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The idea for “The Bible in Twelve Words” came to me years ago when I found myself often being asked
for a way for people to understand the history, theology, and unity of the Bible in a concise manner. I
have found that those who are new to Bible study appreciate a bit of a road map, and those who are
veterans appreciate being able to understand the direction of the Biblical narrative and the development
of theology.
Depending on the depth and breadth of the study, “The Bible in Twelve Words” can be used in a worship
service sermon series, a one-hour stand alone event, in a twelve-week study, a twelve-month study, or
any other configuration for a class.
As we here at St. Luke’s spend twelve weeks in worship utilizing the words, I will choose to emphasize
each Sunday several aspects of a particular theme. However the constraints of time will necessarily
limit what I can do. For that reason I am grateful that you have chosen to use this study guide to “Dig
In and Grow Deeper!”
Whether you are using this guide for personal study or in the context of a small group experience, I hope
it will encourage you to go well beyond the Sunday presentations to a deeper and richer understanding
of God’s Word.
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William S. Barnes

How to get the most out of this study
• Get a Bible that is easy to use. If you don’t have a Bible, we have free paperback versions
available as our gift for you.
• Attend worship each week or watch the video of that week’s “word” on the St. Luke’s
website.
• Come to my “Exegesis” Bible Study on Thursday nights. Enjoy a great economical
meal at St. Luke’s and join me for a deeper look at the “word” I emphasized the previous
week.
• Use this Guide for personal study and in a small group setting. If you do not already
attend a class or covenant group, we will be delighted to help you find one that is a
perfect fit for you.
And in addition to the Twelve Words, I’d like to personally add another: “Thanks!” Thank you for your
desire to deepen your love for the Bible and for making the commitment to share these weeks of
discovery with me.

5

Introduction
One way I define the Bible is as “the progressive revelation of the nature of God as understood by a
particular people” (first the Jews, and then those who identified themselves as Christians). Using the
12 words helps people to see a progression in Jewish tradition, history, custom, and theology that
culminates in the life and teachings of Jesus.
Let’s unpack my definition a bit.
The Bible is “the progressive revelation of the nature of God.” Hebrews 1:1-2 states, “Long ago God
spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken
to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he created the worlds. He is the
reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his
powerful word.”
Often when we read the troubling passages in the Old Testament that portray God as vengeful, warlike, and even capricious in angry judgment we are confused. Some even like to say (erroneously in my
view) that “the God of the Old Testament is the God of judgment and the God of the New Testament is
the God of Love.” Scripture teaches that the nature of God is unchanging. The prophet Malachi writes,
“For I the Lord do not change…” (3:6) Jesus told his disciples in John 14:9 “Whoever has seen me has
seen the Father.” And Hebrews 13:8 clearly states, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and
forever.”
If God does not change, and Jesus, present and active at creation does not change, then what has
changed? Our human understanding of the nature of God has changed over time. And in the fullness
of time, God revealed his divine nature in the only way we could really “get it.” In Jesus.

Do this:
Think about how your understanding of your parents or some other authority figure or important person
in your life has changed over time. If you were going to write about that person when you were younger
how would it compare with what you would write now?
Mark Twain once wrote: “When I was a boy of fourteen, my father was so ignorant I could hardly stand
to have the old man around. But when I got to be twenty-one, I was astonished by how much he’d
learned in seven years.”
The Bible is to be understood as progressively revealing the nature of God through time
The Bible is also to be understood as depicting the history, customs, and assumed world-view of a
particular family (Abraham’s) that goes back thousands of years. Even up to the time of Christopher
Columbus the majority of people assumed that the world was flat. We didn’t understand the need for
a sterile surgical environment until after the Civil War. And our own American history is replete with
heroic stories about important figures like George Washington, Daniel Boone, Betsy Ross, and Johnny
Appleseed, to mention just a few. Folklore and history often become inseparable in our minds, but they
all work to define our sense of who we are as a people in this land. The same is true of this “particular
people” of the Judeo-Christian experience.
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Do this:
Think about some of the people and events that have shaped our collective understanding of who
we are as Americans. If you are studying in a group, see if the events are remembered differently
depending on the region of the nation in which persons grew up. Are there some stories that you are not
sure are legendary or factual? Would you include them in our self-understanding and national identity
if they were not historical “facts?” Why or why not?
Now think about some of the Biblical stories and events that you know and ask how these have shaped
the spiritual identity of Jews and Christians over time.
The Bible was written over a long period of time by many different writers. Much of it, especially in the
Old Testament, was based on an oral tradition that preserved the narrative and theology for centuries. (I
think that also answers the question of why there is so much repetition in the first five books of the Bible,
the Torah. In a time before people were literate, it was the constant telling and re-telling of stories that
preserved them through time. We still do that today. How do you know what the next words are in this
sentence…”’Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house….”? Before you could read,
you heard it spoken again and again, and the oral tradition imparted to you the wonder and excitement
of a special night of the year.)
The many different writers, in many different time periods, used many different types of literature to tell
the stories God and God’s people. The word for these types is “genre.” Here are a few of the genres
in the scripture: law, prophecy, poetry, song, genealogy. How many more can you name? Write them
below, and if you are studying with a group share them and see how many you can come up with.

As we study the Bible in the weeks ahead, I will be reminding you about the importance of understanding
that we have a progressive revelation about God in which the Holy One has never changed, but our
understanding has.
I will be reminding you to remember that we are focusing on one extended family’s self-understanding
and world view as a people chosen by God to make known his true nature by the way in which they
ordered their community, their life of worship, and their witness in the world.
I will be reminding you about how we use genre in different ways. We do not read or use law the
same way we read or use poetry. We understand that a genealogical tree can branch in different ways
depending on the limb you choose.
And finally we will be acknowledging that language can often get in the way of our understanding. The
Biblical languages of Hebrew, Greek, and a little Aramaic sometimes defy even our best attempts to
communicate in English what has been written in a text. For instance, when we read “And the Lord
God said…” we immediately think about ears and eardrums — biological hearing with sound waves,
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but maybe we should be understanding that more like (how we say in English) “I hear what you are
saying,” or “I see what you mean.” Hearing, seeing, and perceiving are not always easily conveyed by
language.
Thanks for joining us on the journey! It’s going to be a lot of fun. You will “see” what I mean!
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Themes
Creation (p. 12)

The first book of the Bible begins with two versions of God’s creative work, each one communicating
important theological affirmations of God’s love for the world.

Relation (p. 15)

Beginning with the “Fall” in the Garden of Eden, this section of Biblical material tells the story of God’s
relationship with the human family, and with the family of Abraham in particular, following their exploits
into Egypt with Joseph.

Liberation (p. 19)

The first half of the book of Exodus tells of the liberation of the Hebrew people from the slavery of Egypt
under the leadership of Moses.

Formation (p. 22)

The remaining chapters of Exodus and the remainder of the books of the Torah contain laws and history
detailing God’s effort to form the Hebrew wanderers into a people with shared values, destiny, theology,
and self-identity.

Confederation (p. 25)

The books of conquest and tribal confederation government tell of God’s providence and of God’s
desire that Israel be a theocracy under Yahweh.

Accommodation (p. 28)

Israel as a nation, far from being “set apart” from the other nations, accommodated itself to its neighbors
by insisting on being ruled not by Yahweh, but by a king. God accommodated their request, but warned
of the inevitable results. In these books we meet Saul, David, and Solomon, trace the rise of the
monarchy, then its tragic collapse. Finally both Israel (in the north) and Judah (in the south) fall to their
enemies. During this time the prophets plead for obedience to God’s will and warn of impending doom
if the people persist in their misguided ways.

Deportation (p. 31)

Both Israel and Judah are defeated and deported. Israel to Assyria, Judah to Babylon. During these
times, the people search for answers, examine themselves, and seek to understand the will of God
apart from mere obedience to the “forms of religion.” Prophets in exile and prophets left behind speak
the truth, and stories from the time of “captivity” impart strength to the people.

Restoration (p. 33)

This section of Biblical material, part history, part prophecy, covers the time of return to Jerusalem and
the rebuilding of the city and worship life by a “faithful remnant” of the people.
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Sensation (p. 35)

Here in the middle of the Bible are the books of hymns, wise sayings, poems, and philosophy that come
from the hearts of the people, appealing to all the senses.

