightly ibid., 250–51: “Paul locates justification and forgiveness purely in divine decision on the basis of faith rather than attributing any role to obedience. God’s declarative act of justification can be seen to be both an act of creation, where righteousness is positively counted to the one who believes, but also an act of forgiveness, where sin is not reckoned but covered.” 

26Joel White (“Paul’s Cosmology,” 99) refers to the way that God intends to impart “his own glory to humanity (cf. Rom 8.18, 21) and thereby [multiply] it (cf. Rom 8.28–30).” 

27This analysis is based on my own attempt to trace the argument of Romans, which confirms the conclusions demonstrated in the full study by John Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993). J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul in Concert in the Letter to the Romans, Supplements to Novum Testamentum (Boston: Brill, 2003), 75–78, fails to grasp the argument Paul makes here. 

28See the discussion of this passage in the “Excursus: Leviticus 18 and Deuteronomy 30 in Romans 10” in chap. 2, §4, above. 

29Rightly Mark A. Seifrid, Christ, Our Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of Justification, NSBT (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 168: “Paul sees the Deuteronomic sequence of apostasy, exile and return in Israel’s present rejection of Jesus as Messiah and its salvation at his appearing.” For discussion of Richard H. Bell, The Irrevocable Call of God: An Inquiry into Paul’s Theology of Israel, WUNT 184 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), see my review in BBR 18 (2008): 161–64. 

30Cf. the claim that Paul went “to the end of the west” (i.e., Spain) in 1 Clem. 5:7. 

31C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans: Introduction and Commentary on Romans I-VIII, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1975), 213. 

32The prominence of these messianic themes in Rom. 1:1–4 contradicts Chester’s suggestion that “Paul appears to say almost nothing . . . that is distinctively messianic, or that reflects the full force of the fact that the Messiah has come and the messianic age should have arrived” (Andrew Chester, Messiah and Exaltation: Jewish Messianic and Visionary Traditions and New Testament Christology, WUNT 207 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007], 383), nor does it appear that Chester has grasped Paul’s understanding of inaugurated eschatology. 

33Cf. Seifrid, “Paul’s Use of Righteousness Language,” 44: “Salvation presupposes that judgment has been meted out.” 

34Mark A. Seifrid, “Unrighteous by Faith: Apostolic Proclamation in Romans 1:18–3:20,” in Carson, O’Brien, and Seifrid, The Paradoxes of Paul, 107, writes, “In much the same way that Romans 1:16–17 contains in nuce the whole theology of the letter, Paul’s argument is in a sense complete at Romans 3:26. . . . Paul does not proceed by the addition of new topics but by elaboration and expansion of what he has said from the start.” 

35Schreiner takes the phrase in question, ἐκ πίστεως εἰς πίστιν, to mean “by faith from first to last” (Romans, 76). For the suggestion that the phrase indicates the progress of the gospel, particularly its advance among Gentiles, see John W. Taylor, “From Faith to Faith: Romans 1.17 in the Light of Greek Idiom,” NTS 50 (2004): 337–48. 

36Cf. Brian Vickers, Jesus’ Blood and Righteousness: Paul’s Theology of Imputation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), 100: “In the Old Testament texts, the idea is that justice cannot be suspended or brushed aside, that guilt must be punished, and that right must be upheld. All these criteria are met in the substitutionary death of Christ.” 

37Cranfield, Romans, 1:199, 209. 

38See the full discussion of Rom. 3:25–26 in Piper, The Justification of God, 135–50. 

39Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 417–18. 

40Cf. Piper, The Justification of God, 186–89, 217–20. 

41Ibid., 88–89; see the whole chapter on Ex. 33:19 in its Old Testament context, 75–89. 

42See Andrew David Naselli, “Paul’s Use of Isaiah 40:13 and Job 41:3a (Eng. 41:11a) in Romans 11:34–35” (PhD diss., Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 2010). 

43For an argument that Paul knew Jesus traditions now in the Gospels, see David Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995). See also Seyoon Kim’s essay, “The Jesus Tradition in Paul,” in Paul and the New Perspective, 259–90. 

44First Corinthians was written sometime between AD 53 and 56, and Romans was likely written in the spring of AD 57. Historically considered, the letters were not composed to complement one another. Canonically considered, we find a full explication of the gospel in Romans and the application of the gospel to life in 1 Corinthians. 

45So also Gordon D. Fee, “Toward a Theology of 1 Corinthians,” in Pauline Theology, Volume II: 1 and 2 Corinthians, ed. David M. Hay (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), 38–40. 

46See especially D. A. Carson, The Cross and Christian Ministry: An Exposition of Passages from 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993). 

47Jay E. Smith, “1 Corinthians,” in The Bible Knowledge Word Study: Acts–Ephesians, ed. Darrell L. Bock (Colorado Springs: Victor, 2006), 218. 

48See Denny Burk, “Discerning Corinthian Slogans through Paul’s Use of the Diatribe in 1 Corinthians 6:12–20,” BBR 18 (2008): 99–121; and Jay E. Smith, “The Roots of a Libertine Slogan in 1 Corinthians 6:18,” JTS 59 (2008): 63–95. 

49Cf. the early Christian statement on marital morality and pro-life commitment in Diogn. 5:6–7: “They marry like everyone else, and have children, but they do not expose their offspring. They share their food but not their wives” (Michael W. Holmes, ed., The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 3rd ed. [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007], 703). 

50See the valuable discussion of this text in Smith, “1 Corinthians.” 

51See Thomas R. Schreiner, “Head Coverings, Prophecies and the Trinity: 1 Corinthians 11:2–16,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper and Wayne Grudem (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991), 124–39, 485–87; and Schreiner, “‘Praying and Prophesying in the Assemblies: I Corinthians 11:2–16’ (Ch 8) by Gordon D. Fee,” JBMW 10 (2005): 17–21. See also James M. Hamilton Jr., “What Women Can Do in Ministry: Full Participation within Biblical Boundaries,” in Women, Ministry and the Gospel: Exploring New Paradigms (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2007), 32–52; and Hamilton, “Gender Roles and the Glory of God: A Sermon on 1 Corinthians 11:2–12,” JBMW 9 (2004): 35–39. 

52On headship, see the definitive studies in Wayne Grudem, Evangelical Feminism and Biblical Truth: An Analysis of More Than 100 Disputed Questions (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 2004), 201–11, 544–51, 552–99. 

53For further discussion, see James M. Hamilton Jr., “The Lord’s Supper in Paul: An Identity Shaping Proclamation of the Gospel,” in The Lord’s Supper, ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Matt Crawford, NACSBT (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, forthcoming). 

54Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 733. 

55For discussion of these issues, see Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 278–361. 

56Cf. Joel White, “Paul’s Cosmology,” 106: “In the final act of Paul’s cosmological narrative, Christ, to whom the entire cosmos and all its inhabitants have sworn their fealty, will subject himself to God, ‘so that God may be all in all’ (1 Cor. 15.28). With that, God’s purpose in creation, to bring glory to himself, will have been utterly and incontestably fulfilled.” 
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Ten thousand times ten thousand in sparkling raiment bright,

 The armies of the ransomed saints throng up the steeps of light;

 'Tis finished, all is finished, their fight with death and sin;

 Fling open wide the golden gates, and let the victors in.

 

What rush of alleluias fills all the earth and sky!

 What ringing of a thousand harps bespeaks the triumph nigh!

 O day, for which creation and all its tribes were made;

 O joy, for all its former woes a thousandfold repaid!

 

 O then what raptured greetings on Canaan's happy shore;

 What knitting severed friendships up, where partings are no more!

 Then eyes with joy shall sparkle, that brimmed with tears of late;

 Orphans no longer fatherless, nor widows desolate.

 

 Bring near Thy great salvation, Thou Lamb for sinners slain;

 Fill up the roll of Thine elect, then take Thy power, and reign;

 Appear, Desire of nations, Thine exiles long for home;

 Show in the heaven Thy promised sign; Thou Prince and Savior, come.

