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FOREWORD

he Wiersbe Bible Commentary had a modest beginning in 1972 when Victor Books pub-

lished my commentary on 1 John and called it Be Real. Nobody remembers who named

the book, but for me it was the beginning of three decades of intensive Bible study as I
wrote additional commentaries, all of them falling under the new “Be” series. It took twenty-
three books to cover the New Testament, and they were published in two bound volumes in
1989. Then I started the Old Testament “Be” series; and Be Obedient, on the life of Abraham,
was published in 1991. There are now forty-two books available in the entire series, and com-
piled together to create the Wiersbe Bible Commentary, this publication represents the
culmination of over thirty years of joyful work. During this time I was writing books for sev-
eral publishers, but writing the next “Be” book was always at the top of my agenda.

I owe a great debt of gratitude to the editorial staff for their encouragement and coopera-
tion these many years, including Mark Sweeney, Jim Adair, Lloyd Cory, and Greg Clouse.
Greg was always faithful to “shepherd” me through book after book, and I appreciate his
friendship and ministry more and more with each passing year. Every author should be as for-
tunate as I've been to work with such dedicated, skillful people who always take a personal
interest in their authors. To the best of my knowledge, during these years we've ministered
together, we've never had a cross word or a serious misunderstanding.

I especially want to thank the Lord for His kindness and mercy in allowing me to minister
in this way through the printed page. I can think of many of my friends who could have done
a far better job than I in this series, but the Lord graciously gave the privilege to me. He also
gave me the wisdom and strength to get each book written on time—and sometimes ahead of
time—in the midst of a very busy life as a husband and father, a pastor, a radio Bible teacher,
a seminary instructor, and a conference speaker.

This leads me to say that I couldn’t have done it without the loving care of my wife, Betty.
She manages our household affairs so well and takes such good care of me that I've always had
the time needed for studying and writing. When I started this series, our four children were
all at home. Now they’re all married, and my wife and I have many wonderful grandchildren!
Time flies when you're checking proofs!

The numerous readers of the “Be” series have been a great source of encouragement to me,
even when they have written to disagree with me! I have received letters from many parts of
the world, written by people in various walks of life, and they have gladdened my heart. Unless
a writer hears from readers, the writing becomes a one-way street; and he or she never knows
if that writing did anybody any good. I want to thank the pastors, missionaries, Sunday school
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teachers, and other students of the Word, who have been kind enough to write. We could
compile a book of letters telling what God has done in the lives of people who have studied
the “Be” series. To God be the glory!

As I close, there are some other people whom ought to be thanked: Dr. Donald Burdick
taught me New Testament at Northern Baptist Seminary and showed me how to study the
Word of God. Dr. Lloyd Perry and the late Dr. Charles W. Koller both taught me how to
“unlock” a Scripture passage and organize an exposition that was understandable and practi-
cal. I recommend their books on preaching to any preacher or teacher who wants to organize
material better.

For ten happy years, I was privileged to pastor the Calvary Baptist Church in Covington,
Kentucky, just across the river from Cincinnati. One of my happy duties was writing Bible
study notes for “The Whole Bible Study Course,” which was developed by the late Dr. D. B.
Eastep, who pastured the church for thirty-five fruitful years. I can’t think of a church that has
a greater love for the Bible or a deeper hunger for spiritual truth than the dear people of
Calvary Baptist. The “Be” series is, in many respects, a by-product of Dr. Eastep’s kindness in
sharing his ministry with me, and the church’s love and encouragement while I was their pas-
tor. I honor his memory and thank God for their continued friendship and prayer support.

Now, to you who study God’s Word with me, “I commend you to God, and to the word
of His grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you and inheritance among all them
who are sanctified” (Acts 20:32).

—Warren W. Wiersbe
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CHAPTER ONE

Genesis 1:1

BC: BEFORE CREATION

ning,” and in spite of its position as the first book in

the Bible, the book of Genesis isn’t the beginning of
everything. Genesis 1:1 reminds us, “In the beginning
God.” So, before we study the basics that are laid down
in Genesis 1—11, let’s acquaint ourselves with what
God did before what’s recorded in Genesis. After that,
we'll examine what He did that’s recorded in Genesis,
and finally, what occurred after Genesis. This will give
us the kind of broad overview we need to study the rest
of God’s revelation in the Bible.

I n spite of its name “Genesis,” which means “begin-

Before Genesis: redemption planned

What was happening before God spoke the universe
into existence? That may seem like an impractical
hypothetical question, like “How many angels can
stand on the point of a pin?” but it isnt.! After all, God
doesn’t act arbitrarily, and the fact that He created
something suggests that He must have had some mag-
nificent purposes in mind. What, then, was the
situation before Genesis 1:1, and what does it teach us
about God and ourselves?

God existed in sublime glory. God is eternal; He
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has neither beginning nor ending. Therefore, He is
totally self-sufficient and needs nothing more than
Himself in order to exist or to act. “God has a volun-
tary relation to everything He has made,” wrote A. W.
Tozer, “but He has no necessary relation to anything
outside of Himself.”2 God needs nothing, neither the
material universe nor the human race, and yet He cre-
ated both.

If you want something to boggle your mind, medi-
tate on the concept of the eternal, that which has
neither beginning nor ending. As creatures of time, you
and I can easily focus on the transient things around
us, but it’s difficult if not impossible to conceive of that
which is eternal.3 Contemplating the nature and char-
acter of the Triune God who always was, always is, and
always will be, and who never changes, is a task that
overwhelms us. “In the beginning God.”

Moses wrote, “Before the mountains were born or
you brought forth the earth and the world, from ever-
lasting to everlasting you are God” (Ps. 90:2 N1v).
Frederick Faber expressed it like this:

Timeless, spaceless, single, lonely,4
Yet sublimely Three,
Thou art grandly, always, only
God in unity!

“Process theology,” an old heresy in modern dress,
affirms a “limited god” who is in the process of



becoming a “greater” god. But if God is God, as we
understand the word, then He is eternal and needs
nothing; and He is all-knowing, all-powerful, and
everywhere present. In order to have a “limited god,”
you must first redefine the very word “God,” because
by definition God cannot be limited.

Furthermore, if God is limited and “getting
greater,” then what power is making Him greater? That
power would be greater than “God” and therefore be
God! And wouldnt that give us two gods instead of
one?6 But the God of the Bible is eternal and had no
beginning. He is infinite and knows no limitations in
either time or space. He is perfect and cannot
“improve,” and is immutable and cannot change.

The God that Abraham worshipped is the eternal
God (Gen. 21:33), and Moses told the Israelites, “The
eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the
everlasting arms” (Deut. 33:27 Ni1v). Habakkuk said
that God was “from everlasting” (Hab. 1:12, and see
3:6), and Paul called Him “the everlasting [eternal]
God” (Rom. 16:26; see 1 Tim. 1:17).

The divine Trinity was in loving communion.
“In the beginning God” would be a startling statement
to a citizen of Ur of the Chaldees where Abraham came
from, because the Chaldeans and all their neighbors
worshipped a galaxy of greater and lesser gods and god-
desses. But the God of Genesis is the only true God
and has no “rival gods” to contend with, such as you
read about in the myths and fables from the ancient
world. (See Ex. 15:1; 20:3; Deut. 6:4; 1 Kings 8:60; 2
Kings 19:15; Ps. 18:31.)

This one true God exists as three Persons: God the
Father and God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. (See
Matt. 3:16-17; 28:18-20;7 John 3:34-35; 14:15-17;
Acts 2:32-33, 38-39; 10:36-38; 1 Cor. 12:1-6; 2 Cor.
13:14; Eph. 1:3-14; 4:1-6; 2 Thess. 2:13-14; Titus
3:4—6; 1 Peter 1:1-2.) This doesn’t mean that one God
manifests Himself in three different forms, or that
there are three gods; it means that one God exists in
three Persons who are equal in their attributes and yet
individual and distinct in their offices and ministries.
As the Nicene Creed (AD 325) states it, “We believe in
one God—And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of
God, begotten of the Father, light of light, very God of
very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance
with the Father—And in the Holy Ghost.”

I once heard a minister open a worship service by
praying, “Father, thank You for dying for us on the
cross.” But it was God the Son, not God the Father,
who died for sinners on the cross, and it is God the
Holy Spirit who convicts lost sinners and brings them
to repentance and salvation. To scramble and confuse
the Persons of the divine Godhead is to change what is
taught in Scripture, and this is a dangerous thing to do.

The doctrine of the Trinity wasn't clearly revealed in
the Old Testament, because the emphasis in the Old
Testament is that the God of Israel is one God, uncre-
ated and unique, the only true God. Worshipping the
false gods of their neighbors was the great temptation
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and repeated sin of Israel, so Moses and the prophets
hammered away on the unity and uniqueness of Israel’s
God. Even today, the faithful Jewish worshipper recites
“The Shema” each day: “Hear [shema], O Israel, the
Lord our God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your might” (Deut. 6:4-5 Nxjv). The God
revealed in Scripture has no peers and no rivals.

But the Old Testament does give glimpses and hints
of the wonderful truth of the Trinity, a truth that
would later be cleatly revealed in the New Testament
by Christ and the apostles. The “let us” statements in
Genesis (Gen. 1:26; 3:22; 11:7; see also Isa. 6:8) sug-
gest that the Persons of the Godhead worked together
in conference, and the many instances when “the angel
of the Lord” appeared on the scene indicate the pres-
ence of the Son of God. (See Gen. 16:7-11; 21:17;
22:11, 15; 24:7; 40; 31:11; 32:24-20; Ex. 3:1—4 with
Acts 7:30-34; 14:19; 23:20-26; 32:33—33:17; Josh.
5:13ff; Judg. 2:1-5 and 6:11fF)

Messiah (God the Son) speaks about Himself, the
Spirit, and the Lord (Father) in Isaiah 48:16-17 and
61:1-3, and Psalm 2:7 states that Jehovah has a son.
Jesus applied verse 7 to Himself when He challenged
His enemies who did not accept Him as the Son of
God (Matt. 22:41-46). In Genesis 1:2 and 6:3, the
Spirit of God is distinguished from the Lord (Father),
and this same distinction is found in Numbers 27:18;
Psalm 51:11; Isaiah 40:13; 48:16; and Haggai 2:4-5.

Though the word “trinity” is nowhere used in the
Bible, the doctrine is certainly there, hidden in the Old
Testament and revealed in the New Testament. Does
this profound and mysterious doctrine have any prac-
tical meaning for the believer today? Yes, because the
three Persons of the Godhead are all involved in plan-
ning and executing the divine will for the universe,
including the plan of salvation.

The divine Trinity planned redemption. The
wonderful plan of redemption wasn't a divine after-
thought, for God’s people were chosen in Christ
“before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4; Rev.
17:8) and given by the Father to the Son both to
belong to His kingdom (Matt. 25:34) and to share His
glory (John 17:2, 6,9, 11-12, 24). The sacrificial death
of the Son wasn’t an accident, it was an appointment
(Acts 2:23; 4:27-28), for He was “slain from the foun-
dation of the world” (Rev. 13:8).

In the counsels of eternity, the Godhead deter-
mined to create a world that would include humans
made in the image of God. The Father was involved in
Creation (Gen. 1:1; 2 Kings 19:15; Acts 4:24), but so
were the Son (John 1:1-3, 10; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2)
and the Holy Spirit (Gen. 1:2; Ps. 104:30). God didn't
create a world because He needed anything but that He
might share His love with creatures who, unlike the
angels, are made in the image of God and can respond
willingly to His love.

The Godhead determined that the Son would come
to earth and die for the sins of the world, and Jesus
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came to do the Father’s will (John 10:17-18; Heb.
10:7). The words Jesus spoke were from the Father
(John 14:24), and the works He did were commis-
sioned by the Father (5:17-21, 36; Acts 2:22) and
empowered by the Spirit (10:38). The Son glorifies the
Father (John 14:13; 17:1, 4) and the Spirit glorifies the
Son (16:14). The Persons of the Holy Trinity work
together to accomplish the divine will.

According to Ephesians 1:3-14, the plan of salva-
tion is Trinitarian: we are chosen by the Father (vv.
3-6), purchased by the Son (vv. 7-12), and sealed by
the Spirit (vv. 13-14), and all of this is to the praise of
God’s glory (vv. 6, 12, 14).8 The Father has given
authority to the Son to give eternal life to those He has
given to the Son (John 17:1-3). All of this was planned
before there was ever a world!

It's important to see that all three Persons in the
Godhead share in the salvation of lost sinners. As far as
God the Father is concerned, I was saved when He gra-
ciously chose me in Christ before the foundation of the
world, but I knew nothing about divine election until
after I was converted.? As far as God the Son is con-
cerned, I was saved when He died for me on the cross,
and I knew that great truth from the earliest days of my
life. But as far as God the Holy Spirit is concerned, I
was saved in May 1945 when the Spirit of God con-
victed me and I trusted Jesus Christ. Then what God
had planned from eternity all fell into place in my life.

Spiritual birth is something like human birth: you
experience it but it takes time to understand it! After
all, I wouldn’t know my own birthdate if somebody
hadn’t told me. It’s after we've been born into God’s
family that the wonder of it all is revealed to us from
the Word, and then we want to share it with others.

When you seck to fathom the depths of the divine
eternal counsels, you will be overwhelmed. But don’t
be discouraged, for over the centuries, good and godly
scholars have disagreed in their speculations and con-
clusions. One of my seminary professors used to
remind us, “Try to explain these things and you may
lose your mind; but try to explain them away, and you
will lose your soul.”

Moses said it best: “The secret things belong to the
Lord our God, but the things which are revealed
belong to us and to our children forever, that we may
do all the words of this law” (Deut. 29:29 ~Nxjv). The
important thing is not knowing all that God knows but
doing all God tells us to do. “For we know in part” (1
Cor. 13:9).

Genesis: redemption promised

When He wrote the Bible, God didn’t give us a ponder-
ous theology book divided into sections labeled God,
Creation, Man, Sin, and so forth. Instead, He gave us a
story, a narrative that begins in eternity past and ends
in eternity future. It’s a story about God and His deal-
ings with all kinds of people and how they responded
to His Word. As we read these narratives, we learn a
great deal about God, ourselves, and our world, and we
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discover that our own personal story is found some-
where in the pages of Scripture. If you read long
enough and honestly enough, you will meet yourself in
the Bible.

In our versions of the Bible, there are fifty chapters
in Genesis, but the original Hebrew text isn’t divided.
After describing the creation (1:1—2:3), Moses listed
eleven “generations” that comprise the Genesis narra-
tive: the heavens and the earth (2:4—4:26); Adam
(5:1—6:8); Noah (6:9—9:29); Noah’s sons, Shem,
Ham, and Japheth (10:1—11:9), with an emphasis on
Shem, father of the Semites (11:10—26); Terah, father
of Abraham (11:27—25:11); Ishmael (25:12-18);
Isaac (25:19—35:29); Esau (36:1-8), who is also
Edom (36:9—37:1); and Jacob (37:2—50:26). These
are the individuals presented in Genesis.

The first eleven chapters of Genesis deal with
humanity in general and focus on four great events: cre-
ation (1—2), the fall of man and its consequences
(3—5), the flood (6—9), and the rebellion at Babel
(10—11). The rest of Genesis focuses on Israel in par-
ticular (12—50) and recounts the lives of four great
men: Abraham (12:1—25:18), Isaac (25:19—27:46),
Jacob (28—36), and Joseph (37—50).10 We call these
men the “patriarchs” because they were the founding
fathers of the Hebrew nation.

As you study Genesis, keep in mind that Moses
didn’t write a detailed history of each person or event.
He recorded only those things that helped him achieve
his purpose, which was to explain the origin of things,
especially the origin of the Jewish nation. Genesis 1—
11 is a record of failure, but with the call of Abraham,
God made a new beginning. Man’s sin had brought
God’s curse (3:14, 17; 4:11), but God’s gracious
covenant with Abraham brought blessing to the whole
world (12:1-3).

You will also notice in the Genesis record that when
man does his worst and reaches his lowest, God gives
him a new beginning. Dr. G. Campbell Morgan said
that the cycle in Genesis is “generation, degeneration,
and regeneration.”! Cain killed Abel, but God gave
Seth to continue the godly line. The earth became vio-
lent and wicked, so God wiped out humanity but
chose Noah and his family to carry on His work. Out
of pagan Ur of the Chaldees, God called Abraham and
Sarah and gave them a son, Isaac, and the future of
God’s plan of salvation rested with that son. Isaac and
Rebekah had two sons, Esau and Jacob, but God
rejected Esau and chose Jacob to build the twelve tribes
of Israel and inherit the covenant blessings.

In other words, from beginning to end, Genesis is
the story of God’s sovereign will and electing grace.
This doesn’t suggest that the persons in the story were
mere robots, because they made mistakes and even
tried to thwart God’s plans. But whenever people resis-
ted God’s rule, He overruled and accomplished His
divine purposes anyway. “The counsel of the Lord
stands forever, the plans of His heart to all generations”
(Ps. 33:11 NKyV).



What begins in Genesis is developed throughout
the Bible and then finds its fulfillment in the book of

Revelation, as you can see from this summary:

Genesis Revelation

The first heaven and The new heaven and

earth earth

The first garden; The “garden city” and
the Tree of Life the Tree of Life avail-

guarded able

The first marriage The last marriage,
the marriage of

the Lamb

Satan tempts Eve to sin  Satan thrown into the

lake of fire

Death enters the scene  “No more death”

Babylon built Babylon destroyed

The Redeemer prom- The Redeemer reigns
ised

There are many more comparisons and contrasts
between these two books, but this gives you some idea
of how important Genesis is to an understanding of
God’s program and the rest of Scripture.

