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Assignment 
 
The purpose of the assignments is to help you reflect on how the materials 
can be applied in your own church context, as well as to help other 
Porterbrook participants benefit from your thinking.  They are designed to 
help you with the materials, not to be a hurdle. 

 

With this in mind, all assignments can be presented in either spoken or 
written form — you can choose what you prefer. If you are involved in 
public speaking in your church context (whether it is preaching or teaching, 
in a small-group Bible study, for example) we encourage you to do at least 
some spoken assignments over the course.  Spoken assignments will be 
delivered in small groups at the residential.  Participants give a presentation 
lasting five to ten minutes, followed by group discussion.  Written 
assignments are to be brief (no more than 500 words), and can be e-mailed 
prior to the residential.  If you want to quote someone else‘s thoughts, 
indicate where they come from, but your paper does not need to be 
academically rigorous, with footnotes and bibliography. 

 

Work on Mark 4:35–5:20 throughout this module. 

After reading Unit 1, ask, ―What does it say?‖ 

After reading Unit 2, ask, ―Why does it say it?‖ 

After reading Unit 3, ask, ―What does it mean for us?‖ 

After reading Unit 4, ask, ―What is it trying to do?‖ 

As you work through Units 5–9, explore what light biblical theology throws 
on Mark 4:35–5:20.  Identify which of the different strands of the promise 
appear in the passage. 

Come to the residential ready to discuss your findings. 
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Unit 1. 

What does it say? 
 
 
The Bible is a contemporary book that speaks to us. It does not belong 
simply in the past. God speaks (present tense) to his people through his word 
by his Spirit. Writing to the church in Ephesus in the first century, the Risen 
Christ says: ―He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches.‖ (Revelation 2:7) Though his words are addressed to one particular 
church at one particular time, we are to hear what the Spirit says (present 
tense) to all the churches. 
 
The Bible, then, was written for us. But it was not written to us. It always has 
an original audience in mind. And so we need to work out what the original 
authors meant by what they wrote and why they were writing it to their 
original audience. This is technically known as ‗authorial intent‘.  
 
Sometimes authorial intent is explicit (Luke 1:1-4; 1 John 5:13). Sometimes 
you have to work it out. Who is writing to whom? What are their situations? 
Do they mention specific problems? Is there an overall theme or message? 
When it comes to narrative, what does the author include and leave out? 
What editorial comments does he insert? If the Bible book was part of a 
telephone conversation, what is going on at the other end? 
 
Sometimes you need an iterative process. You get a rough idea of the author‘s 
overall purpose and message. That helps you understand the details. 
Understanding the details clarifies the overall purposes and message. And so 
the process goes on. 
 
The discipline of interpreting the Bible is called ‗hermeneutics‘. There are 
three players in the hermeneutic process: authors, texts and readers. 
Postmodernism locates the meaning with the reader — ―it means whatever it 
means to me‖. But this robs God‘s word of its authority. Evangelical 
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hermeneutics locates the meaning of the text with the authors — both the 
human author and the divine author. (Old Testament writers, however, did 
not always fully appreciate how what they wrote would be fulfilled — 1 Peter 
1:10–11.) This meaning is conveyed by the text of the Bible. Our job is to 
identify the meaning intended by the authors by paying close attention to the 
text. But as readers we come with our own assumptions and prejudices. We 
need to be careful not to let these distort our reading of the Bible. 
 
The key questions to ask of the text are as follows: 
 
A. What?  1. What does the passage say? 
B. Why? 2. Why does the author say it in this way? 
 3. Why does the author say it here? 
 4. Why do this passage and book belong at this point in the 

Bible story? 
C. So what? 5. What response did the author want from his hearers or 

readers? 
 6. What response should we make today? 
 
There is a certain logical progression to these questions. But in reality, most 
of the time, ideas shoot off in all directions as we study a passage. We might 
think of an application as we first read it. We might explore why the author 
says it here, come to some provisional conclusions and then go back to the 
question of what is being said. The process is never a neat ‗step one, then 
step two, then step three‘. 

 

What does it say? 
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To analyse what a passage says, there are many tools you might use and 
questions you might ask. Put the passage in your own words. Look up 
difficult words. What is the argument or flow of the passage? How does each 
sentence and paragraph fit into the flow of the passage? Are there repeated 
words or phrases, opposites, comparisons, contrasts or other patterns? What 
is the historical and cultural background of the passage? Does this help us 
understand what is being said? Are the geographical references relevant? Are 
there names whose meanings are significant? 
 

What is the meaning of the words? 
 

Look up unfamiliar words  
 
The Bible contains unfamiliar words: redemption, propitiation, sanctification 
and so on. Look these up in a Bible dictionary. Often New Testament words 
have some Old Testament resonance. For example, the word ‗redemption‘ is 
often a short-hand for the exodus from slavery in Egypt, so its use in the 
New Testament often conveys the idea of a new exodus from the slavery of 
sin through the Passover sacrifice of Jesus Christ. 
 

The same word can have different meanings, but the greater the 
proximity the more likely the meaning is to be the same 
 
The same word can have different meanings. This is clear across time and 
cultures.  For example, the word ‗hope‘ in the New Testament usually 
conveys the idea of certain expectation. In our culture it usually conveys the 
idea of vague optimism.  But even within the Bible, the same word can have 
different meanings.  
 

Reflection 
What does the word ‗called‘ mean in Jude 1 and 1 
Corinthians 1:23-24? What does it mean in Matthew 22:14 
(ESV)? 

 
This means a cross-reference cannot be relied upon to explain what a word 
means. 
 
A good rule (though not a certain rule) is that the greater the proximity the 
more likely the meaning is to be the same. For example, in Galatians 1:6, does 
‗called‘ mean having heard the gospel (as in Matthew 22) or having become a 
Christian (as in Jude 1 and 1 Corinthians 1)? Is the one who called you Paul 
or God? Galatians 1:15; 5:8, 13 suggest it is the latter. 
 
But proximity is not a fail-safe rule. What is meant by ‗law‘ in 1 Corinthians 
9:20-21? Paul uses the term to describe both the law of Moses and God‘s 
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moral will. He is always under God‘s moral will, but he is no longer under the 
law of Moses, although he will act as if he is under it when he is trying to win 
Jews. 

 
Parallel statements often mutually interpret one another 
 
This is especially the case in Hebrew poetry in which parallelism is a common 
literary device. 
 

Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked 
or stand in the way of sinners 
or sit in the seat of mockers.  
But his delight is in the law of the Lord, 
and on his law he meditates day and night. (Psalm 1:1-2) 

 
In verse 1 walking, standing and sitting are all saying the same thing — the 
idea is that the blessed man should not be influenced by or associate with the 
wicked, sinners, and mockers. And these wicked, sinners and mockers are the 
same people. We do not have three commands, but one command stated in 
three ways. In verse 2, delight and meditation are parallel ideas and this helps 
us appreciate what delighting in the law of the LORD might involve. 
 
Parallelism is also relevant in other genres. See, for example, 1 John 4:1: 
―Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether 
they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the 
world.‖ It is not clear what is meant by ‗the spirits‘. But the rest of the verse 
would suggest they are linked to ‗false prophets‘. It is still unclear whether 
they are the personalities of false teachers or demonic spirits that delude false 
teachers, but we at least know in what form they manifest themselves. 
 

Check the meaning of names 
 
In the Bible the meaning of names is often significant — especially when the 
naming is part of the story. See, for example, Isaiah 8:1-4; Hosea 1:6-11; Matthew 
1:21.  
 

Capital letters are sometimes open to question 
 
The earliest Greek manuscripts were written all in capital letters so we cannot 
know whether a word was originally capitalised. This means translators make 
interpretative choices and these choices are open to question. For example, 
the word pneuma could be translated ‗spirit‘ (a human spirit) or ‗Spirit‘ (the 
divine Holy Spirit). Usually the context makes it clear which is intended. But 
sometimes it is not clear. Some translations of 1 John 4:6 have ‗spirit of truth‘ 
(NASB) while others have ‗Spirit of truth‘ (ESV). 
 

Use a more literal translation for study 
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When you are studying a passage it is a good idea to use more than one 
translation. This will often alert you to issues in the details of the text. Make 
sure one translation is a more literal translation like the ESV, NASB or NRSV. 
For example, in Romans 1:15-18, the ESV has four clauses beginning with the 
word ‗for‘ whereas the NIV has only two. The ESV shows that these verses are 
one argument in which each statement is a consequence of the previous one. 
 

So I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 
Why? For I am not ashamed of the gospel, 
Why? For it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to 

the Jew first and also to the Greek. 
Why? For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as 

it is written, ‗The righteous shall live by faith.‘ 
Why? For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 

and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress 
the truth.  

 

What is the culture of the readers? 
 
The significance of words, ideas and events is in part shaped by the cultural 
and historical background in which they were first spoken. For example, it 
would have been seen as undignified for Middle Eastern patriarchs to run in 
the time of Jesus. If we know this, we detect an even greater significance in 
the actions of the father who runs to meet his errant son in Luke 15. 
 
Look out for things in the passage that seem odd to us. Is there a cultural 
explanation? 
 
Sometimes the text itself supplies us with a significant piece of cultural or 
historical information. For example: ―The Samaritan woman said to him, 
‗You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a 
drink?‘ (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.)‖ (John 4:9) 
 
As you begin to pick up the culture of the biblical world, you will start to spot 
where in the text it is significant. Commentaries will also provide significant 
cultural background information.  
 
But be cautious about cultural information from only one commentator or 
with no apparent foundation in primary sources. For example it is sometimes 
said ‗the eye of a the needle‘ (Mark 10:25) was a small gate in Jerusalem 
through which it was extremely difficult, but possible, to squeeze a camel. 
There is no evidence for this. One person‘s tentative suggestion can become 
someone else‘s confident assertion. People also sometimes read in the 
practices of one culture to provide explanations of another culture. 
 

What is the significance of the structure? 
 
Thinking about the structure can be appropriate for a whole Bible book, a 
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section within a book, a paragraph or a verse. 
 

1. Try to work out the structure 
 
Look for structural markers: 
 
 Repeated words or phrases 

For example: ‗When Jesus had finished saying these things …‘ (Matthew 
7:28-29: 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1) creates five blocks of teaching with five 
blocks of narrative. 

 
 The same location or time 

For example: Mark 1:21-39 — a day in the life of Jesus. 
 
 Bookends (inclusio) 

Sometimes the writer uses phrases or ideas that enclose a section, or has 
the ending bring us back to the beginning of a book or section (perhaps 
with an important change). It is a good idea, for example, to look at the 
beginning and end of epistles. This often gives you a clue to the central 
themes. See, for example, Romans 1:5 and 16:26. 

 
 Sandwiches 

Where one story or theme encloses another. For example: Mark 5:21-43. 
 
 Chiasm 

When the first and last parts parallel each other, the second and 
penultimate parts parallel each other and so on into a central point. For 
example: a-b-b-a or a-b-c-d-c-b-a. Chiasm is named after ‗chi‘ — the 
Greek letter for ‗x‘. English stories come to a climax with a punchline at 
the end. Hebrew stories often have the climax or punchline in the middle.  

 
For example: Daniel (chapters 2–7 are all in Aramaic) 
chapter 2: a vision of four kingdoms and God‘s kingdom 
chapter 3: God saves his people from death (fiery furnace) 
chapter 4: God deposes a king (Nebuchadnezzar) 
chapter 5: God deposes a king (Belshazzar) 
chapter 6: God saves his people from death (lions) 
chapter 7: a vision of four kingdoms and God‘s kingdom 

 

2. Try to work out the significance of the structure 
 
Identifying structure can be great fun, but it is not an end in itself. We want 
to be people who are shaped by God‘s word, not people who shape God‘s 
word into clever or elaborate structures. What themes does the structure 
highlight? (One test is to ask whether it is likely the author would recognise 
the structure you find in the text.) 
 
 Repeated phrases 
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For example: Acts 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20; 28:30-31. Each section 
ends with Luke saying, ―Looking back, the end result is growth.‖ This 
suggests Acts is about the growth of the gospel. 

 
 Bookends (inclusio) 

Bookends often highlight key themes. We saw before that Romans is 
bookended by 1:5 and 16:26. God‘s great purpose in the history of 
salvation and Paul‘s great task (one he wants help with from the Roman 
church) is to bring the nations to the obedience of faith. 

 
 Sandwiches 

Sandwiches often mutually interpret one another. For example: Mark 
11:11-19, 20-25, 26-33. The withering of the fig tree is an enacted parable 
which illustrates Jesus‘ judgment on the religion of the temple. 

 
 Chiasm 

Chiasms often give a focus to the central item or to the beginning and 
end. They also help us make links between the parallel items. 
For example: John 1:1-2 
 A. In the beginning was the Word, 
 B. and the Word was with God, 
 C. and the Word was God. 
 B‘. He was with God 
 A‘. in the beginning. 
The central idea is that the Word was God. 

 
Mark 7:24-8:30 
 A. The faith of a Gentile woman (7:24-30) 
 B. Ears are opened (7:31-37) 
 C. Bread for 4,000 (8:1-10) 
 D. The unbelief of the Pharisees (8:11-13) 
 C‘. Discussion of Bread (8:14-21) 
 B‘. Eyes are opened (8:22-26) 
 A‘. The faith of the disciples (8:27-30) 
This chiasm shows that the section is about faith and coming to faith. It 
shows that the miracles in 7:31-37 and 8:22-26 are there to illustrate the 
way Jesus gives faith. 

 

3. Look out for repetition 
 
Repeated words, phrases or ideas often point to the main concern of the 
writer. For example, look at John 6:47-59. Look at the repeated words: life, 
die, eternal life, come down from heaven.  The emphasis seems to be that 
Jesus has come down from heaven to give us eternal life. 
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Exercise 
 Look at Daniel 3. What are the repeated phrases? What 

impact do they have? 

 Look at Daniel 4. What are the repeated phrases? See 
verses 3 and 34; and verses 17, 25, 32. How do they interpret the story? 

 

What is the context of the text? 
 
What would happen if you read a novel like an encyclopaedia — dipping in 
and reading an isolated paragraph? You would not be able to make much 
sense of it. The Bible is much more like a novel than an encyclopaedia. 
Verses or paragraphs read out of context will not make much sense.  
 
Consider the following statement: ―I‘m mad about my car.‖ The word ‗mad‘ 
could mean enthusiastic and excited or it could mean angry and annoyed. 
Taken on its own the statement is unclear. But add a bit of context and it 
becomes clearer: ―I‘m mad about my car; it was stolen from right outside my 
house.‖ Context clarifies a text. It can even alter what we originally thought it 
meant. Texts only truly make sense in a context. 
 

Reflection 
Jesus says: ―I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw 
all men to myself.‖ (John 12:32) Does this teach that when 
we lift Jesus up in our evangelism or praise, people will 

become Christians? What does it mean for Jesus to be lifted up? 
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Unit 2. 

Why does it say it? 
 
 
The ‗what‘ question is not enough (―What does it say?‖). You need to ask the 
‗why‘ question — ―Why does it say it?‖. Otherwise you may identify lots of 
good truths, but miss the big idea. The ‗why‘ question is also a key stepping-
stone towards application. The response the author wanted from his readers 
then will take us a long way toward identifying the response we should make 
today. 
 
Look at 1 Corinthians 13:4-7. What does this passage say? Look at 1 
Corinthians 1:10-12; 3:1-4; 4:6-10; 6:,6-8; 11:17-18. Why does Paul say what 
he says in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7? 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 is not a warm, fuzzy 
poem about love. It is a stinging indictment of the divisions and quarrels in 
the Corinthian church. The Corinthians would not have sighed, ―Ah, how 
lovely!‖ as they read it. They would have said, ―Ouch!‖ 
 
Asking the ‗why‘ question includes: 
 Why does the author say it this way? 
 Why does the author say it here? 
 

Why does the author say it this way? 
 
Why has the author chosen these phrases, illustrations, images, arguments, 
rather than others? With stories, are there any editorial comments? What is 
the writer‘s perspective on the story?  
 

Genre 
 
Different genres in the Bible include: 
 narrative (for example: Old Testament history, the Gospels, Acts and 

some prophecy) 
 letter (for example: Romans, 1 Corinthians) 
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 poetry (for example: the Psalms, some prophecy and sections within 
narrative) 

 apocalyptic (for example: Daniel 7-12, Revelation) 
 wisdom (for example: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job) 
 
Genres have their own conventions. Imagine writing a love letter in the style 
of a bank letter, or vice versa! 
 

Figurative language 
 
imagery  Is the author using an image, picture, metaphor or simile? For 

example, Psalm 1 says a wise man is like a tree planted by 
streams of water. He does not expect us to sink our feet into 
holes by river banks! 

hyperbole A hyperbole is a deliberately exaggerated statement. For 
example, in Luke 14:26 and Matthew 10:37 Jesus talks about 
hating your parents. This is a hyperbole for loving them less 
than God. But we should not ‗tone down‘ hyperboles so as to 
ignore them. What difference does it make to speak in terms 
of hating your parents? 

metonyms  With a metonym, one or two examples of a group stand for a 
whole. For example, widows and orphans in James 1:27 
represent all types of needy and vulnerable people. 