 

—Henry Alford, 1867


  

 

 

Chapter 7
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 God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment

 IN REVELATION


 
1. Introduction 

The Apocalypse of John is like an exclamation point at the end of the long sentence that is the Bible. John writes as the last prophet who is consciously taking up all the threads of prophecy that precede him and tying everything together. Richard Bauckham states: 

 


John’s great oracle against Babylon (18:1–19:8) echoes every one of the oracles against Babylon in the Old Testament prophets, as well as the two major oracles against Tyre. It seems that John not only writes in the tradition of the Old Testament prophets, but understands himself to be writing at the climax of the tradition, when all the eschatological oracles of the prophets are about to be finally fulfilled, and so he interprets and gathers them up in his own prophetic revelation.1


My aim here is to show that the center of the theology of Revelation is the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The Apocalypse of John has an opening that identifies what kind of book he has written2 (Rev. 1:1–8) and a closing to match (22:10–21).3 Between the opening and the closing, John relates the vision he had on the Lord’s Day (1:9–22:9). John has marked the turning points in his vision by, among other things, four key uses of the phrase “in the Spirit.” This phrase occurs only at Revelation 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; and 21:10.4 The vision thus breaks down into three parts, which I’ll call Jesus and the Letters (1:9–3:22), The Throne and the Judgments (4:1–16:21), and The Harlot, the King, and the Bride (17:1–22:9). Here I will first overview the contents of Revelation, then discuss the book’s chiastic structure,5 before concluding with observations on the ways that Revelation presents the fulfillment of the exodus and the return from the exile from Eden.6

 
2. An Overview of the Contents of Revelation 

The first part of the body of the vision can be labeled Jesus and the Letters because it is dominated by Jesus, who speaks the seven letters to John. John is “in the Spirit on the Lord’s day” (Rev. 1:10) and has an overwhelming vision of the risen Christ in glory (1:9–20). Jesus begins to speak to John in that vision (1:11, 17–20) and continues speaking to him, dictating the letters to the seven churches recorded in Revelation 2–3. 

The second section of the vision, The Throne and the Judgments in chapters 4–16, is marked by features that tie the judgments of chapters 6–16 directly back to the throne-room vision of chapters 4–5. Perhaps the most obvious of these are the heavenly figures who carry out the judgments (such as the four living creatures who are at the throne in 4:6 and then speak at the opening of the first four seals in Revelation 6) and the cosmic disturbances that John sees issuing from the throne: “flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder” (4:5 ESV), which recur elsewhere in Revelation only after the seventh seal (8:5), after the seventh trumpet (11:19), and after the seventh bowl (16:18). These features tie the judgments directly to God—the judgments issue from the throne.7

The third section of the vision, The Harlot, the King, and the Bride, is structured by John’s repetition of key phrases at the beginning and end of the sections on the harlot and the bride.8 These key phrases are set forth in tables 7.1 and 7.2. 

 
Table 7.1. Matching Language Opening the Sections on the Harlot and the Bride 

 


	Revelation 17:1, 3
	Revelation 21:9–10

	“Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, ‘Come, I will show you . . . .‘ And he carried me away in the Spirit . . .” (ESV).
	“Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls . . . and spoke to me, saying, ‘Come, I will show you . . . .‘ And he carried me away in the Spirit . . .” (ESV).




 
Table 7.2. Matching Language Ending the Sections on the Harlot and the Bride 

 


	Revelation 19:9–10
	Revelation 22:6, 8–9

	“And he said to me, ‘These are the true words of God.’ Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but he said to me, ‘You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God’ ” (ESV). 
	“And he said to me, ‘These words are trustworthy and true.’ . . . I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me, but he said to me, ‘You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God’ ” (ESV).




 

Between the end of the section on the harlot (Rev. 19:9–10) and the beginning of the section on the bride (21:9–10) is the section on the King, Jesus, who comes and sets up his kingdom in 19:11–21:8. 

 

  
3. The Chiastic Structure of Revelation 

Why does the proclamation that the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our God and of his Christ come at the middle of the book rather than at its end? I would suggest that the reason for this is that John has placed this announcement, which follows the seventh trumpet blast, at the very center of his book, and then he has structured everything else around the worship of God at the announcement of kingdom come. 

The chiastic shape I am proposing for Revelation can be seen in table 7.3. 

Before walking through the stair-step chiasm that surrounds the announcement of the kingdom come, for the purposes of the thesis of this book I would observe the following: that announcement in Revelation 11:15–19 is surrounded by salvation through judgment. God is saving his people through judgment on the world.9

On either side of the announcement that the kingdom of the world is now the kingdom of God and Christ are pictures of the church being persecuted. Before the announcement, in Revelation 11:1–14, the two witnesses prophesy for 1,260 days (11:3). After the announcement, in Revelation 12:1–13:10, the woman is nourished by God in the wilderness for 1,260 days (12:6), a period of time that is also designated “a time, and times, and half a time” (12:14). The period of time that the two witnesses will prophesy in chapter 11 seems to be equated with the period of time that the woman will be nourished in chapter 12,10 so it seems that both the two witnesses and the woman symbolize the people of God.11 The two witnesses point to the church’s role of bearing prophetic witness to the culture, and the woman nourished in the wilderness points to God’s provision for and protection of his people (cf. Elijah). Though Satan is making war on the woman and her seed (11:5; 12:12–17), God will empower the church to proclaim the gospel for the entirety of the appointed time. Once the gospel has been fully proclaimed, the two witnesses will be slain by the beast (11:7), whom God allows to kill the saints (13:7). 

 
Table 7.3. The Chiastic Structure of Revelation 

 


1:1–8: Letter opening: revelation of Jesus and the things that must soon take place 
 1:9–3:22: Letters to the seven churches: the church in the world 
 4:1–6:17: Throne room vision, Christ conquers and opens the scroll 
 7:1–9:21: The sealing of the saints and the trumpets announcing plagues 
 10:1–11: The angel and John (true prophet) 
 11:1–14: The church: two witnesses prophesy for 1,260 days, then opposition from the beast 
 11:15–19: Seventh trumpet: “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever.” 
 12:1–13:10: The church: The woman nourished for 1,260 days, then opposition from the dragon and the second beast 
 13:11–18: The deceiving beast (false prophet) 
 14:1–19:10: The redemption of the saints and the bowls of wrath 
 19:11–20:15: Return of Christ, he conquers, sets up his thousand-year kingdom, and opens the scrolls 
 21:1–22:7: New heavens and new earth: the church in glory 
 22:8–21: Letter closing: Jesus is coming soon 


At the middle is the proclamation that the kingdom is God’s (Rev. 11:15–19), which is framed by the pictures of the gospel-preaching (11:1–14), God-protected church (12:1–13:10). These two pictures of the church are likewise framed by two prophets: John is identified as a true prophet by means of the Ezekiel-like experience he has of eating the scroll (cf. 10:1–11 and Ezek. 2:8–3:4); the true prophet before the two pictures of the church is matched by the false prophet on the other side in Revelation 13:11–18. 

The next matching sections are wider, but the two sections proceed in similar order. Revelation 7–9 consists of a picture of the 144,000 sealed saints (Revelation 7), followed by the first six trumpet blasts (Revelation 8–9). This is matched on the other side by another picture of the 144,000 sealed saints (Revelation 14), followed by the seven bowls and their repercussions (Rev. 15:1–19:10).12

Preceding and following these sections on the 144,000 (Revelation 7, 14) and the trumpets (Revelation 8–9) and bowls (Revelation 15–19) are sections that deal with thrones (Revelation 4, 20), conquests (Revelation 5, 19), and the opening of seals (Revelation 6, 20). The throne of God in Revelation 4 (4:2)13 is matched by the great white throne in Revelation 20 (20:11). The conquest of Christ that enabled him to take the scroll in Revelation 5 (5:5) is matched by the way he conquers his enemies in Revelation 19 (19:11–19).14 And Christ’s opening the seals on the scroll in Revelation 6 (6:1–17) is matched by the opening of the scrolls by which all are judged in Revelation 20 (20:12, 15). 

Before and after the sections that deal with thrones, conquest, and seals (Revelation 4–6 and 19:11–20:15) are pictures of the church. The letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3 show the church in the world, struggling to proclaim the gospel while avoiding idolatry and sexual immorality. This is matched by the picture of the church in glory, the pure bride of the Lamb, in the new heaven and new earth in Revelation 21:1–22:7. 