After Genesis: redemption accomplished

God revealed His great plan of salvation gradually.
First, He gave a promise (Gen. 3:15), the first salvation
promise found in the Bible. Its the promise of a
Redeemer who would be born of a woman, defeat
Satan, and bring salvation to mankind. The promised
Savior would be a man and not an angel and would
save humans and not fallen angels (Heb. 2:5-18).

Where would this promised Redeemer come from?
Genesis 12:1-3 answers that question: the Redeemer
will be a Jew, from the people of Abraham. Through a
miracle of God, Abraham and Sarah had Isaac, and
Isaac was the father of Jacob. But Jacob had twelve sons
who founded the twelve tribes of Israel. Which of them
would give the world the Savior? Genesis 49:10 tells us:
the Redeemer will come from the tribe of Judah.

The book of Exodus tells how God built the great
Hebrew nation as they suffered in the land of Egypt
and then delivered them by His great power. They
should have claimed their inheritance in Canaan, but
in unbelief they disobeyed God and ended up wander-
ing forty years in the wilderness (Num. 13—14).
Joshua led the new generation into the land and there
established the nation.

After the tragic era of the rule of the judges and the
reign of Saul, recorded in Judges and 1 Samuel, God
anointed David as king and revealed that the promised
Redeemer would come from David’s family (2 Sam. 7).
He would not only be “the son of David,” but he
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would be born in Bethlehem, the city of David (Mic.
5:2). Through Isaiah the prophet, God announced that
the Redeemer would be born of a virgin in a miracu-
lous way (Isa. 7:14; see Luke 1:26-38).

Of course, throughout the Old Testament ages,
Satan did all he could to thwart the plans of God. Cain
belonged to the devil (1 John 3:12) and killed his
brother Abel, but God gave Seth to continue the godly
line (Gen. 4:25-26). During the flood, God preserved
Noah and his family, and from the family of Shem,
Abraham was born, the father of the Hebrew nation.

On at least four occasions, the godly line was
threatened with extinction. Twice Abraham lied about
Sarah his wife and she was taken by pagan rulers
(12:10-20; 20:1ft.), and his son Isaac committed the
same sin and jeopardized his wife Rebekah (26:6-16).
During the dark days of the later Hebrew monarchy,
the wicked Queen Mother Athaliah had all the royal
sons slain, but one little prince, Joash, was rescued to
continue the Davidic line (2 Kings 11).

How did it all end? “But when the fullness of the
time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a
woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were
under the law” (Gal. 5:4-5 nxjv). The angel
announced to the shepherds, “For unto you is born this
day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the
Lord” (Luke 2:11).

The promise had been fulfilled! And it all started in
Genesis!

Now let’s join Moses and read his magnificent
inspired record of the creation of the heaven, the earth,
and human life.

Notes

1 It’s doubtful that the ancient theologians ever asked this partic-
ular question, but the topic isn't totally irrelevant. Angels are
spirits and have no physical bodies, except temporarily when
sent on special missions; so how do they occupy space?
Thomas Aquinas discussed the matter in his Summa
Theologica, so the question is important.

2 A . Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1961), 39.

3 Of course, every human being will exist forever, either in
heaven or hell, but as far as this world is concerned, we're all
strangers and pilgrims “only passing through.”

4 “Lonely” doesn't suggest that God needed friends. The word
means “solitary.”

5 AW. Tozer, The Christian Book of Mystical Verse (Harrisburg,

Pa.: Christian Publications, 1963), 7.

In our day, “process theology” grew out of the teachings of the

British philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947),

and his disciple Charles Hartshorne gave it wide exposure.

[

Process theology was popularized by Rabbi Harold S. Kushner
in his book When Bad Things Happen to Good People. Kushner
claimed that God was too weak now to do anything about
cancer, war, and the tragedies of life; but as we trust Him and
do good, we strengthen Him to do better. For the evangelical
point of view, see On Process Theology edited by Ronald H.
Nash (Baker Book House, 1987), and my book Why Us?
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When Bad Things Happen to God's People (Fleming H. Revell,
1984).

7 The conjunction “and” in the Christian baptismal formula is
important, for it shows the equality of the Persons of the
Godhead.

8 The doctrine of divine election is not an excuse to not share
the gospel with others. The same God who ordained the end—
the salvation of the lost—has also ordained the means to the
end, which is the witness of His people and their prayers for
success for His Word. God chooses people to salvation and
then calls them by His gospel (2 Thess. 2:13-14). The two go
together. We don’t know who the elect are, and we have been
ordered to take the gospel to the whole world (Mark 16:15;
Acts 1:8).

9 Dr. H.A. Ironside, for cighteen years pastor of Chicago’s
Moody Church, used to illustrate this truth by describing a
door, over which hung a sign that read, “Whosoever will may
come.” Believing that, you walked through the door and were
saved. Then you looked back and read another sign hanging
over the inside of the door: “Chosen in Christ before the foun-
dation of the world.”

10 These chapter divisions are arbitrary since there is an overlap-
ping of generations in the narratives as there always is in
human history. Technically, the “generations of Jacob” begins
at 37:2, but Jacob’s story starts much earlier and moves Isaac
into the background. There is no section labeled “the genera-
tions of Joseph” since Joseph is a part of the Jacob narrative
which closes the book of Genesis.

11 See Morgan’s The Analyzed Bible and Living Messages of the
Books of the Bible, both published by Fleming H. Revell.

CHAPTER TWO
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WHEN GOD SPEAKS, SOMETHING
HAPPENS

ome people call the president of the United States

“the most powerful leader in the world,” but more

than one former president would disagree. Ex-
presidents have confessed that their executive orders
weren’t always obeyed and that there wasn’t much they
could do about it.

For example, during President Nixon’s first term in
office, he ordered the removal of some ugly temporary
buildings on the mall, eyesores that had been there
since the World War I era, but it took many months
before the order was obeyed. When journalists began
writing about “the imperial presidency,” Nixon called
the whole idea “ludicrous.”! Presidents may speak and
sign official orders, but that’s no guarantee that any-
thing will happen.

However, when God speaks, something happens!
“For He spoke, and it was done; He commanded, and
it stood fast” (Ps. 33:9 Nkjv). When you consider the
acts of God recorded in Genesis 1, you can’t help but
bow in reverent worship, for His creative acts reveal a
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God of power and wisdom whose word carries
authority.

God creates (1:1-2)

Three books of the Bible open with “beginnings”: Gen.
1:1; Mark 1:1; and John 1:1. Each of these beginnings
is important. “In the beginning was the Word” (John
1:1) takes us into eternity past when Jesus Christ, the
living Word of God, existed as the eternal Son of God.
John wasn’t suggesting that Jesus had a beginning. Jesus
Christ is the eternal Son of God who existed before all
things because He made all things (John 1:3; Col.
1:16-17; Heb. 1:2). Therefore, Johns “beginning”
antedates Genesis 1:1.2

The gospel of Mark opens with, “The beginning of
the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” The mes-
sage of the gospel didn’t start with the ministry of John
the Baptist, because the good news of God’s grace was
announced in Genesis 3:15. As Hebrews 11 bears wit-
ness, God’s promise was believed by people throughout
Old Testament history, and those who believed were
saved. (See Gal. 3:1-9 and Rom. 4.) The ministry of
John the Baptist, the forerunner of Jesus, was the
beginning of the proclamation of the message concern-
ing Jesus Christ of Nazareth (see Acts 1:21-22 and
10:37).

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth” (Gen. 1:1) refers to the dateless past when God
brought the universe into existence out of nothing (Ps.
33:6; Rom. 4:17; Heb. 1:3).3 Genesis 1:1-2 is the dec-
laration that God created the universe; the detailed
explanation of the six days of God’s creative work is
given in the rest of the chapter.

Thirty—two times in this chapter, this creative God
is called Elohim, a Hebrew word that emphasizes His
majesty and power. (The covenant name “Jehovah”
appears for the first time in Gen. 2:4.) Elohim is a plu-
ral noun that is consistently used in connection with
singular verbs and adjectives. (Hebrew tenses are singu-
lar, dual, or plural.) Some think that this plural form is
what grammarians call the “plural of majesty,” or it
might also be a hint that God exists in three persons.
In Scripture, Creation is attributed to the Father (Acts
4:24) and to the Son (John 1:1-3) and to the Holy
Spirit (Ps. 104:30).

Elohim reveals His power by creating everything by
merely speaking the word. Matter is not eternal; it
began when God spoke everything into existence (Eph.
3:9; Col. 1:16; Rev. 4:11; 5:13). Scripture doesnt
reveal why God chose to start His creative work with a
chaotic mass that was dark, formless, and empty,4 but
the Holy Spirit, brooding over the waters,” would
bring order out of chaos and beauty and fullness out of
emptiness.® He can still do that today with the lives of
all who will yield to Him.

The nations that surrounded the people of Israel
had ancient traditions that “explained” the origin of the
universe and humankind. These myths involved mon-
sters that battled in deep oceans and gods who fought



battles to bring the universe into being. But the simple
account in Genesis presents us with one God who
alone created all things and is still in control of His cre-
ation. Had the Jewish people paid close attention to
what Moses wrote, they would never have worshipped
the idols of their pagan neighbors.

God forms (1:3-13)

There’s a pattern to God’s activities during the creation
week: first He formed and then He filled. He made
three spheres of activity: the heavens, the landmasses,
and the waters; and then He filled them with appropri-
ate forms of life.

Day one (vv. 3-5). God commanded the light to
shine and then separated the light from the darkness.
But how could there be light when the light-bearers
arent mentioned undl the fourth day (vwv. 14-19)?
Since we aren't told that this light came from any of the
luminaries God created, it probably came from God
Himself who is light (John 1:5) and wears light as a
garment (Ps. 104:2; Hab. 3:3—4). The eternal city will
enjoy endless light without the help of the sun or moon
(Rev. 22:5), so why couldn’ there be light at the begin-
ning of time before the luminaries were made?”

Life as we know it could not exist without the light
of the sun. Paul saw in this creative act the work of God
in the new creation, the salvation of the lost. “For it is
the God who commanded the light to shine out of
darkness who has shone in our hearts to give the light
of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6 Nkjv). “In him [Jesus] was
life; and the life was the light of men” (John 1:4).

In Scripture, light is associated with Christ (8:12),
the Word of God (Ps. 119:105, 130), God’s people
(Matt. 5:14-16; Eph. 5:8), and God’s blessing (Prov.
4:18), while darkness is associated with Satan (Luke
23:53; Eph. 6:12), sin (Martt. 6:22-23; John
3:19-21), death (Job 3:4-6, 9), spiritual ignorance
(John 1:5), and divine judgment (Matt. 8:12). This
explains why God separated the light from the dark-
ness, for the two have nothing in common. God’s
people are to “walk in the light” (1 John 1:5-10), for
“what communion has light with darkness?” (2 Cor.
6:14-16; Eph. 5:1-14).

From the very first day of creation, God established
the principle of separation. Not only did He separate
the light from the darkness (Gen. 1:4) and the day
from the night (v. 14), but later He also separated the
waters above from the waters beneath (vv. 6-8), and
the land from the waters (vv. 9-10). Through Moses,
God commanded the people of Israel to remain sepa-
rated from the nations around them (Ex. 34:10-17;
Deut. 7:1-11), and when they violated this com-
mandment, they suffered. God’s people today need to
be careful in their walk (Ps. 1:1) and not be defiled by
the world (Rom. 12:1-2; James 1:7; 4:4; 1 John
2:15-17).

Since God is the Creator, He has the right to call
things whatever He pleases, and thus we have “day”
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and “night.” The word “day” can refer to the portion of
time when the sun is visible as well as to the whole
period of twenty-four hours composed of “evening and
morning” (Gen. 1:5).8 Sometimes biblical writers used
“day” to describe a longer period of time in which God
accomplishes some special purpose, such as “the day of
the Lord” (Isa. 2:12) or “the day of judgment” (Matt.
10:15).

When we speak about spiritual things, it's impor-
tant that we use God’s dictionary as well as His
vocabulary. Words carry meanings and giving the
wrong meaning to a word could lead to serious trouble.
It would be fatal to a patient if a physician confused
“arsenic” with “aspirin,” so medical people are very
careful to use accurate terminology. The “Christian
vocabulary” is even more important because eternal
death could be the consequence of confusion. The
Bible explains and illustrates words like sin, grace, for-
giveness, justification, and faith, and to change their
meanings is to replace God’s truth with lies. “Woe to
them who call evil, good, and good, evil; who put dark-
ness for light, and light for darkness; who put bitter for
sweet, and sweet for bitter” (Isa. 5:20).

Day two (vv. 6-8). God put an expanse between
the upper waters and the lower waters and made
“heaven,” what we know as “the sky.” It seems that
these waters were a vaporous “blanket” that covered the
original creative mass. When separated from the land-
mass, the lower waters eventually became the ocean
and the seas, and the upper waters played a part in the
flood during Noah’s day (Gen. 7:11-12; 9:11-15).

The word translated “firmament” (expanse) means
“to beat out.” In Scripture, the sky is sometimes
referred to as a dome or a covering; however, Scripture
nowhere supports the pagan mythological notion that
the sky is some kind of solid covering. The luminaries
were set in this expanse (1:14—17) and that’s where the
fowl flew (v. 20).

Day three (vv. 9-13). God gathered the waters and
caused the dry land to appear, thus making “earth” and
“seas.” Israel’s pagan neighbors believed all kinds of
myths about the heavens, the earth, and the seas; but
Moses made it clear that Elohim, the one true God,
was Lord of them all. For the first time, God said that
what He had done was “good” (v. 10). God’s creation
is still good, even though it travails because of sin
(Rom. 8:20-22) and has been ravaged and exploited by
sinful people.

God also caused plant life to appear on the earth:
the grasses, the seed-producing herbs, and the fruit-
bearing trees. God decreed that each would reproduce
“after its kind,” which helps to make possible order in
nature. God has set reproductive limits for both plants
and animals (Gen. 1:21) because He is the Lord of
Creation. There’s no suggestion here of any kind of
“evolution.” God was preparing the earth for a habita-
tion for humans and for animals, and the plants would
help to provide their food. A second time, God said
that His work was good (v. 12).
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God fills (1:14-27; 2:7)

God has now created three special “spaces”: the land,
the seas, and the expanse of the sky. During the next
three creative days, He will fill these spaces.

Day four (vv. 14-19). Into the expanse of the sky
God placed the heavenly bodies and assigned them
their work: to divide the day and night and to provide
“signs” to mark off days, years, and seasons. Light had
already appeared on the first day, but now it was con-
centrated in these heavenly bodies.

Because of their religious observances, the Jews
needed to know the times and the seasons, when the
Sabbath arrived and ended, when it was a new
month, and when it was time to celebrate their
annual feasts (Lev. 26). Before the invention of the
clock and the compass, the activities of human life
were closely linked to nature’s cycles, and navigators
depended on the stars to direct them. Israel would
need the help of the heavenly bodies to direct their
activities, and God would occasionally use signs in
the heavens to speak to His people on earth.?

Israel was commanded not to imitate their pagan
neighbors by worshipping the heavenly bodies (Ex.
20:1-6; Deut. 4:15-19; 17:2-7). They were to wor-
ship the true God who created the “heavenly host,” the
army of heaven that did His bidding. However, the
Jews didn’t obey God’s commandment (Jer. 8:2; 19:13;
Ezek. 8:16; Zeph. 1:4-6) and suffered greatly for their
sins.

The ancient peoples were fascinated by the moon
and stars and the movements of the sun and planets,
and it was but a short step from admiration to worship.
“If the stars should appear one night in a thousand
years,” wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson, “how would men
believe and adore, and preserve for many generations
the remembrance of the city of God which had been
shown ...”10

Day five (vv. 20-23). God had created the sky and
the waters, and now He filled them abundantly with
living creatures. He made birds to fly in the sky and
aquatic creatures to frolic in the seas. “O Lord, how
manifold are Your works! In wisdom You have made
them all. The earth is full of Your possessions—This
great and wide sea, in which are innumerable teeming
things, living things both small and great” (Ps.
104:24-25 NKJV).

A new element is added to God’s work on this day:
He not only called His work “good,” but He blessed
the creatures He had made. This is the first time the
word “bless” is used in the Bible. God’s blessing
enabled the creatures and the fowl to reproduce abun-
dantly and enjoy all that He had made for them. God
would also bless the first man and woman (Gen. 1:28;
5:2), the Sabbath day (2:3), and Noah and his family
(9:2). After creation, perhaps the most important occa-
sion for God’s blessing was when He gave His gracious
covenant to Abraham and his descendants (12:1-3).
That blessing has reached down to God’s people today
(Gal. 3:1-9).
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Day six (vv. 24-31; 2:7). God had formed the sky
and filled it with heavenly luminaries and flying birds.
He had formed the seas and filled the waters with var-
ious aquatic creatures. Creation reaches its climax
when on the sixth day He filled the land with animal
life and then created the first man who, with his wife,
would have dominion over the earth and its creatures.

Like the first man, the animals were formed out of
the dust of the ground (2:7), which explains why the
bodies of both humans and animals go back to the dust
after death (Eccl. 3:19-20). However, humans and ani-
mals are different. No matter how intelligent some
animals may appear to be, or how much they are
taught, animals are not endowed with the “image of
God” as are humans.!!