 

Tone and feel 
 
What is the mood of the writing? How was the writer feeling as he wrote? 
What emotions are described? What emotional impact did the writer intend? 
 
Thinking about ‗how‘ the passage was written will help you: 
 
 identify whether a phrase is to be taken literally or not 

Narrative and letters are more literal forms while poetry and apocalyptic 
are more figurative forms. But this does not mean everything in narrative 
and letters is literal (Philippians 2:17, for example), nor that everything in 
poetry and apocalyptic is figurative (compare Psalm 89:3-4 and 2 Samuel 
7). And remember that ‗figurative‘ is not the same as ‗false‘. Figurative 
statements express truth in non-literal ways to maximise the emotional 
impact of the truth. 

 
 identify the emotional impact that the writer intends 

The Bible is not a manual or encyclopaedia of divine knowledge. God 
does intend it to inform our minds, but he also intends it to move our 
hearts and transform our wills. Part of your role as a teacher of the Bible 
is to recreate that emotional impact through your teaching. 
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Reflection 
Look at Psalm 42:1-2; Isaiah 55:12 and Ezekiel 7:5-12. What 
figurative language is used? What emotional impact does the 
writer intend? How might you replicate that emotional 

impact as you teach the passage? 

 

Editorial comment 
 
Stories in the Bible are not just there to entertain us. They are to inform us 
and shape our lives. They reveal God‘s character and encapsulate biblical 
values. Think about how national identity is shaped by a nation‘s history and 
the way that history is told.  For example, Australian suspicion of authority is 
reflected in the fact that many of its historical heroes are rebels and outlaws; 
US history is dominated by military and pioneering figures. The Bible is the 
history of God‘s new nation. But the significance of stories is not always 
clear. How are we to teach them? How are we to apply them? 
 
One key way of identifying their significance is to look for editorial 
comments. These are statements that do not add to the narration of events; 
rather, they comment on or interpret them. Sometimes they may involve a 
reference to how the story fulfils another part of the Bible. 
 
See, for example, Mark 6:30-44. Verse 34 is pure editorial comment. It 
connects the story back to Ezekiel 34. 
 
Sometimes the editorial comment may be in the words of one of the 
participants of the story which the narrator has chosen to include because it 
comments on the story.  
 

Reflection 
What does Daniel‘s prayer in Daniel 2:20-23 add to the 
story? Could you still follow the story if these verses were 
removed? How do they interpret the story? 

 
Biblical writers also point to the significance of stories by the way they 
juxtapose them with other stories. For example, putting the cursing of the fig 
tree around the cleansing of the temple in Mark 11 shows that Jesus is cursing 
Israel because it has not borne fruit among the nations.  
 

Reflection 
What is the significance of the juxtaposition of Mark 6:14-29 
and 6:30-44? What is the significance of the juxtaposition of 
6:30-44 and 6:45-52? 
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Why does the author say this here? 
 
As we said in the previous unit, texts only make sense in their context. This is 
true at all levels. Looking at the text in its context involves looking at: 
 verses in the context of paragraphs 
 paragraphs in the context of sections 
 sections in the context of whole books 
 books in the context of the Bible story as a whole 

verses  paragraph  section  Bible book  whole Bible story 
 

Reflection 
Look at Mark 8:22-26. What does this story teach? Look at 
Mark 8:14-21 and 27-30. What change has taken place in the 
disciples? How does the miracle in verses 22-26 help us 

understand this change? Why is the miracle in two stages? It will help to look 
at 8:31-34. Do the disciples see clearly who Jesus is? What was Mark‘s intent 
in telling the story of the healing of the blind man? 

 

The flow of the passage 
 
What is the flow of the passage? What is the logic of the argument? What 
does each sentence and paragraph add? How do they elaborate or develop or 
apply what has already been said? In the case of narrative, how does it 
unfold? What are the key moments of tension and resolution? How does 
each incident add to the story or comment on the story? Why has the author 
chosen to retell the story in this way with these emphases? 
 
Look for linking words like ‗for‘, ‗therefore‘, ‗but‘, ‗if‘, ‗since‘, ‗for this reason‘, 
‗so that‘, ‗because‘, ‗then‘, ‗as a result‘ and ‗consequently‘. Get into the habit 
of spotting them and following the connections they make. They will help 
you work out the flow or argument of the section. 
 ‗for‘, ‗since‘, ‗because‘ — the order is consequence–reason. 
 ‗therefore‘, ‗as a result‘, ‗then‘, ‗so that‘ — the order is reason–consequence. 
 ‗but‘ usually suggests a contrast or qualification. What are the contrasts? 

What is the qualification and what does statement does it qualify? 
 ‗and‘ and ‗then‘ usually indicate events or ideas that are in a sequence. 
 ‗if‘ can introduce a conditional statement. Identify what the condition is 

and what the consequence is. ‗If‘ can also be used rhetorically, in which 
case it virtually means ‗because‘. See Philippians 2:1-4, for example. The 
‗if‘ here is clearly rhetorical — Paul does not expect someone to say, ―I 
don‘t have these encouragements, so I don‘t need to behave in this way.‖ 
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Reflection 
Look for linking words in Philippians 1. Identify the 
consequence and reason or contrasts or statement and 
qualification or sequence of ideas they link. 

 
I often pause in my deliberations to re-read the passage to see if I can make 
sense of the flow. I want to be sure I know how it all fits together; how every 
part contributes to the argument. I do not simply want to know what a verse 
means. I want to know why it is here. I will often do this several times as I 
work on a passage. I never want to lose sight of the main argument as I delve 
into the detail. Or, to put it the other way round, I want the detail to be 
constantly improving my understanding of the main argument. 
 

Look for surprises 
 
Are there any surprises — something the author has said that we would not 
expect? How can we account for these surprises? 
 

Reflection 
Look at Mark 1:40. We would expect the leper to say, ―If you 
can, you will make me clean.‖ But the leper actually says, ―If 
you are willing, you can make me clean.‖ What is there in the 

context that helps account for this surprise? 

 

Why has the author used this quotation or allusion? 
 
Look out for quotations from, and allusions to, the Old Testament. Most 
modern translations indicate quotations with a footnote reference. Allusions 
are harder to spot without a good knowledge of the Old Testament, but 
commentaries will usually point you in the right direction. 
 
Look up quotations and allusions in their original context. Think of them as a 
hypertext link. They are often shorthand for a set of ideas that their context 
provides. Assume the writer understands the quotation in its original context. 
And so, to understand its significance, you need to understand it in its 
original context. 
 

Exercise 
To what might Mark be alluding in Mark 12:1? See Isaiah 
5:1-7. How does this inform our understanding of the 
parable in Mark 12:1-12? Look up the quotation on Mark 

12:10-11. How does this inform our understanding of the parable? 
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The message of the book 
 
Try to work out how your passage fits into the flow or argument of the book 
as a whole. ―You can‘t see the wood for the trees,‖ people sometimes say. It 
can be true of Bible exposition. We need to beware getting so involved with 
the details (the trees) that we miss the big picture (the wood). We need 
constantly to refer our understanding of verses and paragraphs back to our 
understanding of the book as a whole. What does this passage contribute to 
the message of the book? How does the overall message of the book inform 
this passage? This will be an iterative process. The more we understand the 
whole, the better we will understand the pieces. The more we understand the 
pieces, the better we will understand the whole.  
 
 

 
 

the meaning 
of a passage 

the message 
of the book 
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Unit 3. 

So what does it 

mean for us? 
 
 

What response did the author want? 
 
Identifying the application then will take you 90 per cent of the way towards 
identifying the application for us now. So we need to ask: to whom was the 
author writing, and why? Why did the author write this? What response did 
he want to create?  
 

For whom is this message? 
 
Is this passage for unbelievers or believers? Is this passage for individual 
Christians or the Christian community as a whole? (Remember that in 
English ‗you‘ can be singular and plural so check whether the Greek or 
Hebrew word translated ‗you‘ refers to an individual or a community.) Is this 
passage for a particular type of person (leaders, parents, men, women)? Be 
careful when applying a truth intended for one group to another group. Make 
sure you identify the underlying generic principle of the passage, and see how 
that principle applies to the people of God today in general, and to your 
group in particular. 
 
For example, Leviticus 15 has a range of guidelines for dealing with various 
bodily discharges. Those laws are not directly applicable to God‘s people 
today. But notice the underlying principle in Leviticus 15:31: the reason for 
these cleanliness laws is so that the people do not defile God‘s dwelling-place; 
if they do so, they will be destroyed. The laws about discharges are a tangible 
reminder to them that they are a sinful people who live with a holy God in 
their midst. This same principle applies today. It applies at the level of the 
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forgiveness of sins: we need to come to Jesus to have our sins washed away. 
Sinners cannot come into the presence of a holy God, except by the blood of 
Christ (see, for example, 1 John 1:7–9; Hebrews 10:22). But we might also 
apply the principle to church discipline. God‘s dwelling-place today is the 
church (John 14:16–17; 1 Corinthians 6:19–20). And so we must not tolerate 
unrepentant sin in the midst of God‘s the church. Therefore the New 
Testament consistently calls on the people to God to expel those who call 
themselves Christian but who refuse to repent of sin (see, for example, 
Matthew 18:15–20; 1 Corinthians 5:1–13; 2 Thessalonians 3:6). They are 
defiling the church, and risking its ruin (Revelation 2:4–5; 14–16). 
 
Sometimes there are two audiences — there are hearers and readers. The 
parables, for example, are addressed by Jesus to his hearers. But they are also 
retold by the Gospel writers to their readers. Think about both audiences. 
 

Is there explicit application? 
 
Look for explicit application in the text. Application is not confined to 
explicit commands: we have to explore the implications of what a passage 
teaches. But commands (injunctions) can be good pointers. Is there a 
command to obey, example to follow, promise to comfort, sin to confess, 
warning to heed? For example, what command is given in Revelation 5? See 
verse 5: ―Weep no more; behold‖ (ESV). It may not be directly addressed to 
them, but this is the response John wants from his readers: to weep no more, 
but instead to look to the crucified King. 
 

Is a story told as an example? 
 

1 Corinthians 10:6, Hebrews 11 and James 5:10 show us that the Bible tells us 
stories as examples for us to follow or avoid. But this is not always 
straightforward. 
 Daniel continues to pray to God even though the king outlaws prayer to 

anyone but himself (Daniel 6). Should we copy Daniel and obey God 
rather than people? 

 As a boy Samuel hears God speaking to him in the night and revealing 
the future (1 Samuel 3). Should we copy Samuel and expect God audibly 
to reveal the future? 

 David commits adultery with Bathsheba and then murders her husband 
to cover up his actions (2 Samuel 11). Should we copy David and commit 
adultery? 

 

How can we decide which of these ‗applications‘ of Bible stories is 
appropriate? Here are some pointers: 
 What do other parts of the Bible say about the behaviour described? 

(This said, ensure that the passage you are reading speaks for itself: do 
not teach another passage in its place.) 

 What is the author‘s intent in writing? (Back to the why question.) Does 
the author portray this as an example to be followed? 
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 The Bible story is the story of God‘s unfolding promises and biblical 
ethics are always the ethics of faith. Ask yourself: What do the actions of 
these characters reveal about their faith in God‘s promises? What action 
does their faith lead to? This will help you avoid moralism. For example, 
the main problem with Abraham and Sarah having a child by Hagar is 
that they do this because they do not trust God‘s promise of a child and 
so take matters into their own hands (Genesis 16).  

 Remember that God is always the ‗hero‘ of the story. The central 
question is always: What does this story reveal about God?  

 Think carefully about whom you identify with in the story. Do not 
assume you should identify with the hero (for example, ―We should care 
for the hungry, just as Jesus fed the 5,000‖). This Bible story is not about 
us; it is about God. More often we should identify with the beneficiaries 
(―We should look to Jesus to provide eternal bread for us‖). 

 

Reflection 
Consider the following stories. Are they examples to us? If 
so, what example are we to follow? 
 The story of David and Goliath (1 Samuel 17). 

 The story of Gideon and his fleeces (Judges 6). 
 The story of Israel grumbling in the wilderness (Exodus 17) (See 

Hebrews 3:16–19.) 

 

What response did the author want from his hearers or readers?  
 
Try to summarise what response you think the original author wanted from 
his readers. This may be an action to do. But it may equally be confidence in 
truth, grief over sin, joy in Christ, compassion for others, praise to God, 
wonder at grace and so on. The intended response may be an action, but it 
may also be an emotion or change of motivation. Even when you identify 
actions for people to do, ask what motivations the passage provides. 
 

What response should we make today? 
 
If the writer wanted this response from his original hearers, what response 
would he want from us today? What would he say to us today? What would 
the application then look like in our generation?  
 
Application may be explicit in a passage. But there will also be implicit 
application. If this is true, what are the implications? What does it tell us 
about God, Jesus, humanity, history? What light does it cast on the culture 
around us? What idolatrous desires and idols are exposed? What misplaced 
hopes, ideas, expectations and allegiances are exposed? Why do we not want 
to hear this? How might we mishear this? 
 
Think in terms of application to: 
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1. Christians What are the implications for Christians, their walk 
with God and their service of God? 

 
2. The church What are the implications for your life and mission 

together as a Christian community? 
 
3. Unbelievers What are the implications for unbelievers? How 

should they respond to the message? 
 
4. The world What are the implications for public life and our 

attitude to our culture? 
 

Exercise 
1. Read Mark 10:17–31. Are there any explicit commands? 
For whom is this message? Is this story told as an example? 
What response did Jesus want from his hearers? What 

response did Mark want from his readers? What motivations does the passage 
provide? 
 
2. What are the implications of this passage for (1) Christians; (2) the church 
(3) unbelievers; and (4) the world? 

 

Linking belief and behaviour 
 
Look at Romans 1:24-25 (ESV): 
 

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 
dishonouring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth 
about God for a lie and worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator, 
who is blessed forever! Amen.  

 
Notice the connections that Paul makes here. Believing lies about God leads 
to impure behaviour. Behaviour is always the product of faith or unbelief. We 
act in accordance with our beliefs — not always what we profess to believe, 
but what we believe in our hearts at the moment in which we act. If I truly 
believe that God is my heavenly Father then I will not worry when I face 
financial problems (Luke 12:22–31). 
 
We need to make links between the truths we see in the passage and our 
attitudes and actions in daily life. We need to make the truth real. We need to 
see that the truth is not merely theological, abstract, transcendental or 
eschatological. We need to show how the truth makes a difference to daily 
life. Justification by faith in Christ‘s finished work means not just that I will 
be acquitted on the final day, but also that I do not need to prove myself 
today. 
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Reflection 
1. What beliefs or unbeliefs might underlie someone getting 
angry? (There are a number of possible answers.) 
2. What actions might follow from confidence in the truth 

that God is sovereign? What actions might follow from doubting God‘s 
sovereign care? (There are a number of possible answers.) 

 

―If you don‘t believe this, then…‖ 
 
Sometimes it is helpful to think how people would behave if they did not 
believe what the passages teaches. This often helps to give the passage‘s 
truths some bite for us today. We may think we believe what a passage 
teaches. But when we describe the behaviour of someone who does not 
believe the passage, we often find it is similar to our behaviour! 
 
You might try writing an ‗opposite‘ version of the passage. For example, here 
is the opposite of Psalm 3: 

 
I‘ve got so many problems! 
It seems as if everyone‘s against me. 
Everyone says: ―You have to look after number one.‖ 
My security is in my bank balance, 
I glory in my possessions, 
I want to rise up the career ladder. 
I complain to anyone who‘ll hear me. 
I lie awake at night 
and in the morning I‘m worn out with worry. 
I‘m worried about all the people who get in my way. 
I need to get up; I need to get going. 
I need to beat the opposition. 
I need to show them who‘s best. 
My success comes through my hard work. 
I‘m going to make sure I enjoy the good life. 

 

Some of these statements sound like things we might say or think. It reveals 
what happens when we do not believe the truths of the Psalm. We can then 
work back to the real version to see how the truth should set us free. 
 

Exercise 
Write an ‗opposite‘ version of Romans 5:1-5. There are 
different ways this might be done. Choose phrases that come 
close to the way you or people you know sometimes think. 
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Unit 4. 

What is it trying to 

do? 
 
 

Addressing the heart of the teacher 
 
―The fool says in his heart, ‗There is no God.‘ They are corrupt, their deeds 
are vile; there is no-one who does good.‖ (Psalm 14:1) The characteristic of a 
fool is not ignorance or stupidity, but corruption and sin. Look at Romans 
1:18–25. People do not know God because we do not want to obey God. It is 
not because we cannot know God (God has made himself plain), but because 
we will not know God (we choose to worship created things rather than the 
Creator). 
 
The main thing that prevents us understanding God‘s word is our sin. We 
instinctively tend towards understanding the Bible in the way that justifies our 
actions and attitudes. Jesus said, ―If anyone chooses to do God‘s will, he will 
find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether I speak on my 
own.‖ (John 7:17) Those who understand the teaching of Jesus are those who 
begin with a desire to do God‘s will. 
 