The apocalyptic prophecy in the form of a circular letter has a blessing in the opening, along with the epistolary greeting and doxology (Rev. 1:1–8). This is matched by the blessing in the closing, which also has an epistolary closing in the grace (22:10–21).15

I should observe at this point that even if this proposal for a chiastic structure of Revelation is rejected, it is still manifestly clear that Revelation is pervaded with the reality of God glorifying himself by saving his people through the judgment of his and their enemies. I submit this chiastic structure because of the ways in which it highlights this theme, with God and Christ taking the kingdom at the center of the book in Revelation 11:15–19. 

The kingdom belongs to God and Christ (Rev. 11:15–19). The church will be protected by God to proclaim the gospel until the times are fulfilled (11:1–14; 12:1–13:10). John is a true prophet (10:1–11), and Satan deceives by means of a false prophet (13:11–18). God’s people are sealed (Revelation 7) and will be delivered to stand with the Lamb on Mount Zion (Revelation 14) through a new exodus of plague-like judgments in the trumpets (Revelation 7–8) and bowls (Revelation 15–19). Christ has conquered through his death and resurrection (5:5–6), and he will come again to conquer on a white horse with a sharp two-edged sword coming from his mouth (19:11–21). The church in the world is called to overcome (Revelation 2–3), that she might be the bride of Christ in glory in the new heaven and new earth (Revelation 21–22). 

God’s power to protect his people by sealing them brings him glory. God’s power to judge the seemingly unconquerable world brings him glory. God’s justice on all wickedness brings him glory,16 and the glory of the justice heightens the glory of the mercy he shows to those freed from their sins by the blood of the Lamb (Rev. 1:5). 

 
4. The New Exodus and Return from Exile in Revelation 

Jesus is the Lamb slain (Rev. 1:5; 5:6). His death has inaugurated the new exodus, and that new exodus will be consummated by the two sets of seven plagues that accompany the trumpets (Revelation 8–9) and the outpouring of the bowls of God’s wrath (Revelation 16).17 Just as the people of Israel cried out to God under their harsh bondage in Egypt (Ex. 2:23–25), so now in Revelation the prayers of God’s people rise before him (Rev. 8:3–4). Just as God delivered Israel from slavery through judgment on Egypt, so God will deliver his people from bondage to corruption through judgment on the world of rebellion. Just as God used plagues on Egypt to deliver his people, so God will use the plague judgments of the trumpets and the bowls to save his people in the final exodus. John communicates this to his audience by showing correspondences between the plagues on Egypt and the judgments of the trumpets and bowls, as can be seen in tables 7.4 (trumpets) and 7.5 (bowls). 

 
Table 7.4. The Exodus Plagues and Revelation’s Trumpets 

 


	Trumpets in Revelation
	Plagues in Exodus

	1. Rev. 8:7, hail, fire
	7th, Ex. 9:23–25, hail, fire

	2. Rev. 8:8–9, sea to blood; one-third of living creatures die
	1st, Ex. 7:20–21, Nile to blood; fish died

	3. Rev. 8:10–11, rivers and springs made bitter
	1st, Ex. 7:19, rivers, canals

	4. Rev. 8:12, one-third of sun, moon, and stars darkened
	9th, Ex. 10:21–29, three days of darkness

	5. Rev. 9:1–11, darkness, locusts like scorpions
	9th and 8th, Ex. 10:21–29, darkness; Ex. 10:12– 20, locusts

	6. Rev. 9:12–19, angels released; mounted troops, fire, smoke, and sulfur kill one-third of humanity
	10th? Ex. 11:1–10; 12:29–32, death angel?

	7. Rev. 10:1, angel wrapped in a cloud with legs like pillars of fire
	Israel led out of Egypt by the pillar of cloud by day and fire by night




 

The judgments of the trumpets are worse than the plagues on Egypt, killing one-third of the living creatures in the sea (Rev. 8:8–9) and darkening one-third of the lights of heaven (8:12). The judgments of the bowls are comprehensive, killing all living things in the sea (16:3). 

 
Table 7.5. The Exodus Plagues and Revelation’s Bowls 


	Bowls in Revelation
	Plagues in Exodus

	1. Rev. 16:2, sores
	6th, Ex. 9:10, boils/sores

	2. Rev. 16:3, sea to blood; all living things die
	1st, Ex. 7:17–21, Nile to blood; fish die

	3. Rev. 16:4–7, rivers and springs to blood
	1st, Ex. 7:17–21, rivers and springs to blood

	4. Rev. 16:8–9, sun burns people
	 

	5. Rev. 16:10–11, darkness
	9th, Ex. 10:21–29, darkness

	6. Rev. 16:12–15, Euphrates dried up and the demons prepared for battle
	14, Red Sea parted

	7. Rev. 16:17–21, air, earthquake, hail
	7th, Ex. 9:13–35, hail




 

After the exodus from Egypt, God’s people lived in tents, or booths, throughout the time of their wilderness sojourn. They were instructed to celebrate God’s provision for them in the wilderness at the Feast of Booths, and they were to celebrate with palm branches (Lev. 23:40). The innumerable multitude that John sees from every tribe and nation and people and language stands before the throne and the Lamb, and they have palm branches in their hands (Rev. 7:9). They celebrate the fulfillment of the new exodus and God’s provision for them 

through their wilderness wandering now that they have finally returned from exile. Similarly, just as God bore Israel to himself at Sinai on the wings of an eagle (Ex. 19:4) and promised a new exodus and a return from exile in which those who hoped in him would mount up with wings as eagles (Isa. 40:31), so God gives the woman the two wings of an eagle that she might escape from the serpent (Rev. 12:14).18

At the exodus from Egypt, after God brought Israel through the Red Sea and used those same waters to bring judgment on the armies of Pharaoh, Israel sang the song of Moses in praise of the way God saved them through the judgment of Egypt (Ex. 15:1–21). So also after God brings his people out through the judgments on the world in Revelation, the redeemed “sing the song of Moses . . . and the song of the Lamb” (Rev. 15:3–4).19 Just as Israel came out of Egypt, built the tabernacle, and God took up residence in it, filling it with a cloud so that none could enter (Ex. 40:34–38), so also as God prepares his new dwelling place (the new heaven and earth) “the sanctuary was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the sanctuary until the seven plagues of the seven angels were finished” (Rev. 15:8 ESV). 

God inaugurates the new exodus with the death and resurrection of Jesus, and he consummates it with the plagues of the trumpets and bowls in Revelation. There is also a fulfillment of the return from exile and a new conquest of the land. It was the fall of Babylon that brought Cyrus the Persian to the throne, with the result that he issued the decree that the Israelites could return to the land (cf. Dan. 5:30; 6:28; 2 Chron. 36:22–23). The fall of Babylon thus opened the way to return from exile, and this is also the way the fall of “Babylon” functions in the book of Revelation (cf. Rev. 14:8; 16:19; 18:2). The fall of Babylon means return from exile, and the prophetic calls for Israel to come out of Babylon (e.g., Isa. 48:20) are fulfilled in the call for God’s people to come out of Babylon in Revelation 18:4. 

The exodus was followed by the conquest of Canaan (see the book of Joshua), and some texts in the Prophets point to a new conquest after the return from exile (e.g., Hos. 2:15; Amos 9:11–15; Obad. 1:18–21, etc.). The hope of a new conquest of the land is fulfilled in Revelation 19 when Jesus comes as a conquering new Joshua. He defeats his enemies (Rev. 19:11–21), sets up his kingdom (20:1–6),20 puts down a final rebellion (20:7–10), enacts the final judgment (20:11–15), and rules with God in the new heaven and new earth (Revelation 21–22). This new heaven and earth is a new and better Eden. The return from the exile from Eden has finally been fulfilled. Salvation has come through judgment for God’s glory. God’s people worship him for his mercy and justice forever (19:1–3; cf. Isa. 66:21–24). 

 
5. The Center of the Theology of Revelation 

Major commentators are in agreement about the center of the theology of the Apocalypse. G. K. Beale writes, “The main idea of the entire book may be roughly formulated as follows: The sovereignty of God and Christ in redeeming and judging brings them glory, which is intended to motivate saints to worship God and reflect his glorious attributes through obedience to his word.”21 Grant Osborne writes, “It seems clear that the primary theme of the book is the sovereignty of God . . . . The heavenly scenes typify worship, joy, peace, and triumph, while the earthly scenes typify troubles, chaos, apostasy, and judgment.”22 Bauckham asserts that “John’s apocalypse . . . is exclusively concerned with eschatology: with eschatological judgment and salvation, and with the impact of these on the present situation in which he writes.” He later adds, “With the words ‘Worship God!’ the angel directs John back to the central theme of all prophecy and certainly of the revelation that is to be the theme of John’s prophecy.”23 In other words, the book of Revelation is about the glory of God in salvation through judgment. 