The creation of the first man is seen as a very spe-
cial occasion, for there’s a “consultation” prior to the
event. “Let us make man in our image” sounds like the
conclusion of a divine deliberation among the persons
of the Godhead.? God couldn’t have been talking with
the angels about His plans because angels weren't made
in God’s image (“Our image”), and angels had nothing
to do with the creation of Adam.

“And the Lord formed man of the dust of the
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of
life; and man became a living soul” (Gen. 2:7). The
verb “formed” suggests the potter making a work of art
in his skilled hands. The human body is indeed a work
of art, an amazingly complex organism that only the
wisdom of God could design and the power of God
create.

The physical matter for Adam’s body came from
the ground, for the name “Adam” means “taken out
of the ground,” but the life Adam possessed came
from God. Of course, God is spirit and doesn’t have
lungs for breathing. This statement is what theolo-
gians call an “anthropomorphism,” the using of a
human characteristic to explain a divine work or
attribute.13

Several important facts must be noted about the
origin of humans. First, we were created by God. We are
not the products of some galactic accident nor are we
the occupants of the top rung of an evolutionary lad-
der. God made us, which means we are creatures and
wholly dependent on Him. “For in him we live, and
move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). Luke 3:38
calls Adam “the son of God.”

Second, we were created in Gods image (Gen.
2:26-27). Unlike the angels and the animals, humans
can have a very special relationship with God. He not
only gave us personality—minds to think with, emo-
tions to feel with, and wills for making decisions—but
He also gave us an inner spiritual nature that enables us
to know Him and worship Him. The image of God in
men and women has been marred by sin (Eph.
4:18-19), but through faith in Christ and submission
to the work of the Holy Spirit, believers can have the
divine nature renewed within them (2 Peter 1:4; Eph.
4:20-24; Col. 3:9-10; Rom. 12:2; 2 Cor. 3:18). One



day when we see Jesus, all of God’s children will share
in the glorious image of Christ (1 John 3:1-3; Rom.
8:29; 1 Cor. 15:49).

Third, we were created to have dominion over the
earth (Gen. 2:26, 28).14 Adam and Eve were the first
regents over God’s creation (Ps. 8:6-8). “The heaven,
even the heavens, are the Lord’s; but the earth He has
given to the children of men” (Ps. 115:16 Nkjv). But
when Adam believed Satan’s lie and ate of the forbid-
den fruit, he lost his kingship, and now sin and death
reign over the earth (Rom. 5:12-21).

When Jesus Christ, the last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45),
came to earth, He exercised the dominion that the first
Adam had lost. He demonstrated that He had author-
ity over the fish (Luke 5:1-7; John 21:1-6; Matt.
17:24-27), the fowl (26:69-75), and the animals
(Mark 1:13; 11:3-7). When He died on the cross, He
conquered sin and death, so that now grace can reign
(Rom. 5:21) and God’s people can “reign in life”
through Jesus Christ (v. 17). One day, when He
returns, Jesus will restore to His own the dominion that
was lost because of Adam (Heb. 2:5ff.).

Both Adam and the animal creation were vegetari-
ans until after the flood (Gen. 1:29-30; 9:1—4). Isaiah
11:7 indicates that the carnivorous beasts will return to
this diet when Jesus Christ returns and establishes His
kingdom on earth.

Fourth, this wonderful Creator deserves our worship,
praise, and obedience. When God surveyed His cre-
ation, He saw that it was “very good” (Gen. 1:31).
Contrary to what some religions and philosophies
teach, creation is not evil and it isn’t a sin to enjoy the
good gifts God shares with us (1 Tim. 6:17). David
surveyed God’s creation and asked, “What is man that
You are mindful of him, and the son of man that You
visit him?” (Ps. 8:4 Nkjv). The earth is but a tiny planet
orbiting in a vast galaxy, and yet “the earth is the
Lord’s” (24:1). It’s the one planet He has chosen to visit
and to redeem!

The heavenly creatures before God’s throne praise
Him for His creation, and so should we. “Thou art
worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power;
for thou hast created all things, and for thy pleasure
they are and were created” (Rev. 4:11). When we bow
at meals to thank Him for the food He provides, when
we see the sunshine and the rain provided at no
expense to us, and when we watch the progress of the
seasons, we should lift our hearts to praise the Creator
for His faithfulness and generosity.

Finally, we must be good stewards of creation. This
means we should respect our fellow human beings who
are also made in the image of God (Gen. 9:6). It means
appreciating the gifts we have in creation and not wast-
ing or exploiting them. We'll look into these matters in
greater detail in further studies, but it’s worth noting
that we can’t honor the God of creation if we dishonor
His creation. We must accept creation as a gift, guard
it as a precious treasure, and invest it for the glory of
God. Isaac Watts said it beautifully:
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I sing the goodness of the Lord,
that filled the earth with food;

He formed the creatures with His word,
and then pronounced them good.
Lord, how Thy wonders are displayed,
where €er I turn my eye;

If I survey the ground I tread,
or gaze upon the sky.

“The Lord is good to all, and his tender mercies are

over all his works” (Ps. 145:9).

Notes

1 See In the Arena by Richard M. Nixon (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1990), 206.

2 John describes seven days in the life of Jesus (John 1:19-28,
29-34, 35-42, 43-51; 2:1), obviously a parallel to Genesis 1.
Moses wrote of the old creation but John of the new creation
(2 Cor. 5:17).

The Hebrew word bara means “to initiate something new, to

W

bring into existence.” It’s used in the Creation account to
describe the creation of sea creatures and fowl (Gen. 1:21),
the creation of man and woman (v. 27), and the whole work
of creation (1; 2:3-4).

4 The “gap theory,” stated in G.H. Pember’s book, Earths
Earliest Ages, and popularized by the Scoficld Reference Bible,
affirms that the original creation of Genesis 1:1 was judged
when Satan fell, and that verses 3ff. describe a remaking of the
ruined creation. Verse 2 should read, “And the earth became
without form and void.” Hence, there was a “gap” of unknown
duration between the first two verses of Genesis. But why
would God ruin the whole creation just because of Satan’s
rebellion? And if He created it instantly, why would He take
six days to restore it? There are capable defenders of both
views, and they all claim that the Hebrew text is on their side.
To me, it appears that verses 3ff. are describing God’s original
acts of creation and that we don’t have to put a “gap” between
verse 1 and verse 2 in order to solve any problems.

5 The image in verse 2 is that of the eagle hovering over its
young (Deut. 32:11). In both the Hebrew (ruah) and the
Greek (pneuma), the word for “Spirit” also means “wind” (see
John 3:8), so the verse could be translated “and God’s wind
swept across the waters.” However, “Spirit” seems to be the

logical translation.

(=)

“Without form and void” is the Hebrew phrase tohu wabohu,
which describes utter waste, vanity, and ruin. Jeremiah bor-
rowed the image to describe God’s judgment of the land of
Judah (Jer. 4:23), and Isaiah used it to describe the ruin of
Edom (Isa. 34:11).

7 Some commentators believe that God’s work on the fourth day
was not to create the luminaries but zo assign them their tasks.
However, the description in Genesis 1:14-19 parallels that of
the other five days and gives every evidence of explaining the

creative act of God.

el

When speaking of a twenty-four hour day, the Jewish people
said “evening and morning” rather than “morning and
evening,” because their days started with sunset, not sunrise.
Thus, sunset on Thursday evening ushered in Friday, and sun-
set on Friday ushered in the Sabbath day.
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9 People who depend on their astrological charts for guidance
are following ancient pagan customs that are useless. There’s
no evidence that the position of the heavenly bodies has any
influence on human life on earth. The Bible condemns all
human attempts to foresee or control the future (Deut.
18:10-13; Isa. 47:13; Jer. 10:2). The statement that the sun
and moon “rule over” the day and night respectively doesn’t
mean that they exert special influence on the affairs of people
but that day and night are their spheres of operation.
According to the rotation of the earth, its orbit around the sun,
and the moon’s orbit around the earth, the sun and moon gov-
ern how much light there will be on earth.

10 Ralph Waldo Emerson. Nazure (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985),
9-10.

11 Even though many animals are stronger than we are and live
longer than we do, God has given humans dominion over the
animals. However, this doesn’t mean we can abuse animal life
and do whatever we please with God’s creatures (Jer. 27:5).
While animals have been given to serve us, we must treat them
as creatures made by God. “A righteous man regards the life of
his animal” (Prov. 12:10 nkjv). “Do not muzzle an ox while it
is treading out the grain” (Deut. 25:4 niv). God takes care of
the animals (Ps. 36:6; 104:10-18; Matt. 6:26) and knows
when they suffer (Joel 1:18-20; 2:22; Jonah 4:11). Even the
way we treat helpless birds is a concern to God (Deut. 22:6-7).
Those who abuse and exploit God’s creation will one day be
judged (Rev. 11:18).

12 You have a similar “dialogue” recorded in Genesis 3:22; 11:7,
and see [saiah 6:8.

13 As we have seen, the Hebrew word ruah means “breath” and
“spirit” (or Spirit). The breath of God brought life to Adam
just as the Spirit of God brings eternal life to the sinner who
believes on Christ (John 3:7-8; 20:22).

14 Dominion over the earth and its creatures may have been the
privilege Lucifer wanted when he rebelled against God and led
some of the angels in revolt against the Lord. Isaiah 14:12-17
speaks primarily about the fall of the king of Babylon, but
behind this mysterious passage lurks the image of “the son of
the morning,” the angel who wanted to be as God and prom-
ised to make Eve like God (Gen. 3:5).

CHAPTER THREE
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FIRST THINGS FIRST

f you could have been present to witness any event in
Bible history, which event would you choose?

I once asked that question of several well-known
Christian leaders, and the answers were varied: the cru-
cifixion of Christ, the resurrection of Christ, the flood,
Israel crossing the Red Sea, and even David slaying
Goliath. But one of them said, “I would like to have
been present when God finished His creation. It must
have been an awesome sight!”

Some scientists claim that if we could travel out
into space fast enough and far enough, we could “catch
up” with the light beams from the past and watch his-
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tory unfold before our eyes. Perhaps the Lord will let us
do that when we get to heaven. I hope so, because I
would like to see the extraordinary events Moses
described in Genesis 1 and 2.

Genesis 2 introduces us to a series of “firsts” that are
important to us if we want to build our lives according
to the basics God has put into His universe.

The first Sabbath (2:1-3)

The word “Sabbath” isn’t found in this paragraph, but
Moses is writing about the Sabbath, the seventh day of
the week. The phrase “seventh day” is mentioned three
times in verses 2—3. “Sabbath” comes from a Hebrew
word shabbar that means “to cease working, to rest”
and is related to the Hebrew word for “seven.”! We
need to consider three different Sabbaths found in the
Bible.

The personal Sabbath of the Lord God (vv. 1-4).
This first Sabbath didnt take place because God was
tired from all His creative work, because God doesn’t
get weary (Isa. 40:28). God set apart the seventh day
because His work of creation was finished and He was
pleased and satisfied with what He had created. “And
God saw everything that he had made, and, behold, it
was very good” (Gen. 1:31).

Three things are distinctive about this seventh day
of the creation week. First, there’s no mention of
“evening and morning,” suggesting that God’s Sabbath
rest would have no end. Unfortunately, man’s sin inter-
rupted God’s rest, and God had to search for Adam and
Eve and deal with them (3:8-9, and see John 5:9, 17).
Second, there’s no record that He blessed any of the
other six days, but God did bless the seventh day (Gen.
2:3). In blessing it, He made it a blessing. Third, after
blessing the seventh day, God sanctified it (v. 3), which
means He set it apart for His own special purposes.2

Jehovah is the God of time as well as the Lord of
eternity. It was He who created time and established
the rotation of the planets and their orbits around the
sun. It was He who marked out the seven-day week and
set aside one day for Himself. Every living thing that
God has created lives a day at a time except humans
made in God’s image! People rush around in the fran-
tic “rat race” of life, always planning to rest but never
seeming to fulfill their plan.

It has been said that most people in our world are
being “crucified between two thieves™: the regrets of
yesterday and the worries about tomorrow. That's why
they can’t enjoy today. Relying on modern means of
transportation and communication, we try to live two
or three days at a time, only to run headlong against
the creation cycle of the universe, and the results are
painful and often disastrous.

A famous Chinese scholar came to America to lec-
ture and during the course of his tour was met at a busy
metropolitan railway station by his university host. “If
we run quickly, we can catch the next train and save
ourselves three minutes,” said the host. The scholar
quietly asked, “And what significant thing shall we do



with the three minutes that we save by running?” A
good question that could not be answered. Henry
David Thoreau wrote in Walden over a century ago,
“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” I
wonder what he'd say if he saw the frantic people run-
ning up and down escalators in our airline terminals!

God had done many wonderful things during the
six days of creation, but the climax of the creation week
was God’s “rest” after His work. As we shall see, God
has sanctified work as well as rest, but it’s rest that
seems to be the greatest need in people’s hearts today.
Augustine was correct when he wrote, “Thou hast
made us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless until
they rest in Thee.”

The national Sabbath of Israel. There’s no mention
of the Sabbath in Scripture until Exodus 16:23 when
God gave the regulations to Israel about gathering the
daily manna. From the way this commandment is
worded, it suggests that the Jews already knew the
importance of the Sabbath and were observing it as a
day of rest. In giving the Sabbath to Israel, the Lord
related this special day to other events in sacred history.

To begin with, when God gave Israel the law at
Mount Sinai, the Sabbath was connected with creation
(20:8-11). God was the generous Giver of all that they
needed, and they must acknowledge Him by worship-
ping the Creator and not the creation. They were not to
imitate the pagan nations around them (Rom. 1:18ff).
Moses even mentioned the weekly rest needed by ser-
vants and farm animals (Ex. 23:12), so keeping the
Sabbath was a humanitarian act as well as a religious
duty. The Lord commanded His people to observe
every seventh year as a Sabbatical Year and every fiftieth
year as a Year of Jubilee. This would permit the land to
enjoy its Sabbaths and be renewed (Lev. 25).

The Sabbath was not only connected with creation,
but at the close of the giving of the law, it was vested
with special significance as a sign between Israel and
Jehovah (Ex. 31:12-17; Neh. 9:13-15). “Surely My
Sabbaths you shall keep, for it is a sign between Me and
you throughout your generations, that you may know
that I am the Lord who sanctifies you” (Ex. 31:13
NKJV). There’s no evidence that God ever required any
other nation to observe the Sabbath, because the Jews
alone were the chosen people of God.

There’s a third connection between the Sabbath and
the Jews. When Moses rehearsed the law for the new
generation about to enter Canaan, he connected the
Sabbath Day with their deliverance from Egypt (Deut.
5:12-15). The weekly Sabbath and the annual Passover
feast would both remind Israel of God’s mercy and
power in freeing the nation from bondage.
Furthermore, this weekly day of rest would also be a
foretaste of the rest they would enjoy in the Promised
Land (Deut. 3:20; 12:10; 25:19; Josh. 22:4). God had
brought them out of Egypt that He might bring them
into the Promised Land to claim their inheritance
(Deut. 4:37-38). In the book of Hebrews, this concept

of a “promised rest” is applied to believers today.
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The nation of Israel eventually declined spiritually
and didn’t observe God’s laws, including the Sabbath
law, and they were ultimately punished for their dis-
obedience (2 Chron. 36:14-21; Ezek. 20:1ff; Isa.
58:13—14; Jer. 17:19-27). The northern kingdom of
Israel was swallowed up by Assyria, and the Southern
Kingdom of Judah was taken into captivity by
Babylon.

By the time of the ministry of Jesus, the scribes and
Pharisees had added their traditions to God’s Word
and turned the law in general and the Sabbath in par-
ticular into religious bondage. The few prohibitions
found in Moses (Ex. 16:29; 35:2—3; Num. 15:32-36)
were expanded into numerous regulations. Jesus, how-
ever, rejected their traditions and even performed
miracles on the Sabbath! He said, “The Sabbath was
made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (Mark
2:27).

The spiritual Sabbath of the Christian believer
(Heb. 4:1-11). Hebrews 4 brings together God’s cre-
ation rest (v. 4) and Israel’s Canaan rest (v. 8) to teach
us about the spiritual rest that believers have in Christ
(vv. 9-11). When you trust Jesus Christ, you enter the
“new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) and into His spiritual rest
(Matt. 11:28-30). You also enter into the spiritual
inheritance He gives all who trust Him (Acts 20:32;
Eph. 1:18; Col. 1:12). Believers are not under bondage
to keep the law (Gal. 5:1) because the Holy Spirit ful-
fills the righteousness of the law in us as we yield to
Him (Rom. 8:1-3).

The first Christian believers met daily for worship
and fellowship (Acts 2:46), but they also gathered
together on the first day of the week, the day of Christ’s
resurrection from the dead (John 20:19, 26; Acts 20:7;
1 Cor. 16:2). The first day was known as “the Lord’s
day” (Rev. 1:10); and to make the Lord’s Day into a
“Christian Sabbath” is to confuse what these two days
stand for in God’s plan of salvation.

The seventh day of the week, the Jewish Sabbath,
symbolizes the old creation and the covenant of law:
first you work, then you rest. The first day of the week,
the Lord’s day, symbolizes the new creation and the
covenant of grace: first you believe in Christ and find
rest, and then you work (Eph. 2:8-10). In the new cre-
ation, God’s Spirit enables us to make the entire week
an experience of worship, praise, and service to the
glory of God.