So two principles are foundational: 
 

1. Read the Bible with a humble heart 
 
―The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise 
wisdom and discipline.‖ (Proverbs 1:7) The beginning of wisdom is the fear 
of the LORD. The Bible defines a fool as one who will not obey God and the 
wise person as one who fears God, who is willing to submit to God. ―This is 
what the LORD says: ‗Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. 
Where is the house you will build for me? Where will my resting place be? 
Has not my hand made all these things, and so they came into being?‘ 
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declares the LORD. ‗This is the one I esteem: he who is humble and contrite 
in spirit, and trembles at my word.‘‖ (Isaiah 66:1-2). The Creator esteems 
those who tremble at his word. ―For this is what the high and lofty one says 
— he who lives for ever, whose name is holy: ‗I live in a high and holy place, 
but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit, to revive the spirit of the 
lowly and to revive the heart of the contrite.‘‖ (Isaiah 57:15) The Most High 
dwells with the humble. The one who lives in a high place dwells with the 
lowly! We need to be humble and contrite before God‘s word. We need to 
tremble at his word (see Psalm 29). Look at James 1:19-25. We read the Bible 
not simply for information. We read it so that it shapes our lives. We are not 
simply informed by God‘s word. We are transformed by God‘s word. 
 

2. Read the Bible as part of a discipling community 
 
We are often blind to sin and blind to the way we use the Bible to justify our 
actions and attitudes. We need other people to highlight our sin and 
misunderstandings. So we need to read the Bible as part of a community who 
will graciously challenge our thinking and behaviour. 
 
Look at Ephesians 4:13-16. So far in Ephesians Paul has described how 
Christ has united us — he has made us one. He has explained how we need 
one another. But for what? Look at verses 13-16. What are the big ideas in 
these verses? In every verse we have the idea of maturity and growth.  
Maturity means growing more like Christ. And we grow together into maturity. 
 ―that we will be mature in the Lord…‖ (verse 13) 
 ―no longer be immature like children…‖ (verse 14) 
 ―growing in every way more and more like Christ‖ (verse 15) 
 ―As each part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow, so 

that the whole body is healthy and growing and full of love.‖ (verse 16) 
 
How do we grow more like Christ? This happens as we speak the truth to one 
another in love. 
 ―…until we all come to such unity in our faith and knowledge of God‘s Son 

that we will be mature.‖ (verse 13) 
 ―We won‘t be tossed and blown about by every wind of new teaching. We will 

not be influenced when people try to trick us with lies so clever they sound like 
the truth.‖ (verse 14) 

 ―Instead, we will speak the truth in love.‖ (verse 15) 
What makes us mature is faith and knowledge of God‘s Son. We become 
mature as we are able to spot lies — even lies that sound like the truth. Your 
friends or colleagues will say things to you that sound plausible, but you will 
be able to say, ―No, that‘s not the truth about God‘s Son. I‘m not going to 
think that way or behave that way.‖ But this is a communal activity. We are to 
speak truth to one another in love. We are to be communities in which we 
encourage, challenge, console, rebuke, counsel, exhort and comfort one 
another with the truth.  
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Addressing the heart of your hearers 
 

Addressing the mind 
 
Our first job as teachers of God‘s word is to make it clear. John Stott says: 

 
To expound Scripture is to bring out of the text what is there and expose it to view. 
The expositor prizes open what appears to be closed, makes plain what is obscure, 
unravels what is knotted and unfolds what is tightly packed … Our responsibility as 
expositors is to open it up in such a way that it speaks its message clearly, plainly, 
accurately, relevantly, without addition, subtraction or falsification. In expository 
preaching the biblical text is neither a conventional introduction to a sermon on a 
largely different theme, nor a convenient peg on which to hang a ragbag of 
miscellaneous thoughts, but a master which dictates and controls what is said.1 

 

Addressing the will 
 

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 
Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who 
looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and 
immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the 
perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has 
heard, but doing it — he will be blessed in what he does. (James 1:22–25) 

 
Addressing the mind by making the Bible clear is our first responsibility. But 
it is not enough. We must not merely understand God‘s word. We must live 
it. Bible teaching alone is not a blessing. Blessing is found in what we do in 
response to God‘s word (verse 25). Indeed, hearing the word without heeding 
the word is very dangerous (Luke 10:13-15; 11:29-32). So the measure of our 
Bible teaching is not the soundness of our content, nor the eloquence of our 
delivery, but the impact on the lives of our hearers. Our aim is not good Bible 
teaching, but good Bible living through Bible teaching. 
 
So it is not enough to address the mind. We must also address the will. 
Information must lead to action. 
 

Addressing the heart 
 
But if we only address the mind and will then we run the risk of encouraging 
legalism. If we only tell people how they ought to behave then they will view 
right behaviour as an obligation. Instead we should see right behaviour as the 
fruit of Christ‘s work for us and the Spirit‘s work in us. 
 
A desire for self-justification is strong in human beings. We all have a 
tendency towards legalism. We interpret moral commands as a way to earn 
approval from God and other people. We need to constantly challenge this 
attitude, pointing people again and again to God‘s grace and Christ‘s finished 
work on the cross. 

                                                 
1 John Stott, Between Two Worlds (Eerdmans, 1982), 125–126 
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If addressing the will alone does not create legalists, then it will instead create 
defeated Christians. Paul says behavioural rules like ―Do not handle! Do not 
taste! Do not touch!‖ may ―have an appearance of wisdom‖, ―but they lack 
any value in restraining sensual indulgence.‖ (Colossians 2:20-23) Giving 
people a moral code might tell people the right way to live, but it will not 
enable them to live it.  
 
So we need to address the motives, desires, thoughts, attitudes, longings and 
worship of the heart. In our culture the heart represents our emotions, often 
in contrast to the rationalism of the mind. In the Bible, however, the heart 
represents something bigger and deeper. It stands for our inner selves. It 
represents the motivational structure of our worldview and desires. The heart 
is seen as the root or cause of our actions and emotions (Mark 7:21-23; Luke 
6:43-45; James 4:1-2). It is ‗the wellspring of life‘ — the fountain from which 
the rest of our life flows (Proverbs 4:23). 
 
It is because the desires of the heart underlie behaviour that idolatry is so 
fundamental to the Bible‘s understanding of sin. Idolatry is turning the 
worship and affections of the heart away from God to something else. Martin 
Luther claimed the first commandment — ―You shall have no other gods 
before me‖ (Exodus 20:3) — was first because you never break any of the 
others without first breaking this commandment. The New Testament calls 
this ‗the sinful desires of the heart‘ (or ‗the lusts of the flesh‘). We sin because 
in that moment we desire, treasure, delight in, long for, fear, worship, glorify 
or want something more than we desire God. It may be a desire for a good 
thing, but that good thing has come to matter more to us than God. And 
because it matters more to us than God, we are prepared to displease God to 
pursue what we desire. We might lie because we desire someone‘s approval. 
We might steal because we look for meaning in possessions. We might 
overwork because we want to justify ourselves. We might be anxious because 
we want our children to do well. 
 
So the goal of our Bible teaching should be to address desires, treasures, 
delights, longings, fears, hopes and worship of our hearts and redirect them 
to God — he is the one who we should truly desire, treasure, delight, long 
for, fear, trust and worship. 
 We need to portray the beauty of God so that people desire him. 
 We need to portray the majesty of God so that people fear him. 
 We need to portray the greatness of God so that people trust him. 
 We need to portray the grace of God so that people rest in him. 
Our goal should be for people to discover a fresh love for God over and over 
again. Our goal should be to captivate and capture people‘s hearts for God. 
 
Think of the process like this: Study the passage until it moves you. You 
might be moved to praise, sorrow, love, confession, joy, confidence or fear. 
Your aim, then, is to teach the passage so that it moves your hearers in the 
same way. And you try to do this by teaching the passage and making it clear. 
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Exercise 
Tim Keller suggests the following structure for Bible 
application: 
 

A basic outline for Christ-centred, gospel-motivated sermons 
The following may actually be four points in a presentation, or they may be 
treated very quickly as the last point of a sermon. But more generally, this is a 
foundational outline for the basic moral reasoning and argument that lies at 
the heart of the application.  
 

 The Plot winds up: WHAT YOU MUST DO. 
‗This is what you have to do! Here is what the text/narrative tells us that 
we must do or what we must be.‘ 

 

 The Plot thickens: WHY YOU CAN‘T DO IT. 
‗But you can‘t do it! Here are all the reasons that you will never become 
like this just by trying very hard.‘ 

 

 The Plot resolves: HOW HE DID IT. 
‗But there‘s One who did. Perfectly. Wholly. Jesus, the… He has done 
this for us, in our place.‘ 

 

 The Plot winds down: HOW, THROUGH HIM, YOU CAN DO IT.  
‗Our failure to do it is due to our functional rejection of what he did. 
Remembering him frees our heart so we can change like this…‘2 

 

Use Tim Keller‘s model structure to create an outline for a talk on David and 
Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11). 

 

Here is Keller‘s own summary of how he used the story of David and 
Bathsheba to talk about the power of sexual attraction and beauty in our 
culture. 

1. What you must do: The power of physical beauty over us must be broken. Look at 
the devastation in our society and in our lives. (i) It distorts women‘s view of 
themselves (plus eating disorders). (ii) It demoralizes aging people. (iii) It distorts 
men‘s lives by making them reject great spouse-prospects for superficial reasons 
(plus pornography). What must we do? Don‘t judge a book by its cover. Be deep. 
Don‘t be controlled. 

2. But you can‘t: You know quite well we won‘t be able to. Why? First, we desire 
physical beauty to cover our own sense of shame and inadequacy (Genesis 3). 
―When you look good you feel good about yourself‖ really equals ―...you feel 
yourself to be good.‖ Second, we are afraid of our mortality and death. 
Evolutionary biologists and Christians together agree that the drive to have physical 
beauty is a desire for youth. We‘ll never overcome our problem by just ―trying‖. 

3. But there was one who did. There was one who was beautiful beyond bearing yet 
willingly gave it up (Philippians 2). He became ugly that we might become beautiful 
(Isaiah 52:14). 

4. Only now we can change. Only as we see what he did for us will our hearts be 
melted and freed from the belief that we can judge a book by its cover. Only when 

                                                 
2 Tim Keller, ‗Preaching in a Postmodern City,‘ The Movement, June 2004 
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we can be in him will we be freed from our sense of shame and fear of mortality.3 

 

What is it trying to do? 
 
The Bible uses a variety of motives and styles. Sometimes it promises 
blessing; sometimes it warns of judgment. Sometimes it repels us by exposing 
the ugliness of sin; sometimes it captivates us with a vision of God‘s glory 
and grace. Sometimes it appeals to the imagination, sometimes to reason. It 
uses stories, poetry, dialogue, logic and pictures. The original authors are 
rarely just giving information. They are trying to effect a change in their 
readers or hearers. 
 
So far we have identified three key questions: What does it say? Why does it 
say it? So what does it mean for us? But there is a fourth question to ask: 
What is it trying to do? This means more than asking what the author wants 
his readers to ‗do‘ (application). It includes motivation. What does the author 
want his readers to feel, dread, desire, worship, flee, confess and change? And 
how does he try to bring about this change? 
 
Hebrews 10:26-39 wants us to remain faithful to Christ. But it does not 
simply tells this. It is not merely conveying information. It wants us to feel 
what a shocking thing it is to reject our Saviour. It wants us to fear the terror 
of God‘s judgment. It wants to us to regain our original zeal for Christ. It 
wants us to gain an eternal perspective on present threats. For Christians 
facing social stigma and persecution, compromise seems the obvious choice. 
Hebrews wants us to read these verses and feel by the end that faithfulness to 
Christ is the obvious choice despite the persecution. 
 
In a famous sermon entitled ‗The expulsive power of a new affection‘, 
Thomas Chalmers argued we cannot simply tell ourselves to stop sinning. We 
need to direct the desires that sin falsely satisfies towards that which truly 
satisfies and liberates: God himself. A renewed affection for God is the only 
thing that will expel sinful desires from our hearts. ―The idols of our hearts 
cannot be removed,‖ says Tim Keller, ―they can only be replaced.‖ If you 
told someone to destroy his house, Chalmers argued, then you might 
persuade him to do so reluctantly. But if you promised a far better house in 
its place then he would destroy it gladly. Tell someone to stop sinning and at 
best they may do so reluctantly and partially. But give someone a vision of 
knowing God and his glory, and they will gladly root out all that gets in the 
way of their relationship with God (Hebrews 12:1-3). 
 
This enables our preaching always to be gospel preaching. We are not asking 
people to give up something for the sake of adherence to a law. We are 
inviting them to find true joy in God. We asking them to give up something 
that does not satisfy in any enduring sense and replace it with the beauty and 
glory of God. 

                                                 
3 Tim Keller, ‗Preaching in a Postmodern City‘ 
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Exercise 
Imagine you have been asked to give a talk on money or 
work. Choose an appropriate passage. Identify what you are 
going to ask people to do. Identify what motivation you are 

going to offer. 
 
Imagine you have been asked to give a talk on Psalm 33. Identify how you are 
going to apply the passage. Identify what motivation you are going to offer. 
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Unit 5. 

The story of promise 
 
 

Living in a story 
 
The Bible is not a manual of theology. You cannot look under ‗P‘ for prayer 
to find out how to pray. The Bible is a story. It is an annotated story. It 
includes notes that explain the theological significance of the story and the 
practical implications of the story. But it is a story — the story of God‘s great 
plan of salvation.4 
 
This means it is important to know where you are in the story. The whole 
Bible is relevant and applicable to us (2 Timothy 3:16). But it does not all 
apply in the same way. God is unchanging and human nature is unchanging 
(unless changed by God through conversion). What the Bible reveals about 
the character of God will always hold true and what the Bible reveals about 
human nature will always hold true. But what applies at one point in the story 
does not necessarily apply in the same way at another part of the story — 
though it still reveals the character, will and purposes of God. 
 

                                                 
4 Units 5–9 are adapted from Tim Chester, From Creation to New Creation: Understanding the Bible 
Story (Paternoster, 2003). 
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Tom Wright describes this story as a play in five acts: 
 

creation  fall  Israel  Jesus  the church and the new creation 
 
We know the first four acts and we know the beginning and end of Act Five. 
Our job is to take what we know about the story and improvise our role in 
the middle of Act Five. 
 

Exercise 
See if you can retell the Bible story from start to finish in ten 
to fifteen minutes. If necessary use the chart above as a 
prompt. If you are working in a group, then take it in turns 

to continue the story (handing over the storytelling if someone gets stuck). 

 

Jesus Christ is the hermeneutical key 
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The key moment is in the story of the Bible is the coming of Jesus. That is 
why our Bible is divided into the Old Testament (or ‗Covenant‘) and the New 
Testament. Jesus fulfils the promises and pictures of the Old Testament. This 
means that the ‗hermeneutical key‘ to the Bible is Jesus Christ: 
 

―You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess 
eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to 
me to have life.‖ (John 5:39-40) 
 
He said to them, ―How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the 
prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter 
his glory?‖ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them 
what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself … He said to them, ―This is 
what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is 
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.‖ Then he 
opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ―This is 
what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and 
repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, 
beginning at Jerusalem.‖ (Luke 24:25-25, 44-47) 

 
On the first Easter day the Risen Christ expounds the Scriptures. He shows 
that all the Old Testament (law, prophets and writings) point to him: his 
death, his resurrection and his proclamation to the nations. It is not just that 
there are a few messianic prophecies dotted around. The whole Bible is about 
Jesus from beginning to end. 
 
Two implications: 
 
1. We need Christ to understand the Bible 

This especially needs to be said of the Old Testament. We can only 
understand the Old Testament when we see how it points to Jesus. Jesus 
gives the Bible meaning. Jesus is ‗the hermeneutical key‘ to the Bible. 

 
2. We need the Old Testament to understand Christ 

The New Testament writers understood him in Old Testament 
categories. They wrote of Christ as the fulfiller of the Old Testament. 

 
We might put this another way and answer the question, Why study biblical 
theology? 
 
1. To understand the Bible 

Biblical theology shows how the Bible fits together. It enables us to see 
how the parts relate to the whole. Without a sense of the whole — of the 
overall plan of salvation — we cannot understand the parts. 

 
2. To understand life, the universe and everything 

By understanding the whole we grow in our understanding of who God 
is, what he has done and what he will do. And we understand our place 
within those purposes. Biblical theology gives us a biblical worldview. 

 
Biblical theology enables us to read the Old Testament as Christians. Most 
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people read detective novels from beginning to end, pitting their wits against 
the author, trying to pick up the clues and work out ‗who done it‘. But some 
people like to read the last chapter first. They want to know from the 
beginning how it will end. Then, as they read the rest of the book, it makes 
sense straight away. As Christians we should read the Bible — and especially 
the Old Testament — in that second way. We read it all the time through 
Jesus Christ so that we can make sense of it as we go along. 
 