Salvation (p. 38)

The first four books of the New Testament, commonly called “Gospels,” tell the “good news” of God’s
work of salvation in the world through the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah, the Christ,
the “Anointed One.”

Evangelization (p. 40)

The Acts of the Apostles tells the story of the spread of the “good news” throughout Jerusalem, Judea,
Asia Minor, and Mediterranean Europe. The letters of the Apostle Paul, foremost of the missionary
evangelists, speak to theology and church life. Other letters from the first century C.E. cover a wide
range of topics: theology, resistance to heresy, instructions for church government, and the shape of
the believer’s life in Christ.

Consummation and New Creation (p. 42)

The last book of the Bible, a first century eschatological apocalypse, written to encourage believers
during times of great distress and persecution, affirms a God who is the ultimate victor over sin, death,
and evil. All of life as we now know it will come to an end, and a new creation will be God’s ultimate
gift of love.
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The First Word: Creation

Do this:
Read Genesis 1:1-2:4 and then Genesis 2:5-25. You will immediately see that these are two versions
of the creation story. Make a list of the order in which things were created and compare.

So what are we to make of this? Is the second story an expansion of the work God did on the sixth day?
If so, then why does the second chapter state that a human being was formed before the plants and
animals were created? And did the man really name all of the animals? And were they common names
or the genus and species type designations? These are the kind of questions that are raised when we
seek to interpret the Bible as one single narrative meant to be taken literally at all points.
Biblical scholars for the last century and more, through word study and other sophisticated methods
of inquiry, have come to general agreement that the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament,
as well as the historical books (Joshua, Judges, 1&2 Samuel, 1&2 Kings, 1&2 Chronicles, Ezra and
Nehemiah) represent at least four major traditions. These are commonly referred to by the letters J, E,
D, and P. These letters stand for the four traditions.
• J The Jahwistic (or Yahwistic) tradition. This tradition originated in the southern part of Israel and is
identified by its use of the holy name “Yahweh” for God. It was never actually written, and today if you
consult the notes in the front of most study Bibles, you will find that translators use small front uppercase
letters for LORD, to distinguish the use of this name.
• E The Elohistic tradition. This tradition comes from the northern part of Israel and is identified by the
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use of the name “Elohim” for God. It is translated as “Lord” without the uppercase letters.
• D The Deuteronomistic tradition. This tradition takes its name from the historians of the royal court in
Jerusalem, the southern kingdom. They wrote not only the book that bears the name Deuteronomy, but
also the history of the monarchies in the north and the south. They were loyal to the kings of Judah.
• P The Priestly tradition. This tradition reflects the interests and emphases of the priests of Israel. As
you might expect there is a lot of interest in rites and rituals, as well as holiness laws. They lay claim to
the book of Leviticus. (The priests were all from the tribe of Levi.) And their view of history is reflected
in the Chronicles.
It is often difficult to separate the traditions in the narrative, but in many cases the vocabulary, style, and
theology clearly differentiate the four. With regard to the stories of creation in Genesis 1 and 2, it seems
as if the story of dust and breath in the second chapter predates the other one, but the priests wanted
to present a more orderly and finely crafted expression of God’s creative power.
Having said all this, here’s one of the things that I love about the Bible: it is not a solo; it is a chorus. It
does not speak in only one voice, but in many. All of us have been together with multiple generations
present for a holiday meal, and someone will start to tell a good old family story. Invariably someone
else will interrupt to correct the story or add something. Many times there is no resolution about “exactly”
how it happened, but those of us in the family are not forced to “pick a version” and stay with it. We know
that the meaning is deeper than the individual stories and that the multiple voices add to the truth.
The Bible depends on multiple stories. We have two creation stories. (Three, if you count John 1:1-5)
We have two versions of the history of the kings. We have four gospel accounts of the life of Jesus, and
two different genealogies as well. I think the varied voices of inspiration in the Bible actually speak to its
integrity, since it would have been much easier for Biblical editors to just make everything agree. The
fact that we are confronted, and even blessed by, multiple voices confirms that God encounters us in a
community, and not simply in isolation. More about that in a word to come.

Do this:
Think about how different views of the same thing or event add to our understanding. How do we learn
or grow from others’ perceptions of an event we have all shared? What are the challenges that come
from being open to an interpretation or perspective that is different from your own?
The first word is “Creation,” but it overlaps with the second word, “Relation.” The main portion of the
Relation section is the family story of Abraham through four generations, ending with the death of Joseph
in Egypt at the conclusion of the book of Genesis. Chapter 3 of Genesis is crucial to understanding
the Bible message and meaning. We consider it now.
(Note: in order to complete this part of the study guide, you will need to have been present for or
watched online my teaching on the first word.)
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Do this:
In the space below, reproduce the diagram of relationships that I shared in the presentation. Read for
yourself, or have someone else read Genesis 3:1-24 and use the five aspects below to tell the story of
humanity’s brokenness in the world.

God

Animals

Human

Human

Dust of the earth

The second word, Relation, begins with brokenness all the way around, and the opening verses of
Genesis 4 find the first two children born after the fall of humanity involved in a conflict that leads to
death and isolation. Thus begins the long story of God’s attempt to heal his creation — all of it, including
us — and make it whole again.
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The Second Word: Relation

The second word begins with the story of humanity’s sin in the Garden of Eden. That sin was not a
voracious appetite for fruit which was a delight to the eye, it was the desire to “be like God,” violating
the God-designed separation between divinity and humanity. The result was the brokenness of every
kind of created relationship that humankind can have. Once “sent” from the Garden, Adam and Eve
conceive a family where the first-born murders his brother.
The rest of the book of Genesis tells the story of the human family, recounting ancient memories,
stories, and assumptions about how humanity ended up where it did. Beginning in chapter 12, we are
introduced to one who would today be described as a Bedouin, a wanderer without a country. His name
is Abram, later changed to Abraham.
The central focus of the Biblical story here is covenant. Covenant is often defined as a promise, but
I find that a little too weak. A covenant is an agreement where one party binds oneself to another.
Sometimes these covenants are one-sided and in other cases there is a reciprocal response. In the
Bible, the majority of covenants are accompanied by some sign or action.

Do this:
Read the story of God’s first covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15:1-21. Take time to imagine how long
it would have taken Abraham to cut those animals in two. The point of the covenant is rooted in ancient
practice. God, represented by a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch, passes between the cut pieces. It
was a way of saying, “May you do this to me if I do not fulfill my covenant with you.”
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Write here what the covenant was:

What did Abraham have to do in order to earn God’s covenant promise? What do we call a covenantal
gift that we do nothing to receive? (Hint, it starts with “G” and there is a very popular hymn that
describes it as “amazing.”) Sounds like the same God from the New Testament, doesn’t it?
Chapters 17 and 18 of Genesis describe the “signs” of the covenant. One of them is a physical alteration
of the male body, circumcision, and the other one is a new male body itself, a son, whose name will be
Isaac.

Do this:
Read the story of the gift of a son in Genesis 18:1-15. Then read about his birth in Genesis 21:1-7.
What consistent sub-theme is present in the story that gives us a clue as to why the name of Isaac is
chosen?
The irony of the story of the birth of Isaac is that the prevailing culture apparently believed in sacrificing
the first-born child, and Abraham was seeking, like we all do, to understand what God’s will was for
him and Sarah. He took Isaac to a place called Mt. Moriah, and there God provided an animal sacrifice
instead of a human one. Abraham’s faith in God was confirmed, animal sacrifice became the norm for
Jewish worship, and many centuries later Mt. Moriah would become the location of the Temple.

Do this:
Read Genesis 22:1-19. There is a specific place in the story where we see Abraham’s faith. (Hint: it is
in verse 5.) Read Hebrews 11:1. Reflect or discuss how these two passages connect.
The story of relation continues as Isaac takes a wife named Rebekah and she gives birth to twins
named Esau and Jacob. Although Esau is the primary heir and can claim the birthright as head of the
family upon the death of his father, Jacob tricks him into surrendering his right. Deceiving his father
Isaac in order to receive his blessing, Jacob becomes a fugitive from his brother’s anger and the family.
On the first night of his escape he has a dream, and God extends the covenant promise to him.