The Jewish Sabbath law was fulfilled by Christ on
the cross and is no longer binding on God’s people
(Gal. 4:1-11; Col. 2:16-17). However, some believers
may choose to honor the Sabbath day “as unto the
Lord,” and Christians are not to judge or condemn one
another in this matter. When good and godly people
disagree on matters of conscience, they must practice
love and mutual acceptance and grant one another lib-
erty (Rom. 14:1-15:7). “Therefore let no one judge
you in food or in drink [the dietary laws], or regarding
a festival or a new moon [the Jewish feasts] or

Sabbaths” (Col. 2:16 NKjv).
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The first home (2:4-14)

Some Old Testament scholars have claimed that this
section of Genesis 2 is a second account of creation
written by a different author whose message conflicts
with what’s found in chapter 1. That theory isn’t widely
promoted today; for in these verses, Moses tells the
same creation story but adds details that we need to
know in order to understand events that happen later.
Genesis 2:4 is the first of eleven “generation” state-
ments that mark the progress of the story Moses wrote
in the book of Genesis. (See chapter 1, section 2, page
13.)

Adam the worker. Looking back to the third day
(1:9-13), Moses told how God had brought forth veg-
etation and provided a “mist” to water the plants. You
won’t encounter rain in Genesis until the time of the
flood. It’s interesting that God needed someone to dill
the earth and help produce the food needed. Humans
are stewards of God’s creation blessings and should use
His gifts as He commands. God and man work
together, for God put Adam into the garden to do His
work in tilling the soil and caring for it (v. 15).

A retired man living in a city got tired of seeing an
ugly vacant lot as he took his daily walk, so he asked
the owner for permission to plant a garden there. It
took days to haul away the accumulated rubbish and
even more time to prepare the soil, but the man
worked hard. The next year, the lot was aglow with life
and beauty, and everyone took notice.

“God has certainly given you a beautiful piece of
property,” said a visitor as he admired the flowers and
the landscaping.

“Yes, He has,” the busy gardener replied, “but you
should have seen this property when God had it all by
Himself!”

The reply was a wise one and not at all irreverent. The
same God who ordains the end—a beautiful garden—
also ordains the means to the end—someone to do the
work. After all, “faith without works is dead” (James
2:26), and no amount of prayer or Bible study can take
the place of a gardener plowing the soil, sowing the seed,
watering plants, and pulling weeds. “For we are laborers
together with God” (1 Cor. 3:9).

Work isn't a curse; it’s an opportunity to use our
abilities and opportunities in cooperating with God
and being faithful stewards of His creation. After man
sinned, work became toil (Gen. 3:17-19), but that
wasn't God’s original intention. We all have different
abilities and opportunities, and we must discover what
God wants us to do with our lives in this world, for the
good of others and the glory of God. Someday, we
want to be able to stand before God and say with Jesus,
“I have glorified You on the earth. I have finished the
work which You have given Me to do” (John 17:4
NKJV).

Adam the tenant. God planted His garden “east-
ward in Eden” (Gen. 2:8). “Eden” means either
“delight” or “place of much water” and suggests that
this garden was a paradise from the hand of God. Bible
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history begins with a beautiful garden in which man
sinned, but the story ends with a glorious “garden city”
(Rev. 21—22) in which there will be no sin. What
brought about the change? A third garden,
Gethsemane, where Jesus surrendered to the Father’s
will and then went forth to die on a cross for the sins
of the world.

We have no information about the Pishon River or
the Gihon River, and though the Tigris (Hiddekel) and
Euphrates are familiar to us, we still don’t have enough
data to determine the exact location of the garden of
Eden. The location of the land of Havilah is also uncer-
tain; some place it in Armenia, others in Mesopotamia.
The King James Version has identified the land of Cush
as Ethiopia, but this interpretation isnt generally
accepted today. Fortunately, it isn’t necessary to master
ancient geography in order to understand the spiritual
lessons of these early chapters in Genesis.

In this beautiful garden, God provided both bounty
and beauty; Adam and Eve had food to eat and God’s
lovely handiwork to enjoy. As yet, sin hadn’t entered
the garden; so their happiness wasn't marred.

The first covenant (2:16-17)

A covenant is a binding arrangement between two or
more parties that governs their relationship.3 The
word command is introduced at this point because
it's God who makes the terms of the agreement. God
is the Creator and man is the creature, a “royal ten-
ant” in God’s wonderful world, so God has the right
to tell the man what he can and cannot do. God
didn’t ask for Adam’s advice; He simply gave him
His commandment.

God had given great honor and privilege to Adam
in making him His vice-regent on the earth (1:28), but
with privilege always comes responsibility. The same
divine Word that brought the universe into being also
expresses God’s love and will to Adam and Eve and
their descendants (Ps. 33:11). Obedience to this Word
would keep them in the sphere of God’s fellowship and
approval. All God’s commands are good commands
and bring good things to those who obey them (DPs.
119:39; Prov. 6:20-23). “And his commands are not
burdensome” (1 John 5:3).

God placed two special trees in the middle of the
garden: the Tree of Life and the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil (Gen. 2:9, 17; 3:3, 22, 24). Eating
from the Tree of Life would confer immortality (v. 22).
Eating from the second tree would confer an experien-
tial knowledge of good and evil, but it would also bring
death (2:17).4 Since they had never experienced evil,
Adam and Eve were like innocent children (Deut.
1:39; Isa. 7:15-16). When they disobeyed God, they
became like Him in being able to discriminate between
good and evil,but they became unlike Him in that they
lost their sinlessness and eventually died.

But why did God have to test Adam and Eve? There
may be many answers to that question, but one thing
is sure: God wanted humans to love and obey Him



freely and willingly and not because they were pro-
grammed like robots who had to obey. In one sense,
God “took a risk” when He made Adam and Eve in His
own image and gave them the privilege of choice, but
this is the way He ordained for them to learn about
freedom and obedience. It’s one of the basic truths of
life that obedience brings blessing and disobedience
brings judgment.

The first marriage (2:19-25)

At the close of the sixth day of creation, God had sur-
veyed everything He had made and pronounced it
“very good” (1:31). But now God says that there’s
something in His wonderful world that is not good:
the man is alone. In fact, in the Hebrew text, the phrase
“not good” is at the beginning of the Lord’s statement
in 2:18.

What was “not good” about man’s solitude? After
all, Adam could fellowship with God, enjoy the
beauty of the garden and eat of its fruits, accomplish
his daily work, and even play with the animals. What
more could he want? God knew what Adam needed:
“a helper suitable for him” (v. 18 N1v). There was no
such helper among the animals, so God made the first
woman and presented her to the man as his wife,
companion, and helper. She was God’s special love
gift to Adam (3:12).

The dignity of woman (vv. 18-22). The woman
was by no means a “lesser creature.” The same God
who made Adam also made Eve and created her in His
own image (1:27). Both Adam and Eve exercised
dominion over creation (v. 29). Adam was made from
the dust, but Eve was made from Adam’s side, bone of
his bone and flesh of his flesh (2:23).

The plain fact is that Adam needed Eve. Not a sin-
gle animal God had created could do for Adam what
Eve could do. She was a helper “meet [suitable] for
him.” When God paraded the animals before Adam
for him to name them, they doubtless came before
him in pairs, each with its mate, and perhaps Adam
wondered, “Why don’t I have a mate?”

Though Eve was made to be a “suitable [face-to-
face] helper” for Adam, she wasnt made to be a slave.
The noted Bible commentator Matthew Henry wrote:
“She was not made out of his head to rule over him,
nor out of his feet to be trampled upon by him, but out
of his side to be equal with him, under his arm to be
protected, and near his heart to be beloved.” Paul wrote
that “the woman is the glory of man” (1 Cor. 11:7 N1v),
for if man is the head (1 Cor. 11:1-16; Eph. 5:22-33),
then woman is the crown that honors the head.

The sanctity of marriage (vv. 23-24).5 God’s pat-
tern for marriage wasn’t devised by Adam; as the
traditional marriage ceremony states it, “Marriage was
born in the loving heart of God for the blessing and
benefit of mankind.” No matter what the courts may
decree, or society may permit, when it comes to mar-
riage, God had the first word and He will have the last
word (Heb. 13:4; Rev. 22:15). Perhaps the Lord looks
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down on many unbiblical marriages today and says,
“From the beginning it was not so” (Matt. 19:8). His
original plan was that one man and one woman be one
flesh for one lifetime.

God had at least four purposes in mind when He
performed the first marriage in the garden of Eden.
First, He wanted suitable companionship for Adam, so
He gave him a wife. He gave Adam a person and not
an animal, someone who was his equal and therefore
could understand him and help him. Martin Luther
called marriage “a school for character,” and it is. As
two people live together in holy matrimony, the expe-
rience either brings out the best in them or the worst
in them. It’s an opportunity to exercise faith, hope, and
love and to mature in sacrifice and service to one
another for God’s glory.

Second, marriage provides the God-given right to
enjoy sex and have children. The Lord commanded
them to “be fruitful and multply, and fill the earth”
(Gen. 1:28). This doesnt imply that sexual love is only
for procreation, because many people marry who are
beyond the time of bearing children, but the bearing of
children is an important part of the marriage union (1
Tim. 5:14).6

A third purpose for marriage is to encourage self-
control (1 Cor. 7:1-7). “It is better to marry than to
burn with passion” (v. 9 NKJv). A marriage that’s built
only on sexual passion isnt likely to be strong or
mature. Sexual love ought to be enriching and not just
exciting, and marriage partners need to respect one
another and not just use one another. Throughout
Scripture, sexual union outside of marriage is con-
demned and shown to be destructive, and so are the
perversions of the sexual union (Rom. 1:24-27). No
matter what the judges or the marriage counselors say,
“God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually
immoral” (Heb. 13:4 N1v).

Finally, marriage is an illustration of the loving
and intimate relationship between Christ and His
church (Eph. 5:22-33). Paul called this “a great mys-
tery,” that is, a profound spiritual truth that was once
hidden but is now revealed by the Spirit. Jesus Christ
is the Last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45) and therefore a type
of the first Adam.

Adam was put to sleep and his side opened that he
might have a wife, but Jesus died on a cross and His
blood shed that He might have a bride, the church
(John 19:33-37). Christ loves the church, cares for it,
and seeks to cleanse it and make it more beautiful for
His glory. One day Christ will claim His bride and
present her in purity and glory in heaven (Jude 24; Rev.
19:1-9).

When Adam saw his bride, he burst into joyful
praise (Gen. 2:23), as though he were saying, “At last I
have a suitable companion!” (The N1v sets this apart as
a poem.) Her identity as “woman” would remind
everybody that she was taken out of “man,” and the
term “man” would always be a part of “woman.”” She
was made from him and for him, and he needed her;
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therefore, they will always belong to each other and
lovingly serve each other.

Adam didn’t speak the words recorded in verses
24-25. They are God’s reflection on the event and
His enunciation of the principle of marital unity
declared by Adam. Woman is one with man both in
origin (she came from man) and in marriage. In the
sexual union and in their children, the man and
woman are “one flesh.” Marriage is a civil relation-
ship, regulated by law, and should be a spiritual
relationship and a heart relationship, governed by the
Word of God and motivated by love. But marriage is
basically a physical relationship. The man and the
woman are not primarily “one spirit” or “one heart,”
as essential as those things are, but “one flesh.”
Hence, the importance of “leaving” the former family
and “cleaving” to one’s mate (Eph. 5:30-31), the
forming of a new relationship that must be nurtured
and protected.

The phrase “one flesh” implies that anything that
breaks the physical bond in marriage can also break the
marriage itself. One such thing is death, for when one
mate dies, the other mate is free to remarry because the
marriage bond has been broken (Rom. 7:1-3; 1 Cor.
7:8-9; 1 Tim. 5:14). In Matthew 19:1-9, Jesus teaches
that adultery can also break the marriage bond. Under
the Old Testament law, anybody who committed adul-
tery was stoned to death (Deut. 22:22-24; John
8:3-7), thus leaving the innocent mate free to remarry,
but this law wasn’t given to the New Testament church.
It appears that divorce in the New Testament is the
equivalent of death in the Old Testament and that the
innocent party is free to remarry. However, sins against
the marriage bond can be forgiven and couples can
exercise forgiveness and make a new beginning in the
Lord.

We live in a world created by God, we are creatures
made in the image of God, and we enjoy multiplied
blessings from the hand of God. How tragic that so
many people leave God out of their lives and become
confused wanderers in a unfriendly world, when they
could be children of God in their Father’s world.

Notes

In Scripture, the number seven often stands for fullness and

—

completion. According to Leviticus 23, the Hebrew calendar
was built on a series of sevens. The seventh day of the week was
the Sabbath, and Pentecost occurred seven weeks after the
Feast of Firstfruits. During the seventh month, the Jews cele-
brated the day of Atonement, the Feast of Trumpets, and the
Feast of Tabernacles. Each seventh year was a Sabbatical Year
and the fiftieth year was the Year of Jubilee.

[\

The Hebrew word gadas means “to set apart, to make holy”
and can be applied to people (Ex. 13:2; 19:14; 28:14), inani-
mate objects (29:36-37, 44), events such as fasts (Joel 1:14)
and wars (Jer. 6:4 where “prepare” [KJV] is gada), and even the
name of God (Ezek. 36:23). That which God sanctifies must
never be treated as something common.

3 Our English word “covenant” comes from two Latin words
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that mean “to come together.” A lease on a house enables two
parties to come together in a business arrangement. The mar-
riage vows, authorized by a marriage license, enable a man and
woman to live together as husband and wife. Without such
agreements, society would fall apart.

4 The tree of life is a repeated image in Proverbs (3:18; 11:30;
13:12; 15:4) and also in the book of Revelation (2:7; 22:2, 14,
19). The tree of life is found in the heavenly “garden city” pro-
viding sustenance and healing.

N

In Matthew 19:10-12, Jesus made it clear that not everybody
is supposed to be married, although most people expect to be
married and probably want to be married. Singleness is not a
curse. God gives people different gifts (1 Cor. 7:7) and calls
people to tasks commensurate with their gifts. In the church,
neither gender nor marital status determine spirituality or fel-
lowship (Gal. 4:26-29).

The Song of Songs magnifies the enjoyment of married love

N

and says nothing about conception or children. In ancient
Jewish society, it was considered a disgrace not to have chil-
dren, yet many fine marriages were not blessed with offspring,
and such is the case today.

7 The Hebrew says, “She shall be called ishsha because she was
taken out of ish.” Scholars aren’t agreed on the significance of
ishsha as derived from ish. Perhaps it’s a parallel to the words
adam (man) and adama (ground) in 2:7 and 3:19. Man was
made out of the ground; woman was made out of man.

CHAPTER FOUR
THIS IS MY FATHER’S WORLD—
OR IS IT?

confess to my shame that during my early years of

ministry I avoided having the congreation sing “This

Is My Father’s World” in our worship services. Except
for one line, the song emphasizes the God of nature
and not the God of the cross and I wanted everything
in our services to be “evangelical.” Furthermore, the
language of the song was too sentimental for me, and I
wondered what kind of person the composer was.
Without even investigating, I concluded that anybody
with a name like Maltbie D. Babcock had to be a
tubercular recluse who passed away the long hours of
each day looking out the window and writing maudlin
poetry.

Imagine how shocked and embarrassed I was to dis-
cover that Maltbie D. Babcock (1858-1901) was a
virile Presbyterian pastor who was an excellent baseball
pitcher and a champion swimmer. Most mornings, he
went jogging for eight to ten miles! He told people he
was going out “to see my Father’s world.”

Of course, I've matured a bit since those salad days
and have repented of my folly. Someday I want to meet
Pastor Babcock in heaven and apologize to him. I've
come to realize that David was right in praising the
Creator in his psalms, and that the glorified beings in
heaven are doing the right thing when they worship God
both as Creator (Rev. 4) and Redeemer (Rev. 5), because



the two go together. Creation and redemption are part
of one great plan, because the redemption wrought by
Jesus on the cross will bring freedom to all nature.
One day God’s creation will joyfully enter into “the
glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21).
Hallelujah!

But not everybody agrees with David and Paul and
the heavenly worshippers that this is indeed “our Father’s
world.” In his Prejudices: Third Series, the American
newspaper editor and essayist H.L. Mencken wrote:
“The universe is a gigantic fly-wheel making 10,000 rev-
olutions a minute. Man is a sick fly taking a dizzy ride
on it. Religion is the theory that the wheel was designed
and set spinning to give him the ride.” The British essay-
ist Walter Savage Landor said, “Taken as a whole, the
universe is absurd”; and American physicist Steven
Weinberg wrote, “The more the universe seems compre-
hensible, the more it also seems pointless.”

Well, take your choice! But be careful, because the
choice you make will determine the kind of life you'll
live on this earth and your eternal destiny when you
leave it. The atheist says that the universe is only an
orderly accident. Agnostics admit that they just don't
know and aren’t too worried. Theists confess that God
originally created everything but has long since for-
saken what He made. But the Christian believer still
sings, “This is my Father’s world.”

What difference does it make that Christians
believe in a Creator who not only made the universe
but presides over it and controls its destiny? If in
church we sing “This Is My Father’s World,” then how
should we live in the marketplace and the neighbor-
hood to prove that we really mean it?

We will worship God alone

“Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the people of the
world revere him. For he spoke, and it came to be; he
commanded, and it stood firm” (Ps. 33:8—-9 N1v).