 
6. The Center of New Testament and Biblical Theology 

God intends to fill the earth with the knowledge of his glory.24 He created the world as a cosmic temple, a theater for the display of his glory in justice and mercy. When he declares his name to Moses, showing him his glory and goodness, he identifies himself and his glory with his justice and his mercy.25

He saved Noah through judgment at the flood and then saved Israel through the judgment of Egypt at the exodus, and later through judgment on the people of the land in which Israel took up residence, a new Eden. The story of the Old Testament from Leviticus forward revolves around the salvation through judgment the nation will experience when they are exiled from that new Eden, through which judgment will come salvation—the prophesied second exodus and return from exile. The old covenant remnant understood that God’s supreme concern was for his glory, and they joined him in pursuing his glory.26

The authors of the New Testament interpret the salvation God accomplished through the judgment that fell on Jesus as the fulfillment of the hoped for new exodus and the inauguration of the return from exile. They praise God for what he accomplished in Jesus.27 The Bible’s apocalyptic statements, prominent in Isaiah 24–27, Daniel, Zechariah, and Revelation, look forward to a climactic display of salvation through judgment for the glory of God. The apocalyptic consummation of all things will fulfill the hopes for a final exodus from bondage to corruption and a return from the exile from Eden. In the descriptions of the new heaven and earth, God’s people worship him for the justice he continues to uphold against his enemies, which magnifies the mercy they have received. 

Thus, the story of the Bible is the story of God’s glory in salvation through judgment. This central theme is exposited as salvation history unfolds. It is served by Creation, when God built the matrix for the display of his glory. In election God freely chose the recipients of his mercy. God reveals himself to those he has chosen, declaring his name to them. What he reveals and declares is his own glory in salvation through judgment. When God makes covenants with his people, he promises that he will be true to his just and merciful character. 

The supreme display of God’s judgment through which salvation comes, when the marvelous glory amazes all creation, is the remarkable moment when Jesus dies on the cross. God’s commitment to his righteousness warrants the extreme measure of the death of his Son. What could more effectively communicate God’s holiness? Simultaneously, God acts from unsearchable depths of love and mercy. Wrath and mercy come together in a paradoxical display of holiness and loving-kindness. The Father shows his love by sending Jesus to uphold justice. Jesus shows his righteousness by obeying the Father, by which also he loves his Father and his people to the end. God is glorified in salvation through judgment in Christ’s death on the cross. Selah. 

The elect then experience God’s glory in salvation through judgment when they are justified by faith. God’s righteousness condemns every attempt to be justified by works. Through that judgment salvation comes to those who believe, and God is glorified. The life of faith is a life that enacts God’s glory in salvation through judgment, as every God-dishonoring behavior is judged and avoided because of the fear of God and the knowledge that he will judge each thought and word. Through judgment salvation comes to God’s glory. 

The Son of Man will come on the clouds of heaven with all his holy ones. All the tribes of the earth will wail on account of him. They face judgment. For the objects of mercy, redemption draws nigh. Jesus will come to save through judgment for the glory of God. He is worthy of trust. Every human should trust him, even now. 

The center of biblical theology is the glory of God in salvation through judgment, as can be seen in creation and covenant, salvation history and story line, exodus and exile, new exodus and return to Eden, warning and repentance, fear of God and wrath to come. He will save and judge, and there will be no need of sun or moon, for the glory of God and the Lamb will shine forever. 


Soon comes the King, in splendor laden light; 
 Awed, we shall sing and praise his glorious might.
 Together we wait for the coming Lord, 
 In green pastures grazing, fed by the Word, 



Redeemed by the Lamb, who stands as though slain, 
 Known by the Father, and bearing his name, 
 Alive by the Spirit, who quickens hearts.
 Faith is our shield against all Satan’s darts 



That fly against us on this pilgrim way,
 And if our paths part until that great day,
 Hold fast the Word, which is able to save, 
 And he’ll gather us home beyond the grave, 


When together again our Lord we’ll praise.

 Standing before him and seeing his face. 

—June 22, 2008, on the occasion of our farewell to the saints 

at Baptist Church of the Redeemer in Houston, TX.
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Chapter 8 
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment 

AND OBJECTIONS TO ITS CENTRALITY 



[God] had respect to himself, as the last and highest end, in this work; because he is worthy in himself to be so, being infinitely the greatest and best of beings. All things else, with regard to worthiness, importance, and excellence, are perfectly as nothing in comparison of him. 


—Jonathan Edwards, The End for Which God Created the World 

 
1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to address objections to the thesis I have set forth in this book1 I am under no illusions. The fact that I respond to objections does not mean that those who raise them will be satisfied. But at least they will not have to guess what my response to their objections would be. 

There will be disagreements at the methodological level, at the level of the interpretation of particular texts, and at broader theological levels. Discussions are advanced when points of disagreement are clearly understood, when reasons for disagreement are fairly represented, and when, so far as possible, logical and rhetorical fallacies are cleared away so that the real contours of the disagreement can be examined. 

There are real disagreements. I would like to persuade those who disagree with me to see things as I do, but if I cannot do that, perhaps the least that can be achieved is a fair and charitable clarification of the disagreement itself. This chapter will be driven not by my attempt to anticipate objections to what I have argued but by actual responses from two prominent scholars: I. Howard Marshall2 and Ben Witherington. Professor Witherington responded not to me directly but to another presentation arguing that God’s glory in Christ by the Spirit is the center of New Testament theology3 I have grouped the concerns these two respected scholars raise under three headings: Method and Biblical Theology, Particular Texts and Biblical Theology, and Theology Proper and Biblical Theology. 

 
2. Method and Biblical Theology 

Three issues call for attention here: (1) the question of the nature of the Bible as progressive revelation; (2) what is meant by the metaphor of a “center”; and (3) the question as to whether my definition of the center of biblical theology has illegitimately colored my conclusions. 

 
2.1 Progressive Revelation? 

I. Howard Marshall asks: “What kind of coherence does the Bible display as a record of progressive revelation?” 

My argument in this book has been in keeping with the evangelical understanding of the role of both the divine and human authors of Scripture. At the human level, later biblical authors learned from earlier ones. The earliest biblical author on record, Moses, related a profound experience of God’s glory (Ex. 33:18–34:7) where God declared his own name, showing Moses his glory, and announcing that he is a God who shows mercy and justice. Naturally, this experience made a massive impact on the theology of Moses, an impact reflected in the Pentateuch. Later authors learned from Moses that Yahweh shows his glory by showing justice in ways intended to create a context for spotlighting his mercy. Simultaneously, the Holy Spirit so worked in the biblical authors that they understood what God meant them to know and enabled them to communicate what God wanted them to say. 

 
2.2 The Metaphor of a Center? 

In response to my statement that the “centre of the Bible’s theology acts as the centre of gravity for all of its other themes, it undergirds biblical wisdom, and it presents itself as the apex of the purposes of the God who speaks and acts,”4 Marshall cautions: “My worry here is the juxtaposition of three rather different metaphors, and I should want to ask what each of them is meant to convey. How do we define what we mean by a ‘centre’?” 