Do this:
Do you remember the old song about climbing Jacob’s ladder? It is now better portrayed in translations
as a staircase or even a ramp. Read Genesis 28:10-22. God confirms his choice of the unlikely deceiver/
opportunist to carry on the covenant and Jacob awakes to say, “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I did
not know it!” Think about when you have thought you were all alone and desperate and then something
happened that let you know that God was there with you all the time. If you are studying with a group,
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take time to share with each other.
Jacob’s journey ends in Haran where he meets and marries Rachel. He had to work seven years for
her, but the Bible describes the time in Genesis 29:20 this way: “Jacob served seven years for Rachel,
and they seemed to him but a few days because of his love for her.”
Having deceived his brother Esau, now Jacob is deceived himself by his father-in-law, Laban. He must
marry Rachel’s order sister, Leah first, and work for Rachel another seven years. During this time
Jacob fathers 11 sons and one daughter among four women: Leah, Rachel, and their female servants.
(Be sure to watch the video describing this unusual family if you missed the presentation in worship
this week.) A twelfth son is born to Rachel after they have left Haran, but sadly Rachel dies outside of
Bethlehem delivering the child.
Jacob’s name is changed to “Israel” in a wrestling match with an angel representing God. The strange
story is found in Genesis 32:22-32. Read the story.

Do this:
Write down what the name Israel means. What does your name mean? How did you receive it? Do you
like it? Would you change it? If you could have a different name that reflected your faith journey or life
experience to this point, what would it be and why?

When we talk about “the children of Israel” or “the tribes of Israel” we invariably think of the children or
tribes of a country. But we are actually referring to the children or tribes of a person. Only much later
did Israel become a name for a nation.
The rest of the book of Genesis tells the longest and most detailed story about any individual in the Old
Testament, Joseph. Joseph was the eleventh son born to Jacob, and he along with Benjamin were the
only biological sons born to the love of his life, Rachel. It explains why Joseph seemed to be the favorite
son of special-coat fame.
Sold by his jealous brothers to a caravan traveling to Egypt, Joseph ends up becoming second only to
the Pharaoh in leading that amazing nation. You can read the story in its entirety in Genesis 37 – 50.
The saga ends with the death of Joseph, but not before the Pharaoh has allowed him to welcome his
whole estranged family into Egypt. Reunited with his brothers, unwilling to retaliate for their actions
against him, Joseph says, “Even though you meant what you did as harm to me, God meant it for good,
in order to preserve a numerous people.”
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Do this:
Think about how a negative situation in your life has been turned into something positive and good when
you were willing to trust God. Relationship with a God of a loving covenant makes that possible.
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The Third Word: Liberation

The central and most important event in the long history of the children of Israel was their liberation from
slavery in Egypt. Moses’ confrontation with Pharaoh culminated in a final plague upon the recalcitrant
leader and his nation. That final plague was called the Passover because on a particular night the
angel of death passed over the land of Egypt striking dead the first-born in each family. But the angel
“passed over” the homes of the Israelites, who had heeded Moses’ command to smear lamb’s blood
on the frames of their doors.
This theological theme of liberation is echoed in the New Testament with the death of Jesus, who is
crucified during the Passover feast in Jerusalem. Subsequent Christian liturgy will acknowledge him
as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.” Jesus liberates us from the slavery to sin
and death.
The first 18 chapters of the book of Exodus tell the story of Hebrew deliverance. You will want to
read this section of the Bible in its entirety, or rent “The Prince of Egypt,” an Academy Award winning
animated film from 1998 that is a great movie for the family to watch together.
When you turn the page from the end of the book of Genesis to the beginning of the book of Exodus,
400 years have passed. Whereas Joseph and his family were welcomed by the Pharaoh when Joseph
was alive, twenty generations later, “a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.” (Exodus
1:8). Threatened by the growing numbers of Hebrew inhabitants in the land, the Pharaoh enslaved
them and put them to work. (They did not build the pyramids as some assume. The pyramids were
already constructed by this time.)
But before we get to the actual “exodus” of the slaves, let’s take some time to consider the call of
Moses. Most believers know the basics of the story of Moses’ birth, river-basket journey, adoption by
Pharaoh’s daughter, and 40-year period of life in the royal household. Increasingly aware of his Hebrew
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heritage and deeply disturbed by the plight of his people, Moses kills an Egyptian guard and becomes
a fugitive in the desolate and remote area of the southern Sinai Peninsula. (Remember another guy in
this family who was a fugitive? Jacob.)

Do this:
Find a map of Egypt and the Sinai during the time of the Exodus. (A study Bible will have them in the
back, or you can simply do an Internet search.) Locate Egypt and the area called Goshen, which is
where the family of Jacob had settled 400 years before. Now locate Mt. Sinai on the triangular shaped
land to the east.
Read the story of Moses’ surprising call from God at the bush that seemed to burn but not be consumed
by fire. (At this point an additional 40 years have passed since Moses fled from Egypt, and he is now
80 years old.) You will find the story in Exodus 3.
Notice that Moses is no pushover when it comes to God’s call on his life. He tries a number of arguments
to convince God that he is not the man for the job. List these. Have you ever felt called by God to do
something but have resisted? Why do you think Moses was reluctant to obey God?
A critical moment comes at the bush when Moses asks this divine presence to identify itself. Remember
that this was a time when Egypt and the rest of the ancient world believed in many gods. Moses wanted
to know exactly which one this was. It was not enough to know that this god was the one who had made
a covenant with Abraham. Moses wanted a name. It was sort of like refusing to take a call when the
caller ID says “Private.”
God says that his name is I AM WHO I AM. The Hebrew language suggests that the name is actually
every tense of the verb “to be.” It means, “I am who I am. I was who I was. I will be who I will be.” The
name is thought to have been YHWH, or Yahweh.

Do this:
Think about and discuss what YHWH might mean in the context of the nature of God.
Moses returns to Egypt and tries to reason with Pharaoh, who may indeed be his brother through
adoption. Pharaoh’s “hard heart” works against him as Moses proclaims God’s displeasure through the
plagues that follow one upon another.

Do this:
List the ten plagues. (There has been much speculation that the order of the plagues can correspond
with events related to the flooding of the Nile and alluvial deposits from upstream. But even if the
plagues can be traced to some kind of naturally occurring phenomena related to the Nile, the Biblical
writers clearly interpret the events and their timing to the active, miraculous hand of Yahweh.)
1. _____________ 2. _____________ 3. _____________ 4. _____________ 5. ______________
6. _____________ 7. _____________ 8. _____________ 9. _____________ 10. _____________
20

Once the Passover occurs, the people follow Moses to the Sea, where there seems to be no way
forward through the water. The majority of translations now identify the location of the crossing as the
“Sea of Reeds,” rather than the “Red Sea.” (The Hebrew alphabet does not include vowels, and even
in English, you can see how two interpretations are possible.)

Do this:
Check that Biblical map again and you will see the northern route of the exile through the Sea of Reeds.
The names of places given in Exodus indicate this route. (What we do not know is how much water was
in this area 3400 years ago. Hebrew oral tradition claims that “walls of water stood up on each side”
as the people passed though the area. We also know that hyperbole and exaggeration are accepted
components of Eastern story telling.) Regardless of the level of the Sea, there is no question that the
children of Israel regarded their escape as a miracle of deliverance from God. And it is this liberating act
of God that is the fundamental unifying faith claim for Jewish believers even today.
Once through the Sea and into the safety of the wilderness, Moses leads the people to that mountain in
the south where he had seen the bush and heard the voice of God. Along the way, the people become
increasingly unhappy with their leader. They complain about the lack of water and the lack of food. They
easily forget how glad they were to be out from under the oppressive hands of their masters in Egypt,
and plead with Moses to let them go back.
God provides water for them, and a unique wilderness sustenance, “bread from heaven,” called “manna.”
(Interestingly, manna takes its name from what the Israelites said when they saw it for the first time,
“man hu,” or “What is it?”)