Creation reveals the existence of God, the power of
God, and the wisdom of God. That this complex uni-
verse should appear by accident out of nothing from a
“big bang” is as probable as the works of Shakespeare
resulting from an explosion in a printing plant. Only a
God of power could create something out of nothing,
and only a God of wisdom could make it function as it
does. The scientist is only thinking God’s thoughts
after Him and discovering the laws that God built into
His world at creation.

Paul affirmed that creation proves God’s “eternal
power and Godhead” (Rom. 1:20); and David sang,
“The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firma-
ment shows His handiwork” (Ps. 19:1 Nkjv). Jesus
didn’t hesitate to use the word “creation” (Mark 10:6;
13:19), nor did Paul (Rom. 8:1-20, 22) and Peter (2
Peter 3:4).

Romans 1:18-32 explains the devolution of
mankind from the knowledge of the true and living
God to the worship of false gods and dead idols.

Contrary to what some comparative religion scholars
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teach, mankind didn’t begin its religious journey by
worshipping the things of nature and then gradually
climb upward to worship one God. Actually, mankind
began at the top, knowing the true God, but to gratify
their passionate appetites, they refused to worship Him
and turned instead to idols. “Thus does the world for-
get You, its Creator,” wrote Augustine, “and falls in love
with what You have created instead of with You.”

When David considered the greatness of the heav-
ens, he had to ask, “What is man that you are mindful
of him, and the son of man that you visit him?” (Ps.
8:3—4). The prophet Isaiah contemplated the greatness
of the Creator and clearly saw the foolishness of idola-
try (Isa. 40:12-26; 45:5-18).

Lord, how Thy wonders are displayed,
Where’er I turn my eye:
If I survey the ground I tread,
Or gaze upon the sky!
Isaac WarTs

A tour guide at an atomic laboratory gave his group
opportunity to ask questions, and one visitor asked:
“You say that this whole world that seems so solid is
nothing but electric particles in motion. If thats true,
what holds it all together?” The guide’s honest reply
was, “We don’t know.” But Paul answered that question
centuries ago: “all things were created by him [Jesus
Christ] and for him. He is before all things, and in
Him all things hold together” (Col. 1:16-17 N1v). This
is the God we worship, and creation joins with us in
praising Him (Ps. 19:1-5; 96:10-13; 148:1-13).

We will be good stewards of His creation

When God gave the first man and woman dominion
over creation (Gen. 1:26-30), He put them and their
descendants under obligation to value His gifts and use
them carefully for His glory. God created everything
for His glory and pleasure (Rev. 4:11) as well as for our
enjoyment and use (1 Tim. 6:17; Acts 17:24-28), and
we must always see ourselves as stewards in God’s
world. To destroy creation and waste its bounties is to
sin against God.

In this universe, we have God, people, and the
things that God made, among them water, land, ani-
mal and plant life, air, and vast resources underground.
We're commanded to worship God, love people, and
use things for the glory of God and the good of others.
When this divine order becomes confused, then God’s
creation suffers. When in our greed we start lusting
after things, we soon begin to ignore God, abuse peo-
ple, and destroy creation. Novelist Alan Paton wrote,
“The ground is holy, being even as it came from the
Creator. Keep it, guard it, care for it, for it keeps men,
guards men, cares for men. Destroy it and man is
destroyed.”

God wrote into the law of Moses His concern for
people, animals, plants, and the land with its resources.

The Sabbath day gave rest to both the workers and
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their animals (Ex. 20:8—11; 23:12), and the Sabbatical
Year and Year of Jubilee gave rest to the land (Lev. 25).
Because the Jews didn’t obey these laws, they went into
captivity so that the land could enjoy its Sabbaths and
be renewed (2 Chron. 36:14-21).

God gave Israel regulations concerning lost and
fallen animals (Deut. 22:1-4), nesting birds (22:6-7),
plowing animals (22:10), and newborn animals (Lev.
22:26-28). The psalmist praised God for His constant
concern and care for animals and people (Ps.
102:10-30). There’s no escaping the fact that God
hasn’t deserted His creation, but mankind has certainly
desecrated and destroyed God’s creation. Why?
Because people think they own creation. They forget
that we're God’s tenants and stewards of His gifts.

Ecology experts claim that 100 species of plants and
animals become extinct every day, and that the destruc-
tion of forests and the pollution of water and air is
producing more and more ecological tragedies as time
goes on. Yet God Joves His creation and wants us to use
it lovingly. “The Lord is good to all; He has compas-
sion on all He has made. ... The Lord is faithful to all
His promises and loving toward all He has made ...
The Lord is righteous in all His ways and loving toward
all He has made” (Ps. 145:9, 13, 17 nN1v). Dare we
exploit and destroy the creation that God loves?

We will trust in God’s providence and not worry
The agnostic and atheist have every right to worry
because (as someone has said) “they have no invisible
means of support.” To them, the universe is a self-made
impersonal machine, not the creation of a wise God
and loving Father. But Christian believers see creation
as their Father’s world. They call the Creator “Father,”
and they trust Him with their lives, their circum-
stances, and their future.

Everything in nature praises the Lord and looks to
Him for whatever they need. “These all wait for You,
that You may give them their food in due season” (Ps.
104:27 Nkjv). There’s no evidence that robins get
ulcers or that rabbits have nervous breakdowns.

Said the robin to the sparrow,

“I should really like to know,
Why those anxious human beings
Rush around and worry so.”
Said the sparrow to the robin,

“I do think that it must be
That they have no Heavenly Father

Such as cares for you and me.”

The universe isn't a vast machine that God created,
wound up, and then abandoned. “The earth is the
Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live
in it” (Ps. 24:1 N1v). “Whatever the Lord pleases He
does, in heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all deep
places” (Ps. 135:6 Nxyv). “In His hand is the life of every
creature and the breath of all mankind” (Job 12:10).

The word “providence” comes from two Latin
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words that together mean “to see beforehand.” No
matter what has to be done, the Lord will see to it
(Gen. 22:13-14). Planet Earth isn't staggering around
in space like a helpless drunk. God has the whole world
in His hands and is working out His divine purposes
for the good of His people and the glory of His name.
It’s that assurance that gives His people peace, no mat-
ter how difficult the circumstances may be. “The Lord
of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. ...
Be still, and know that I am God” (Ps. 46:7, 10).

In the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5—7), Jesus
tells us how to cure anxious care. We must put our lives
in the hands of the Father and trust Him to guide us
and provide for us a day at a time (6:24-34). If we put
things first in our lives, then we'll worry and fret, but if
we put God’s kingdom first, He'll meet our needs and
give us His peace (v. 33). He is working all things
together for good right now (Rom. 8:28), even though
we may not see or understand all that He’s doing for us.

We will pray to our Father

If God the Creator and Lord of the universe is our
Father, then it’s reasonable that we should talk to Him
about the things that concern us. “If you then, being
evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how
much more will your Father who is in heaven give good
things to those who ask Him” (Matt. 6:11 Nkjv).

But if God is sovereign and has a plan for His peo-
ple and His world, why pray? Isnt praying interfering
with God’s will? No, it isn’t. Prayer is one of the means
God has ordained to accomplish His will in this world.
It has well been said that the purpose of prayer is not
to get our will done in heaven but to get God’s will
done on earth. “Your will be done on earth as it is in
heaven” (6:10). If we dont ask, we can’t receive (Luke
11:9-10; James 4:1-3); and Jesus, by His example,
instruction, and promises, encourages us to ask.

We pray to the Father because we know He is the
Creator and “Lord of heaven and earth.” The great
intercessors in the Bible could all say, “My help comes
from the Lord, who made heaven and earth” (Ps.
121:2). This was true of Abraham (Gen. 14:22),
Hezekiah (2 Kings 19:15), the apostles and the early
church (Acts 4:24), Paul (Eph. 3:15), and even our
Lord Jesus Christ (Luke 10:21). When you focus on
the greatness of God, your own problems and burdens
will become smaller and lighter.

We will not fear to suffer for His sake

“So then, those who suffer according to God’s will
should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and
continue to do good” (1 Peter 4:19 N1v). The Greek
word translated “commit” is a banking term that means
to “deposit for safekeeping” and implies two things:
first, that His people are valuable to the Lord, and sec-
ond, that He is dependable to care for us. “Casting all
your care upon Him, for He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7
NKJv). After all, if the Creator is able to hold His uni-
verse together and keep it functioning to accomplish



His will, can’t He do the same for our lives, our fami-
lies, and our ministries? The Creator who knows the
number and names of all the stars knows who we are
and can meet our deepest needs (Ps. 147:3-6).

Peter wrote his letter to believers in the Roman
Empire who were about to enter the “fiery furnace” (1
Peter 1:7; 4:12ff.) and be persecuted for their faith. But
when His people are in the furnace, the Creator keeps
His eye on the clock and His hand on the thermostat.
He knows how long and how much, and He is always
in control.

When through fiery trials thy pathway
shall lie,
My grace all-sufficient shall be thy supply;
The flame shall not hurt thee; I only
design
Thy dross to consume and thy gold to
refine.

Joun E Wabpkg

We will love and serve mankind

When Paul addressed the Greek philosophers on Mars
Hill, he gave them a short course in theology and
anthropology (Acts 17:22-34). He told them that God
was the Creator and didn’t need their man-made tem-
ples and idols, because He is Lord of heaven and earth.
We can't give God anything because He made every-
thing, and it’s He who gives to us “life, and breath, and
all things” (v. 25).

Then Paul ventured into dangerous territory and
declared that God made all peoples of “one blood” (v.
26), a statement that must have disturbed the proud
Greeks. At that time, they considered themselves a
superior people and everybody else “barbarians.” But
Paul knew that all peoples sprang from Adam and that
all races and nations are one family before the Creator.
In His providence, God has allowed nations to rise and
fall and even to move to new territories, but they are all
His creatures, made of the dust and sustained by His
power.

In the OIld Testament law, God commanded the
Israelites to show kindness to the strangers and foreign-
ers in their midst (Ex. 23:9; Lev. 19:34; 23:22; Deut.
10:17-19; 26:1-11). Jesus showed mercy to Gentiles as
well as to Jews, and He used a Samaritan as an example
of a good neighbor (Luke 10:25-37). Some of the Jews
in the early church had a problem accepting the
Gentiles, but God made it clear that there was no place
for prejudice among His people (Acts 10; 11:1-24;
15:1-29; Gal. 3:26-29).

As long as there are needs to be met, we must be
neighbors to one another and help one another. It isn’t
enough to be faithful in our religious duties; we must
also be compassionate toward the needy (Isa. 58:6-11;
1 John 3:16-24; James 2:14-17). Even if people aren’t
professed believers in Christ, they are humans made in
the image of God; and we must do what we can for
them.
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One December day, my wife and I were driving to
see her family in Wisconsin, and our car skidded off
the road into the ditch. We weren't hurt and the car
wasn't damaged, but we didn’t know how the two of us
could manage to get the car back on the road. A few
minutes later, three men driving by saw our plight,
stopped the car, and got out to help us. They didnt ask
our nationality or our religious convictions; they sim-
ply went to work and got our car out of the ditch. We
thanked them profusely and they went on their way.
What the Scottish poet Robert Burns called “man’s
inhumanity to man” certainly wasn't evident that day!

The Jewish scholar Abraham Joshua Heschel called
race prejudice “the maximum of hatred for the mini-
mum of reason.” But if we're all made “of one blood,”
how can we despise and mistreat one another; for in so
doing, we also hurt ourselves.

We will read and study God’s Word

“Your hands have made and fashioned me; give me
understanding, that I may learn Your commandments”
(Ps. 119:73 ~kyv). The hands that wove us in our
mother’s womb (139:13—16) also wrote the Word to
guide us in our daily lives.!

When you purchase a new car or a new appliance,
you read the instruction manual to make sure you
understand how it works. The Bible is the “instruction
manual” for life; it tells us where we came from, what
we are, and what God expects us to do. The God who
made us knows best how we should live, and if we
ignore His counsel and warning, were heading for
trouble. To manage our lives without obeying His
Word is like flying an airplane without first having read
the manual and taken flight instruction: we’re heading
for a fall!

The Lord has a divine purpose for each of us to ful-
fill, and we discover that purpose by reading His Word
and obeying it. “The Lord will perfect that which con-
cerns me: Your mercy, O Lord, endures forever; do not
forsake the works of Your hands” (138:8 ~nkjv). The
Lord wants to guide each of us and enable us to enjoy
what He's planned for us, but we have to be willing to
cooperate. To ignore the Bible is to abandon the great-
est “life manual” ever given to mankind.

“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not
on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowl-
edge Him, and He shall direct your paths” (Prov. 3:5-6
NKJv). Certainly we must use our minds and think
things through, but we must not lean on our own rea-
soning apart from God’s Word. Common sense told
young David that the giant Goliath was bigger and
stronger than he, but faith said that God would defeat
the giant (1 Sam. 17). Human reason told the three
Hebrew men that the fiery furnace would cremate
them, but faith said that God could protect and pre-
serve them (Dan. 3). “So then faith comes by hearing,
and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17 Nkjv).

God is the Creator, and He’s given His creatures a
book that helps them understand who He is, how He
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works, and what He wants them to do. It’s a book of
precepts to obey, promises to believe, and principles to
understand. It’s also a book about real people, some of
whom obeyed the Lord and some who didn’t, and from
the experiences of these people, we can learn a great
deal about what to avoid on the path of life.

We should by all means learn all we can, but every-
thing we learn must be tested by the Word of God.
American physicist and Nobel Prize recipient Robert
A. Millikan said, “I consider an intimate knowledge of
the Bible an indispensable qualification of a well-edu-
cated man.” Yale University professor William Lyon
Phelps agreed when he said, “Everyone who has a thor-
ough knowledge of the Bible may truly be called
educated ... I believe knowledge of the Bible without a
college course is more valuable than a college course
without the Bible.”

If you believe that God is your Creator, and that
you're living in His universe, then listen to what He has
to say and obey it, for that’s the secret of true fulfill-
ment and success (Josh. 1:7-9).

Endnote

1 In Psalm 139, after David ponders his being made by God in
the womb, he immediately mentions the Word of God (vv.
17-18).

CHAPTER FIVE

Genesis 3

PERILS IN PARADISE

f Genesis 3 were not in the Bible, there would be no
I Bible as we know it. Why? Because the rest of Scripture

documents the sad consequences of Adam’s sin and
explains what God in His grace has done to rescue us. By
grasping the basic truths of this important chapter, you
can better understand Paul’s discussion of justification in
Romans 5, his teaching in 1 Timothy 2:8-15 about men
and women in the church, and his explanation in 1
Corinthians 15 of the future resurrection.

Adam’s disobedience brought sin into the human
race,but the Bible gives us no explanation for the exis-
tence of Satan and evil before the fall of man. The
record in Genesis 3 is not a myth. If the fall of man
didn’t actually occur, then the Christian faith is built
on fables, not fact, and Jesus Christ suffered needlessly
on the cross. From Genesis 3 to Revelation 21, the
Bible records the conflict between God and Satan, sin
and righteousness, and pleads with sinners to repent to
trust God.

The enemy (3:1a)!

Satan has been caricatured so much by writers, artists,
actors, and comedians that most people don’t believe
the devil really exists, or if they do believe he exists,
they don’t take him seriously. For example, the English
novelist Samuel Butler wrote, “It must be remembered
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that we have heard only one side of the case. God has
written all the books.”? And Mark Twain wrote, “We
may not pay Satan reverence, for that would be indis-
creet, but we can at least respect his talents.”3 A
popular television comedian always got laughs when he
said, “The devil made me do it!”

Although we don’t understand much about his ori-
gin,% we know that Satan is real, Satan is an enemy, and
Satan is dangerous. Here in Genesis 3, Satan is com-
pared to a serpent, an image thats repeated in 2
Corinthians 11:3. In Revelation 12, he’s called a
dragon, and both names are combined in 20:2. But
Satan is not only a serpent who deceives, he’s also a
roaring lion who devours (1 Peter 5:8). Among his
names are “Abaddon” and “Apollyon” which mean
“destroyer” (Rev. 9:11), “Satan” which means “adver-
sary,” and “devil” which means “slanderer.”

In John 8:44, Jesus called Satan a murderer and “the
father of lies.” He also called him “the evil one” (Matt.
13:19) and “the prince of this world” (John 12:31).
Paul and John also called the devil “the evil one” (1
Thess. 3:3; 1 John 3:12), and Paul said Satan was “the
god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4), the ruler of the world sys-
tem (Eph. 2:2), and the leader of demonic forces of evil
(Eph. 6:10-12).

In short, Satan is no pushover, and God’s people
must be careful not to give him a foothold in their lives
(Eph. 4:27). That's why were studying God’s Word
and seeking to understand the strategy of Satan (2 Cor.
2:11).

The strategy (3:1b-5)

A temptation is an opportunity to accomplish a good
thing in a bad way. It’s a good thing to pass a school
examination but a bad thing to do it by cheating. It’s a
good thing to pay your bills but a bad thing to steal the
money for the payments. In essence, Satan said to Eve:
“I can give you something that you need and want. You
can have it now and enjoy it, and best of all, there won't
be any painful consequences. What an opportunity!”
Note the stages in Satan’s tempting of Eve.>

Satan disguised himself (v. 1a). Satan isn’t an orig-
inator; he’s a clever imitator who disguises his true
character. If necessary, he can even masquerade as an
angel of light (2 Cor. 11:14).6 When he came into the
Garden, Satan used the body of a serpent, one of God’s
creatures that He had pronounced “good” (Gen. 1:31).
Eve didn’t seem disturbed by the serpent’s presence or
its speech, so we assume that she saw nothing threaten-
ing about the encounter. Perhaps Eve hadnt been
introduced to this species and concluded that it had the
ability to speak.”