Just as the Bible itself does not use the word Trinity or inerrancy while teaching the realities signified by that theological shorthand, so also, I would suggest, the Bible does not use the phrase “center of biblical theology” while nevertheless showing the centrality of the glory of God in salvation through judgment. The concept of “center” is simply a metaphor meant to communicate that this idea is the theme that holds all others in orbit, the hub of the wheel; it is the theme out of which all others flow, the theme all others exposit and feed back into. I have no problem using other metaphors to communicate the significance of God’s glory in salvation through judgment, and I know of no binding rules against the use of other metaphors. The aim is simply to capture and convey the significance of this theme. So when I say that this theme undergirds biblical wisdom, I simply mean that the fear of God, so central to the Wisdom Literature, is a fear of God’s judgment that is meant to curb people’s behavior and lead them to salvation for God’s glory. When I say that this theme is the apex of God’s purposes, I mean that the biblical texts indicate that God intends to show his glory by upholding justice so that mercy will be seen in all its unconstrained beauty. John Piper has observed that “Daniel Fuller draws out the implication from Edwards, that all the attributes of God find exercise in the eternal life of the Trinity except mercy, or grace.”5

My argument is that God’s glory in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology because it reflects God’s ultimate purpose. Other metaphors can be used, some of which have appeared in the pages of this book. We could say that God’s glory in salvation through judgment is the heart of the Bible, the idea being that it is the muscle that pumps life-giving blood to the whole body. We could say it is the Bible’s chief idea, with the connotation that it reigns over the others and controls them. We could say that it is the main, being the largest, central line that runs through the whole. We could say it is the Bible’s foundation, everything else being built upon it. We could say that this theme is the fundus, the base of the organ out of which the rest of the tissue grows. Or we could simply call it the Bible’s big idea. No metaphor or figure of speech will be perfect. That is the nature of analogous language. Our words bend against the burdens they carry. The bottom line is this: the Bible teaches that to know God is to perceive his worship-inspiring holiness and love, severity and kindness, righteousness and mercy. To know God is to see his glory, which is displayed as he upholds truth and somehow, astonishingly, makes ways to be both just and merciful. 

 
2.3 Persuasive Definition? 

Marshall writes regarding my presentation: 

 


The essay is going to go on to argue that the glory of God is the ultimate reason for all that he does. But what is the basis for this definition that simply states that the centre of biblical theology is the ultimate reason for what God does? So far as I can see, this definition is merely stated without any attempt at justification of it; but once you have accepted the definition, then it is arguable that the identification of the centre of biblical theology follows automatically. 


My response to this is to ask if there is a better way to get at the center of biblical theology?6 I would also point out what Ralph Martin says: 

 


There is here the obvious danger of a hermeneutical circle since the criteria are drawn from the same body of data that hypothetically contains the organizing principle; so, it may well be objected that we are selecting criteria which we know in advance will serve the interests of our proposed term. There seems to be no way to escape this dilemma unless we are prepared to abandon the quest7



Rather than abandon the quest, let us consider some criteria that others have set forth. Plevnik writes that the center of Paul’s thought cannot be derived from something else, and Martin says that the center of Paul’s thought will be the “primal reality from which he draws his entire theology.”8 My definition of the center of biblical theology simply applies what Martin and Plevnik say about Paul to all the biblical authors. This comes down to the simple idea that God is more important to the biblical authors than anything else, and whatever is most important to God is most important to the biblical authors9


A friend and former colleague, Professor Ben Phillips,10 set this forth in the form of a syllogism as follows: 

 

 


Living faith11 in God entails sharing God’s priorities.
 The biblical authors had living faith in God.
 Therefore the biblical authors shared God’s priorities. 


 

It may be objected that no one shares God’s priorities as they should. Acknowledging that everyone acts in ways that deny God’s priorities, it would seem that the inspiration of the Holy Spirit ensured that as the biblical authors wrote, their priorities reflected God’s will. We can link the above to the following: 

 

 


The biblical authors shared God’s priorities.
 God himself is top priority.
 Therefore the biblical authors had God as their top priority. 

 

I have argued in this book that the biblical authors present God “acting for his own sake” because they understand God to be ultimate, underived, primal, central. See, for instance, the texts demonstrating the significance of Exodus 34:6–7 in the Law, Prophets, and Writings in the appendix (§8) to chapter 2; the texts asserting God’s intention to fill the earth with the knowledge of his glory in appendix 2 (§6) to chapter 3; the catalog of Old Testament prayers appealing to God’s concern for his own glory in table 4.9 in the appendix (§7) to chapter 4; and the doxologies in the New Testament in table 6.7 in the appendix (§5) to chapter 6. 

I regard this evidence as sufficient warrant for defining the center of biblical theology as the ultimate purpose the biblical authors ascribe to God. Moreover, in their prayers and praises and assertions that God’s glory will fill the earth, all of which reflect God’s own declaration of his name (see again the texts alluded to in the previous paragraph), the biblical authors declare the glory of God in salvation through judgment to be ultimate. The evidence analyzed here also demonstrates that God’s glory in salvation through judgment passes the four validation tests for proposed centers of biblical theology outlined by 

G. K. Beale: 

 


First, the proposed centre needs to be shown to be more overarching than other centres, with the others logically sub-categories of it . . . . Second, the proposed centre needs to be related to the various major themes of the New Testament documents to see if it adequately comprehends the diversity present throughout the New Testament . . . . Third, any viable centre must be integrally related to major Old Testament themes, be undergirded by a broad story-line which expresses a theological world-view or belief system about God’s relationship with humanity, and be anchored in Christ’s death and resurrection. Fourth, each competing centre needs to be analysed in turn for its comprehensiveness to see if it might not be the most overarching12



God saves through judgment to show the glory of his character at the fall, at the flood, at the exodus from Egypt, at Israel’s exile from the land, at the cross, and at the existential point of conversion for everyone who repents of sin and believes unto salvation; and God will show his glory by saving through judgment when all things are consummated at the return of Christ13 Beale himself seems to agree: 

 


The most comprehensive centre of New Testament theology is: Christ’s life, and especially his death and resurrection through the Spirit, is the “already and not yet” end-time new creation for God’s glory. The glory of God is the primary goal even within this centre, since every aspect of the consummated new creation is designed to display the divine glory completely in contrast to the partial manifestation of it on earth during pre-consummation history14



 
2.4 The Discussion Continues 


This book will not be the last word in biblical theology. The Bible’s teaching cannot be exhausted. This section seeks to move toward methodological clarity, and this study as a whole seeks to swing the pendulum back toward an appreciation of the Bible’s unity centered on God’s glory in salvation through judgment. 


 
3. Particular Texts and Biblical Theology 

3.1 God’s Purpose and the Biblical Authors 

I am grateful that Marshall has pushed me to justify my identification of the center of biblical theology as God’s ultimate purpose, and as I move to his next concern, it is as though he has anticipated how I would answer. He writes: 

 


The correct identification of the ultimate purpose of God might not be the same thing as the main interest that drives the biblical writers. Suppose that the ultimate purpose is the glory of God; it might nevertheless be the case that the centre of interest of the writers is not so much the ultimate purpose in itself as rather the ways in which this purpose is attained . . . . So, for example, if I take the Gospel of Mark, there is no doubt of course that the glory of God and of Christ is mentioned occasionally . . . but what is interesting is that this element can scarcely be described as thematic; it is almost taken for granted. Mark knows that God is glorious and that the Son of Man will share that glory, but that is not really what the Gospel is about. The bulk of it is not concerned with that glory. It is more concerned to present a message of good news from God for needy humanity and of judgment upon human sinfulness. And it is the newness of this good news that really grips Mark. 


I will work backward through this statement, from end to beginning. Marshall concludes by saying that the good news is concerned with judgment and salvation, and with this I am in obvious agreement. Prior to that he says that the glory of God and Christ “can scarcely be described as thematic.” At the level of the use of words like glory and glorify, he is of course correct. The Greek word δόξα, “glory,” occurs only three times in Mark (8:38; 10:37; 13:26), and the verb δοξάζω, “glorify,” only once (2:12). But biblical theology is more than word studies, and I would argue that while Mark may only rarely say that Jesus is glorious, he everywhere shows him to be glorious. In response to an earlier draft of this chapter, Marshall asks, “If you asked Mark about each pericope ‘Was your conscious, deliberate purpose in writing this paragraph to show that Jesus is glorious?’ Would he say yes?”15 I think Mark would say that yes, his ultimate purpose in every word was to show the glory of Christ, consciously and deliberately. 

And this brings us to the point of contact between God’s purpose and the main interest of the biblical writers. Isaiah and Ezekiel make explicit statements about God’s acting for his own sake (e.g., Isa. 48:9–11; Ezek. 36:22). Mark may not speak this way, but he shows Jesus breaking down the doors of the strong man’s house, binding him, and plundering his possessions. But that house does not belong to the strong man. The strong man is like Tobiah the Ammonite who took up residence in the chambers of God’s temple (Neh. 13:4–5). He has no business there. That place was not built as his dwelling. He has dispossessed God, in whose house he is but a squatter. So when Jesus barnstorms the land, driving out demons, healing the sick, and teaching the truth, he is taking back from Satan what rightly belongs to him as God’s Son. Mark may not use the word glory to describe what Jesus is doing, but he is showing the glory of Christ without using the word. The same could be said about the cross in Mark’s Gospel. Jesus is judged so that those who trust him can be saved to the glory of God. We have a diversity of expression in the Bible between Ezekiel and Mark, but they are unified in the message they communicate. I have argued in this book that God’s ultimate purpose is the main concern of the biblical authors, even when they are describing the subordinate ends on the way to the chief end. 