Do this:
Read John 6:22-40, where Jesus identifies himself as the “true bread from heaven” in contrast to the
manna in the wilderness.
The Israelites finally arrive at the sacred mountain, their liberation from slavery in Egypt complete, but
their liberation from sin, not yet accomplished.
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The Fourth Word: Formation

When the people arrived at the sacred mountain, Sinai, they were anything but united. In fact, the
scripture describes them as “a mixed crowd.” (Exodus 12:38) Remember that these people had been
in Egypt for more than 400 years. As yet they had not been given any law, any directives for worship,
anything more than stories about an ancient “father” named Abraham from whom the majority of them
— but not all — were descended.
Formation is the word that describes the 40-year period that the liberated exiles spent in the wilderness
of the Sinai. During that time they were “formed” into a people with a common identity (people of
Israel), a common story (liberation), a common law, a common worship style, a common theology, and
a common destiny. This is a very long section of scripture, extending from Exodus 20 through the entire
books of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. All of the JEDP traditions are interwoven here.
There are three key events that we will focus on in this section: the giving of the Law, the building of the
Tabernacle, and the aborted decision to move directly into the Promised Land.

Do this:
Read Exodus 20:1-21, and make a list of the Ten Commandments. These are commonly called the
“Decalogue,” a Greek term that literally means “Ten Words.” (Notice how some themes continue to
repeat themselves in the Bible: God creates by speaking things into being and calling them “good.”
Jesus is referred to as the Word of God, present at creation. Prophets will claim to speak for God. Word
is a powerful defining theological concept for the Judeo-Christian tradition.)
The Biblical narrative after the Ten Commandments goes on to list law after law after law, covering
seemingly every conceivable situation involving life as the people knew it then. What the Biblical editors
did when the scripture was being written was to bring all of the law they then knew and were practicing into
one place. It made the most sense to place it here with the presentation of the Ten Commandments.
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Do this:
Read Exodus 21:12-35 to get a sense of the details that were covered by the law. What do you think
about the law of capital punishment for children who curse their parents? Or the lack of penalty for
beating a slave if he doesn’t die within two days? Or the many variations of ox gore accidents?
While the bumper sticker that reads “The Bible says it. I believe it. That settles it.” might seem like a
good one, in point of fact I wouldn’t even be here today if my parents had enforced the cursing law. This
is one of the reasons why it is important to understand the Bible as a gift from God that needs to be
understood and interpreted in light of its social and cultural setting.
The second important aspect in shaping shared community among the people was the ordering of their life
in worship. After designating certain holy days and festivals, God gave directions for a movable worship
setting known as the Tabernacle. These specifications for the tent and the components and furniture to
be used in and around it are found in Exodus chapters 25 through 31. The book of Leviticus, written by
the priests (the tribe of Levi), deals exclusively with these matters of religious life and practice.
Scan the chapters in Exodus to get an idea about the general layout of the Tabernacle.

Do this:
Think about what liturgical architecture says about theology. What does it mean that the Tabernacle is
moveable? What does it mean that God says to place it “in the midst” of the people in their camp, with
three tribes each on the four sides? What does St. Luke’s architecture say about our theology of God?
Think of the sanctuary’s style, the placement of furniture, musical instruments, and seating. What does
it say that the windows are clear, etc?
The message of the Tabernacle is that God does not “dwell” in the heavens or on top of mountains, but
that God is present in the midst of his people. When John describes Jesus as the Word that became
flesh, he writes in John 1:14 that the Word became flesh and “dwelt” among us. The word for dwelt in
the text is actually “tabernacled.” (Are you beginning to see the unity in the Bible?)
After receiving the Law and constructing the Tabernacle, the Israelites set out for the land that had been
promised to them as far back as Abraham. Once they arrived at the border of the land of Canaan, they
realized that God was not going to hand the land over to them. They were going to have to fight for it.
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A team of 12 spies, one from each of the tribes, went secretly into the country to gauge the strength of
the cities and their armies.

Do this:
Read Numbers 13:1 through Numbers 14:45. This is the account of the spies and the report they
brought back to the people. The majority report, stating that the enemies were giants, prevailed against
the minority report given by Caleb and Joshua. Only these two trusted in the power of Yahweh to carry
them to victory. (And as a result, they would be the only two of their generation to eventually enter the
Promised Land.)
God’s disappointment with the lack of faith of the people resulted in the decree that the people would
spend one year in the wilderness for each day that the spies were in the land. 40 days = 40 years. All
of a sudden the people had a change of heart (surprise, surprise) and rushed to attack the Canaanites.
They were defeated because the Lord was not with them (Numbers 14:44). They finally settled at an
oasis called Kadesh-Barnea, where they spent 38 years.
The last book of the Torah is called Deuteronomy. It is a Greek title that means “Second” (deutero) “Law”
(nomos), and it is composed in the form of the last speech of Moses before his death on Mount Nebo.
He also is denied going into the Promised Land, although he sees it before his death. Moses re-tells the
story of the people, reaffirms the Law, and warns the next generation that unless they remember and
serve the Lord, they will perish. (Deuteronomy 6:10-15)
The saga of formation ends with the death of Moses and the transfer of leadership to Joshua.
(Deuteronomy 34:1-12).
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The Fifth Word: Confederation

The illustration above depicts Joshua leading a covenant ceremony at the ancient city of Shechem. It
was there that the now famous words were spoken: “Choose this day whom you will serve. … but as
for me and my household, we will serve the LORD.” The story, recorded in Joshua 24:1-18, states that
Joshua wrote the words of the covenant in the book of the Law and took a large stone that he set up
under an oak tree as a witness to the oath that the people had taken to serve the LORD, the God of
Israel, and him alone.”
This took place after the armies of the descendants of Israel (Jacob) had gone through the land capturing
one Canaanite city after another. Eventually they were able to claim their own place in the land of
Promise, but they had to settle in among people who did not know or acknowledge Yahweh. The people
of Canaan continued to worship a fertility god named Ba’al, and eventually the Jews inability to worship
the LORD alone led to their downfall. But that is the topic for the next word. The fifth word covers the
period of the conquest of the Promised Land and the first attempt at self-government for the Jews.
Most people are unaware that the Israelites crossed a second body of water when they entered the
Promised Land opposite the city of Jericho. Like the crossing of the Sea of Reeds a generation before,
the crossing of the flooded and rapidly flowing Jordan River was a dramatic miracle that confirmed
God’s continued presence with the people.

Do this:
Read the story of the crossing of the Jordan River in Joshua chapters 3 and 4. Note that the leaders of
the twelve tribes collected 12 stones from the dry riverbed and stacked them up as a memorial to help
future generations recall the dramatic power of God. (In case you are wondering, no one knows today
where that location is or where the stones ended up. The scripture is now the “memorial.”)
Think about how we remember and memorialize important events in our national history. How do we
remember those events in our lives as congregations, and how do you do it for your own personal
events? How does the discipline of remembering empower faith?
In between the conquest of Jericho and the covenant of Shechem there are stories of battles fought and
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land divided among the tribes. The Hebrew army believed that they had been called to a holy war in the
land, and as such the spoils of war, animals, and even humans were to be regarded as “offerings” to the
LORD. This is difficult reading for us, and raises many questions about God’s intention and the peoples’
understanding of it. Understanding the Bible as the “progressive revelation of the nature of God” offers
us some help at this point. As best as the leaders of the Israelites could understand it, the campaign for
Canaan was a violent one, but centuries later Jesus would show us “a more excellent way” of living in
the world and with our enemies.
The Book of Joshua ends with the covenant ceremony and the death of Joshua, but before we leave
it I want you to take a look at a very interesting exchange between Joshua and the assembled leaders
at Shechem.

Do this:
Read Joshua 24:16-22. The leaders tell Joshua that they want to serve Yahweh, but then Joshua tells
them that they will not be able to do that because they will forsake the LORD and follow after foreign
gods. The people insist that they indeed will remain faithful to Yahweh. This is going to be an ongoing
example of a time when “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” The people will forsake the LORD,
and it will lead to their destruction.
When have you experienced truly wanting to serve God or alter your life, but found that keeping that
promise or intention was very difficult?
The books of Judges and Ruth depict a time after Shechem when the tribes went to take possession of
their allotted portions of the land and attempted their first ever model for governance. It was called the
period of the “judges.” The Hebrew word for “judge” is “shofet,” and the one given that title was more
than an arbiter of legal issues; he or she was a charismatic military leader as well.