The story of promise 
 
After chronicling the emerging depths and impact of human rebellion, 
Genesis 12 begins the story of salvation by recording God‘s promise to 
Abram or Abraham. This promise contains a number of elements: 
 

The LORD had said to Abram, ―Leave your country, your people and your father‘s 
household and go to the land I will show you. 2 ―I will make you into a great nation 
and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 3 I will 
bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on 
earth will be blessed through you.‘‘ … 6 Abram travelled through the land as far as 
the site of the great tree of Moreh at Shechem. At that time the Canaanites were in 
the land. 7 The LORD appeared to Abram and said, ―To your offspring I will give 
this land.‘‘ So he built an altar there to the LORD, who had appeared to him. 
(Genesis 12:1-3, 6-7) 

 
 a people who know God (verse 2) 
 blessing to the nations (verse 3) 
 a place of blessing (verses 6–7) 
 
A fourth element becomes apparent when God makes a covenant with King 
David, promising that one of his descendants will always rule over God‘s 
people. Although the promise of a kingdom becomes explicit in God‘s 
covenant with David, the kingdom theme runs right through the Bible and 
was already implicit in God‘s promise of a nation or kingdom to Abraham. 

  

 a king and a kingdom (2 Samuel 7:11-16) 
 
The promises — or different dimensions to the one promise of salvation — 
drive the Bible story. The promises are enshrined in covenants with 
Abraham, with Moses, with David and in the new covenant in Christ. A 
covenant is a formally agreed promise — ‗a contract‘ in contemporary 
language, though it has a much stronger relational dimension in the Bible. It 
is (or should be) accompanied with hesed — ‗covenant love‘ or ‗steadfast 
kindness‘. There are different covenants, but underlying them is the one 
promise of salvation. Paul says: ―The Scripture foresaw that God would 
justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to 
Abraham: ‗All nations will be blessed through you.‘‖ (Galatians 3:8) The 
promise to Abraham is the gospel announced in advance. The promise that 
was made to Abraham is the same promise that comes to us in the gospel. 
 



 
Reading God’s Story 

Page 34 
 

The Bible is the story of how God fulfils this promise to Abraham. The Old 
Testament is the story of how God partially fulfils the promise in the life of 
Israel. But each partial fulfilment points to its ultimate fulfilment through 
Jesus. And along the way the promise gets bigger because God‘s ultimate 
purposes are for a new humanity in a new creation. The promise is fulfilled 
through Jesus and in the new creation. 
 
So at each point in the Bible story, ask yourself what if anything is happening 
to the four elements of God‘s promise and how this will be fulfilled in Jesus 
and the church: 
1. a people who know God 
2. a place of blessing 
3. a king and a kingdom 
4. blessing to the nations 
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Unit 6. 

The promise of a 

people 
 
 

A people who know God 
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Creation: humanity with God 
 
Read Genesis 1:26-27. The plural pronoun — ―Let us make man‖ — suggests 
a God who is plural and communal. God creates through his word and now 
that word is addressed to himself. God is personal and he exists in 
community. What constitutes the image of God in man is a much debated 
issue, but it seems that one element of what it means to be God‘s image-
bearers is this communal nature. The God who said, ―Let us…‖ makes us 
relational beings. We are people in community. He did not make us solitary. 
We are made male and female. We are made to exist in community and we are 
made for community with God. The trinitarian community graciously extends 
its communal life.  
 
We are not made of necessity. God did not make us because he needed us. 
He did not make us to complete a lack within himself. Creation is an act of 
grace. God had no need of humanity. He had no need of a relationship 
outside the perfect relationships of the Trinity. Yet, in an act of sheer grace, 
he created us to share the trinitarian life. 

 
To summarise: 

 we were made for community (a people) 

 we were made to know God (a people who know God) 
So God‘s purpose in creation was to have a people who know God. 
 

Fall: humanity alienated from God and 

one another 
 
Read Genesis 3:6-10. 

 we were made to know God 
Now what is the case? 
Adam and Eve hide themselves from God. They can no longer walk with 
God in the garden. They are expelled from his presence. There is enmity 
between God and humanity. God has become our enemy. 

 we were also made for community 
Now what is the case? 
Adam and Eve hide themselves from one another — they cover their 
nakedness. There is enmity between the man and the woman. In Genesis 
4 we again see conflict between people as Cain kills his brother, Abel. 

 
But there is hope even in the midst of God‘s curse: ―And I will put enmity 
between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will 
crush your head, and you will strike his heel.‘‘ (Genesis 3:15) Genesis 5 is a 
list of names. It is described as the ‗account of Adam‘s line‘ (Genesis 5:1). It 
appears somewhat boring to us, but it matters because from the descendants 
of Adam will come someone who will defeat Satan and restore what he has 
destroyed. 
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Abraham: a people promised 
 
Read Genesis 15:1-6. God promises to bless all nations through Abraham‘s 
offspring. It is an amazing thing for Abraham to hear! But there is a problem. 
Abraham and Sarah are childless. Sarah is barren and they are both past the 
age of child-bearing. It is like a tragic joke. God decides to bless all nations 
through the descendants of one person. But then he chooses an infertile 
couple past the age of child-bearing. 
 
The reference to Ishmael is important. Ishmael is born because Abraham and 
Sarah do not believe the promise of God to them. God promises a child. And 
they decide to take matters into their own hands. Sarah, following a practice 
of culture, gives Abraham her maidservant. The key issue is not the 
immorality of this action, but its faithlessness. Abraham and Sarah do not 
trust the word of God. Still God graciously reaffirms his promise in Genesis 
17:19-22. 
 

It is the same story with the next generation (Genesis 25:21) and the next. 
(Genesis 30:1-2, 22-24). God continues the line of promise despite barren 
women. 
 
What is the point of all this? God is demonstrating that the promise of 
salvation will be achieved by his power and his grace. Abraham and Sarah are 
impotent. They cannot achieve God‘s purposes. When they try to, they create 
a horrible mess. Sarah is jealous and Hagar is sent away. In Genesis 21:1 we 
read: ―Now the LORD was gracious to Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did 
for Sarah what he had promised.‖ God was gracious. That is going to be a 
central theme of the Bible story — the story of promise. God achieves his 
purposes not on the back of human achievement, but through his grace. 
 
How should we respond to the gracious promise of God? Listen to Hebrews 
11:11-12: ―By faith Abraham, even though he was past age — and Sarah 
herself was barren — was enabled to become a father because he considered 
him faithful who had made the promise. And so from this one man, and he 
as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as 
countless as the sand on the seashore.‖ 
 

Israel: a people set free 
 

Reflection 
Read Exodus 1:1-14. What has happened to the promise of a 

people? 

 
The promise of a people has been fulfilled. ―The Israelites were fruitful and 
multiplied greatly and became exceedingly numerous, so that the land was 
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filled with them‖ (Exodus 1:7). The family has become a nation. But they are 
a people who are enslaved. Their might has caused the Egyptians to fear 
them and the Pharaoh has conscripted them. They are not free and, in 
particular, they are not free to worship God. God‘s purpose was not only to 
create a people, but also a people who would know him. 
 
Read Exodus 6:2-7. 

 God will act to keep his promise to Abraham (verses 3-5) 

 God himself (―I will…‖) will set the people free (verses 6-7) 

 God will set them free to know him (verse 7) 

 God has given Moses a new revelation of his name (i.e., his character): he 
is the eternal I AM, Yahweh (Jehovah), the Lord. Yahweh, the Lord, is the 
covenant God of Israel. 

 

Summary 
 
1. What drives the story on? The promise of God to Abraham (2:23-25; 

3:15; 6:3). The story of the Bible is the story of God ‗remembering‘ his 
promise to Abraham and acting to keep it. (When God is said to 
remember his covenant, it does not mean he had previously forgotten it. 
It means he is acting in accordance with his covenant promises.) 

2. At the heart of God‘s purposes in the exodus from Egypt is the promise 
―You will be people and I will be your God‖ (6:7). They are not only 
redeemed from slavery; they are also redeemed to know God. This promise 
that ―I will be their God and they will my people‖ runs throughout the 
biblical narrative. It is one of its central themes. 

 
So through the exodus God fulfils the first element of his promise to 
Abraham. Abraham‘s descendents become a nation who are free to worship 
God. God is with them to protect them and guide them. He ‗moves‘ with 
them through the desert as the tabernacle is transported and erected with the 
people. In time, once the people have settled in the land, the temple is built 
and becomes the great symbol of God‘s presence with his people. 
 

Israel points forward because God‘s promise is not fully fulfilled 
 
At Mount Sinai the people meet with God. Or rather, they almost meet God. 
For rescue from Egypt is only a picture of the redemption that God intends 
for his people, a redemption from the root problems of sin and death. When 
they encounter God at Sinai it is a long way from the experience of Adam 
and Eve walking in the garden. They must ritually purify themselves, 
reminding them that their sin cuts them off from God. Limits are placed 
around the mountain because those who step onto the mountain or press 
forward to see the Lord will die — the Lord ―will break out against them‖ 
(Exodus 19:12, 21, 24). As the firestorm of God‘s presence covers the 
mountain, we read: ―everyone in the camp trembled‖ (Exodus 19:16). God is 
present with his people, but it is hardly the intimate relationship for which we 
were made. 
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Israel points forward because God‘s people are not fully faithful 
 
God has set his people free that they might know him and worship. They 
have just witnessed his splendour coming down on the mountain. Yet, while 
Moses is receiving the law from God, they turn from worshipping God to 
worship a golden calf (Exodus 32). This sets the pattern of Israel‘s 
faithlessness and idolatry. Israel‘s history is plagued by idolatry. Idolatry is 
serving something other than the God we were made to know and whom 
Israel was set free to worship. 
 
How can a holy God live among sinful people? The book of Leviticus 
provides two responses: 
1. atonement through sacrifice and the mediation of a priest (Leviticus 1-10, 

16) 
2. ritual and moral holiness (Leviticus 11-25) 
 
But the Levitical system raised as many questions as it answered: 

 Which sacrifice will deal with sin completely? (After all, a dead sheep is 
not going to make atonement with an infinitely holy God.) 

 Which priest will mediate forever? 

 How can we be made holy internally as well as externally? How can the 
root problem of our sinful hearts be dealt with? This is the question Jesus 
asks in Mark 7. 

 
Read Hebrews 10:10-14. You will never properly understand Leviticus until 
you understand Christ. But also, you will not fully understand Christ until you 
have had a good look at Leviticus. 
 

Decline into exile: a people in captivity  
 
In 1 Kings 12 the nation of Israel is divided. Solomon‘s son, Rehoboam, 
oppresses the people until Jeroboam leads a revolt. The nation divides: the 
ten northern tribes, usually known as ‗Israel‘, are led by Jeroboam; the two 
southern tribes, usually known as ‗Judah‘, are led by Rehoboam. Jeroboam 
sets up golden calves (12:25-33). Jeroboam comes from Egypt to rescue the 
people from slavery. He sounds like a new Moses. But he turns out to be a 
new Aaron. 

 
[Aaron] took what they handed him and made it into an idol cast in the shape of a 
calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, ―These are your gods, O Israel, who 
brought you up out of Egypt.‘‘ (Exodus 32:4) 
 
The king made two golden calves. He said to the people, ―It is too much for you to 
go up to Jerusalem. Here are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of 
Egypt.‘‘ (1 Kings 12:28) 
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The people created by God to worship God have become a divided people 
worshipping idols. As a result, Jeroboam becomes in the mind of the writer 
of Kings the epitome of an evil king who leads the people astray. 
 
The faithlessness begun in Exodus 32 with the first golden calf and echoed in 
the golden calves of Jeroboam continues with only a few remissions until 
God comes in judgment. These are a people who will not know God. They 
refuse God‘s offer of friendship. They will not be his people. First the 
northern kingdom is exiled and lost. Then the southern kingdom is defeated 
by Babylon and goes into captivity. Nebuchadnezzar defeats Judah and takes 
the people into exile in Babylon (2 Kings 24:10-14; 25:11). 
 
There is a poignant postscript. The few people left in Judah assassinated the 
Babylonian puppet king. ―At this, all the people from the least to the greatest, 
together with the army officers, fled to Egypt for fear of the Babylonians‖ (2 
Kings 25:26). After all these years of freedom and nationhood, the people 
find themselves back in Egypt. 
 

Prophecy: a remnant people 
 

A new people 
 

Reflection 
Look at Jeremiah 31:31-34. Under the new covenant God 
will fulfil the core promise: ―I will be their God and they will 
be my people.‖ What else? 

 

A faithful remnant 
 
As the prophets reflected on the unfaithfulness of God‘s people they were 
inspired to look for a remnant — a faithful few — whom God would save. 
Read Zechariah 13:7-9. Zechariah says two thirds of the people will perish, 
but one third will be saved. They will call on God‘s name and be his people. 
 

Jesus: God with us and God's faithful 

people 
 

Israel pointed forward because God‘s promise was not fully fulfilled: 
in Jesus, God‘s promise is fully fulfilled — he is God with us 

 
―The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him 
Immanuel‘‘ — which means, ―God with us.‘‘ (Matthew 1:23) 
 
No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and [the] Only [Son], who is at the 
Father‘s side, has made him known. (John 1: 18) 
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For in Christ all the fulness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been 
given fulness in Christ, who is the Head over every power and authority. 
(Colossians 2:9-10) 

 
The God who walked with Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden now walks 
again among humanity. 
 

Israel pointed forward because God‘s people were not fully faithful: 
in Jesus, the people of God are fully faithful — he is God‘s faithful 
remnant 
 
Consider again at Zechariah 13:7-9. The narrowing down of the faithful to 
one third of the people is not the end of the story. Jesus himself quotes these 
words on the night he is arrested: ―This very night you will all fall away on 
account of me, for it is written: ‗I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of 
the flock will be scattered.‘‘‘ (Matthew 26:31) Zechariah 13:7 points to a time 
when the faithful remnant came down to one person. On the night that Jesus 
was betrayed, arrested, tried and sentenced to death, Jesus quoted these 
words about a remnant. When the enemies of God move against the good 
shepherd, all the sheep are scattered. Ultimately there is only one person who 
is faithful to the end — the Lord Jesus. At the moment of crisis all his 
followers abandon him. 
 
And that is reality. That is the human condition. We have all abandoned God. 
None of us has been consistently faithful to God. When we read the history 
of Israel‘s unfaithfulness, we read our history. We see our own hearts. 
 
But the faithfulness of Jesus to the very end — even to death — means those 
he represents are counted faithful. We can call on God‘s name and be his 
people. We can say: ―The Lord is our God‖ (Zechariah 13:9). Through his 
faithfulness we are counted faithful. Through trust in his name we become 
part of the faithful remnant. We become that immovable rock that stands 
against God‘s enemies (Zechariah 12:3). We share in the salvation that God 
promises to his people. 
 
Look at Isaiah 5:1-7.5 Israel is God‘s vineyard. He has cared for it and 
protected it. But it has produced only bad fruit. And so it will be destroyed. 
Jeremiah says: ―I had planted you like a choice vine of sound and reliable 
stock. How then did you turn against me into a corrupt, wild vine?‖ (Jeremiah 
2:21) 
 
Look at John 15:1. Jesus says: ―I am the true vine, and my Father is the 
gardener.‖ (John 15:1) He is echoing the language of the Old Testament. 
Israel was God‘s vine, but it produced bad fruit. Jesus is the true vine who 
produces good fruit. 

                                                 
5 See also Psalm 80:8-16; Isaiah 5:1-7; 27:2-6; Jeremiah 2:21; 12:10-11; Ezekiel 15:1-8; 17:1-
24; 19:10-14; Hosea 10:1-2. 
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Again, in Isaiah 49:1-7 — one of the Servant Songs of Isaiah — God speaks 
of ‗my servant‘ who is also as a nation (Isaiah 49:3) and yet who appears also 
to be an individual formed in the womb to gather Israel to himself (Isaiah 
49:5-6). The servant is Israel and yet also distinct from Israel. The servant is 
the personification of the nation and yet also the saviour of the nation. How 
can this be? Jesus is the faithful ‗people‘ of God. He is the personification of 
the people of God as they should be. And so through his faithfulness, he 
saves a people for himself. He gathers Israel to himself and brings salvation 
to the ends of the earth (Isaiah 49:5-6). 
 

And so Jesus creates a new people who know God 
 

Notice that the New Testament portrays Jesus as both God with us and 
God‘s faithful people. He represents both sides of the covenant. He is truly 
God and he is the truly faithful people of God. And so he brings both parties 
together. ―There is…one mediator between God and men, the man Christ 
Jesus.‖ (1 Timothy 2:5) As a result, Jesus is creating a new people who know 
God. 
 

And so we see in Mark 2:1-17 that Jesus has authority to forgive sin. Jesus has 
fellowship with sinners. He offers friendship to sinners. He is restoring the 
relationship with God that we lost because of our sin. 
 
Likewise, in Mark 3:13-35, Jesus is creating a new Israel (appointing the 
twelve) and creating a new family. 
 

The church: a new people 
 

Read 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1. Paul says: 
 the promise of a people who know God is fulfilled in the church; 

 the church is the new Israel; 

 in the church God dwells with his people; 

 as a result, we are to live as God‘s holy people, as God‘s companions. 
It is of those in Christ that God now says, ‗I will be their God and they will 
be my people‘. 
 