Satan still works today as the great impersonator.
He has produced a counterfeit righteousness apart
from the righteousness that comes only by faith in the
Savior (Rom. 9:30—10:13). Satan has false ministers (2
Cor. 11:13-16) who preach a false gospel (Gal.
1:6-10), and he has false brothers (and sisters) who
oppose the true gospel (2 Cor. 11:26). The devil has



gathered his counterfeit Christians into false churches
that God calls “synagogues of Satan” (Rev. 2:9), and in
these assemblies, Satan’s “deep secrets” are taught (v.
24).

Satan questioned God’s word (v. 1b). Second
Corinthians 11:3 makes it clear that Satan’s target
was Eve’s mind and that his weapon was deception.
By questioning what God said, Satan raised doubts
in Eve’s mind concerning the truthfulness of God’s
word and the goodness of God’s heart. “Do you
really mean that you can’t eat from every tree?” was
the import of the subde question. “If God really
loved you, He would be much more generous. He’s
holding out on you!” Satan wanted Eve to forget that
God had told Adam (who had told her) that they
could eat freely of the trees of the garden. For their
own good, there was a prohibition: they didnt dare
eat from the forbidden tree in the middle of the gar-
den (Gen. 2:15-17).

Eve’s reply showed that she was following Satan’s
example and altering the very Word of God. Compare
3:2-3 with 2:16-17 and you'll see that she omitted the
word “freely,” added the phrase “nor shall you touch it”
(NKJV), and failed to say that God “commanded” them
to obey. Note too that Eve copied the devil further
when she spoke of “God” (Elohim) and not “the Lord
[Jehovah] God,” the God of the covenant. Finally, she
said “lest you die”—a possibility—instead of “You shall
surely die”—an actuality. So, she rook from God’s
Word, added to God’s Word, and changed God’s Word,
which are serious offenses indeed (Deut. 4:2; 12:32;
Prov. 30:6; Rev. 22:19). She was starting to doubt
God’s goodness and truthfulness.

Satan denied God’s Word (v. 4). “You will not
surely die” (N1v) is a direct contradiction of God’s “You
will surely die” (2:17 Nwv). But Satan is a liar (John
8:44) and God is the God of truth (Deut. 32:4), and
our response to what God says should be, “Therefore
all your precepts concerning all things I consider to be
right” (Ps. 119:127). At this point, Eve should have
reminded herself of God’s Word, believed it, left the
serpent, and found her husband. It’s when we linger at
the place of temptation that we get into trouble, espe-
cially when we know what we’re thinking is contrary to
God’s truth. God’s truth is our shield and buckler (Ps.
91:4; Eph. 6:16), but it protects us only if we take it by
faith and use it.

Satan substituted his own lie (Gen. 3:5). “You will
be like God” is a promise that would get anybody’s
attention.? “Glory to man in the highest!” has always
been the rallying cry of those who reject the biblical
revelation, whether they espouse godless humanism,
materialism, or the so-called New Age religion.
(Actually, the philosophy of the New Agers isn’t new at
all. It’s as old as Genesis 3!)

Romans 1:18-32 describes how Gentile civilization
from the time of Cain rejected the truth of God and
turned to foolishness and lies. They “exchanged the
truth of God for the lie, and worshipped and served the
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creature rather than the Creator” (v. 25 NKjv).
Speaking about Satan, Jesus said “for he is a liar and the
father of it” (John 8:44). In defiance of God, humans
exchanged God’s truth for “the lie” (note the singular),
and followed Satan who is the father of “it” (note the
singular again).

What is “the lie” (singular) that has ruled civiliza-
tion since the fall of man? It’s the belief that men and
women can be their own god and live for the creation
and not the Creator and not suffer any consequences.
Believing this, they refuse to submit to God’s truth but
prefer to believe Satan’s lies and follow his diabolical
plan for their destruction. They don’t realize that Satan
is their master (Eph. 2:1-3) and the lake of fire is their
destiny (Matt. 7:13-23; Rev. 20:10-15).

When you review the sequence, you can better
understand how Satan leads people to the place of dis-
obedience. Once we start to question God’s Word, we're
prepared to deny His Word and believe Satan’s lies.
Then it’s just a short step to believing Satan’s promises
and disobeying God’s commands. When our Lord was
tempted (Matt. 4:1-11), He answered Satan’s lies with
God’s truth and three times affirmed, “It is written!”
Satan wants to deceive our minds (2 Cor. 11:3), but we
defeat him by using the spiritual weapons God provides
(Eph. 6:10-18; 2 Cor. 10:4-5).

The tragedy (3:6-7)

Humans are so constructed that they must believe
something; if they don’t believe the truth, then they’ll
eventually believe lies (2 Thess. 2:10). But if they
believe lies, they will have to suffer the consequences
that always come when people reject God’s truth.

Disobedience (v. 6). First Eve took the fruit and
ate it, and then she took some fruit to her husband and
he ate it, so that both of them disobeyed the Lord. Eve
was deceived, but Adam sinned willfully with his eyes
wide open (1 Tim. 2:14). This is why Paul points to
Adam, not Eve, as the one who brought sin and death
into the human race (Rom. 5:12-21). “For as in Adam
all die” (1 Cor. 15:22).

God sees the first Adam as the head of the human
race, the old creation. When Adam sinned, we sinned
in him and through him suffered the consequences of
sin and death. But God sees Jesus Christ as the Head of
the church, the new creation (2 Cor. 5:17), and
through His righteous act of obedience in dying on the
cross, we have life and righteousness. Yes, sin and death
are reigning in this world, but grace and righteousness
are also reigning through Christ (Rom. 5:14, 17, 21).
Faith in Jesus Christ moves us out of Adam and into
Christ, and we are accepted in His righteousness.

Eve sinned because she was attracted to the fruit of
the forbidden tree. She was walking by sight and not by
faith in God’s Word. Genesis 3:6 parallels 1 John 2:16:
“good for food”—*the lust of the flesh”; “pleasant to
the eyes”—“the lust of the eyes”; “desirable for gaining
wisdom” (N1v)—“the pride of life.” These are the
things that motivate the people of the world today, and
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when God’s people start thinking like the world, they
start living like the world.

We know why Eve succumbed to the temptation,
but why did Adam willingly sin when he knew it was
contrary to God’s will? Did he see a change in Eve and
realize that his wife wasn’t in the same sphere of life as
she had been? Did he have to make a choice between
obeying God and staying with the wife he undoubtedly
loved? These are questions the Bible neither raises nor
answers, and its unwise for us to speculate. Adam
made a choice, the wrong choice, and humanity has
suffered ever since.

Knowledge (v. 7a). Satan promised that they
would “be like God” and know good and evil, and his
promise was tragically fulfilled. Adam and Eve lost
their innocence and for the first time had a personal
realization what it meant to sin. It wasnt necessary for
their happiness that they have this knowledge, and it
would have been far better had they obeyed and grown
in their knowledge of God (John 7:17).

In Scripture, shamelessly exposing the naked body
is connected with idolatry (Ex. 32:25), drunkenness
(Gen. 9:20-23; Hab. 2:15), and demonism (Luke
8:26-39; Acts 19:16). It’s a mark of a decadent society
on the threshold of destruction when people make a
business out of flagrantly exposing naked human bod-
ies to be the objects of sensual pleasure, either in
person, in pictures, or in films. Pornography is big
business in today’s society.

Shame (v. 7b). Realizing their nakedness for the
first time (2:25), they quickly made coverings for their
bodies. Sin ought to make us ashamed of ourselves.
God has given us an inner judge called “conscience”
that accuses when we do wrong and approves when we
do right (Rom. 2:12-16). A Native American
Christian compared conscience to an arrowhead in his
heart. “If I do wrong, it turns and hurts me undil I
make it right. But if I keep on doing wrong, the arrow-
head keeps turning and wears down the points, so it
doesn’t hurt anymore.” The Bible calls that a “seared
conscience” (1 Tim. 4:2) or an “evil conscience” (Heb.
10:22) that no longer functions properly.

When people are no longer ashamed of their sins,
their character is just about gone. “Were they ashamed
when they had committed abomination? No! They
were not at all ashamed. Nor did they know how to
blush” (Jer. 6:15; 8:12 Nkjv). “Yet you have the brazen
look of a prostitute; you refuse to blush with shame”
(Jer. 3:3 N1v). Sins that used to be committed under
cloak of darkness are now exhibited openly in movies
and on television, and when people protest, they're
called “prudes” or “Puritans.”

Fear (v. 8). Sin produces both shame and guilt, and
both make sinners wants to hide. Adam and Eve felt
ashamed because of what they were (naked), and they
felt guilty because of what they had done (disobey
God). Guilt and fear usually go together, which
explains why the pair didn’t want to enjoy their evening
fellowship with the Lord in the garden. Adam admit-
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ted, “I was afraid” (v. 10). Trying to hide from the Lord
is certainly a futile endeavor (Ps. 139:1-12), and yet
guilty sinners still attempt the impossible.

Shame, fear, and guilt so transform the inner per-
son that Adam and Eve could no longer enjoy their
beautiful garden home. The trees they had tended
and admired, and from which they had eaten, were
now only “things” to be used to hide two frightened
sinners from the face of God. This wasn’t what the
trees wanted to do, but they had no choice. Nature
is a window through which we see God, but Adam
and Eve made it into a locked door to keep God out!
One day the Savior would die on a tree so that
frightened sinners could come to the Lord and find
forgiveness.

The discovery (3:9-13)

How God appeared to our first parents when they fel-
lowshipped with Him in the garden isn’t explained to
us. He probably assumed a temporary body that veiled
His glory, as He would do when He visited Abraham
many years later (18:1ff.).

Seeking (v. 8). Adam and Eve should have been
running to God, confessing their sin, and asking for
His forgiveness. But instead, they were hiding from
God, and He had to find them. “There is none who
understands; there is none who seeks after God” (Rom.
3:11 nkyv). Evangelist Billy Sunday said that sinners
can’t find God for the same reason criminals can’t find
policemen: they aren't looking! The Father interrupted
His Sabbath rest to go find the man and the woman He
had made in His own image.? When Jesus ministered
on earth, He said, “For the Son of Man is come to seek
and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). He too
interrupted the Sabbath to heal a sick man (John
5:1-16) and a blind man (John 9), and His defense
before the bigoted religious leaders was, “My Father is
always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am
working ... the Son can do nothing by himself; he can
do only what he sees his Father doing, because what-
ever the Father does the Son also does” (5:17, 19 N1v).
Today, through the witness of the church, the Holy
Spirit is seeking the lost and bringing them to the
Savior (16:7-11; Acts 1:8).

Speaking (vv. 9-13). God doesn ask questions
because He needs information. Being God, He knows
everything. Rather, He asks questions for our good, to
give us the opportunity to face facts, be honest, and
confess our sins. However, we must not think of God
speaking to Adam and Eve the way a cruel master
would speak to a disobedient slave or an angry judge to
a convicted criminal. It was more like a brokenhearted
father speaking in love to his wayward children.

First, God called to Adam to give him opportu-
nity to answer and come out into the open.!? That
God called him at all was an act of grace, for God
could have spoken the word of judgment justly
destroyed Adam and Eve. Another gracious wonder
was that Adam could hear God’s voice and respond,



for his inner nature had been so polluted by sin that
he didn’t want to face God.

Once Adam and Eve came out of hiding, Adam
confessed their shame (they were naked) and their fear
(they were guilty). Without saying it openly, Adam was
admitting that they had eaten from the forbidden tree.
However, when God asked him pointblank if he had
eaten of the tree, Adam never said, “Yes, I did!” Instead,
he blamed both God and his wife! When God ques-
tioned Eve, she blamed the serpent. (She didn’t say,
“The serpent that You created,” but perhaps she
thought it.) There were excuses but no confessions.

To quote Billy Sunday again, “An excuse is the skin
of a reason stuffed with a lie.” Yes, Eve gave Adam the
fruit because the serpent deceived her, but that was no
reason Adam had to disobey God. When people start
making excuses, it’s evidence that they don’t sense the
enormity of their sins or want to confess them and
repent. If sinners can find some loophole, they’ll run
through it as fast as they can!

The penalty (3:14-19)

God’s love for sinners in no way eliminates His holy
hatred for sin, for while it’s true that “God is love” (1
John 4:8, 16), it’s also true that “God is light” (1:5). A
holy God must deal with sin, for the good of the sin-
ner and for the glory of His name.

The serpent (vv. 14-15). God pronounced sen-
tence first on the serpent and then on the devil who
had used the serpent. It seems that the creature Satan
used was originally upright, because God humiliated it
by putting it into the dust (Ps. 72:9; Isa. 49:23; Mic.
7:17). While God did curse the serpent and the ground
(Gen. 3:17), He never cursed Adam and Eve.

God’s words to Satan (v. 15) are called the proze-
vagelium, “the first gospel,” because this is the first
announcement of the coming Redeemer found in the
Bible. To God’s old covenant people, this verse was a
beacon of hope (Gal. 4:1-4); to Satan, it was God’s
declaration of war, climaxing in his condemnation
(Rom. 16:20); and to Eve, it was the assurance that she
was forgiven and that God would use a woman to
bring the Redeemer into the world (1 Tim. 2:13-15).

The offspring (“seed”) of the serpent and of the
woman represent Satan’s family and God’s family. In
the Parable of the Tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 36—43),
Jesus states clearly that Satan has “children,” people
who profess to be true believers but who are actually
counterfeits. The parable reveals that wherever God
“plants” a true child of the kingdom, Satan comes
along and plants a counterfeit. The two grow together
and won't be separated until the harvest at the end of
the age.

These are people who reject Jesus Christ and confi-
dently depend on their own religious self-righteousness
to get them into heaven. The Pharisees were “children
of the devil” according to John the Baptist (Matt.
3:7-10) and Jesus (12:34; 23:15, 28, 33; John 8:44).

There’s no record that Jesus ever called the publicans
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and sinners “children of the devil”; He reserved that
title for the self-righteous Pharisees who crucified Him.

So, throughout history, there has been a conflict
between Satan and God, Satan’s children and God’s
children. As we'll discover in our next study, the battle
continued with Cain murdering Abel, for Cain was “of
that wicked one” (1 John 3:12), that is, a child of the
devil. During Jewish history, the enemies of the true
prophets were the false prophets who spoke in the name
of Jehovah.

Both Jesus and Paul pictured false teachers as pre-
tenders, “wolves in sheep’s clothing” (Matt. 7:13-15;
Acts 20:28-31). Satan the counterfeiter has always had
his children ready to oppose the people of God. At the
end of the age, it will culminate in Christ versus
Antichrist, Satan’s counterfeit masterpiece (2 Thess. 2;
Rev. 13).11 At the cross, Satan “bruised” Christ’s heel,
but because of His death and resurrection, Christ
crushed Satan’s head and won a complete victory over
him (Eph. 1:17-23; Col. 2:14-15).

The woman (v. 16). God reinforced His word of
hope to Eve by assuring her that she would bear chil-
dren and therefore not immediately die.l1?2 But the
special privilege of woman as the childbearer (and ulti-
mately the one who brings the Redeemer into the
world) would involve multiplied pain in pregnancy as
well as submission to her husband. This submission
isn’t identified as part of a curse or as a mandate for
husbands to have sovereign power over their wives. The
New Testament makes it clear that husbands and wives
who love each other and are filled with the Spirit will
be mutually submissive (Eph. 5:18ff; 1 Cor. 7:1-6).

The man (vv. 17-19). Eve would have pain in the
labor of childbirth, but Adam would have pain in his
daily labor in the field. As he worked to get his food,
Adam would encounter obstacles and have to toil and
sweat to get a harvest, and this would remind him that
his disobedience had affected creation (Rom.
8:18-23). Even more, as he tilled the soil, he would
remember that one day he would die and return to the
soil from which he had come. Adam the gardener
became Adam the toiler.

The recovery (3:20-24)

For the sake of His own character and law, God must
judge sin, but for the sake of His beloved Son, God is
willing to forgive sin. Remember, Jesus is the Lamb
“slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8; see
Acts 2:23; 4:27-28), so that God had already made
provision for forgiveness and salvation.

A new name (v. 20). Adam believed God’s prom-
ises (vv. 15—-16) and called his wife’s name “Eve,” which
means “living.” Faith simply takes God at His Word
and acts upon it.

New clothing (v. 21). God’s response to Adam
and Eve’s faith was to remove their flimsy man-made
garments and clothe them with acceptable garments
that He Himself provided (Isa. 61:10). Innocent ani-
mals had to die so that the man and woman might
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have a new beginning and be back in fellowship with
the Lord. It’s a picture of what Jesus did for sinners on
the cross when He died for a sinful world (2 Cor.
5:21).

A new home (vv. 22-24). If Adam and Eve ate of
the Tree of Life, they would live forever on earth as sin-
ners, and their future would be bleak. They must one
day die because “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23).
Therefore, the Lord banished the couple from the gar-
den; in fact, Genesis 3:24 says that He “drove” them
out. (See 4:14 and 21:10.) God put angelic guards at
the entrance of the garden to make sure Adam and Eve
didn’t try to reenter. The way to “the Tree of Life”
would one day be opened by Jesus Christ through His
death on the cross (John 14:6; Heb. 10:1-25; Rev. 2:7;
22:1-2, 14, 19).13

Daily life would now become a struggle for the man
and woman outside the garden as they toiled for their
bread and raised their family. They could still have fel-
lowship with God, but they would daily suffer the
consequences of their sin, and so would their descen-
dants after them. The law of sin and death would now
operate in the human family until the end of time, but
the death and resurrection of the Savior would intro-
duce a new law: “For the law of the Spirit of life in
Christ Jesus has made me free from the law of sin and
death” (Rom. 8:2 NKjV).