Do this:
Watch the presentation of the “pattern” of the steady decline of the Israelite society that I shared for
this word. It is found in Judges 2:11-23. Notice that every time the people repent and turn away from
the foreign gods and back to Yahweh, that God raises up a judge. And the people have peace and
prosperity as long as the judge is alive. What happens when the judge dies?
In the Sunday presentation, I shared two stories about judges: Ehud, the left-handed man, and Deborah,
the first female leader of Israel. There are other great stories of judges in the book. Consider reading
about Gideon (Judges 6-8) or that hero you heard about when you were a kid, Samson. Yes, he was a
judge, too. His story is found in Judges 13-16.
So why is this section designated by the word Confederation? Because this is exactly what the period
of the judges represented. Joshua had set up a tribal confederacy, which meant that there was no
single leader over all of the tribes. Students of American history understand the distinction between
confederations and unions. The Confederate States of America emphasized “states rights” over against
a national “union” where a federal government and a president could legislate and impose its will.
In the case of the Tribal Confederacy, individual tribes could decide whether to join others in war against
enemies and apparently had the freedom to isolate themselves from other obligations as well. God’s
desire was that the Israelites establish a “theocracy,” a form of governance where God’s rule was
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preeminent. The people were unable to do that, as Joshua had predicted, and so the book of Judges
ends with this sad concluding verse:
“In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.” (Judges
21:25)
Unable to be faithful to the LORD, the people of Israel thought they could be faithful to a king, “like all
the other nations.” They abandoned the theocracy for a monarchy, but they were soon to find out that
their real problem was not their need for a king, but their need for faithfulness as the people of God.

Do this:
Think about how often in our own country we think the answer to our problems is to be found in elections
and a change in national or local political leadership. Has that ever really been the answer? Change
begins in us, not outside of us.
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The Sixth Word: Accommodation

Living as we do in the number one tourist destination in the world, our first thought about the word
“accommodation” might be something to do with rooms. However, in this case accommodation has to
do with the less than faithful way the Israelites made “room” in their lives for false gods. Later in this
study chapter we will consider the epic showdown between the prophet Elijah and the priests of Ba’al
on the top of Mt. Carmel, when he, like Joshua before him, called on the people of Israel to choose
between the LORD and the gods of the land. But the first accommodation is one that God makes for
the people when they insist on having a king.
The time of the Tribal Confederacy came to a halt after Samuel unilaterally appointed his sons to be
judges over Israel. They did not follow the ways of their father and actually perverted justice by taking
bribes and seeking to use their positions for personal gain. The result was that the people demanded
to have a king.

Do this:
Read 1 Samuel 8 and make a list of the negative things that Samuel says a king will do. Then notice
that the people disregard all of these things and in effect say that they know more about what they need
than God does. Think about the times you have been so very sure about something you wanted or
thought should happen, only to find out later that your idea wasn’t such a good one after all.
God accommodated the request of the people, and gave them a king. The first king was Saul, who
ended up disappointing God by his own struggle with ego. God then sent Samuel to anoint a new
leader, David, a simple shepherd from Bethlehem. 1 and 2 Samuel tell the history of these first two
leaders. In these pages are the story of the contest with the Philistine giant, Goliath (1 Samuel 17:1-54),
the story of David’s conquest over Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5:6-10) and his decision to bring the Ark of the
Covenant to Jerusalem and build a Temple there. (2 Samuel 6)
David united the tribes under his leadership and upon his death his son, Solomon, became king.
Solomon expanded the empire, built the Temple and his palace, entertained the Queen of Sheba, and
made Jerusalem one of the greatest and most beautiful cities of the ancient world. He accomplished
all of this, however, by doing the very things that Samuel had warned about, and when he died, the
animosity between the 10 tribes in the northern part of the country and the 2 tribes in the south (Judah
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and Benjamin) was intense.
When his son, Rehoboam resisted the advice of his father’s regime and made things even more
burdensome for the north, the kingdom split into two. The southern kingdom took the name of the
largest tribe, Judah. The northern kingdom took the name Israel, and made the city of Samaria its
capital. 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles recount the history of the two kingdoms and their kings
and queens.
All of this took place against the backdrop of a larger historical change. The movement toward Egypt by
the mighty Assyrian Empire (not the same as the country of Syria), followed by the Babylonian Empire,
followed by the Persian Empire brought this small section of the Middle East into constant fighting and
vassalship.

Do this:
Check a map of Asia Minor in the time of the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian Empires. Locate
these empires in current day Turkey, Iraq, and Iran, respectively. Note that the only way to Egypt, the
location of great wealth, was through the coastal plain occupied by Syria, Israel, and Egypt. In 721
B.C. the kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians. The people were forcibly relocated, never to return. In
586 B.C. the same fate befell the southern kingdom. But by this time the Babylonians had defeated the
Assyrians.
The theological interpretation for the devastating collapse of the two kingdoms was their insistence on
the violation of the first of the Ten Commandments: “You shall have no other gods before me.” The
second meaning of the word for this section of the Bible refers to the way in which the people of Israel
denied the LORD and accommodated themselves to religious culture of the Canaanites.
The Canaanite religion was one based on fertility rites that “encouraged” the god Ba’al to send rain
upon the earth for the fields. Temple prostitutes offered their services so that by imitating the fertility
act on earth Ba’al would respond from heaven. The result was that the Israelites engaged in religious
syncretism, which is a blending of both Ba’al worship and trust in Yahweh. In short, they depended on
Ba’al for security in their day-to-day lives, but then called upon Yahweh when they needed protection
or victory from oppression.

Do this:
Read I Kings 18:20-40 for the story of the day the prophet Elijah called the priests of Ba’al to a showdown.
The most important thing that Elijah says to the people is found in verse 21: “How long are you going to
waver between two different opinions? If the LORD is God, follow him! But if Ba’al is God, then follow
him!”
Where is Ba’al represented in our culture today? Are we like the Israelites, guilty of trusting one “god”
for day-to-day security and then turning to the LORD God only when things get frightening or turn for
the worse?
Elijah won the battle, but Israel and Judah still lost the war—both literally and figuratively. Their inability
to completely trust Yahweh and put away the gods of the Canaanites cost them their homes and their
lives. 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles end with the destruction of Jerusalem and the burning of the Temple.
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During the span of over six centuries of kings, the prophets of God spoke on behalf of righteousness
and justice. The Bible collects all of their writings together in one section, but their activity spanned the
entire time period.

Do this:
For an example of the kind of things the prophets said, read Jeremiah 7:1-15. His admonition came to
pass, and the leading people of the nation were forcibly deported to Babylon.
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The Seventh Word: Deportation

“By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion. On the
willows there we hung up our harps.” (Psalm 137:1-2)
Not since the days of Egypt so long ago had the people of Israel experienced such hopelessness. With
Israel and Judah no longer recognizable as nations, with Samaria and now Jerusalem in ruins, and with
the glorious Temple of Solomon ransacked and burned, Jacob’s children could find no voices to sing
any songs of faith.
Nevertheless, as the exiles with Moses found meaning in the wilderness of Sinai, the exiles with a
new leader, Ezra, found meaning under the willows of Babylon. Only a small remnant of Jews would
eventually return from exile, and in fact, since that time there have always been more Jews living
outside of Israel than in it. But the time of the deportation in Babylon would enable the leading Jewish
citizens to re-examine their faith, renew their commitment to the Law of Moses, adapt to a new style of
worship, and learn a new language, Aramaic.
It was the prophet Jeremiah who told them to accept God’s judgment and punishment.