 
Reading God’s Story 

Page 43 
 

 
The diagram illustrates the story of the people of God. Abraham was chosen 
by God to be the father of a new people — a people who would know God. 
He became the father of the nation of Israel. But not all within the nation of 
Israel shared Abraham‘s faith in the promise of God. National Israel was a 
wider group than spiritual Israel. As Paul puts it, ―Not all who are descended 
from Israel are Israel.‖ (Romans 9:6) Gentiles could join the nation of Israel 
through the rite of circumcision, but it was by faith in the promise that they 
became part of the spiritual Israel — the true people of God. As the nation 
slipped into apostasy, the number of true believers dwindled until it was little 
more than a faithful remnant preserved by God. Finally that faithful remnant 
come down to one man — Jesus Christ. Jesus is the faithful One through 
whom all those who share the faith of Abraham are part of the true people of 
God. Through him the blessings of membership the people of God flow to 
all nations. Just as national Israel was wider than the true spiritual Israel, so 
there are those within the institution of the church who are not truly part of 
the people of God because they do have true faith in Jesus. Christians are 
called Jews of the new covenant (Romans 2:28-29), the children of Abraham 
(Galatians 3:27), Abraham‘s seed (Galatians 3:29), the Israel of God 
(Galatians 6:16), citizens of Israel (Ephesians 2:3, 19), the circumcision 
(Philippians 3:3), the twelve tribes (James 1:1), and a holy nation (1 Peter 2:9). 
In other words, the true people of God is no longer national Israel, but all 
those who have faith in Jesus Christ. 
 

New creation: a new humanity 
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Read Revelation 21:1-4. At the heart of the Apostle John‘s wonderful vision 
of the new creation is the fulfilment of the promise made through Moses: 
―They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their 
God.‖ (21:3) And when God lives among you there is no death, mourning, 
crying or pain. 
 

Exercise 
How does the theme of God‘s promise of a people who 
know him help us understand the message of Nehemiah for 
Christians today? See especially chapters 7-13. 

 
The story of Nehemiah takes place shortly after the exile in Babylon. Babylon 
has been defeated by Persia and some Jews have returned to the promised 
land. Nehemiah is a Jew who has risen in the Persian civil service. One day 
his brother reports: ―Those who survived the exile and are back in the 
province are in great trouble and disgrace. The wall of Jerusalem is broken 
down, and its gates have been burned with fire.‖ (Nehemiah 1:3) The book is 
about how Nehemiah rebuilds the wall (chapters 2-7) and reforms the people 
(chapters 7-13). 
 
Chapter 7 lists those who have returned from exile. The word of God is read 
to the people in chapter 8. They respond with weeping and the prayer of 
confession in chapter 9. Then in chapter 10 they renew their commitment to 
God by making three vows. The people promise: 
 

 
But by Nehemiah 13 they are: 
 

 
The three things they vowed before God not to do are the very things of 
which they are now found guilty. 
 
The people have returned from exile. But they have not been set free from 
sin. So the prayer of Nehemiah 9 ends with the people needing a new exodus: 
 

But see, we are slaves today, slaves in the land you gave our forefathers so that they 
could eat its fruit and the other good things it produces. Because of our sins, its 
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abundant harvest goes to the kings you have placed over us. They rule over our 
bodies and our cattle as they please. We are in great distress. (Nehemiah 9:36-37) 

 
Nehemiah‘s achievements are huge by any standards. He is faithful and 
courageous. He shows great integrity and kindness. But this is the point. 
Even the very best of men cannot renew the people or set them free. 
Nehemiah highlights the need for God‘s messiah. 
 
Mark begins his Gospel with a quote from Isaiah 40 (Mark 1:3). It is the 
promise of one who will announce that the Lord is coming to end the exile 
and speak comfort to God‘s people (Isaiah 40:1-5). ―And so John came,‖ says 
Mark (Mark 1:4). John the Baptist announces the end of the exile because he 
announces the coming of the Christ. What Nehemiah could not achieve Jesus 
will accomplish — the end of our exile from God. Jesus will liberate God‘s 
people so that they can know God and be his people. 
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Unit 7. 

The promise of a 

place 
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Turn to Joshua 13-19 and skim through it. Imagine you were asked to lead a 
Bible study on Joshua 13-19 which describes in meticulous detail how the 
newly conquered land of Canaan is to be allocated to the tribes of Israel. 
What would you do? I guess you might start searching through for a fragment 
of narrative among the geographical lists. Yet Paul tells Timothy that ―all 
Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 
training in righteousness.‖ (2 Timothy 3:16) Presumably when Paul said ‗all‘ 
he included Joshua 13-19. How is Joshua 13-19 ‗useful‘ for us as Christians? 
 
To us this gazetteer of ancient Palestine seems boring, but the Israelites 
would have heard it read with eager interest. They were listening out for the 
name of their family. They were waiting for the confirmation that they had a 
plot in the land. They wanted to hear again about their share in the 
inheritance God had given his people. At one level land was a central part of 
a largely agrarian economy. Your livelihood depended on your portion of 
land. Land mattered in a way that it does not in the industrial economies of 
the contemporary West. But there was something much more fundamental 
going on. The land was part of their identity and the provision of the land 
was integral to the saving acts that the LORD had done among them. 
 
Let us go back to the beginning and trace the theme of the land through the 
Bible story. 
 

Creation: at home in Eden 
 
God created humanity to be a people who will be his people. And he created 
the earth as a place of blessing for them to inhabit, to develop and in which 
they could know him to be a good God. Furthermore, he placed them in the 
garden of Eden. God saw all that he made was good. Yet he makes a specific 
place as a home for his people. All the earth is good, but Eden is better. It is a 
place of blessing. 
 

Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the 
man he had formed. And the LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the 
ground — trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of 
the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
(Genesis 2:8-9) 

 
Eden is place of beauty (―pleasing to the eye‖) and provision (―good for 
food‖). It is a place of security. The tree of life ensures in some way we are 
not told that humanity enjoys health and life. It is a place of communion with 
God — God walks with Adam and Eve. 
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Fall: expelled from Eden 
 
But when humanity rejects God‘s good rule they are expelled from Eden. 
Adam and Eve hide from God: they shun the presence of God. But the real 
problem of our sin is that God excludes us from his presence. We are cut off 
from Eden. We are cut off from the place of God‘s blessing. The angel with 
the flaming sword who prevents Adam and Eve from returning to Eden 
becomes a symbol for humanity‘s separation from God (Genesis 3:23-24). 
 
When Cain murders his brother we read: ―So Cain went out from the LORD‘s 
presence and lived in the land of Nod, east of Eden‖ (Genesis 4:16). In 
Genesis 3:23 Adam and Eve found themselves east of Eden. Now Cain is 
further east. In Genesis 11:2 humanity is still moving eastward — away from 
Eden — this time to the plain of Shinar where they erect the tower of Babel 
in defiance of God. The geography of humanity‘s early movements highlights 
their distance from the place of God‘s blessing. In every sense, we are a long 
way from walking with God in the garden. 
 

Abraham: a land promised 
 
Then God comes to Abraham and says: ―Leave your country, your people 
and your father‘s household and go to the land I will show you.‖ (Genesis 
12:1) The story of Abraham begins with God calling him to leave his country 
and head out into the desert for a life in tents. He is called to a life of 
movement, pilgrimage and wandering in search of a land God is yet to show 
him. He is questing for the place of God‘s blessing to which God has called 
him. 
 
We said in Unit 5 that the promise of God to Abraham is programmatic for 
the Bible story as a whole. It sets in train God‘s saving purposes. And one of 
the key components of that promise is the promise of a land. See Genesis 
12:6-7; 15:7; 17:8. God promises to give a land to Abraham and his 
descendents as ―an everlasting possession‖. A time will come when the 
people of God dwell in the place of God — the place of blessing — and they 
will dwell in it forever. 
 

Israel: a land given with Jerusalem and 

the temple 
 
By Exodus 1 the promise to Abraham of a people has become a reality. The 
one man has become a family and the family has become a nation. But in 
Exodus 1 they are in Egypt. They have left the land of promise and are living 
in Egypt. And in Exodus 1 we discover that life outside the place of God is a 
life of slavery, threat and tyranny. The people have been enslaved by the 
Egyptians and the chapter ends with Pharaoh‘s decree that every male child is 
to be drowned in the Nile. 
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In Exodus 2 we read how one particular child is saved from being thrown in 
the Nile: he is gently placed in the Nile in a basket. The first readers of 
Exodus could not hear this without knowing who this child was and what he 
would do. This was Moses, brought up in the courts of Egypt, but destined 
to lead the Israelites to liberation and to receive the covenant from God on 
Sinai. 
 
When Moses is forced to flee to Midian he finds a welcome and a home. But 
where is Midian? The Midianites were nomads, but the area through which 
they roamed was Canaan.6 This is no coincidence, for Midian is home — it is 
part of the land of promise. And here God is worshipped freely, in contrast 
to Egypt (2:16; 3:6; 18:9-12). When Moses has a son he calls him Gershom. 
And the correct translation of Moses‘ explanation of that name is ―a stranger 
have I been in a land foreign to me‖ (2:22).7 In other words, it is a reference 
to Egypt which, despite being the place of his birth and up-bringing, Moses 
now sees as a foreign country. It is a great statement of faith in the promise 
of God. The promise of God to Abraham defines his identity more than his 
birth and up-bringing. It is a statement every Christian should make about life 
in this world after their conversion. Now the land of birth and up-bringing is 
a foreign land, for we are pilgrims heading for the promised land — the new 
creation where God dwells. 
 
But this scene of domestic bliss and rest cannot be the end of the story.  
Israel‘s liberator is tending sheep in Midian. Moses has found peace in the 
promised land.  Meanwhile, chapter 2 ends with God hearing the cry of the 
Israelites in slavery and remembering his covenant with Abraham (2:23-25). 
As we said before, ‗God remembering the covenant‘ in the Bible does not 
mean that he is forgetful. Instead it is the prelude to God acting to keep his 
promises. To remember is to act to fulfil what was promised. 
 
The book of Exodus is the story of how God liberates his people and leads 
them through the Red Sea towards the land of promise. He remembers his 
covenant and so brings his people to the land of promise. He is faithful to his 
promises. But the people are not faithful to him. They do not act in 
accordance with the promise. The majority of the spies sent into the land by 
Moses come back with tales of terrifying giants. ―We cannot take this land,‖ 
they conclude, and the people agree. They do not trust the promise of God. 
They are not faithful. They do not act in accordance with the promise. If they 
truly believed the promise, they may gulp at the giants, but they would trust 
God to fulfil what he had said. Instead they doubt and so they do not enter 
the land. They are destined to wander in the desert until another generation 
takes their place (Numbers 13-14). 
 

                                                 
6 John I. Durham, Exodus, WBC (Waco: Word, 1987), 20, 26.  
7 See Durham, Exodus, 23-24. 
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Reflection 
Read Joshua 1:1-9. What does God say to Joshua? Look at 
the ‗I‘ statements. What will God do? 

 
The conclusion — indeed, the message — of the book of Joshua comes in 
Joshua 21: 
 

So the LORD gave Israel all the land he had sworn to give their forefathers, and they 
took possession of it and settled there. 44 The LORD gave them rest on every side, 
just as he had sworn to their forefathers. Not one of their enemies withstood them; 
the LORD handed all their enemies over to them. 45 Not one of all the LORD‘s good 
promises to the house of Israel failed; every one was fulfilled. (Joshua 21:43-45) 

 

 Israel has taken possession of the land because God has given it to her 

 God has given Israel the land in fulfilment of his promise 
 
But Joshua 21 is not the end of the story for two reasons: 
1. The people of the land were not fully faithful to God‘s promises (they 

accepted less than God intended) 
2. The conquest of the land did not fully fulfil God‘s purposes (God 

intended more than the conquest of Canaan) 
 
We will return to the second reason later. For now we will explore the first 
reason: the people to whom God gave the land were not faithful to him. 
Joshua 21 does not present the full story. It is true. God has been faithful. He 
has given the people the land. But it is not the whole truth. Judges 1 presents 
another side to the picture. In Judges 1 the people fail to trust God‘s promise. 
They decide the enemy is too strong and too well equipped (1:19). They are 
not faithful to the promise and they compromise their identity as the distinct 
people of promise (2:1-2). 
 
This is not what God intended and so the angel of the Lord comes to 
pronounce judgment on the people. God will not drive out the remaining 
nations. Instead, ―they will be [thorns] in your sides‖ (Judges 2:3). The 
territory promised in Joshua 1:4 is not the territory held by the people of 
Israel. And the land is not a place of blessing. It is place of threat. 
 

Jerusalem 
 
An important development takes place when King David captures Jerusalem 
and makes it his capital (2 Samuel 5:6-12). As Israel‘s hopes became focused 
in David‘s dynasty, so the ‗place‘ of God became focused on Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem and the mountain upon which it was built — Mount Zion — 
became the symbols of Israel‘s security and prosperity.  
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Reflection 
Read Psalm 48. What is so great about Jerusalem? 

 
The Psalmist describes Mount Zion as ―beautiful in its loftiness, the joy of 
the whole earth‖ (48:2). Jerusalem is secure from the attack of her enemies 
(48:4-5). It is place of splendour (48:12-13). The reality, however, is that 
Mount Zion was not the loftiest mountain in the world and Jerusalem was 
not of great significance in the region. But the Psalmist is reflecting a 
theological reality, not a political or geographic reality. What makes Jerusalem 
great is that God is with her. ―God is in her citadels, he has shown himself to 
be her fortress … God makes her secure for ever … Mount Zion rejoices … 
because of your judgments.‖ (48:3, 8, 11) What makes Jerusalem special is 
that she is ―the city of our God, his holy mountain.‖ (48:1) Jerusalem is the 
place where God dwells. Psalm 48 is a great statement of Israelite faith. God 
has given the land to Israel with Jerusalem as its capital and so her future is 
secure. 
 

Decline into exile: the land lost, 

Jerusalem and temple destroyed 
 
We have just seen that God gave the land to Israel with Jerusalem as its 
capital and so her future is secure. But in 2 Chronicles 36:15-21 the writer 
describes the fall of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians. God gave his 
people the land as he promised — a land flowing with milk and honey, a 
place of security and rest. But now Jerusalem has fallen, its walls are 
destroyed, the temple pillaged, the land captured and the people exiled. Once 
again the people are away from the land of promise. This is obviously a 
political calamity, but it is also a theological calamity. The promise of God is 
in tatters. Is God unfaithful to his promise? Is he unable to keep his word? 
No, God is faithful and he is able. The reason for the exile lies elsewhere: 
 

The LORD, the God of their fathers, sent word to them through his messengers 
again and again, because he had pity on his people and on his dwelling-place. 16 But 
they mocked God‘s messengers, despised his words and scoffed at his prophets 
until the wrath of the LORD was aroused against his people and there was no 
remedy. (2 Chronicles 36:15-16) 

 
And in one allusive reference the writer of Chronicles suggests something 
else: 
 

The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation it rested, until the 
seventy years were completed in fulfilment of the word of the LORD spoken by 
Jeremiah. (2 Chronicles 36:21) 

 
The land was not only to be a place of rest from enemies — a rest Israel 
forfeited by her unfaithfulness. The land was also to be a place of what we 
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might call ‗ecological rest‘. Every seventh year the land was to lie fallow — to 
enjoy a sabbath ‗rest‘. This was an expression of the people‘s trust in the 
provision of God. The God who had given the land would give prosperity in 
the land to those who continued to trust him. 
 
But now the writer of Chronicles suggests that one reason for the exile was 
because Israel had been unfaithful to this rest. The exile would allow the land 
to ‗catch up‘ on its sabbath rests. By some calculations Israel had lived in the 
land 420 years. An exile of 70 years would mean that after 490 years the land 
would have enjoyed rest for one year in seven as God intended. If Israel 
would not live in the land as a land of gift and rest, then God would impose 
the sabbath rest through conquest and exile. And this was just what the 
Levitical law had warned would happen (Leviticus 26:32-35). 
 
The theme of ‗rest‘ runs throughout the biblical narrative. On the seventh day 
of creation God began to rest. He made humanity to share that rest. The land 
of promise was to be a land of rest where the people found prosperity and 
freedom from their enemies. But because of the people‘s unfaithfulness, the 
nations of Canaan remain as thorns in their sides (Judges 2:3). The land is not 
a place of peace. At his height David gives the people rest from their enemies 
(2 Samuel 7:1), but it is short-lived. Ultimately God‘s people are overrun by 
their enemies and go into exile. 
 
When the people return from exile under the leadership of Nehemiah, they 
are able to rebuild Jerusalem, but they do not enjoy rest from their enemies. 
Nehemiah 6:15-16 feels like it should be the climax of the book with the 
rebuilding of Jerusalem. But then 6:17-7:3 forms a kind of anti-climax: the 
point is that, for all his achievements, Nehemiah has not brought rest in the 
promised land. 
 

Prophecy: a land to be restored with a 

new Jerusalem 
 
Israel had focused on the gift and not on the Giver. They placed their hope in 
the strength of Jerusalem and not in God. The role of the prophets was in 
part to disabuse them of their false hopes. But as those hopes come crashing 
down — quite literally as the walls of Jerusalem fall — and as the promise of 
a land of blessing and security seems to have come to nothing, the prophets 
also point to a restored land and a new Jerusalem. 
 