Notes

1 While Satan is certainly at work throughout biblical history,
in the Old Testament, he makes four special “personal
appearances’: to tempt Eve (Gen. 3); to get permission to
attack Job (Job 1—2); to tempt David (2 Sam. 24; 1 Chron.
21); and to accuse Joshua the high priest (Zech. 3). For a
study of these four passages and what they mean to the
church today, see my book 7he Strategy of Satan (Tyndale
House). Other books that can help you better understand
Satan and his wiles are: The Voice of the Devil by G. Campbell
Morgan (Baker reprint); [ Believe in Satans Downfall by
Michael Green (Eerdmans); Satan: His Motives and Methods
by Lewis Sperry Chafer (Zondervan); Your Adversary the
Devil by Dwight Pentecost (Zondervan); The Invisible War by
Donald Grey Barnhouse (Zondervan); and The Adversary by
Mark Bubeck (Moody Press).

Samuel Butler, The Note Books of Samuel Butler, edited by
Henry E Jones (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1921), 217.

Charles Neider, The Complete Essays of Mark Twain (Garden
City, New York: Doubleday, 1963), 237. Like Butler, Twain

says, “We have none but the evidence for the prosecution, and

8]

W

yet we have rendered the verdict.”

4 Many students believe that the fall of Satan (Lucifer) lies
behind the “taunt song” description of the defeat of the king
of Babylon found in Isaiah 14:12-17. John Milton took this
view (and embellished it) when he wrote “Paradise Lost.”

5 In Genesis 3:1-5, both Satan and Eve use plural pronouns,
suggesting that Adam may have been present but said nothing.
However, it’s likely that these plural pronouns simply mean
that Satan and Eve included Adam because he was the one to
whom God originally gave the prohibition about the trees
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(2:15-17). God used singular pronouns when speaking to
Adam, so Eve was told the divine commandment by her hus-
band.

Many people who claim to have had “out-of-body” experiences

N

report that they felt no fear because they saw “a bright light at
the end of the dark tunnel.” Assuming that this light was the
presence of God in heaven, they had confidence that they were
ready to meet God. But Satan the imitator knows how to pro-
duce light and imitate the very angels of God.

7 Eve’s innocent response to the words of a talking animal is
another argument for the absence of Adam, or else we have to
believe that humans and animals were able to communicate in
Eden. Since Adam had named all the animals, he would have
known the nature of the serpent, that it couldnt speak. Adam
has been blamed for not being with his wife, but he had work
to do and the garden was probably large. As for Adam’s
“guarding” the garden, Genesis 2:15 speaks of “working and
taking care of the garden” (N1V). The Hebrew word translated
“dress” in the KJV and “take care of” in the NIV can also mean
“to watch, to guard” and is translated that way in 3:24 (NIV,
NKJV). But since God had pronounced the serpent “good,”
what reason would Adam have for thinking it was a part of a
wicked plan and that his wife was in danger? Without the
advantage of hindsight, what would we have done had we
been in his place?

8 If Isaiah 14:12—-15 is a description of the fall of Satan, then the
statement “I will be like the Most High” (v. 14) reveals the hid-
den agenda behind Satan’s revolt: he wanted to be like God.
He failed in reaching this goal, so now he passes the desire
along to Eve in the form of a promise. Satan desires the wor-
ship and service that belong only to the Lord God (Matt.
4:8-10).

9 Its interesting to contrast Genesis 3:8 (“the cool of the day”)
and 18:1 (“the heat of the day”). God’s visit in the garden was
to call man to forgiveness, but His visit to Abraham was to
announce, among other things, the destruction of the wicked
cities of the plain.

10 Note three interesting questions that God asks in Genesis:
“Where are you?” (3:9) “Where is your brother?” (4:9)
and “Where is your wife?” (18:9)

11 The Greek preface anti means both “instead of Christ” (i.e., a
false Christ) and “against Christ.” There were “antichrists”
(false teachers) opposing the church in the first century (1
John 2:18-29), and they are still with us. The test of false
teachers is what they teach about the person and work of Jesus
Christ.

12 The Hebrew phrase in Genesis 2:17 is “dying you will die,”
which means “you will surely die.” But it suggests both a crisis
and a process. To die means to be separated from God, which
is what happened to our first parents the instant they sinned.
But death also means the separation of the spirit from the body
(James 1:26), and the process of dying began with their disobe-
dience and ended years later when they expired. Because of the
law of sin and death, life has always been a constant battle to
conquer death.

13 The first Adam was a thief and was cast out of paradise. The
Last Adam, while hanging on the cross, said to a thief,
“[Tloday, you will be with Me in paradise” (Luke 23:43
NKJV).



CHAPTER SIX
Genesis 4:1-24

IN CENTER STAGE—CAIN

II the world’s a stage, and all the men and women
Amerely players,” wrote Shakespeare. “They all have

their exits and their entrances, and one man in his
time plays many parts.”!

Remember those familiar words from English Lit
101? Shakespeare was right: we have many roles to play
in life as from time to time we relate to various people
and confront different circumstances. The important
thing is that we let God write the script, choose the
cast, and direct the action. If we disregard Him and try
to produce the drama ourselves, the story will have a
tragic ending.

That’s what ruined Cain, the first human baby born
on the stage of Planet Earth: He ignored God’s script,
“did his own thing,” and made a mess out of it. Genesis
4 focuses the spotlight on Cain; he’s mentioned thir-
teen times, and seven times Abel is identified as “his
[Cain’s] brother.” As you consider Cain’s life and some
of the roles he played, you will better understand how
important it is for us to know God and do His will.

The brother (4:1-2a)

God commanded our first parents to “be fruitful, and
multiply, and fill the earth” (1:28), and they obeyed
this mandate (5:4). While it’s true that the building of
a family isn’t the only purpose for marriage, and not
every marriage is blessed with children, its also true
that children are a precious gift from God (33:5; 48:9;
Ps. 127:3) and should be welcomed with joy. The
Jewish people in the Old Testament and the Christians
in the first century church would be appalled at today’s
abortion statistics and the philosophies of the people
who produce them.

The name “Cain” sounds like the Hebrew word for
“acquired.” Eve praised God for helping her through
her first pregnancy. After all, this was a new experience
for her and she had no doctor or obstetrical nurse to
assist her. Her second pregnancy brought Abel into the
world. His name means “breath” and is the word trans-
lated “vanity” at least thirty-eight times in Ecclesiastes.
Cain’s name reminds us that life comes from God,
while Abel’s name tells us that life is brief.

Genesis is a “family book” and has a good deal to
say about brothers. Being the firstborn son, Cain was
special, but because of his sin, he lost everything and
Seth took his place (Gen. 4:25). Ishmael was Abraham’s
firstborn, but God bypassed him and chose Isaac. Esau
was Isaac’s firstborn son, but he was rejected for Jacob,
and Jacob’s firstborn son Reuben was replaced by
Joseph’s two sons (49:3-4; 1 Chron. 5:1-2). In fact,
God even rearranged the birth order of Joseph’s sons
(Gen. 48:8-22). Throughout Old Testament history,
God’s sovereignty is displayed in His choices of those
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who receive His blessing, for all that we receive is
because of God’s grace.

Sibling rivalry among brothers is another theme in
Genesis. Ishmael persecuted Isaac; Jacob left home so
Esau couldn’t kill him; and Joseph’s brothers intended
to kill him but decided to sell him as a slave. When sin
entered the human race, it gave us dysfunctional and
fractured families, and only the Lord can put families
together again.

The worker (4:2b)

As his sons grew older, Adam put them to work in the
fields,and it became evident over the years that each
boy had his own interests and skills. Cain became a
farmer and Abel became a shepherd, the first of many
shepherds found in the Bible, including Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob and his sons, Moses, and David.

Adam certainly taught his sons why they worked: it
was a part of God’s creation mandate and they were
colaborers with God (1:26-31). Work isn’t a punish-
ment from God because of sin, for Adam had work to
do in the garden before he and his wife yielded to
Satan’s temptation. The biblical approach to work is
that we are privileged to cooperate with God by using
His creation gifts for the good of people and the glory
of God. (See Col. 3:22-23; 1 Thess. 4:11-12; Eccl.
9:10.)

Work in the will of God isn't a curse; it’s a blessing.
“Six days you shall labor and do all your work” (Ex.
20:9 NKjv) was as much a part of God’s law for Israel
as His command to rest on the Sabbath Day. The Bible
has nothing good to say about idleness or about the
idle people who expect others to provide for them (2
Thess. 3:6-15). Before He began His public ministry,
Jesus labored as a carpenter (Mark 6:3), and when he
wasn't traveling or preaching, the apostle Paul worked
as a tentmaker (Acts 18:1-3).

As Christians, we don’t work simply to pay our bills
and provide for our needs. We work because it’s God’s
ordained way for us to serve Him and others and
thereby glorify God in our lives (1 Cor. 10:31). We
don’t work just to make a living; we work to make a
life, to develop our God-given abilities, and seek to
increase the quality and quantity of our labor. Martin
Luther told the dairymaids that they could milk cows
to the glory of God, and Theodore Roosevelt said that
“the best prize that life offers is the chance to work hard
at work worth doing.” Perhaps the boys asked their
father why their work was so difficult, and Adam had
to explain that God had cursed the ground because of
his own disobedience. “In the sweat of your face you
shall eat bread” was God’s sentence (Gen. 3:17-19
NKJV), and there was no escape. But this question gave
Adam the opportunity to remind his sons of God’s
promise of a Redeemer and a day when creation would
be set free from the bondage of sin (v. 15).

The worshipper (4:3-7)
Adam and Eve had learned to worship God during
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those wonderful days in the garden before sin had
brought its curse to their lives and to the ground.
Certainly they taught their children about the Lord
and the importance of worshipping Him. Workers
need to be worshippers or they may become idolaters,
focusing on the gifts and not the Giver, and forgetting
that God gives the power to work and gain wealth
(Deut. 8:10-20).

When God clothed Adam and Eve with the skins of
animals (Gen. 3:21), perhaps He taught them about
sacrifices and the shedding of blood, and they would
have passed this truth along to their children. True wor-
ship is something we must learn from God Himself, for
He alone has the right to lay down the rules for
approaching Him and pleasing Him in worship.

God accepted Abel and his sacrifice, and perhaps
indicated this by sending fire from heaven to consume
the animals (Lev. 9:24; 1 Kings 18:38; 1 Chron.
28:26), but He rejected Cain and his sacrifice. Cain
wasn't rejected because of his offering, but his offering
was rejected because of Cain: his heart wasn't right with
God. It was “by faith” that Abel offered a more accept-
able sacrifice than Cain (Heb. 11:4), which means that
he had faith in God and was right with God.

In later years, the law of Moses prescribed offer-
ings of grain and fruit (Lev. 2; Deut. 26:1-11), so we
have reason to believe that such sacrifices were accept-
able from the beginning. But even had Cain brought
animal sacrifices and shed their blood, they wouldn’t
have been accepted by God because of the state of
Cain’s heart. Abel brought the best that he had and
truly sought to please God, but Cain didn’t have that
attitude of faith. “Behold, to obey is better than sac-
rifice, and to heed than the fat of rams” (1 Sam.
15:22; and see Isa. 1:11-13; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6-8;
Mark 12:28-34).

The fact that people attend religious meetings and
participate in church activities is no proof that they’re
true believers. It’s possible to have “a form of godli-
ness” but never experience its saving power (2 Tim.
3:5). “These people come near to me with their mouth
and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far
from me” (Isa. 29:13; Matt. 15:8). The most costly
sacrifices apart from the submission of the heart can
never make the worshipper right before God (Ps.
51:16-17). “The way of Cain” (Jude 11) is the way of
self-will and unbelief.

When God rejected his offering, Cain became very
angry. (The Hebrew word implies that he was “burn-
ing with anger.”) God spoke to him personally and
tried to lead him back to the way of faith, but Cain
resisted. It’s just like the Lord to give us another oppor-
tunity to obey Him, and its just like stubborn sinners
to refuse His gracious help.

The Lord warned Cain that temptation was like a
fierce beast crouching at the door of his life, and he had
better not open the door. Its dangerous to carry
grudges and harbor bitter feelings in our hearts,
because all of this can be used by Satan to lead us into
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temptation and sin. This is what Paul meant when he
wrote “neither give place to the devil” (Eph. 4:27). If
we aren’t careful, we can tempt ourselves and bring
about our own ruin.

The murderer (4:8-10)

We can’t separate our relationship with God from our
relationship with our brothers and sisters. (That
includes our natural brothers and sisters as well as our
brothers and sisters in the Lord.) An unforgiving spirit,
such as possessed Cain, hinders worship and destroys
our fellowship with God and God’s people (Matt.
5:21-26; 6:14-16). It’s better that we interrupt our
worship and get right with a brother than to pollute
our sacrifice because we have a bad spirit within.

Murder (v. 8). Anger is a powerful emotion that
can lead to violence and even murder. Jesus taught that
anger in the heart is the moral equivalent of murder
with the hands (Matt. 5:21-26). Every year angry driv-
ers cause accidents that kill 28,000 people on the U.S.
highways, and angry people who have been fired from
their jobs have killed hundreds of innocent people.
Had Cain heeded God’s warning and accepted His gra-
cious invitation (Gen. 4:7), he would never have
become a murderer.

How soon after his worship was rejected did Cain
entice his brother away from home and kill him? Was
it on the same day, or did he brood over the matter a
few days? He probably murdered his brother in his
heart many times before he actually committed the
deed. He was envious of his brother because of his rela-
tionship with God (1 John 3:12), and yet Cain was
unwilling to get right with God. When we hate others,
it's a sign we're not walking in the light (2:9-11) and
that we don’t have God’s love in our hearts (3:10-16).

Lying (vv. 9-10). Cain was a child of the devil (1
John 3:12),2 which means he was a murderer and a liar
(John 8:44). He lied to his brother when he enticed
him to the place where he killed him. He lied to him-
self in thinking that he could do such an evil deed and
get away with it. Cain even tried to lie to God and
cover up his wicked deeds!3

There’s a definite parallel between God’s dealings
with Cain in Genesis 4 and His dealings with Adam
and Eve in chapter 3. In both instances, the Lord asked
questions, not to get information (for He knows every-
thing) but to give the culprits opportunity to tell the
truth and confess their sins. In both instances, the sin-
ners were evasive and tried to cover up what they had
done, but both times God brought their sins out into
the light and they had to admit their guilt.

Adam and Eve had run to hide when they heard
God’s voice (v. 8), but God heard Abel’s voice crying
from the ground and Cain couldn’t hide.4 The shed-
ding of innocent blood pollutes the land (Num.
35:30-34), and that blood cries out for justice (Job
16:18; Isa. 26:21; Rev. 6:9—10).> Adam and Eve were
expelled from the garden, and Cain became a rejected
wanderer in the earth.



The more you think about Cain’s sin, the more
heinous it becomes. The murder wasn’t motivated by
sudden passion; it was carefully premeditated. Cain
didn’t kill a stranger in defense; he murdered his own
brother out of envy and hatred. Furthermore, Cain did
it after being at the altar to worship God and in spite
of God’s warning and promise. Finally, once the horri-
ble deed was done, Cain took it all very lightly and
tried to lie his way out of it.

The wanderer (4:11-15)

A vagabond has no home; a fugitive is running from
home; a stranger is away from home; but a pilgrim is
heading home. “I have set before you life and death,
blessing and cursing; therefore, choose life” (Deut.
30:19). Cain made the wrong choice, and instead of
being a pilgrim in life, he became a stranger and a fugi-
tive, wandering the land.

God’s curse (v. 12). Jehovah had cursed the serpent
(3:14) and the ground (v. 17), but He had not cursed
Adam and Eve. However, He did curse their son Cain,
who was a child of the devil (the serpent). Cain had
defiled the ground with his brother’s blood, and now
the ground wouldn’t work for him. If Adam toiled and
struggled day after day, he would get a harvest (vv.
17-19), but for Cain, there would never be fruit from
his labors. So, he couldn’t continue as a farmer. All he
could do was wander from place to place and eke out a
living.

Cain’s regrets (vv. 13-14). Cain never repented of
his sins; his words reveal only remorse and regret. He
didn’t say, “My guilt is more than I can bear.” He was
concerned only with his punishment, not with his char-
acter. If he wandered from place to place, he would be
in danger, but if he stayed in one place, he would starve.
The carth had turned against him, God had turned
against him,® and people would turn against him.
Anybody Cain met would be a relative who might want
to avenge Abel’s murder. What could he do?

By hating and murdering his brother and refusing
to repent, Cain created for himself an intolerable life.
He opened the door to temptation (4:7) and closed the
door on his family, God, and his future. No matter
where he lived or what he did, Cain would always be a
restless man for whom there was no remedy.

God’s mercy (v. 15). God did a strange thing: He
put a mark on Cain that would protect him from the
assaults of people who wanted to kill him. We don’t
know what this mark was or why people would recog-
nize it as God’s protective seal, but it worked. This was
purely an act of mercy on God’s part.