Do this:
Read Jeremiah 29:1-14. This passage of scripture contains the content of a letter that the prophet wrote
to the exiles. What does he tell them to do? How are they to act among their captors? What hope, if
any, does he offer them?
Think about how you have dealt with times of “exile” and loss in your own life. At first the Jews thought
that they had lost everything that really mattered. But then they began to realize that this was a time of
renewal and refocusing of their faith.
During the time of the exile the people were forced to use a different language in order to function in the
Babylonian society. This was the already ancient language of Aramaic, and by the time of Jesus it was
the commonly spoken language of the people in Israel.
The synagogue was born of necessity during the exile. Since the Temple was the only place where
animal sacrifice could take place and it had been destroyed by the Babylonians, the people thought they
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could no longer truly worship their God. A new way of preserving the Law and the traditions was born.
It took its name from two Greek words, “syn,” meaning “together,” and the verb “gogeo,” which means
“to gather.” Men didn’t go to a synagogue; rather they actually synagogued. They “gathered together”
to hear the scripture read and then taught by a rabbi. The basic form of worship in the Christian church
today is synagogue worship accompanied by the Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper. We gather to hear the
scripture read and preached, and we break the bread and drink the wine of redemption.
Several books of the Bible have the exile as the context of their message: The Lamentations of Jeremiah
reflect the broken-heartedness of the people. Ezekiel, Esther, and Daniel give vivid portrayals of what
life was like during the time of estrangement from the Promised Land.
Near the end of the time of deportation the Persians defeated the Babylonians. The book of Esther, the
unlikely story of a Jewish girl who became a queen, is set during this time period. The phrase “for just
such a time as this” comes from this fast-paced, easy-to-read story.

Do this:
Esther is only 10 chapters in length, an easy read after the evening news and before prime-time
programming or something great for morning devotions. When you have finished, ask yourself if there
is some “time” for which God has been preparing you, even if it has come in the time of “exile.”
Some of the most meaningful and beautiful passages from the prophet Isaiah are addressed to the
exiles, offering them hope for their return to Israel and the restoration of their lives.

Do this:
Read Isaiah 52. Notice how the prophet claims the previous exiles of the people, all the way back to
Egypt, and then assures them that God is with them and will restore their fortunes.
Now read Isaiah 53. This is a passage of scripture that is always used during Lent, most specifically on
Good Friday. Christians see in its lines the story of the passion of Jesus, but before that, Jews would
have understood this “Song of the Suffering Servant” as referring to the nation of Israel itself.
Another prophet, Zechariah, provides what I think is the most memorable of the statements of
encouragement. He writes,
“Return to your stronghold, O prisoners of hope; today I declare that I will restore to you double.”
(Zechariah 9:12)
What difference would it make in your life if you thought of yourself as a prisoner of hope, rather than
a prisoner of hopelessness?
Surely the rabbis of the synagogue must have reminded the people of the covenant promise made to
Jacob when he was in the wilderness:
“Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I
will not leave you until I have done what I promised you.” (Genesis 28:15)
God promises the same thing to all of us.
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The Eighth Word: Restoration

When the Persian king, Cyrus, came to power after defeating the Babylonians, he decided it was better
to send all the exiled people back to their own countries and collect tribute from them for the royal
treasury. Among the people given permission to return to their homeland were the Jews.
As an incentive for the people to return, Cyrus returned to the Jewish exiles all of the precious Temple
furnishings and holy items that had been claimed as spoils of war from Jerusalem by the Babylonians
and set up in their own temples. 42,360 people, plus an additional number of servants returned, leaving
the rest behind in Babylon. This returning group has been known as “the faithful remnant.” There were
actually three distinct waves of returning exiles into the Promised Land.
Once there, the people were shocked to find the city of Jerusalem and their beloved Temple still in ruins.
Two leaders came separately to encourage the returnees and lead the work of rebuilding. But their
leadership was not limited to the reconstruction of buildings and walls; they were equally concerned
with the restoration of the vitality of Judaism. These two were named Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra was the
theologian and Nehemiah, a political leader, was the construction manager.
Nehemiah’s great accomplishment was the rebuilding of the walls in just 52 days. This was accomplished
even as the enemies of the Jews fought them while they were rebuilding! There was a great outpouring
of energy and commitment, “for the people had a mind to work.” (Nehemiah 4:6)

Do this:
Read Ezra 3:10-13. Why do you think the “old people,” who had seen the Temple of Solomon before its
destruction by the Babylonians, weep? They would have been children at the time of its desecration.
How does memory encourage us or discourage us when we try to restore things that have been lost?
Nehemiah chapter 3 lists all of the workers and their families who built the wall around Jerusalem in
the order in which each one took responsibility for a section. Note that many of the “builders” were not
even union authorized! (Nehemiah 3:8) Anyone who could pull a rope, guide a stone, or hold a level
was out there on the wall. When daily attacks threatened to slow the work, armed guards protected the
workers, and finally even the “burden-bearers” started working with a load in one hand and a sword in
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the other. Read Nehemiah 4:16-17
Think about the difference it makes when people are united by one vision and each one claims a part
of it to make it a reality. The repatriated Jews built up a wall by working in unison. Do you think if people
of faith worked in unison they could tear down a wall? If so what might those “walls” be and how could
they be brought down?
The Temple was rebuilt 70 years before the walls of Jerusalem. This tells us something about the centrality
of the spiritual life of the people. However, even that work had to be encouraged to completion.

Do this:
Read Haggai 1:1-15. This prophet preceded Ezra in Jerusalem, and he was deeply disturbed that the
people had apparently started to rebuild the Temple, but then had turned to their own needs. He says
that the agricultural and economic challenges they are experiencing are due to their misplaced values.
They have begun to do the very thing that their ancestors did, which led to their exile in the first place:
they have started to turn away from the LORD to focus on themselves.

Additional Study
Ezra made a strong case for pure-born Judaism during the time of the restoration of Israel. Read Ezra
10:6-19 and the summary verse 44. Foreign wives and children from these marriages were sent away.
Many scholars believe that the book of Ruth was written in opposition to this directive from Ezra. The
book is placed where it is in the Bible because it is set during the time when the Judges ruled. Read
Ruth (it is only four chapters), and see if you can figure out why it might be a different view on mixed
marriages.
Ezra and Nehemiah mark the end of the Jewish historical books. However, Catholic tradition regards
another section of history from the intertestamental period as inspired. This group of fifteen books is
known as the Apocrypha. Following Jewish tradition, Protestants regard these books as useful and
informative as history of the period, but do not consider them divinely inspired. Whereas they are used
as texts for preaching in the Catholic Church, they are not given the same weight as the Old and New
Testament canon in the Protestant churches. This is the only “difference” between so-called Catholic
and Protestant Bibles.
Much like then we turned the page from Genesis to Exodus and 400 years had passed, the same thing
happens when we leave Nehemiah and open to Matthew. During those centuries, the Jews are given
only a few brief times of self-determination, but for the most part they find themselves insignificant parts
of first the Greek (Hellenistic) and then the Roman Empires.
Once again, the important themes of liberation and the promises of restoration resonate for the Jews.
It is into this theological and social milieu that Jesus will be born.
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The Ninth Word: Sensation

In the very middle of the Bible are a collection of books that are a representation of many of the ways
in which God uses our senses, emotions, and minds to reveal divine truth. Collectively they are called
“The Writings” or the “Poetical and Wisdom Books.” The Poetical books are Psalms, Song of Solomon,
and Lamentations. The Wisdom books are Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes.
The Psalms are the hymns and prayer book from the time of the Second Temple. Song of Solomon is a
collection of love poems. Lamentations is a series of laments and grief poems relating to the destruction
of the Temple. These are attributed to Jeremiah and are often printed immediately after the book that
bears his name in the Bible.
Job engages the issue of human suffering and the sufficiency of God. Proverbs is a collection of wise
sayings about how to live a good and righteous life and Ecclesiastes is a no holds barred spiritual diary
covering a wealth of human emotions.
Let’s get a sampling of these important and timeless books.