 
3.2 One-Sided Expressions? 

At one point in his response, Marshall raised the concern that “the concept of God saving his people ‘by judging those who afflict them’ is one-sided.” There may be points in this book where readers have felt similar concerns. Here I simply want to point out that I agree that the judgment of those who afflict the people of God is not the whole story. Still, there are places, such as 2 Thessalonians 1:6 (the passage in question), where Paul is content to describe the glory of God and Christ in the salvation of believers through the judgment of those who afflict them. Anyone who has read to this point in this book will know that that is not the only referent I assign to the word judgment. We cannot tell the whole story in every utterance, and I am content to be as one-sided in my statements as the biblical authors are. I hope that I have not gone beyond them. 

 

3.3 Learning from the Biblical Authors 

The biblical authors not only tell us particular truths, but they also model for us how to interpret the Bible and how to communicate God’s truth. We will never exhaust what the Bible has to teach us on these three fronts. 

 
4. Theology Proper and Biblical Theology 

4.1 God’s Love and His Pursuit of His Glory 

Howard Marshall writes: 

 


. . . this could make his love for sinners ultimately a means of self-glorification, and the emotion and action of love on his part would cease to be truly the kind of love that is concerned for the good of those who are loved rather than arising because to show that kind of care will be for his own good reputation. . . . The love must be prior and the good reputation is a by-product. . . . There is at least a danger here that love may not get its proper place. 


Ben Witherington has a similar concern: 

 


There were various nuances and amplifications to the discussion, but the more one read, the more it appeared clear that God was being presented as a self-centered, self-referential being, whose basic motivation for what he does, including his motivation for saving people, is so that he might receive more glory. Even the sending of the Son and the work of the Spirit is said to be but a means to an end of God’s self-adulation and praise16



In these statements Marshall and Witherington are not distinguishing between what happens when God seeks his own glory and what happens when fallen humans seek their own glory. Witherington makes this explicit when he writes: 

 


If we go back to the Garden of Eden story, one immediately notices that it is the Fall and sin which turned Adam and Eve into self-aware, self-centered, self-protecting beings. This is not how God had created them. Rather, he had created them in the divine image, and that divine image involves other directed, other centered love and relating. It follows from this that not the fallen narcissistic tendencies we manifest reflect what God is really like, but rather other directed, self-giving loving tendency17



No one who celebrates the idea that God seeks his own glory means to communicate that God operates according to “the fallen narcissistic tendencies we manifest.” It is somewhat difficult to understand how or why someone as gifted and learned as Ben Witherington could imagine that anyone would think that. We who celebrate the idea that God seeks his own glory mean to communicate exactly what Witherington and Marshall celebrate about God’s love. God’s glory is shown when he gives himself for others, and there is nothing better that he could give to others than himself. This is not narcissistic because it is true. What better could God give us than himself? If there is nothing better than God, and God gives us something other than himself (supremely manifested in his glory), then God has not given us what is best but what is lesser. So in giving us himself he is loving us by seeking what is best for us. He is loving us by seeking his own glory, and he is seeking his own glory and acting according to his nature by loving us. As Jonathan Edwards wrote long ago, “God acting for himself, or making himself his last end, and his acting for their sake, are not to be set in opposition; they are rather to be considered as coinciding one with the other, and implied one in the other.”18 

To summarize: it is evil and sinful for fallen human beings to seek their own glory. The reason this is evil is that fallen humans do not deserve glory, and if they were to attain their own glory, it would not be what is best for others. By contrast, it is neither evil nor sinful for God to seek his own glory. In fact, it is righteous for God to seek his own glory. He is God and has no other gods before himself. He deserves glory. Humans were created to see and savor his glory. There is nothing better that God could give to humans than his glory—which consists in his display of self-giving love and truth-maintaining justice. 

 
4.2 The Justice of God 

Marshall writes, “There is something of a difference between judgment as the retribution that comes upon unrepentant sinners and the judgment borne by God himself in the person of the Son through which sinners can be saved. These seem to be two rather different things, and I think that the formula of ‘salvation through judgment’ does not adequately recognise the difference.” 

We may be on the cusp of a real disagreement here, or perhaps Marshall is thinking of something that is not clear to me. But I disagree with his statement. I believe the Bible teaches that the wrath of God that Jesus propitiated on the cross (Rom. 3:24–26) is the same wrath from which those who trust in Jesus and are justified by faith (5:1) are saved (5:9–11). So I see no difference between the judgment that will be visited “as the retribution that comes upon unrepentant sinners and the judgment borne by God himself in the person of the Son through which sinners can be saved.” Believers are saved because Jesus paid their penalty, and unbelievers suffer the wrath Jesus bore. They refused God, so they pay their own penalty. 

 
4.3 Can There Be More than One Ultimate Purpose? 

Marshall states, “I think that it is an ultimate purpose of God, perhaps not the only one, and certainly not the one that the Bible produces every time in an overt manner.” 

The word ultimate means last, final result, not subsidiary, best, greatest, not to be improved upon or surpassed. So if the glory of God in salvation through judgment is an ultimate purpose of God, there must be other purposes on level with it. In that case the word “ultimate” in Marshall’s statement should be replaced with something like “penultimate.” It also follows that there would be something beyond that penultimate level, something that God exalts over himself. I do not mean penultimate, however, but ultimate, for I think there is nothing beyond the glory of God in salvation through judgment, nothing that surpasses it, nothing to which it is subsidiary. God’s glory, chiefly displayed in the manifestation of his justice and mercy, is, I believe, the ultimate reason God creates, judges, and redeems. 

 
5. Conclusion 

In the end, Marshall disagrees with the way that I have defined the center of biblical theology and with the conclusion at which I arrive. He writes: 

 


If there is a centre of biblical theology it is not the ultimate aim of God but rather the actual organizing centre or centres of the biblical writers whose teaching seems to me to be much more focused on the mighty actions of God to overcome sin and bring sinners to salvation. Granted that one ultimate aim of God is desire that all should glorify him, the actual centre of biblical theology is to be found in the nature and actions of God in creating and re-creating his people. 


It will be obvious here that I think God’s ultimate aim is the actual organizing center of what the biblical authors focus on as they recount “the mighty actions of God to overcome sin and bring sinners to repentance,” at the same time he judges those who do not believe in Jesus, to the ultimate end that God is glorified in Christ by the power of the Spirit because of the ways in which he has shown his unfaltering, unquestionable justice to set the stage for the display of his stunning mercy. 

The four living creatures cry, “Holy, holy, holy,” day and night forever. The twenty-four elders fall down and worship. And all the redeemed see the smoke from the judgment on the harlot Babylon and shout, “Hallelujah, salvation and glory and honor be to our God, world without end. Amen.” 

 

1In addition to substantive objections to interpretations and arguments, one sometimes sees (particularly in book reviews) suggestions that basically amount to a reviewer saying that an author should have written a different book altogether. This book has primarily engaged the biblical text. No doubt some readers would like for me to have given more space to discussion of other approaches to biblical theology or other arguments for its center. The scope of this project did not permit that kind of interaction, nor was that kind of interaction the purpose of this book. Some books read like a collection of smaller book reviews: they first summarize the arguments of other scholars, then engage those arguments with the biblical text and the arguments of still other scholars, repeating the process throughout the book. These can be valuable discussions, but here I have tried to allow the biblical text to set the agenda for the contents of this book. Those who wish to see my interaction with other scholars may be interested in the list of published book reviews on the “Book Reviews” page of my blog, For His Renown, http://jimhamilton.wordpress.com. 

2In the summer of 2004 it was my privilege to present the thesis of this book in seed form to the Biblical Theology Study Group of the Tyndale Fellowship that met in Nantwich, England (later published as “The Glory of God in Salvation Through Judgment: The Centre of Biblical Theology?” TynBul 57 [2006]: 57–84). On that occasion Professor I. Howard Marshall was the respondent to my presentation. He printed and distributed his remarks, and I have excerpted his main concerns and quoted them in the discussion below (I. Howard Marshall, “Response to James Hamilton” presented at the Triennial Conference of the Tyndale Fellowship: Biblical Theology Study Group, Nantwich, England, 2004). As I prepared this chapter, Professor Marshall graciously interacted with me on these issues again, granting permission to use his earlier response and even reading a first draft of this chapter. His comments have pushed me to clarify my thinking, for which I am deeply grateful. 