This is what the Sovereign LORD says: ―On the day I cleanse you from all your sins, 
I will resettle your towns, and the ruins will be rebuilt. The desolate land will be 
cultivated instead of lying desolate in the sight of all who pass through it.‖ (Ezekiel 
36:33-34) 

 
The prophecy of Ezekiel ends with a vision of a new temple in a new 
Jerusalem. The final chapter describes the dimensions of the new city and the 
book ends with the name of the city: THE LORD IS THERE (48:35). 
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But Ezekiel speaks of more than a restored land, for he speaks of its 
restoration in terms of a new Eden: ―They will say, ‗This land that was laid 
waste has become like the garden of Eden‘‖ (Ezekiel 36:35). Ezekiel sees a 
river flowing from the new temple that makes salt water fresh. By the banks 
of this life-giving river are trees which bear fruit each month and whose 
leaves bring healing (Ezekiel 47:1-12). We are back in Eden. We are back with 
the tree of life. 
 

Jesus: the One in whom we find rest and 

blessing 
 
Where is the place where we can find God‘s blessing? At which location on 
earth can we find rest and peace? Not in Palestine, for sadly that has 
remained a place of conflict. A number of societies have thought they could 
build the place of God on earth by establishing a godly society. But none has 
lasted long. But there is a place where we can find blessing, rest and peace. 
That place is in Christ. 
 
God promises a land of blessing and rest to his people. Joshua, David and 
Nehemiah partially fulfilled this promise, but what they achieved fell far short 
of what God intended. The prophets spoke of a coming day when God 
would restore his people to a restored land. They spoke of rest in a new 
Eden. 
 
This is the context in which Jesus said: ―Come to me, all you who are weary 
and burdened, and I will give you rest.‖ (Matthew 11:28) This is not an 
existential statement of individual piety. It is an ‗exodus‘ statement. It is the 
promise of liberation — liberation from the enemies of sin, religious law and 
death and liberation, into a place of blessing and rest. Jesus offers what Joshua 
— his namesake (‗Joshua‘ is the Hebrew form of ‗Jesus‘) — could not 
achieve in the conquest of the land of Palestine. 
 
When we looked at Joshua we said that: 
1. The people of the land were not fully faithful to God‘s promises  
2. The conquest of the land did not fully fulfil God‘s purposes 
 
In Hebrews 3:7-4:11, the writer says that the generation that came out of 
Egypt did not enter because of their unbelief. The promise is still open. And 
so he calls on us to enter through faith in the gospel. But he also says that the 
land was only a picture of God‘s ultimate intention — that we should share 
the eternal rest of God. 
 

Exercise 
Compare Psalm 37:11 and Matthew 5:5. Compare Genesis 
12:7 and Romans 4:13. What is new? 
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As the story of promise unfolds, the scope of the promise enlarges. God‘s 
ultimate purpose is not just a land of blessing, but a new creation. ―In 
keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new 
earth, the home of righteousness.‖ (2 Peter 3:13) 
 

The church: blessing in Christ and God's 

living temple 
 

Reflection 
What happens to the theme of the land in the New 
Testament? 

 
‗In Christ‘ refers to a location — the location in which the promised blessing 
and rest can be found. But it is more than a location since it transcends 
geography. It refers to what Christ has done on our behalf. Through our 
union with Christ, his death and resurrection become our death to sin and 
our life to God; they become our redemption and justification. 
 

A salvation reality 
 
‗In Christ‘ refers to a salvation reality (2 Timothy 2:10). To be ‗in Christ‘ is to 
be in a place or sphere of freedom (Galatians 2:4), blessing (Ephesians 1:3), 
peace (Philippians 4:7) and provision (Philippians 4:19; Philemon 6). It is 
location near to God for both Jew and Gentile (Ephesians 2:13). So to be in 
Christ is to be in a place of blessing, peace and provision in which God is 
near. This is the fulfilment of the land of promise. 
 

A communal reality 
 
But ‗in Christ‘ is also a communal reality (Romans 12:4-5; Galatians 3:26-29). 
The salvation we have in Christ is corporate. Paul speaks of churches as ―one 
body in Christ‖. Chris Wright argues that the theme of the land is expressed 
in the community (koinonia) of the church.8 The land was a place of provision 
and this provision extended to all as the people lived according to God‘s law 
— a manner of life consistent with their experience of redemption and as 
recipients of the land as a gift from God. The church also practised 
generosity and sharing in a way that reflected their status as redeemed people 
and inheritors of a new creation. In this way the early church was able to 
provide for all in need (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-35). When Luke says of the early 
church that ―there were no needy persons among them‖ (Acts 4:34), he is 
echoing Deuteronomy 15: 
 

However, there should be no poor among you, for in the land the LORD your God 
is giving you to possess as your inheritance, he will richly bless you, 5 if only you 

                                                 
8 Chris Wright, Living as the People of God (IVP, 1983), 96-100. 
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fully obey the LORD your God and are careful to follow all these commands I am 
giving you today. (Deuteronomy 15:4-5) 

 
There are no needy people in the place of God‘s blessing — whether the land 
or those in Christ — when God‘s people live in joyful obedience to him. 
 

A future reality 
 
But ‗in Christ‘ refers also to a future reality (Philippians 3:14; 1 Peter 5:10). 
Peter speaks of an inheritance which is kept in heaven for us and for which 
we are kept by God‘s power (1 Peter 1:3-5). It is the idea of an inheritance in 
the land. But our inheritance is not in the land of Palestine, but in the new 
creation. 
 

And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel 
of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the 
promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the 
redemption of those who are God‘s possession — to the praise of his glory. 
(Ephesians 1:13-14) 

 
The Israelites listened to the accounts of the allocation of the land with 
interest because they were waiting for confirmation of their entitlement to 
their inheritance in the land of blessing. In the same way, we have received 
the title deeds of a glorious inheritance in the form of the Holy Spirit. The 
Spirit is the guarantee of our coming inheritance. 
 

New creation: a new creation 
 
In Revelation 21–22 John describes the ultimate fulfilment of the promise to 
Abraham of a land — the promise that was realised through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. He sees a new heaven and a new earth. The 
fulfilment of the promise of a land is ultimately cosmic in scope. God is 
going to restore the entire creation. It is place without threat, which in John‘s 
imagery is symbolised by the absence of any sea (21:1). It is a place where 
God meets with his people (21:3). And it is a place of blessing without death, 
mourning, crying or pain (21:4). 
 
But John also picks up the imagery of a new Jerusalem (21:2). Like Ezekiel 
before him, John is shown a wonderful new city (21:10-21). And like Ezekiel 
he sees a river of water on each side of which is ‗the tree of life‘, bearing fruit 
each month and bearing leaves for the healing of the nations (22:1-2). 
 
Read Revelation 22:1-3. This is the language of Ezekiel 47 and, beyond 
Ezekiel, it is the language of Eden restored. Once again we have access to the 
tree of life. The river flows from the throne of the Lamb for it is the reign of 
the Crucified One that brings life to the land (22:1). At the very end of the 
story we discover that Jesus Christ is the tree of life. It is Christ who gives us 
life. He has removed the curse of the fall by his death on our behalf (22:3). 
God‘s ultimate purpose is a new humanity with God in a new creation. 
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Conclusion 
 
Read Hebrews 11:8-10, 13-16. The writer of Hebrews defines faith as looking 
forward to something better. This is not simply wishful thinking for we have 
the promise of God. Faith is living by the promise of God. God has 
promised us a better place and so we think of ourselves as aliens and 
strangers. ―Our citizenship is in heaven‖ (Philippians 3:20). We do not belong 
in this world. Our hearts are set on a heavenly city, prepared for us by God (1 
Peter 1:1,3-5; 2:11). 
 

Exercise 
How does the theme of God‘s promise of a place of blessing 
help us understand the message of Nehemiah for Christians 
today? See especially chapters 2–7. 

 
As we saw before, Nehemiah did not bring rest in the promised of land. The 
land was still a place of threat and struggle.  Israel was left waiting for One 
who would say: ―Come to me … and I will give you rest‖ (Matthew 11:28). It 
is in Christ that we find the hope of security, liberation, provision and 
blessing. The writer of Hebrews calls on us to ―make every effort to enter 
that rest‖ through faith in the gospel. And in the church we anticipate the 
inheritance that is ours in Christ as we provide a place of security and 
blessing for one another. 
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Unit 8. 

The promise of a 

kingdom 
 
 

 
 
 

Reflection 
Do a word association with the words ‗rule‘ and 
‗government‘. What feelings do they evoke? Now divide your 
words into positive and negative. How many have more 

positives than negatives? 
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Along with any positive associations we may have, when we think of ‗rule‘ we 
commonly think of tyranny, oppression, pride, corruption, pomp, self-
aggrandisement. We live in an age which is suspicious of authority. For us 
rule and freedom are opposites. We might recognise the need to give up 
some freedom for the sake of others or for our security. Rule may bring 
benefits, but they come at the price of freedom. Yet this is how Mark says 
that Jesus began his ministry: 
 

After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of 
God. 15 ―The time has come,‘‘ he said. ―The kingdom of God is near. Repent and 
believe the good news!‘‘ (Mark 1:14-15) 

 
Jesus proclaims good news and the good news is that the kingdom of God is 
near. The word ‗kingdom‘ (basileia) means ‗rule‘ or ‗reign‘ or ‗government‘ or 
‗sovereignty‘. God‘s reign was near and Jesus assumes that was good news. 
We had better investigate. 
 

Creation: God rules through his word 
 

Reflection 
Read Genesis 1:1-3, 27-28; 2:8-17 
 Who is in charge? 
 How does God reign? (1:3) 

 What is humanity‘s role? (1:28) 
 What is God‘s rule like? (2:8-9, 15-17) 

 
God is in charge. This is not such an obvious statement as it first seems. The 
account of Genesis was written in a context of polytheism. There were many 
gods on offer. Each nation has its own deity; most had several. It is not so 
very different today with our religious pluralism and competing ideologies. 
Israel was just one nation among many with one God among many. Yet in 
the opening chapter of the Bible a staggering claim is made. Genesis claims 
that Israel‘s God, Yahweh, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, is the one 
Creator God. He is the absolute sovereign of the universe. What is being 
asserted in these verses is the reign of God. ―The earth is the LORD‘s, and 
everything in it, the world, and all who live in it‖ (Psalm 24:1). Who reigns? 
God reigns. 
 
How does God create this world? He simply speaks and the universe comes 
into being. He rules through his word (see John 1:1-3). 
 
God places Adam and Eve in the garden. They are to live under his rule. And 
they are to rule with God over creation. ―God blessed them and said to them, 
‗Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the 
fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that 
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moves on the ground.‘‖ (Genesis 1:28) Humanity was to rule God‘s world 
under God‘s authority. 
 
What is God‘s rule like? It is a rule of blessing and prosperity, peace and 
freedom. Adam and Eve are to express their commitment to God‘s rule 
through trust in his word. God rules through this word. 
 

Fall: God’s rule is rejected 
 
Read Genesis 3:1-6. Here, humanity rejects God‘s rule. But notice how this is 
done. The serpent encourages the woman to doubt God‘s word (verse 1) and 
then deny God‘s word (verse 4). The achievement of the serpent — if 
‗achievement‘ is the right term — is to stop the woman trusting and obeying 
God‘s word. Instead of trusting the word of God, the woman is governed by 
what seems ―pleasing to the eyes‖ (verse 6). God rules as his word is trusted 
and obeyed. But now his word is not trusted and not obeyed. Humanity has 
rejected God‘s rule. 
 
But not only has the serpent got humanity to reject God‘s rule, he has 
redefined the whole notion of rule. The rule of God was a rule of love, peace, 
freedom, blessing and life. The serpent portrays it as oppressive and 
tyrannical. And we have modelled human rule after the image of the serpent‘s 
lie. We think of rule as oppressive and that is because human rule is so often 
oppressive. Revolutions start out with good intentions, but time and again 
become as tyrannical as the regimes that they replaced. Our ideas of what it 
means to rule or to be ruled are not shaped by God‘s good rule, but by the lie 
of Satan. 
 
This is important. The Bible is the story of God re-establishing his rule — his 
rule that brings life, salvation, peace and justice. But all the time we are hostile 
to God‘s rule because we think it will tyrannise us. We reject God‘s rule 
because we will not trust his word. God has to redefine what rule is. See 
Mark 10:40-45. 
 

Human rule becomes oppressive 
 
Humanity‘s rule becomes oppressive. We rule over creation not as God rules 
— in a way that brings blessing, freedom and life. We rule in the image of 
Satan‘s lie. We tyrannise the earth — we pollute and destroy. Our generation 
is reaping the seeds of humanity‘s destructive rule. 
 

Human rule becomes subverted 
 
At the same time as we are exploiting creation, we are being ruled by creation. 
The order of creation is reversed. Humanity was to rule over the animals, but 
in Genesis 3 the serpent rules over humanity. Think about drug misuse: 
instead of ruling over the plants, we are ruled by the hop or the poppy. 
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Human rule becomes conflict-ridden 
 
If I claim to be the ruler of my life, what happens when I come into contact 
with you? Who will be ruler? The result is conflict and envy. We see it straight 
away in Genesis 4 when Cain kills Abel. 
 

Abraham: God re-establishes his rule 

through a covenant promise 
 
We have said already that the Bible is shaped by the promise of God to 
Abraham. God promises a people, a land and blessing to the nations. He also 
says: ―I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.‖ (Genesis 
17:6) This promise of kings anticipates the promise to David. So the central 
promise of the Bible has four strands: people, land, nations and king. But 
before David, the role of the king is only hinted at. 
 
Let us pause to reflect on what a promise is: it is a word about the future. 
When God makes his promise to Abraham, Abraham acts in accordance with 
that promise. The promise governs his action. He sets out from Ur and 
spends his life in tents. The word of God rules his life. God is beginning to 
re-establish his rule through his word. This promise shapes the story of the 
whole Bible and drives the story forward. Events happen in accordance with 
the promise. We saw that with the exodus: God liberates his people because 
of his promise to Abraham. God‘s word is liberating. God is ruling through 
his word. 
 
When God liberates Israel from Egypt he gives them a word — he gives 
them a law. The promise to Abraham is restated in the covenant of Moses. 
This law is to govern — notice the language of rule — the life of God‘s 
redeemed people. 
 

God‘s law is given to redeemed people, not to redeem 
 
―And God spoke all these words: ‗I am the LORD your God, who brought 
you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.‘‖ (Exodus 20:1-2) They would 
not be saved by obeying God‘s law. The law of Sinai was not given as a 
means of salvation. It was given to people who had already been redeemed in 
the exodus. The problem came when people saw the law of Moses as a means 
of salvation instead of as a pointer to a greater exodus. 
 

God‘s law is given to bless, not to restrict 
 

Exercise 
Look over Psalms 1 and 119. What are some of the emotions 
that the law of God evokes for the Psalmist? 
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We think the law is there to stop us having a good time. But the Psalmist 
says: ―Your law is my delight‖ (Psalm 119:77) and ―Oh, how I love your law!‖ 
(Psalm 119:97). God‘s rule brings life, blessing, peace and justice. God rules 
through his word. The law of Moses is the word by which he would rule 
Israel. So the law brings life, blessing, peace and justice. Hence the Psalmist‘s 
delight in God‘s law. God‘s law is God‘s word is God‘s rule. It is a word of 
liberation and a word of blessing. 
 
The law of Moses is very different from the law codes of the nations. Chris 
Wright talks about the Ten Commandments as a bill of rights. The people 
who had been enslaved were not take life or property as Pharaoh had done to 
them. 
 

Israel: God rules through his king 
 
Once the people are in the land, God rules through judges whom he raises up 
to deliver the people. But God himself is ultimately the Judge. He is called 
―the LORD, the Judge‖ (Judges 11:27). The book of Judges ends: ―In those 
days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit‖ (Judges 21:25). This is 
true: Israel has no human king. But it is also false: God is the King of Israel. 
But it is true for Israel does not acknowledge God as king — ―everyone did 
as he saw fit.‖ 
 
It is perhaps no surprise, then, when the people come to Samuel, who is the 
judge at that time, and ask for a king (1 Samuel 8:4-5). The problem is that 
they already have a king — God himself. What they are saying is that they 
want a king instead of God. God says to Samuel: ―It is not you they have 
rejected, but they have rejected me as their king.‖ (1 Samuel 8:7) 
 
Samuel is the last judge and the first prophet. The prophet is an institution 
that arises with the monarchy. The king is to rule under God‘s rule expressed 
through his word. That is what God said in Deuteronomy 17 when he 
anticipated the people‘s request for a king. The prophets proclaim God‘s 
word; they guide the king so that the king rules under God‘s authority. That 
was the ideal. More often, in fact, the prophet keeps the king in check, calling 
him back to God‘s word. Often the word of the prophet and the rule of the 
king are in conflict. 
 
We see this in the reign of the first king, Saul. Saul gets off to a good start, 
but soon it all unravels. Saul is told to destroy the Amalekites and all their 
possessions, but he saves the best of the sheep and oxen for sacrifice. Samuel 
says that God has rejected Saul as king because what counts is not sacrifice, 
but obedience to God‘s word. 
 