Do this:
Read Psalm 23. You probably already know this one. David is considered the “father” of the Psalms,
much like Moses is considered the “father” of the Law. But David did not write all of them, since they
come from many different time periods of Jewish history and tradition. However, the 23rd Psalm is
considered to be one of David’s very own compositions.
Now read Psalm 22. Do you recall there you have heard this quoted in the New Testament? Why do you
think Jesus would be thinking about this? Isn’t it interesting that 22 and 23 when taken together begin
with “Why have you forsaken me?” and end with “I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
Scan the Psalms and you will see “A Song of Ascents” as a superscription before the verses. These
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were hymns meant to be sung either on the way “up” to Jerusalem to the Temple from Jericho or sung
as worshippers climbed the great stairs leading to the Temple Mount.
Psalm 100 was used once the people had come into the precincts of the Temple: “Enter his gates
with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise.” (Psalm 100:4) And for those concerned about dancing,
drums, and cymbals in worship, there is the praise-filled hymn, Psalm 150.

Do this:
Read some of the Proverbs. It really doesn’t matter where you begin. There are terrific pearls of wisdom
at every verse. Solomon is the spiritual “father” of the Proverbs. Contrary to folklore, he did not personally
write all of them, but rather more likely collected them from around the ancient world. Proverbs 3:21-22
says, “My child, do not let these escape from your sight; keep sound wisdom and prudence, and they
will be life for your soul and adornment for your neck.”
And I especially like this one:
		
“Three things are too wonderful for me; four I do not understand:
			
the way of an eagle in the sky, the way of a snake on a rock,
				
the way of a ship on the high seas,
		
and the way of a man with a girl.” (Proverbs 30:18-19)

Do this:
Read the most familiar passage of scripture from Ecclesiastes. If you are of the Baby Boomer generation
you will find the lyrics of a popular song from 1965 performed by The Byrds. See Ecclesiastes 3:1-8.
Consider how there seem to be “times” for things in life. Some say that Ecclesiastes is a depressing
book. It does tend to look sometimes at life as if the glass is half-empty rather than half-full, but in that
regard it is painfully honest in reflecting where we sometimes find ourselves despite our best attempts
to stay positive.

Do this:
Read the Song of Solomon in one sitting. It is composed as a dialogue of love between a man and a
woman, perhaps Solomon himself and a lover. It is actually quite erotic, and for a period of time in the
history of the Church, clergy uncomfortable with its eroticism taught that it represented the relationship
between Christ and his “bride,” the Church.
The classic book of Job concerns the question of why bad things happen to good people. Structurally,
it is presented as a series of “lectures” to Job by three of his friends (though actually with three friends
like that, no one needs enemies.) Even his wife tells him, “Curse God, and die.” (Job 2:9)
Those who wish to have that fundamental question about evil answered once and for all in Job will
find themselves disappointed. God’s response to Job is basically, “Who are you to ask me to explain
myself?” And so the question of why the righteous suffer is left still shrouded in mystery.
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Do this:
Read Job 40:1-9, 41:1-6 to get a sense of the dialogue between Job and God. Consider the question
God puts to Job, “Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be justified?”
(Job 40:8) Have you ever blamed God for something and by so doing exonerated yourself from any
responsibility?
The Writings of the Hebrew scripture force us to consider matters of wisdom, philosophy, existentialism,
love, worship, joy, and sorrow. Sensational stuff!
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The Tenth Word: Salvation

The Biblical story of salvation through Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God is told in four Gospel
accounts: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. You will remember that in the opening chapters of Genesis
we found two different stories of creation. Each one was important for conveying a message about
God’s love and intention for his creation. In much the same way, the four Gospels of the New Testament
provide for us a quartet rather than a solo for hearing the melody of grace and eternal life.
The first three gospels are known as the “Synoptic Gospels.” The word synoptic is Greek and is composed
of two words: “syn,” a prefix meaning “together” and “optic,” which has to do with sight. “Synoptic”
generally means “seen together.” Gospel means “good news.” The majority of New Testament Biblical
scholars now believe that Mark was the first Gospel written, somewhere around 70-72 AD, and that
Matthew and Luke followed next ten to fifteen years later. The writers of those Gospels had Mark
available to them, and they added their own unique material. For instance, Matthew alone has the
stories of the Magi and the Star of Bethlehem. Only Luke has shepherds chosen as the first ones to see
the baby in the manger. The story of the Prodigal Son and the Good Samaritan appear only in Luke. Not
so surprisingly called “The Fourth Gospel,” John does not become known until the very end of the first
century. Unlike the synoptics, John’s Gospel is short on miracles and long on teaching and theology,
giving evidence of the questions mature believers were asking about the nature of Jesus’ relationship
with God and the primary spiritual emphases of his ministry.
Aside from the birth narratives found only in Matthew and Luke, all of the Gospel writers tell basically
the same story. Jesus began his ministry as an itinerant teacher and healer in a relatively small area
along the northwestern shore of the Sea of Galilee. A three-year ministry ended in Jerusalem, where
he publicly confronted the Jewish religious leaders who had been challenging his teachings from the
beginning.
Twelve disciples were the core of his followers, who at times numbered in the hundreds. In collusion
with the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, the Jewish religious leaders advocated for the death of Jesus,
whom they considered to be a blasphemer. Worried about maintaining peace in Jerusalem during the
Passover celebration in the spring of 30.AD, Pilate sentenced Jesus to execution by crucifixion. He died
on a Friday afternoon, but Sunday morning grieving women visitors found his tomb empty and an angel
announced his resurrection from the dead. For forty days he appeared to his followers, showed them
his fatal wounds, and assured them of the fulfillment of everything he had told them.
Each of the Gospel writers was announcing the “good news” of the redemptive grace of God in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus. And each one was writing for a specific audience with specific needs.
Mark was writing to encourage believers in Rome who may have been facing imminent persecution.
Luke’s audience was Gentile believers. Matthew seems to have been writing for those who came to
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Christ from the Jewish faith. John goes deeply into theological teaching and meaning.

Do this:
If you are studying in a group, share one of your favorite stories from the gospels and explain why
that is. If you are studying alone, think about what passages from the gospels have shaped your
understanding of Jesus.
Read Matthew 5, beginning with the Beatitudes and ending with the admonition to “Be perfect, even
as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:48) The word used here and translated as “perfect”
is telos in Greek, and it means “end, goal, or purpose.” John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist
movement often lifted up the challenge of human perfection. However, neither Jesus nor John Wesley
meant that we would live sinless or error-free lives. To be perfect means to fully attain the purpose for
which we were created. And that purpose, stated by Jesus, is to love the Lord our God with all of our
heart, soul, strength and mind, and to love our neighbor as ourselves. We are called and challenged to
be perfected in love. The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7 is a collection of the most memorable
teachings of Jesus, and provides a concise description of how human “perfection” might be actualized
by believers.

Do this:
Read Luke 15. It contains three parables about lost things: a lost sheep, a lost coin, and two lost sons.
(One of those sons was “lost” in the far country, and the other one was “lost” right at home.) Think about
how easy it is to get lost and what it feels like to be found in the arms of a loving parent, God. When
have you been lost? Are you still far from home? The word “to save” literally means “to heal and make
whole.” Salvation is not a promise of heaven by and by; it is the gift of eternal life here and now.

Do this:
Now read John 15:1-17. The image of the vine and branches is represented by the sculptured artwork
in the circle drop-off area at St. Luke’s. Think about what it means to be connected to a life-giving
vine. Do you ever think about being in union with Jesus, or do you think of Jesus as being “out there”
somewhere?

Do this:
Write a paragraph “Gospel” below, thinking about how you would succinctly tell the good news of
salvation in Jesus to someone who has heard about him but never attended a church.
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The Eleventh Word: Evangelization

The Greek word for “good news,” or “gospel,” is euaggelos. The word evangelism is almost a transliteration
of that word. The proclamation of the good news about God’s grace and love in Jesus Christ, as well
as the promise of eternal life, is called evangelization. More simply put, it is simply telling others about
Jesus and inviting them to make him the Lord of their lives.
Evangelization began fifty days after Easter on a Jewish holy day called Pentecost. 120 believers
were gathered in a large second floor room in Jerusalem when they experienced something that they
described as wind and fire among them. Immediately they were compelled to leave the room and go
into the streets around them speaking about Jesus in languages that they had never studied. Some
people thought they had been into the wine before happy hour, but Peter declared this activity to be
evidence of the power of the Holy Spirit.

Do this:
Read Acts 2, which includes the event in the upper room, Peter’s sermon in the street, and the description
of the response of the people. Use Acts 2:43-47 to make a list of what the first church (for that is what
it was) did to shape itself and build up the lives of the believers.