3In November of 2007 Professor Ben Witherington posted an entry on his Weblog in response to Thomas R. Schreiner’s New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ. Witherington does not name Schreiner, but he says that he was “reading through the proofs of a new book on New Testament Theology, and it was stated that the most basic theme or thesis of NT theology is—‘God magnifying himself through Jesus Christ by means of the Holy Spirit.’” Since there is a blurb on the back cover of Schreiner’s book from Witherington (which means he had the page proofs), and since the thesis Witherington cites is Schreiner’s, it is clear that Witherington’s post was in response to Schreiner’s book. See Ben Witherington, “‘For God So Loved Himself?’ Is God a Narcissist?” Ben Witherington Blog, posted November 20, 2007, http://benwitherington.blogspot.com/2007/11/for-god-soloved-himself-is-god.html. Witherington’s 680-word post, which was less than two pages, generated over 100 comments that amount to more than 20,000 words and over 40 pages of text. John Piper also responded to the post, “God’s Loving Self-Exaltation: A Response to Ben Witherington,” desiringGod Blog, posted November 24, 2007, http://www.desiringgod.org/Blog/931_gods_loving_selfexaltation_a_response_to_ben_witherington/. 

4Hamilton, “The Centre of Biblical Theology,” 59. 

5John Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory: Living the Vision of Jonathan Edwards, with the Complete Text of The End for Which God Created the World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 147 n. 23. 

6See further the examination of God’s ultimate purposes by Jonathan Edwards in The End for Which God Created the World, in Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory, 185–91. Edwards’s whole treatise could be cited in answer to the question at issue here. 

7R. P. Martin, “Center of Paul’s Theology,” DPL, 93. 

8Joseph Plevnik, “The Center of Pauline Theology,” CBQ 51 (1989): 466; Martin, “Center of Paul’s Theology,”93. 

9I wish to thank Andy Naselli for this precise formulation. 

10I wish to thank Ben Phillips for interacting with me on this issue and providing such clearly reasoned help. What follows quotes and summarizes his logical missive. 

11I have changed the simpler “Belief” to “Living faith” because Andy Naselli pointed out to me that Satan and his demons believe but do not share God’s priorities (cf. James 2:17–19). 

12G. K. Beale, “The Eschatological Conception of New Testament Theology,” in Eschatology in the Bible and Theology: Evangelical Essays at the Dawn of a New Millennium, ed. Kent E. Brower and Mark W. Elliott (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1997), 45–46, from the “Appendix: Methodological issues for a single-centre biblical theology,” 45–52. 

13See also Edwards’s summary of the biblical evidence in his The End for Which God Created the World, in Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory, 191–241. 

14Beale, “Eschatological Conception,” 51–52, italics removed and emphasis added. 

15Personal communication, December 2009, for which I again express my gratitude. 

16Witherington, “Is God a Narcissist?” Paragraph break removed. 

17Ibid. 18Edwards, The End for Which God Created the World, in Piper, God’s Passion for His Glory, 156. 
  
 

 

Chapter 9 
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God’s Glory in salvation through Judgment
IN MINISTRY TODAY



For it is not in one place nor in a small plot that the glory of God rests, but on all the ends of the inhabited earth his grace has been poured out, and here the almighty God has tabernacled through Messiah Jesus; to whom be glory forever. Amen. 


—Melito of Sardis, Peri Pascha 

 
1. Introduction 

So what? Why bother with the question of the center of biblical theology? To quote the institutional motto of Southern Seminary: “For the truth. For the church. For the world. For the glory of God.” This book has been written that God might be glorified in the church and in Christ Jesus by the power of the Spirit (Eph. 3:21, cf. 14–20). It is an effort “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (4:12 ESV). 

D. A. Carson has written, “While considerable thought has been devoted in recent years to the move from exegesis to biblical theology, relatively little has been devoted to the move from biblical theology to systematic theology and to pastoral theology.”1 This chapter seeks to take some initial steps in the direction of applying the center of biblical theology to pastoral theology and the Christian life. These thoughts are but starting points. Here I will briefly consider evangelism, discipleship, and corrective church discipline in the context of local church ministry, then Bible reading and prayer as personal spiritual disciplines.

 

2. Church Ministry 

Jesus promised that he would build his church (Matt. 16:18). He commissioned his disciples to make other disciples (28:16–20). And he told them how to deal with those in the church who stopped acting like disciples by refusing to repent of sin (18:15–18). In the book of Acts we find an unbroken apostolic pattern: everywhere the disciples went and everything they did was aimed at obeying Jesus in the Great Commission task he gave them. They all went about that task in the same way, proclaiming the good news of what God had done in Christ by the power of the Spirit, baptizing those who believed the message, and gathering the new converts into churches. Then they taught those churches the Bible, and they modeled how to live out the teachings of the Bible in conformity to the character of Jesus the messiah, who loved and served others for their spiritual benefit. 

Does this have anything to do with the glory of God in salvation through judgment? I would suggest that the center of biblical theology has specific application to announcing what God has done and persuading people to believe in Jesus (evangelism), to teaching all that Jesus commanded (discipleship), and to pursuing the purity of the bride of Christ (corrective church discipline). 

 
2.1 Evangelism 

When we lived in the Houston area, one of our neighbors was attending Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Church. As I was once conversing with this neighbor, he offered me a conclusion that I could see was a reaction to what he was hearing at Lakewood. He said, “The Bible is a book of good news, but there’s bad news in there, too.” The Bible’s bad news is not to be glossed over, hidden away, or avoided. Without the Bible’s bad news, its good news will have no meaning. The center of biblical theology is nonnegotiable for evangelism precisely because God saves people through judgment for his glory. If a man does not perceive that God is holy, righteous, just, and personally offended by transgressions, he will sense no need for Jesus.2

God is holy, righteous, just, and personally offended by the sins we commit, and the more clearly we see this, the more deeply we will feel our desperate need for Jesus. God’s wrath makes his mercy beautiful. Without his wrath, his mercy has no meaning and no one has any need for it. 

Seeing that the glory of God in salvation through judgment is the center of biblical theology will liberate us to announce the bad news so that the gospel will be seen as good news. Our culture tells so many lies about what it means to do evangelism that we need huge doses of the Bible to counteract the world’s poison.3 We must love God and know him in all his judging and saving glory so that we will have boldness to tell the truth. 

 
2.2 Discipleship 

Look at the word discipleship. There within it is the word disciple, which is obviously related to the word discipline. In view of the next section on corrective church discipline, I would point out that discipleship is the other side of the coin—it is formative church discipline. These words, discipleship/discipline/ disciple, all connote ideas of training, and all training sometimes feels like punishment (cf. Heb. 12:7–11). The training in view here involves being taught to obey everything Jesus commanded. The commands of Jesus 4 often go against our instincts, impulses, inclinations, and desires. Sometimes they seem to make no sense. Embracing the center of biblical theology as a disciple of Jesus means recognizing that we are on a lifelong pilgrimage whose starting point was a moment of salvation through judgment for God’s glory, and the pattern of growth will be the same. We will be saved through the judgment of our pride for God’s glory. We will be saved through the judgment of our fleshly desires that we might walk in holiness to honor God. We will be saved through the judgment of our selfishness so that we can be selfless like Jesus so that God will be glorified. We will be saved through the judgment of our greed, of our trust in money, of our self-reliance, of our sloth, of our anger, of our gluttony, and of our envy, all so that we can know God’s abundant provision so that he will be glorified as the one who can supply every need, who can avenge every wrong, who can satisfy our longings, and who is worthy of full devotion. God will be glorified in salvation through judgment as disciples of Jesus continue on the pilgrim pathway. 