Samuel replied: ―Does the LORD delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as 
in obeying the voice of the LORD? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is 
better than the fat of rams. 23 For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and 
arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, 
he has rejected you as king.‘‘ (1 Samuel 15:22-23) 
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God rejects Saul because Saul rejects God‘s word. So in 1 Samuel 16 another 
king is chosen — David. 
 
David is anointed as the next king. The word ‗christ‘ in Greek or ‗messiah‘ in 
Hebrew means ‗anointed One‘. Israelite kings were not crowned, but 
anointed with oil. So ‗the christ‘ is God‘s anointed King. David is, in a very 
real sense, the christ. He is God‘s anointed king at that time. 
 
But for years he must live at the margins. He is a fugitive on the run from 
Saul. He does not seize the kingdom by force — even when he has the 
opportunity to kill Saul — but he waits until God gives it to him. Even when 
he becomes king, he suffers from the rebellion of other nations and the 
rebellion of his own family. He expresses that suffering in laments in the 
book of Psalms. David is the christ who suffers. 
 

Reflection 
Why must God‘s anointed suffer? (Mark 15:31-32) Why are 
the sufferings of David described at such length? (Mark 8:31) 
Jesus says the Old Testament spoke about his sufferings 

(Luke 24:25-27, 46; see also 1 Peter 1:10-12). How does the Old Testament 
speak of Christ‘s sufferings? 

 
When David comes to the throne, the story takes a surprising turn. It does 
not appear surprising to us because we have grown used to Christmas 
readings about Jesus the King descended from David. But remember that the 
request for a king was ‗an evil thing‘ (1 Samuel 12:17). 
 
Read 2 Samuel 7:1-17. David wanted to build a house (that is, a temple) for 
God. Instead, God is going to build a house (that is, a dynasty) for David — 
one that will last forever. David‘s house may go astray, but God will never 
remove his love from it. When the people asked for a king, it was an evil 
request because they rejected God as their king. But now that evil act is 
woven into the plan of salvation. God will rule through his anointed King. 
 
David is succeeded by Solomon and Solomon is succeeded by Rehoboam. 
Rehoboam follows the advice of the young hotheads and oppresses the 
people. Jeroboam leads a rebellion and the kingdom divides into two. The ten 
northern tribes break off and become known as Israel. The Davidic line 
continues to rule over the two southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin, and 
that kingdom is usually known as Judah. 
 
In the northern kingdom we get a succession of bloody coups (1 Kings 15-
16). Whole families are slaughtered so that no dynasty is established. The 
dynasties of the northern kingdom come to nothing. Ultimately the kingdom 
itself comes to nothing. It is defeated by the Assyrians, exiled and 
extinguished from history. 
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In the southern kingdom the dynasty of David continues (1 Kings 15:1-4). 
David‘s line continues — despite their sin — because of God‘s promise to 
David. It is only the power of God‘s word that preserves David‘s line, 
moving it towards its fulfilment in Jesus Christ. God‘s plan of salvation is 
now tied to the family of David. 
 

Decline into exile: God rules through the 

prophetic word 
 
In the Hebrew canon the history books of the Old Testament are called the 
Former Prophets. 
 

 
 
The main force in these books is not the kings or the international powers, 
but the word of the LORD that comes by the mouth of his prophets. To 
understand the story you must listen to Samuel, Nathan, Elijah and so on. 
The central theme of 1 and 2 Kings is the sovereignty and certainty of God‘s 
word. When the word of God comes into conflict with the king, it is God‘s 
word that reigns. 
 

Exercise 
King vs prophet 
Read 1 Kings 13:1-6. This section begins with ―by the word 

of the LORD‖ and ends with ―the word of the LORD … will certainly come 
true‖ (1 Kings 13:32). God‘s word not only informs, warns and predicts: it 
actually causes things to happen. How does this story demonstrate the 
sovereignty of God‘s word? Read 2 Kings 1:1-18. How does Ahaziah try to 
evade God‘s word? How does this story demonstrate the sovereignty of 
God‘s word? 
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In 1 and 2 Kings the warnings of Deuteronomy slowly unfold as the nation 
turns from God. God‘s word is sovereign and so there is something 
inexorable about the story. The book of Deuteronomy promised blessings if 
the people were obedient, but it also outlined curses if they were not faithful 
to the covenant (see especially Deuteronomy 28 and 30). This is the principle 
by which the writer of Kings interprets history. What happens to Israel, then, 
happens because those curses come into play. The disaster that falls on Israel 
is a result of the judging and destroying power of God‘s law. God‘s word sets 
in train events which cannot be altered. 
 

 
 
 Exodus is the story of God‘s people set free. 
 Joshua and Judges describe how God gives them the promised land. 
 1 and 2 Samuel describe how God gives them his anointed king. 
 1 Kings describes how Solomon builds the temple in Jerusalem — the 

symbol of God‘s presence with his people. 
 The second half of 1 Kings and 2 Kings describe how the people turn 

from God until at the end everything is in ruins. The people are in exile. 
The land has been defeated. The king is in captivity. The temple has been 
destroyed. 

 
It is worth pausing to ask why God took this route to achieve his purposes. 
Why do we get this arc of triumph and failure? Why did he not simply send 
Jesus after the promise to Abraham? The answer, I think, is to demonstrate 
for all eternity that salvation was not in any way achieved through human 
effort. God allowed the human institutions to come to nothing so that it 
would be forever clear that salvation was entirely by his power and grace 
(Ephesians 2:6-7). 
 

Prophecy: God will rule through a 

coming king 
 
Out of the ruins of the kingdom the prophets bring a word of hope. 
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1. A new kingdom 
 
In a variety of ways God promises the coming of his reign. He promises to 
restore Israel and make her pre-eminent among the nations. He promises that 
he will come in judgment against Israel‘s enemies. He speaks of ‗a day of the 
LORD‘ in which evil will be judged and God‘s name will be vindicated. 
 

2. A new king 
 
God promises a new king David who will re-establish God‘s rule over his 
people — not only Israel, but over all nations (Isaiah 9:6-7). 
 
 

Jesus: the promised Saviour King 
 
1. God‘s kingdom has come 
 
In Mark 1 Jesus arrives on the scene, announcing the coming of God‘s 
kingdom and calling upon people to repent (1:15). Jesus is re-establishing 
God‘s rule. Matthew talks about ‗the kingdom of heaven‘, but this simply 
follows the Jewish conventions of avoiding the use of God‘s name. 
 

2. God‘s king has come 
 
Jesus is the son of David — the promised King. He is the Messiah. The 
kingdom has come because the king has come (Luke 1:31-33). 
 
But there is a surprise. God‘s kingdom has come because God‘s king has 
come. But Jesus is also opposed and rejected. How can this be the coming of 
God‘s kingdom? This is not what we expected. We expected the kingdom of 
God to come in great glory, sweeping away God‘s enemies and vindicating 
his people (Matthew 3:10). So is this the real thing? 
 

Exercise 
Read Matthew 13:31-33. Has the kingdom come in Jesus or 
will it come in glory as expected? Read Matthew 13:18-23. 
How does the kingdom come in the meantime? 

 
At present the kingdom is small and hidden. But one day it will be the largest 
tree. It will work through the entire dough. The reign of God is hidden now, 
but one day he will rule over everything. Just because the kingdom has not 
come in glory and judgment does not mean it has not come. And just because 
it has come secretly does not mean it will not come in glory and judgment in 
the future. In the meantime the kingdom grows as ―the message of the 
kingdom‖ is proclaimed and when a person ―hears the word and understands 
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it‖ (Matthew 13:19, 23). God rules through his word and he extends his rule 
through his word. 
 
Our expectations were right. The kingdom of God will come in great power 
and glory. But first it comes in a hidden, gracious way. Jesus is the Christ 
(God‘s anointed King), but he is the Christ who must suffer and die. The 
Christ must suffer because it is by dying that he includes us in God‘s 
kingdom. If God came first in power and judgment, none of us would stand 
(Malachi 3). But God comes first in judgment against his own Son. The King 
gives his life for his people. Jesus dies for his people so that they might 
experience his coming rule as blessing, life, peace and justice. And in so doing 
he redefines what rule means (Mark 10:40-45). ―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‖ (Mark 10:45). 
 

The church: King Jesus rules through the 

gospel 
 
Read Matthew 28:18-20. It is because all authority has been given to him that 
Jesus sends us to all the nations. It is through the preaching of the gospel that 
Jesus is wielding his sceptre in the world. Even now he exercises his rule 
through the preaching of the gospel. Through the gospel we command 
people to submit to Jesus. Through the gospel judgment is passed on people 
who continue to reject him. To tell people the gospel is to announce the 
kingdom or kingship of God and his Christ. 
 
We are ambassadors for Christ, bringing an authoritative pronouncement 
from the king. When we preach the gospel we are heralds of a coming king. 
We go to the citizens of a country and say that a king is coming who rightly 
claims their allegiance. Those who currently rule them are usurpers and 
tyrants. If they acknowledge his lordship, they will experience his rule as 
blessing, life and salvation. If they reject him, they will experience him as their 
conqueror and judge. 

 we do not invite people to make Jesus their king — we tell people that 
Jesus is the king and he will rule all of us for ever 

 we do not invite people to meet Jesus — we tell people that they will meet 
Jesus as their conquering king 

 we do not to ask people to live better and make the world a better place 
— we command people to repent and submit to the coming king 

Of course we do this graciously and gently (1 Peter 3:16). We cannot force or 
manipulate anyone to repent. But one day everyone will bow the knee before 
Jesus, whether they like it or not (Philippians 2:9-11). 
 

New creation: God’s everlasting rule of 

freedom 
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The scrolls in the book of Revelation represent the acts of history. The one 
worthy to open them is the one who controls history. Is there such a one? 
―Then one of the elders said to me, ‗Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe 
of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and 
its seven seals.‘‖ (Revelation 5:5) But when John sees the Davidic king he sees 
―a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain‖ (Revelation 5:6). 
 
When the seventh angel sounds his trumpet, loud voices in heaven say: ―The 
kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our LORD and of his 
Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever‖ (Revelation 11:15). In Revelation 
21–22 we get a picture of life under the restored rule of God. It is life without 
threat, sin, pain, suffering or death. It is a life of blessing, abundance and 
security. It is a life of true freedom. The power and sin and death have been 
broken. We are free to be what we were intended to be — people who know 
and worship God. And that is good news. 
 

Exercise 
Read Psalm 2. Psalm 2 is written about the king of Israel. But 
it was never fulfilled in the Israelite kings. It points forward 
to David‘s greater Son. There are four sections (each with 

three verses). In each section there is a different speaker. Who is the speaker 
and what do they say about God‘s rule? 

 

Exercise 
How does the theme of God‘s promise of a king and a 
kingdom help us understand the message of Nehemiah for 
Christians today? 

 
Nehemiah‘s description of his leadership (Nehemiah 5:14-19) seems to 
consciously echo Deuteronomy 17:14-20, where the king is told not to use 
his power to accumulate wealth. It contrasts with the warnings of Samuel 
which were realised in the lives of so many of Israel‘s kings (1 Samuel 8, 12). 
Nehemiah not only organises the rebuilding of the wall; he is concerned that 
Israel live in obedience to God‘s word. Yet the book has the feel of an 
apologia or even a confession. His description of his leadership ends with a 
plea for God‘s favour (5:19).  
 
Nehemiah 12 is the story of the celebration of the completed wall. It 
describes a great choir-fest, with singing the likes of which had not been 
heard since David (12:27-28, 31, 38, 40, 43). Naturally in the story it should 
come after chapter 7 when the wall is rebuilt, but it has been held over to 
form a wonderful climax to the book. Except that this is not the end of the 
story. Chapter 12 is a premature celebration — a deliberate foil for the 
failings described in chapter 13. What is more, the events of chapter 13 
actually come before those of chapter 12 (see 13:4). Nehemiah, or the editor, 
have placed this account of failure at the end of the book quite deliberately. 
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The book has been carefully structured so that it ends in failure. The reforms 
of chapter 10 are all reversed in chapter 13. The book ends: ―Remember me 
with favour, O my God‖ (13:31). It is a plea for grace. 
 
Nehemiah is a great leader and godly leader. But ultimately he cannot give the 
people rest in the land (6:15-7:3). He cannot reform the people. He cannot 
give them the new exodus which they need (9:36-37). He can liberate them 
from exile in Babylon, but he cannot rescue them from that to which the 
exile pointed — the power of sin and the judgment of God. Nehemiah is not 
so much a model for Christian leaders today as a pointer to the Lord Jesus 
Christ. To the extent that he partially fulfils the promise of God, he points to 
its full fulfilment in Christ. To the extent that he fails to fulfil the promise, he 
points to our need for a complete and sufficient Saviour and Leader. 
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Unit 9. 

The promise of 

blessing to the 

nations 
 
 

 
 
There are over 200 countries in the world. But countries are just entities 
defined by geographic boundaries. The biblical term ‗nation‘ has more the 
sense of ethnic group or people group — a group with a common cultural 
tradition and often a common language. There are 11,000 such people groups 
in the world today, 17,000 if you include people groups divided across 
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geographic boundaries. Of those with more than 10,000 members (about half 
the total), 1,600 are unreached by the gospel (defined as having less than 2 
per cent evangelical Christians). Furthermore, there are 7,148 languages in the 
world of which 2,000 do not have a translation of the New Testament. 
Between 1.2 and 1.4 billion people have not heard the gospel.9 What are 
God‘s purposes for these nations? 
 

Creation: commanded to fill the earth 
 
When God made man and woman in his image, we read: ―God blessed them 
and said to them, ‗Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it.‘‖ (Genesis 1:28) They are to ‗increase in number‘ and they are to 
‗fill the earth‘. There is a double process of multiplication and dispersion 
which will lead to diversity. This is God‘s purpose for humanity. 
 
In Genesis 10 we get what is called ‗the table of nations‘. It is an account of 
the sons of Noah ―by their clans, their languages, their lands and their 
nations‖ (Genesis 10:5, 20, 31, ESV). It ends: ―These are the clans of Noah‘s 
sons, according to their lines of descent, within their nations. From these the 
nations spread out over the earth after the flood.‖ (Genesis 10:32) This is the 
diversity of nations that God intended. 
 

Fall: the nations against God 
 
Genesis 11:1 suggests the events of Genesis 11 may have preceded many of 
the developments of Genesis 10.  Nevertheless, chapter 10 is placed prior to 
chapter 11 to bring out the contrast between God‘s intention and its 
corruption by human sin. Genesis 10 shows the diversity of nations that God 
intended, but in Genesis 11 the people of the world come together in 
opposition to God. 
 
The nations are part of God‘s purposes, but they are also opposed to God‘s 
purposes. And these twin themes run throughout the Bible story. 
 

Reflection 
Read Genesis 11:1-9. 
 Why did the people build the tower? 
 Why did the LORD stop them? 

 What was the outcome? 
 How does this outcome compare with God‘s command to ‗increase in 

number‘ and ‗fill the earth‘? (Genesis 1:28) 
Read Genesis 12:1-3 
 For what purpose has God chosen Abraham? 

 

                                                 
9 Statistics from Operation World and the Joshua Project. 
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The people of the world come together on the plain of Shinar: ―Then they 
said, ‗Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the 
heavens, so that we may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over 
the face of the whole earth.‘‖ (Genesis 11:4) This is the first proclamation of 
empire. The city and its tower were designed to keep people together rather 
than fulfilling God‘s command to spread out. It is an expression of human 
pride (―so that we may make a name for ourselves‖) and human rebellion 
against God (―and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth‖). A 
characteristic of imperialism ever since has been its move towards ethnic and 
linguistic homogeneity. 
 
But God prevents the formation of a single empire in opposition to him for it 
would become a cauldron of evil. ―The LORD said, ‗If as one people speaking 
the same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do 
will be impossible for them.‘‖ (Genesis 11:6) God sends different languages 
so that the people scatter ―over the face of the earth‖ (Genesis 11:8, 9). The 
result is what he commanded in Genesis 1 and 9. Ethnic difference — and 
especially language, which is a key element of ethnic identity — is both a 
fulfilment of God‘s command and a judgment on our disobedience.  
 

Abraham: promised blessing to all 

nations 
 
It is in the context of God‘s purposes for the nations (Genesis 10) and God‘s 
judgment on the nations (Genesis 6-9, 11) that God makes his covenant with 
Abraham. ―I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will 
curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.‖ (Genesis 12:3) 
―Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on 
earth will be blessed through him.‖ (Genesis 18:18) God changes Abraham‘s 
name from ‗Abram‘ (which means ‗exalted father‘) to ‗Abraham‘ which 
means ‗father of a multitude‘ (Genesis 17:4-6). 
 
This is the point in the story where God focuses down on one person, one 
family and one nation. At first sight, this is the point where God excludes the 
nations. But in fact, right from the beginning God says that his purposes for 
Abraham and Israel are for the sake of the nations. 
 