The Acts of the Apostles, written by Luke, tells the story of the work of Peter and the believers in
Jerusalem, as well as the work of the apostle Paul. Paul was initially one who persecuted those who
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strayed away from traditional Judaism to follow Jesus, but he was converted on the road to Damascus
and ended up being the most important missionary of the Christian faith.
Luke describes three missionary journeys of Paul, as well as the events that led to his arrest and
subsequent detention in Rome, where tradition says, like Peter, he was a martyr for his faith. The word
martyr comes from the Greek hamartia, which means, “witness.” A Christian martyr is a witness to faith
in Jesus Christ, and in the early centuries of the Christian movement that witness often meant a death
sentence. That is still the case in many places in the world today.
The Acts of the Apostles is followed in the New Testament by twenty-one letters. Many of them were
written by Paul to churches that he had started. Others were meant to be read and circulated among
believers in an area. Following the letters of Paul, we find other letters written by various leaders in the
early church.
Paul’s letters are both inspirational and practical. Some of them cover great theological themes, and
others deal with real down to earth conflicts and issues with which churches today still struggle.

Do this:
Read Romans 5:1-11 and Romans 12:1-21. Think about how receiving grace and offering grace are
connected. The letter of James expands upon this idea and you may want to read portions of it as
well.
It has been a while now since we thought about those stories from Genesis and Exodus. Read Hebrews
11:1-12:2 and see how the writer brings together the Old and New Testaments. Notice the use of the
words faith, promise, and perfect as the writer comes to the moment when it is written, that Jesus has
taken his seat at the right hand of God.

Do this:
Find maps that show the missionary journeys of Paul through Asia Minor and Europe. Locate the island
of Malta where he was shipwrecked. Spend some time reading the Acts of the Apostles beginning with
chapter 13 and follow Paul’s adventures with the map.
Both Paul and Peter had to rise above their cultural and social prejudices in order to carry the good
news to the world. Peter’s clarifying moment came when he was asked to make a visit to the home of a
Roman centurion named Cornelius. You can read this story in Acts 10. Paul tells his own story in Acts
22:1-21.
I have personally found great comfort and spiritual direction in the letters of the saints. My own personal
call to the ordained ministry came as a result of asking for clarification from God and being led to read
2 Timothy 4:1-5. I ended up laying my hands upon a Bible open to that passage when I was ordained
in 1974.
Evangelization is not something we “do” to others; it is what the living Word of God does in us through
the Holy Spirit and compels us to share.
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The Twelfth Word: Consummation
(New Creation)

The final words are consummation and new creation because in the Book of the Revelation God brings
to a final victorious end all of history and makes “all things new.” The Bible then ends where it began,
with creation. “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had
passed away…” (Revelation 21:1) What God intended from the beginning God makes certain will
endure even beyond the end.
The book of Revelation is an apocalypse, a genre of literature with which most of us are unfamiliar.
Filled with strange and frightening images, as puzzling as it may be to us today, in the first century
people would have more readily understood its significance. (The book of Daniel in the Old Testament
contains similar apocalyptic themes.) It seems that apocalyptic writing occurred in times when people
of faith were experiencing persecution at the hands of evil enemies. Daniel’s apocalypse, set in the
time of the Babylonian exile may actually have been written during the period of the Greek Seleucid
kings who outlawed the practice of Judaism in Israel and desecrated the Temple with idols and swine.
The New Testament Revelation to John was written during the time of the violent Roman persecution
of Christians.
Even though the popular tendency today is to use the Book of Revelation as a map or spiritual time
clock predicting the end of the world, that interpretation has been used only for the last two hundred
years or so.
There are basically four views about how to read Revelation:
• The Historical or Preterist View
This view asserts that all of the events in the book have already taken place, and that the images
refer to the Roman Empire, its emperors, and events that “insiders” would have readily understood.
Some claim that the entire book has been fulfilled, while others reserve the final chapters of the
consummation of history and the end of the world as yet to come.
• The Continuous Historical View.
This view believes that the “story” of Revelation has been unfolding through time and that step-by42

step the prophecies are being fulfilled.
• The Symbolic View.
The Medieval Church adopted the symbolic view as the proper interpretation of Revelation. This
view regarded the symbols and narrative as having a kind of allegorical theological significance. For
example, the “seven-headed beast,” which was interpreted as being the seven hills of Rome in the
Historical view, was understood to be the seven deadly sins in the Symbolic view.
• The Futurist View.
This view became popular in the 19th century among literalist Protestants in Britain and America.
Their position was that Revelation was written as prophecy to predict the events that would transpire
centuries later, in particular, the 20th century. The majority of books that persons buy today to
“understand” Revelation are written from a Futurist point of view. Even in recent years we have seen
“guaranteed” dates for the end of the world come and go.
All of the proponents of these different views agree that the basic message is that in the end, God’s
love for his faithful people wins out over evil. The message of salvation, the unwavering intention of
God to heal and make all things whole again, comes clearly at the opening verses of the last chapter
of the Bible.

Do this:
Read Revelation 22:1-5. The stunning faceted stained glass window in the St. Luke’s Prayer Chapel
depicts the Tree of Life. Its leaves are for the healing of the nations. You cannot sit in that chapel and
keep your head down. The colors of the tree draw your eyes upward. Visit the chapel and you will see
that the lower portion of the tree has small blue circles that are not present at the tope of the tree. These
represent both the dew on the tree that is dried by the warmth of the sun above and also the tears in
our eyes that are dried by the love of God as we look up with hope and faith.
Thus the Bible returns to the place where it began: a new earth created by a loving God. The tree of
life, which was last seen in the Garden of Eden guarded by an angel lest anyone seek to eat of it and
live forever, is now available to all with its healing leaves. It stands on either said of the “river of life” that
flows directly from the throne of God. God’s initial creation, light, is no longer dependent on the sun or
human lamps, for God alone is the source of it.
Human beings whose basic temptation was the desire to “be like God” are now inheritors of the riches
of heaven not because they chose to take it, but because God in Jesus chose to give it to them.
Human history comes to consummation in a new creation.
The Spirit and the bride say, “Come.”
And let everyone who hears say, “Come.”
And let everyone who is thirsty come.
Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift.
The one who testifies to these things says,
“Surely I am coming soon.”
Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!
The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints.
Amen.
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The Bible in Twelve Words
Scripture References
Creation ............................................................................................................................ Genesis 1 - 3
Relation .......................................................................................................................... Genesis 4 - 50
Liberation ........................................................................................................................ Exodus 1 - 18
Formation .............................................................. Exodus 19 - 40, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy
Confederation .................................................................................................... Joshua, Judges, Ruth
Accommodation ....................................... 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Hosea, Joel,
Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Isaiah 1- 39, Jeremiah 1 - 23
Deportation .................................................... 2 Kings 17, 2 Kings 25, 2 Chronicles 36, Isaiah 40 - 55,
Jeremiah 24 - 52, Lamentations, Esther, Ezekiel, Daniel
Restoration .................................................................... Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi
Sensation ....................................................... Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon
Salvation ..................................................................................................... Matthew, Mark, Luke, John
Evangelization .............................................. Acts, Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Timothy,
Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, James, 1 & 2 Peter, 1, 2, & 3 John, Jude
Consummation and .............................................................................................................. Revelation
New Creation
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The Bible in Twelve Images
I think it might be an interesting addition to this study to return to the illustrations for the words and share
your reactions to the art.
The First Word: “The Creation of Man” by Michelangelo
The Second Word: Abraham and Sarah consider the stars in the sky
The Third Word: Preparing to spread the blood of a lamb over the door
The Fourth Word: Tablets of the Ten Commandments
The Fifth Word: Joshua reads the Covenant at Shechem
The Sixth Word: Elijah challenges the priests of Ba’al on Mt. Carmel
The Seventh Word: Hanging up the harps in the willows of Babylon
The Eighth Word: Rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem
The Ninth Word: The Writings
The Tenth Word: The symbols of the Gospel writers
The Eleventh Word: Peter preaching on the Day of Pentecost
The Twelfth Word: A new creation

45