 
2.3 Corrective Church Discipline 

God is holy. He really is. Jesus gave instructions for putting people out of the church (Matt. 18:15–18). He really did. The early church followed those instructions (1 Cor. 5:1–13; 2 Cor. 2:6–7; 1 Thess. 5:14; 2 Thess. 3:6–15; Titus 3:10–11; 2 John 1:7–10; 3 John 1:9–12). They obeyed Jesus and enacted God’s holiness. Corrective church discipline is enacted against unrepentant people because people who have been born again repent of their sin. Those who refuse to repent show that they have never been born again. Only those who have been born again are united to Christ by faith and truly members of his body, the church; so when it becomes evident that someone has not been born again (by their refusal to repent), they are to be removed from church membership. This action is for the salvation of those who are expelled from the church (cf. 1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim. 1:20). The church is telling the unrepentant that they need the gospel; they need to believe in Jesus. The church is hoping that they will trust in Christ, repent of their sin, and be reconciled to God. 

Churches full of people who do not understand the center of biblical theology will not practice corrective church discipline. They will not understand how the church is to apply God’s holiness to their lives. They will be impure churches, and their membership will include unbelievers. Those unbelievers will be surprised to hear Jesus tell them he never knew them (Matt. 7:21–23). Those churches will have blood on their hands (Ezek. 3:18, 20), and their pastors will give an account (Heb. 13:17). 

Churches full of people who understand and embrace the glory of God in salvation through judgment will want to see God’s holiness displayed in their congregation so that God’s mercy will have meaning. Members of such churches will take God and his holiness more seriously when they see his holiness applied to the unrepentant. They will live in fear of God and in gratitude for his mercy, and they will press on to holiness, without which no one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14). God is glorified in salvation through judgment in individual lives in evangelism and discipleship, and he is glorified in salvation through judgment in the lives of churches that obey Jesus and practice church discipline.5

 
3. Personal Spiritual Discipline 

In moving to consider personal spiritual discipline, I do not intend this discussion to be a move away from the ministry of the local church. God’s word in the Bible creates his people as faith comes by hearing the word of Christ (Rom. 10:17), and in turn, God’s people gathered in a local church is to become a community of the Book (Acts 20:32). A community where what is “normal” is what the Bible says. 

The Bible is to believers what universities, movies, sitcoms, and the media are to godless culture. The Bible must be our metanarrative that forms our identity, creates our community, provides our shared fund of language, builds our common network of assumptions, and dictates our responses to international, local, and personal events. The community context God has given for making the Bible function this way in the lives of believers is the local church. The church spurs people to read the Bible, and believers read the Bible for the church. This symbiotic relationship will also spur people to pray the Bible for themselves, for those with whom they are in covenant in a local church, and for the advance of God’s kingdom in the world. Thus, personal Bible reading and private prayer can only be associated with the individualism of the modern West if these disciplines are dissociated from a strong local church. 

The best thing a man can do for his personal Bible reading is join a strong local church where the Bible is preached and the gospel is clear. 

Likewise, the best thing a man can do for his personal prayer life is join a strong local church where the Bible is preached and the gospel is clear.6

 
3.1 Bible Reading 

We do not read the Bible as an end in itself. We read the Bible to know God. God reveals himself in the Bible in awesome justice and almost incomprehensible mercy. To see his justice and mercy is to perceive his severity and his kindness. When the Spirit gives us eyes to see the glory of God in Christ, we begin to be transformed into the image of Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 3:18). Being conformed to the image of Christ results from seeing Christ in the Scriptures. When this happens, we begin to care for God the way that Jesus cared for God. We care for God’s truth and righteousness the way that God cares for his truth and righteousness. We make progress in being set apart for God, just as God is holy. Similarly, having been shown such startling mercy, those who know God by reading the Bible become people who are able to forgive because they have been forgiven. 

None of this is useless. Daniel 11:32 states, “The people who know their God shall stand firm and take action.” People who know God are able to stand firm and take action because they know that God and his truth and his kingdom are more important than their own lives continuing. God and his gospel are more important than money, success, image, approval from the world, and even life itself. This abandonment to God and his glory in justice and mercy does not take away life but rather makes it abundant. 

Knowing the center of biblical theology keeps Bible reading from being a random, disconnected exercise. Understanding the story’s plot and purpose enriches our reading and our living. The glory of God in salvation through judgment is the main theme and end goal of the Bible, and understanding this opens up the contents of the Bible, which in turn summons our hearts to worship God for the glory he reveals in Christ through the Spirit-inspired word. 

 
3.2 Prayer 

Prayer is motivated by the knowledge of God. If we know God as he is, we will cry out to him. If we know him to be holy, we will cry out to him for justice. If we know him to be forgiving because of Christ’s death and resurrection, we will cry out to him for mercy. If we know that he delights to glorify himself by giving victory to the weak and humble while defeating the proud and strong, we will rejoice in our weakness as we cry out to him for deliverance. We will expect him to act as he always has and exalt the lowly while humbling the proud. We will pray for him to do so, and we will rejoice that only he can take credit for his triumphs. We will pray for him to triumph, and we will ascribe glory to him when he does. 

When we know God in his justice and his mercy, we will not shrink from praying the imprecatory psalms against those who are enemies of God and the gospel. We can pray that God would be glorified in salvation that comes through judgment. We can pray that God would either save his enemies or do whatever necessary to thwart their efforts to stop the advance of the gospel. We should pray that God would either convert those who purvey smut or destroy all their efforts to ruin lives, destroy families, exploit women, ensnare the young, and enslave the souls they lure into filth. We should pray that God would save them through judgment for his glory as they hear the gospel and repent, and we should pray that if they are not going to repent, his judgment would fall swiftly on them and stop their program of defilement. 

God is glorified when we pray, and the godly in the Bible often appeal to God’s concern for his own glory.7 So should we. We should pray to God because his name is at stake in our churches. His gospel is at stake in our marriages. His reputation is at stake in the purity of our pastors. His renown is on the line when we open the Bible and seek to explain it. We should call on him to act for the sake of his name—to visit us with such an outpouring of his Spirit that we might see a great awakening in our day to the glory of his justice and mercy in Christ. May the Lord fill our churches and raise up a great testimony to his name. 

 
4. Conclusion 

The center of biblical theology has application in the church, in Bible study, and in the prayer closet. More significantly, it has application on the great day. When God arises to judge the earth, he will display the glory of his justice and his mercy. Those who have trusted in Jesus will be astonished at the mercy shown to them, and that mercy will be all the more precious in view of the everlasting display of justice God will visit on the objects of his wrath. 

From creation to new creation, at the fall and at the flood, in the exodus and the exile, in the new exodus and the return from exile accomplished in the death and resurrection of Jesus, in the church’s pilgrimage through the world, and on the last day: God gets glory in salvation through judgment. His praise endures forever. 

 


Thy mercy, my God, is the theme of my song,
 The joy of my heart, and the boast of my tongue;
 Thy free grace alone, from the first to the last,
Hath won my affections, and bound my soul fast. 

 


Without Thy sweet mercy I could not live here;
 Sin would reduce me to utter despair;
But through Thy free goodness my spirits revive,
And He that first made me still keeps me alive. 

 


Thy mercy is more than a match for my heart,
 Which wonders to feel its own hardness depart;
Dissolved by Thy goodness, I fall to the ground,
And weep to the praise of the mercy I’ve found. 

 


Great Father of mercies, Thy goodness I own,
And the covenant love of Thy crucified Son;
All praise to the Spirit, Whose whisper divine 
Seals mercy, and pardon, and righteousness mine. 

—John Stocker, 1776 

 

 

 

 

1D. A. Carson, “Current Issues in Biblical Theology: A New Testament Perspective,” BBR 5 (1995): 36. 

2 For my response to a recent argument for inclusivism, see James M. Hamilton Jr., “Who Can Be Saved? A Review Article,” TJ 28 (2007): 89–112. 

3 See especially Mark Dever, The Gospel and Personal Evangelism (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007).

4 For a full treatment, see John Piper, What Jesus Demands from the World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006). 

5 See also my argument in James M. Hamilton Jr., “The Church Militant and Her Warfare: We Are Not Another Interest Group” SBJT 11, no. 4 (2007): 70–80. 

6 See, too, James M. Hamilton Jr. and Jonathan Leeman, “A Biblical Theology of Corporate Prayer,” 9Marks eJournal 5, no. 1 (2008): 10–12, http://filemanager.silaspartners.com/dox/9marks/9news/jan-feb08ejournal.pdf. 

7 See the appendix (§7) to chap. 4, table 4.9, “Old Testament Prayers Appealing to God’s Concern for His Own Glory.” 
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