When Paul wants to defend his mission to the Gentiles (that is, nations)10 he 
does not turn to the Great Commission, though he might have done. He 
turns instead to the Old Testament and to the promise of God to Abraham: 

 

                                                 
10 In the Hebrew of the Old Testament there are two relevant words: gôy (pl. gôyim) which 
means ‗nation‘ and ‗am (pl. ammîm) which means ‗people‘. In the Greek New Testament laos 
which means ‗people‘ is usually used of the people of God while ethnos (pl. ethne) is used of 
non-Israelite people. Ethne is commonly used of ‗Gentiles‘ or ‗nations‘ so that references to 
‗the Gentiles‘ in the New Testament could be equally as well translated ‗the nations‘, and vice 
versa. 
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The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles [that is, the nations] by 
faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ―All nations will be 
blessed through you.‘‘ … If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham‘s seed, and 
heirs according to the promise. (Galatians 3:8, 29) 

 
The promise to Abraham of blessing to the nations is Paul‘s mandate for 
mission (see also Romans 1:1-6; 9:24-29; 16:25-27; Ephesians 3:1-6). 
 

Israel: drawing the nations to the rule of 

God 
 
So far we have seen God both judging the nations and promising blessing to 
the nations. With the formation of Israel, through the exodus and beyond, 
the calling of God‘s people — already there in Abraham (Genesis 18:18-19) 
— is clarified. 
 

 

1. A light to the nations 
 
The Ten Commandments form the centrepiece of the law of Moses. There 
are two records of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20; Deuteronomy 5). 
The way these accounts are introduced explains how the law was to define 
Israel‘s relationship to the nations. 
 
Read Exodus 19:4-6. This is a key statement of God‘s purposes for Israel. It 
starts with God‘s initiative in redemption (verse 4). Verse 5 is a strong 
statement of particularity: ―out of all nations you will be my treasured 
possession‖. But even this is set in the context of God‘s universal claim on 
the nations and the whole earth. Moreover, the particularity of Israel is for a 
purpose: ―you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation‖ (verse 
6). In Israel the priests taught the law (Leviticus 10:11; Deuteronomy 33:10) 
and offered sacrifices of atonement so that the people could come to God. 
Here God calls on Israel to be a priestly kingdom in the midst of the nations. 
The nation as a whole is to take knowledge of God to the nations and bring 
the nations to the means of atonement with God. ‗Holy‘ means ‗set apart‘. To 
be a holy nation was to be a distinctive nation among the nations. They were 
to be a nation that reflected the holiness of God and so made him known to 
the nations. ―Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.‖ (Leviticus 
19:2) The law is given to this end. The law is missionary in intent. It defined 
what it meant for Israel to be a priestly kingdom and a holy nation: they 
would make God known to the nations and bring the nations to God 
through atonement. 
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Israel was not only to make God known to the nations; they were also to 
welcome people from other nations. ―You are to love those who are aliens, 
for you yourselves were aliens in Egypt‖ (Deuteronomy 10:19). These 
immigrants had equal rights before the law. They were to be considered part 
of the community. Throughout its history Israel incorporated foreigners. 
Indeed the original people who escaped from Egypt were far from racially 
homogenous. 
 

2. A threat from the nations 
 
The nations are objects of God‘s grace expressed through the witness of his 
people. But the nations and their gods are also seen as a threat to the people 
of God. When Joshua takes the land of Canaan, he is to destroy everyone and 
everything belonging to the Canaanite nations. When Achan keeps some of 
the spoils of war, the whole community is punished (Joshua 7). Everything is 
said to be ―devoted to destruction‖ (Joshua 6:21 ESV). This is an act of 
judgment against those nations which prefigures the final day of judgment. 
But it is also to protect God‘s people from the influence of the nations. 
 
Read Judges 2:16-3:2. After Joshua dies, the people compromise this 
command for purity. Instead of driving out the nations, they follow their 
ways. God judges them by handing them over to their enemies until they cry 
out to him and he raises up judges to free them. But they do not learn the 
lesson. So in judgment God gives them what they want. ―I will no longer 
drive out before them any of the nations Joshua left when he died. 22 I will 
use them to test Israel and see whether they will keep the way of the LORD 
and walk in it as their forefathers did.‘‘ (Judges 2:21-22) Now each new 
generation will face conflict with the nations that will test its fidelity to God 
(Judges 3:1-2). God‘s people will either be a light to the nations or they will 
be corrupted by the nations. 
 
Throughout history, the people of God are in conflict with the world around 
them. The people of the world divide into two groups — sometimes thought 
of as two humanities or two cities. Humanity in opposition to God 
persecutes the people of God. It is Egypt, then Canaan, then Philistia, then 
Assyria, then Babylon and then Rome. Sometimes it is presented in mythical 
terms, as in Ezekiel‘s vision of Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 38-39). The most 
common expression of this conflict is the contrast between Babylon and 
Jerusalem which the Apostle John picks up in the book of Revelation. Babel 
becomes Babylon — the symbol of humanity in opposition to God and his 
people. 
 

Decline into exile: drawn to the ways of 

the nations 
 

Solomon and beyond 
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In the reign of Solomon, Israel reaches it zenith as a light to the nations, but 
the seeds of its failure are also sown. Under Solomon, Israel attracts the 
nations. The Queen of Sheba travels from the ends of the world to hear 
God‘s wisdom from Solomon (1 Kings 10:1-13). The nations bring their 
wealth to enrich God‘s people and God‘s temple (1 Kings 10:14-29). This is 
as good as the fulfilment of Deuteronomy 4 gets in the Old Testament: 
 

―People of all nations came to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and from all the 
kings of the earth, who had heard of his wisdom.‖ (1 Kings 4:34, ESV) But 
Solomon also marries foreign wives who bring their foreign gods (1 Kings 
11:1-3). Solomon himself joins in their worship (1 Kings 11:4-8). The call to 
be a light to the nations and the threat from the nations are both there in his 
reign. 
 
The writer of Kings assesses the nation of Israel and her kings in accordance 
with the calling to be a light to the nations. The Lord drove out the wicked 
nations of Canaan so that there might be a place on earth where the goodness 
of life under his rule could be seen by the nations. The tragedy of Israel is 
that it reverted to the ways of those wicked nations. ―The people engaged in 
all the detestable practices of the nations the LORD had driven out before the 
Israelites‖ (1 Kings 14:24; see also 2 Kings 16:3; 17:8, 11, 15, 33; 21:2). 
 

Reflection 
Read 1 Kings 14:21-31 and compare Rehoboam‘s reign with 
the glories of Solomon‘s reign. 

 
The nation reaches the point of no return under the reign of Manasseh. The 
people do not listen to the word of God (2 Kings 21:7-9a). Instead, 
―Manasseh led them astray, so that they did more evil than the nations the 
LORD had destroyed before the Israelites‖ (2 Kings 21:9b). They are no 
longer a light to the nations. They do not even follow the ways of the nations. 
They are actually more evil than the nations. 
 

Judged by the nations 
 
Because Israel turns from God and his word to follow the ways of the 
nations, God uses the nations to judge her. Far from bringing their glory into 
God‘s kingdom, the nations now corrupt God‘s people, attack Jerusalem and 
plunder the temple. Defeat at the hand of the nations is portrayed as the 
judgment of God.  
 

Prophecy: judgment and salvation will 

come to the nations 
 

Judgment to the nations 
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When the Babylonians defeated Judah for the first time, they took away some 
of the Jerusalem elite, including Daniel and Ezekiel. Ezekiel ministers to the 
exiles in Babylon. Ezekiel 4-24 contains Ezekiel‘s warning of judgment to 
God‘s people — Jerusalem and the temple will be destroyed. He has two 
repeated refrains: ―Then they will know that I am the LORD‖ and ―I am 
against you‖. 
 
In chapters 25–32, Ezekiel addresses the surrounding nations. The same two 
refrains are repeated throughout this section. The message to the nations is 
the same message as the message to Israel: 

 do not misunderstand Israel‘s downfall: Israel‘s God is your God  
The nations are not to suppose that their triumph over Israel means their 
gods are more powerful. The nations are told: ―You will know that I am 
the LORD‖ (Ezekiel 25:7, 11, 14, 17; 26:6, 23, 24; 29:9, 16, 21; 30:8, 19, 25, 
26; 32:15). God is God of all the earth, and he addresses all the nations. 
God has a moving throne because his sovereignty is not limited to one 
geographic location (Ezekiel 1:1, 3, 15-28). 

 do not delight in Israel‘s downfall: Israel‘s fate will be your fate 
The nations are told: ―I am against you‖ (Ezekiel 26:3; 28:22; 29:3, 10; 
30:22). The exile in Babylon is a picture of humanity‘s fate: we will be 
defeated by God and eternally exiled from the blessing and peace of his 
loving reign. 

 

Salvation to the nations 
 
The prophets tell us that the new thing that God is going to do for Israel will 
encompass the nations (Isaiah 11:10-16; 19:18-25). ―Many nations,‖ says 
God, ―will become my people‖ (Zechariah 2:11). God will gather his people 
scattered in exile, but at the same time he will gather people from the four 
corners of the world (Isaiah 56:6-8; 66:18-21). The song of God‘s praise will 
go into all the earth (Isaiah 12:5-6). The Apostle James quotes from Amos 
9:11-12 at the Council of Jerusalem to argue that Gentiles can be part of the 
church without needing to be circumcised: ―I will return and rebuild David‘s 
fallen tent … that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the 
Gentiles [that is, the nations] who bear my name.‖ (Acts 15:16-17) Israel had 
failed to model life under the rule of God in a way that attracted the nations, 
but the prophets promised that one day the nations will be drawn to God 
(Isaiah 2:1-5; Micah 4:1-5). 
 
Isaiah has four songs about an unidentified ‗servant of the Lord‘ (Isaiah 42:1-
9; 49:1-7; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12). Sometimes these appear to be about Israel 
collectively, sometimes about an individual who brings salvation to Israel. 
They point to Jesus who fulfils the calling of Israel, saves God‘s people 
through his suffering and brings justice to the nations (Isaiah 42:1, 4).  
 
Israel was to be a light to the nations, but she rarely lived up to this calling. 
Too often, instead of attracting the nations to God, she was attracted to the 
nations and their gods. But this calling to be a light to the nations will be 
fulfilled by the promised servant: 
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 ―I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a 
light for the nations.‖ (Isaiah 42:6) 

 ―I will also make you a light for the nations, that you may bring my 
salvation to the ends of the earth.‖ (Isaiah 49:6) 

 

Jesus: the hope of the nations 
 
With the promise of the servant still ringing in our ears, we hear Jesus say: ―I 
am the light of the world‖ (John 8:12; see also John 1:4-9; 3:19-21; 9:5; 12:46; 
Acts 13:47). Jesus is the servant of the LORD promised by Isaiah and ―in his 
name the nations will put their hope‖ (Matthew 12:15-21). Jesus is the one 
who brings good news to the nations. He will gather faithful Israel, but he 
will also gather people from the four corners of the world (Mark 13:27). He is 
the one who fulfils Israel‘s calling to make God known to the nations. The 
nation of Israel has the priority in his earthly ministry (Matthew 10:5-6; 15:21-
28), but as the nation and its leaders reject him, so Israel loses its priority 
status (Matthew 21:33-46). Now the gospel goes to all those who will accept 
it, whether Jew or Gentile. 
 

The church: the gospel to the nations 
 

The gospel to the world 
 
In the Old Testament, the basic movement of mission was to draw the 
nations to Jerusalem and the temple (Isaiah 2:1-5; Micah 4:1-5). The Great 
Commission reverses this movement (Matthew 28:18-20). Now the people of 
God are sent out into the world (John 17:18). What was centripetal is now 
centrifugal. ―But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and 
to the ends of the earth.‖ (Acts 1:8) 
 
In Isaiah, God says of his people, ―You are my witnesses‖ (Isaiah 43:10,12). 
Now Jesus tells his disciples that they will be his witnesses to the ends of the 
earth. At Pentecost, the gospel is proclaimed to people from many nations, 
who hear it in their own languages. The book of Acts is the story of how the 
gospel moves from Jerusalem, to Judea and Samaria and ultimately to Rome 
at the centre of the known world. As Israel should have been and as Jesus 
was, the disciples are to be a light in a dark world (Matthew 5:14-16; 
Philippians 2:15; 1 Peter 2:12). 
 
In Exodus 19:5–6, God outlined his purpose for his people in relation to the 
nations. In 1 Peter 2:9, Peter picks up the language of Exodus 19 and applies 
it the church: 
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Paul, too, speaks of proclaiming the gospel to the Gentiles (that is, nations) as 
a ―priestly duty‖ (Romans 15:16). 
 

The threat from the world 
 
Israel was to be a light to the nations, but it was also warned of the threat 
from the nations. It is the same for the church. Not only do we take the 
gospel to the world; we are warned of the corrupting influence of the world. 
The term ‗world‘ — especially in the writings of John — is used in two ways: 

 the object of God‘s love and our mission (John 1:29; 3:16-17; 6:33; 12:47 
17:18, 21, 23; 1 John 2:2; 4:9, 14); 

 humanity in opposition to God and his people (John 7:7; 12:31: 15:18-19; 
17:13-16; 1 John 2:15-17; 3:1, 13; 4:1-5; 5:4-5, 19). 

This is why John can write, ―God so loved the world that he gave his one and 
only Son‖ (John 3:16), but also say, ―Do not love the world or anything in the 
world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him‖ (1 
John 2:15). 
 
In John 17:11-19 Jesus prays for his disciples as he leaves them in a hostile 
world. He prays that they might be kept by the word and sanctified by the 
truth. The disciples are not to be taken out of the world (17:15), but sent into 
the world (17:17). They will continue Jesus‘ mission of love and they proclaim 
his name. But they can only do this if they retain their distinctiveness from 
the world (‗sanctified‘ means ‗set apart‘). We are a light to the world when, 
and only when, we are different from the world. 
 

New creation: people from every nation 
 
Judgment to the nations 
 
In the book of Revelation, the conflict between Babylon and Jerusalem — 
between the world in opposition to God and God‘s people — which has 
gone on throughout history comes to climax. We read of the persecution of 
God‘s faithful people (Revelation 13:5-10), who are warned not to be 
corrupted by her (Revelation 18:4-5). 
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But ultimately Christ rides out to conquer the nations (Revelation 19:11-21; 
see also Revelation 12:5). This fulfils the promise that the Davidic king would 
rule the nations (Psalm 2:9; Revelation 19:15). Babylon is finally defeated 
(Revelation 14:8; 18:2-3). 
 

Salvation to the nations 
 
The book of Revelation closes with a vision of a restored Eden with a tree of 
life fed by the water that flows from the throne of the Lamb. ―The leaves of 
the tree,‖ we discover, ―are for the healing of the nations‖ (Revelation 22:2). 
All the nations will come to worship God (Revelation 15:3-4). 
 
A characteristic of imperialism ever since Babel has been its move towards 
ethnic and linguistic homogeneity. But the ‗empire‘ of the Lamb is different. 
It celebrates diversity (Revelation 7:9-10; see also 5:9). Not only are 
representatives from every nation in the new creation, but they bring the best 
of their culture to enrich it. ―The nations will walk by its light, and the kings 
of the earth will bring their splendour into it … The glory and honour of the 
nations will be brought into it.‖ (Revelation 21:24, 26) 
 
―All peoples on earth will be blessed through you,‖ said God to Abraham 
(Genesis 12:3). Now people from every nation are part of the new humanity 
in the new creation enjoying God‘s rule of freedom, and nationality and 
culture are redeemed and enriched the new Jerusalem. 
 

Exercise 
How does the theme of God‘s purposes for the nations help 
us understand the message of Nehemiah for Christians 
today? 

 
In Nehemiah 5:1-13 we find that, during a time of famine, the poor have 
been forced to borrow from the rich, and now some of the rich are using the 
situation to enslave the poor. Nehemiah is ―very angry‖ when he hears. 
Nehemiah had redeemed ―brothers‖ from the nations. Now the rich are 
selling them again. Nehemiah says: ―What you are doing is not right. Should 
you not walk in the fear of our God to avoid the reproach of our Gentile 
enemies?‖ (5:9) In Nehemiah 6:15-16 the nations recognise that the wall has 
been built ―with the help of our God‖. By redeeming slaves, God‘s people 
had witnessed to the liberating rule of God. But now this positive witness is 
threatened. The nations will associate God‘s rule with bondage and 
oppression. The same issues face us today. Christians are to reflect our 
experience of grace in the way we treat one another so that people will see in 
us an illustration of the gospel (John 13:34-35). 
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In 5:17 Nehemiah talks about ―those who came to us from the surrounding 
nations‖. As they were in Nehemiah‘s day, God‘s people today are to be an 
inclusive people, for God‘s purposes embrace all peoples and groups. 
 
In 6:1-14 the nations conspire against God‘s people. It is yet another example 
of a long history which will come to a climax in the death of Christ and 
continue with the persecution of the church (Acts 4). The threat comes in 
more subtle forms as well. In 13:23-27 Nehemiah rebukes the people for 
allowing mixed marriages. 
 

Was it not because of marriages like these that Solomon king of Israel sinned? 
Among the many nations there was no king like him. He was loved by his God, and 
God made him king over all Israel, but even he was led into sin by foreign women. 
(Nehemiah 13:26) 

 
Even Solomon, the greatest king of his day, loved by God and blessed by 
God, was led astray by foreign influences. With such examples we can warn 
each other (1 Corinthians 10:11-13). Flirting with the world is deadly. 
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