Why would God allow a diabolical murderer like
Cain to go free? In His mercy, God doesn’t give us
what we do deserve, and in His grace, He gives us
what we don’t deserve. That’s the nature of God. God
spared Cain’s life, buz that wasn’t the end of the story.
Eventually Cain died and “after this the judgment”
(Heb. 9:27). The entire civilization that he built was
destroyed in the flood, and the record of his life is left
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in Holy Scripture as a warning to anybody who pre-
tends to worship, plays with sin, and doesn’t take
temptation seriously. “The way of Cain” (Jude 11) is
not the narrow way that leads to life (Matt. 7:13-14).

The builder (4:16-24)

God kept His Word and protected Cain as he wan-
dered. One day he found a place that seemed right for
him to settle down, and he decided to build a city. The
carth wouldn’t yield its strength to Cain’s labor as a
farmer, but Cain could labor and build o7 the earth and
succeed. However, Cain never ceased to be a fugitive,
for the name of the land where he settled means “wan-
dering.” His citizenship wasn’t in heaven (Phil.
3:20-21), nor did he have any hope to reach the heav-
enly city (Heb. 11:9-16). The only heaven Cain knew
was his city on earth.”

Was Cain a married man before he wandered from
Eden, or did he find a wife during his travels? Did he
tell her he had murdered his brother? We don’t know,
but surely he had to explain the mark God had put on
him. It was normal for Cain to seek a wife, for he not
only wanted to build a city, but he also wanted to build
a family. How else could his name be remembered but
in his descendants? Cain didn’t know that his name and
foul deeds would be written in the Word of God for
everybody to read.

Cain’s wife bore him a son whom he named Enoch,
which is related to the Hebrew word for “consecrated.”
Cain named his city after his son, but we aren’t told to
whom or to what the city was consecrated. Six genera-
tions of Cain’s descendants are named (Gen. 4:17-22),
some of whom were famous.

Lamech was the first bigamist; he was also a boast-
ful man and a killer. Why or how the young man
wounded him, we don’t know; but why should a young
man be killed because he caused a wound? Lamech’s
mentioning of Cain’s protection (v. 24) indicates that
Cain’s story was passed from generation to generation.
It also suggests that Lamech thought that God’s protec-
tion extended to him as well. If God would avenge a
murderer like Cain, then surely He would avenge
Lamech for “protecting himself.” Note that Lamech
wants God’s protection, but he doesn’t mention God’s
name.

The people in the city of Enoch had varied occupa-
tions. Some followed Jabal and took care of livestock
(v. 20). Others learned from Jabal’s brother Jubal and
devoted themselves to making and playing musical
instruments (v. 21). The followers of Tubal-Cain were
metalworkers (v. 22), which suggests the manufacture
of farm implements, building tools, and personal
weapons. Cain lived in a society that was rich in culture
as well as in industry and food production. In the city
of Enoch, they had everything but God.

When you put Cain’s family tree next to that of
Seth (chap. 5), you can’t help but notice the similarity
in names. You have Enoch and Enosh (v. 6) and Enoch
(v. 18), Mehujael and Mahalael (v. 12), Methushael
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and Methuselah (v. 21), and Lamech and Lamech (v.
25). Cain’s Lamech has three sons (Jabal, Jubal, and
Tubal-Cain), and Noah has three sons (Shem, Ham,
and Japheth).

What does this similarity in names mean? Perhaps
its God’s way of telling us that the godless line of Cain
(which is still with us) does its best to imitate the godly
line of Seth. After all, Satan is the counterfeiter. He can
imitate the names of the true believers, buz he cant pro-
duce the believers. There’s an Enoch in both genealogies,
but Cain’s Enoch didn’t walk with God and one day
disappear and go to heaven (v. 24) ! “What’s in a
name?” Nothing, if you don’t know and belong to the
Lord!

But the tragedy is that these two lines—the
ungodly line of Cain and the godly line of Seth—came
together and merged (6:1-2). The wall of separation
came down, and this eventually created the wicked
society whose sins brought on the judgment of the
flood. Lamech’s brand of violence spread (vv. 5,
11-12), and by the time of the flood, only eight peo-
ple believed God’s warning and acted upon it by faith.
The rest were destroyed.

Cain’s family tree ends with the family of Lamech
(4:19-24), an arrogant murderer whose three sons
manufactured things for this world. Seth’s line ends
with Noah (“rest”) whose three sons gave the world a
new beginning after the flood. The world of that day
probably admired Cain’s achievements; God wiped
them off the face of the earth.

“And the world is passing away, and the lust of it;
but he who does the will of God abides forever” (1
John 2:17 Nkyv).

Notes

1 As You Like It, Act 2, scene 7, line 139.

2 Its often been said that if you aren’t a child of God, you're
automatically a child of the devil, but I question that evangel-
ical cliché. Ephesians 2:1-3 teaches that we're born by nature
the “children of wrath,” and that by choice we become the
“children of disobedience.” If we reject Christ’s righteousness
and depend on our own self-righteousness, then we become
“children of the devil.” See the discussion of Genesis 3:15 in
chapter 5, section 5.

3 You find this sequence in 1 John 1:6, 8, and 10.

4 Righteous Abel (Matt. 23:35) speaks to God’s people today
both by his sacrifices (Heb. 11:4) and by his shed blood (Heb.
12:24). In the latter passage, the writer contrasts the blood of
Christ and the blood of Abel. The blood of Abel speaks from
the earth, but Christ’s blood speaks from heaven. Abel’s blood
cries out for justice, but Christ’s blood speaks of justice satis-
fied on the cross. Abel’s blood declared Cain’s guilt and made
him a wanderer, but Christ’s blood speaks of grace and forgive-
ness and reconciles believing sinners to God.

5 The plaque outside “The Chamber of Destruction” holocaust
museum on Mount Zion in Jerusalem reads, “Listen! Your
brother’s blood cries out!”

6 We don’t know how many people were alive on earth at this
time, although we're told that Adam “begat sons and daughters”
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(Gen. 5:4). Sin had not yet taken its toll in the human body or
in the natural world, so people lived longer and probably were
more prolific.

7 We must not imagine that Cain’s “city” was like our modern
cities. It was a settlement of people for mutual help and pro-
tection. Some would live in tents and others in more
permanent dwellings, and there might be a wall to protect
them.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Genesis 4:25—6:8

WHEN THE OUTLOOK IS BLEAK, TRY
THE UPLOOK

in had entered the human race, and it didn’t take

long for the corruption it spawned to spread and

defile God’s creation. Like a cancerous tumor, evil
infected civilization and brought death wherever it
went. God’s vice-regents on earth, created in God’s
image, couldn’t manage their own lives let alone God’s
creation, and things began to fall apart.

This section of Genesis covers over 1,500 years of
human history, years that are overshadowed by sin and
sorrow. But when the night is the darkest, the stars
shine the brightest, and when the outlook is grim, the
uplook is encouraging. Thirteen different people are
named in this section, and four of them stand out
because they’re associated with something special that
God did to encourage His people. Those four were
Seth, Enosh, Enoch, and Noah.

Seth—a new beginning from God (4:25; 5:1-5)
The only ray of hope in that dark day was God’s prom-
ise that a Redeemer would one day be born of the
woman and conquer the serpent (3:15). But Abel was
dead, so he couldn’t beget a child, and Cain, the unbe-
lieving murderer, had wandered off and built a city in
the Land of Nod, east of Eden. Would God’s promise
be fulfilled? How could it be fulfilled?

God is sovereign in all things and His plans aren’t
frustrated by the foolish and sinful ways of mankind.
Because He is the sovereign God, He “works all things
according to the counsel of His will” (Eph. 1:11 NkJv).
“But our God is in heaven; He does whatever He
pleases” (Ps. 115:3 Nkjv). The Lord enabled Eve to
conceive and bear a son whom she named Seth
(“granted”) because God had appointed him to replace
Abel.

Genesis 5 is the first genealogy in Scripture and
introduces “the book of the generations of Adam” (v.
1). Ten generations are listed here, from Adam to
Noah, just as ten generations are listed from Shem to
Abraham in “the generations of Shem” (11:10-26).!
Eight times in Genesis 5 you find the melancholy
phrase “and he died,” for death was now reigning over
mankind because of Adam’s sin (Rom. 5:12-17, 21).



Sin and death still reign today, but through Jesus Christ
we can “reign in life” (vv. 17, 21).

In Bible history, very often the birth of a baby has
made the difference between defeat and victory for
God’s people. During the Jews’ difficult years in Egypt,
Moses was born and became the liberator of his people
(Ex. 2:1-10). When the lamp of prophecy was burning
very low, Samuel was born to bring Israel back to God’s
Word (1 Sam. 1-3), and when the kingdom was disin-
tegrating under Saul, God sent a son to Jesse whom he
named David, the man God had chosen to be the next
king (Ruth 4:18-22; 1 Sam. 16). At a very low point
in Jewish history, by the grace of God, one little boy
continued the messianic line from David (2 Kings
11:1-3). In spite of Satan’s attacks and the disobedi-
ence of His people, God was faithful to work so that
His promise of a Redeemer would be fulfilled.

Knowing this should encourage God’s people as
they see the world turning more and more toward sin
and rebellion. God is sovereign and He will accomplish
His purposes.

Enosh—calling on God (4:26; 5:6-11)

Seth was 105 years old when his son Enosh was born
(5:6). “Enosh” means “man” and comes from a Hebrew
word that means “frail, weak.” It’s the word for man
that emphasizes how fragile and weak we really are in
ourselves.

A remarkable thing is recorded in connection with
the birth of this boy: at that time, people began to
gather together to worship God, proclaim His name,
and pray.2 There was a revival of public worship and
believing prayer as the descendants of Seth met
together in the name of the Lord. While the worldly
Cainites were boasting of their strength and valor
(4:23-24), the godly Sethites were giving glory to the
name of the Lord.

Throughout sacred history, it has been the godly
remnant that has kept the work of the Lord going in
this world. Time after time, the nation of Israel drifted
into idolatry and spiritual lethargy, but a believing rem-
nant was raised up to keep the light burning. These
courageous people cried out to God for deliverance,
and He heard them and answered their prayers.

After the flood, Noah’s small family was the rem-
nant God used to people the earth. The prophet Elijah
thought he was alone in serving Jehovah, but 7,000
people in the land re-mained faithful to the Lord (1
Kings 19:9-18). Whoever wrote Psalm 119 was part of
a faithful remnant (v. 63), and the prophets wrote
about the believing remnant in their day (Isa.
10:20-23; 37:31-32; Jer. 11:23; Mic. 4:7; Mal. 3:16).
Isaiah named one of his sons “a remnant shall return”
(Isa. 7:3), and a remnant did return to their land after
the Babylonian captivity. God used them to rebuild the
temple and the city of Jerusalem and to restore the
Jewish nation as a political entity.

How many people does God need to get a job
done? Ten righteous people in Sodom could have saved
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the city from destruction (Gen. 18:16ff.), and Jesus
said that He was present if only two or three were gath-
ered in His name (Matt. 18:20). Jesus sent the Holy
Spirit at Pentecost to empower 120 believers, and Paul
evangelized the Roman Empire with a small team of
men and women who were wholly devoted to the Lord.
God has always looked to the remnant to pray, trust
Him, and get the work done.

So, when the work of the Lord looks like it’s failing,
and you feel like you're the only one left to serve God,
remember Enosh and the godly remnant in his day that
called on the Lord. “For nothing restrains the Lord
from saving by many or by few” (1 Sam. 14:6 NKJv).

Enoch—walking with God (5:12-27)

People like Kenan, Mahalalel, and Jared may not seem
important to God’s great story of salvation, but they
are important,for they were “living links” in the great
generational chain that reached from Seth to the birth
of Jesus Christ. God’s promise in Genesis 3:15 could
never have been fulfilled were it not for the faithful-
ness of many undistinguished people who to us are
only strange names in an ancient genealogy.

When Enoch was sixty-five years old, his wife gave
birth to a son whom they named Methuselah (“man of
the dart”). This was a turning-point in Enoch’s life,
because he then began to walk with the Lord (5:22, 24;
see 6:9). Did the responsibility of raising a son in such
a godless world so challenge Enoch that he knew he
needed the Lord’s help? Or when the baby was born,
did God give Enoch insight into the future so that he
knew the flood was coming? We don’t know, but we do
know that the arrival of this baby changed Enoch’s life.

The meaning of Methuselah’s name isn't significant,
but his long life of 969 years is significant. In the year
that Methuselah died, the flood came!3 Perhaps the
Lord told Enoch this news after the baby was born, and
it so gripped his heart that he began to walk with God
and do God’s will. “Therefore, since all these things
will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to
be in holy conduct and godliness” (2 Peter 3:11 NKJV).
The fact that Jesus is coming again to judge the world
ought to motivate God’s people to lives of holiness and
obedient service (1 John 2:28—3:3).

The sobering phrase “and he died” isn’t used of
Enoch, because Enoch is one of two men in Scripture
who never died. Both Enoch and Elijah were taken to
heaven alive (2 Kings 2:1-11). Some students see in
Enoch’s pre-flood “rapture” a picture of the church
being taken to heaven before God sends tribulation on
the earth (1 Thess. 4:13—5:11).

It was “by faith” that Enoch was taken to heaven
(Heb. 11:5). He believed God, walked with God, and
went to be with God, which is an example for all of us
to follow. Imagine how difficult it must have been to
walk with God during those years before the flood,
when vice and violence were prevalent and only a rem-
nant of people believed God (Gen. 6:5). But Enoch’s
life of faith wasnt a private thing, for he boldly
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announced that God would come to judge the world’s
sins (Jude 14-15). In his day, the judgment of the
flood did come, but the judgment Enoch was
announcing will occur when Jesus Christ returns, lead-
ing the armies of heaven and condemning Satan and
his hosts (Rev. 19:11ff.). Enoch’s life and witness
remind us that it’s possible to be faithful to God in the
midst of “a crooked and perverse generation” (Phil.
2:15). No matter how dark the day or how bad the
news, we have the promise of our Lords return to
encourage us and motivate us to be godly. One day sin
will be judged and God’s people will be rewarded for
their faithfulness, so we have every reason to be encour-
aged as we walk with God.

Noah—rest and comfort from God (5:28—6:8)
Though they bore the same name, Lamech in the line
of Seth was radically different from Lamech in the
line of Cain (4:18-24). Seth’s Lamech fathered a son,
Noah, who walked with God (6:9) and was used of
God to save the human race and continue the mes-
sianic promise. Cain’s Lamech murdered a young man
who had wounded him and then boasted to his wives
about his evil deed.

Hope (5:28-32). Lamech’s great concern was that
mankind find comfort and rest in the midst of a
wicked world where it was necessary to toil and sweat
just to stay alive. Life was difficult, and the only hope
that true believers had was the coming of the promised
Redeemer. Lamech named his son Noah, which sounds
like the Hebrew word for “comfort.” His prayer was
that his son would somehow bring to the world the rest
and comfort that people so sorely needed. Centuries
later, weary people would hear the voice of Jesus say,
“Come to Me, all you who labor and are heavy laden,
and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28 NKJV).

Lamech was 682 years old and Noah 500 years old
when Noah’s son Japheth was born. The listing in
Genesis 5:32 is not the sons birth order, because Ham
was Noal’s youngest son (9:20-24) and Japheth his
eldest (10:21). The birth order would be Japheth,
Shem, and Ham.

Compromise (6:1-7). After chapter 3, Satan isn't
mentioned by name in Genesis, but he and his
demonic hosts are at work doing their utmost to keep
the promised Redeemer from being born. This was
Satan’s purpose throughout all of Old Testament his-
tory. After all, he didn’t want to have his head crushed
by the Savior (3:15)! God had declared war on Satan
and the deceiver intended to fight back.

One of Satan’s most successful devices is compro-
mise. If he can delude God’s people into abandoning
their privileged position of separation from sin and
communion with God, then he can corrupt them and
lead them into sin. He did this to Israel in the land of
Moab (Num. 25; Ps. 106:28-31) and also after they
had conquered the land of Canaan (Judg. 2; Ds.
106:34-48). The prophets warned the Jewish people

not to compromise with the idolatrous worship of the
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pagans around them, but their warnings werent
heeded, and the nation experienced shameful defeat at
the hands of their enemies.

What was Satan’s plan for defeating God’s people in
Noah’s day? To entice the godly line of Seth (“the sons
of God”) to mix with the ungodly line of Cain (“the
daughters of men”) and thus abandon their devotion to
the Lord. It was the same temptation that Christians
face today: be friendly with the world (James 4:4), love
the world (1 John 2:15-17), and conform to the world
(Rom. 12:2), rather than be separated from the world
(2 Cor. 6:14-7:1). Of course, this could lead to being
“condemned with the world” (1 Cor. 11:32). Lot is an
example of this danger (Gen. 13; 19).

Some interpreters view 6:1-7 as an invasion of
fallen angels who cohabited with women and produced
a race of giants.4 But as interesting as the theory is, it
creates more problems than it solves, not the least of
which is the union of sexless spirit beings with flesh
and blood humans. Even if such unions did occur,
could there be offspring and why would they be giants?
And how did these “giants” (Nephilim, “fallen ones”)
survive the flood (v. 4; Num. 13:31-33), or was there
a second invasion of fallen angels after the flood?

The term “sons of God” does refer to angels in Job
1:6; 2:1; 38:7, but these are unfallen angels faithfully
serving God.> Even if fallen angels could make them-
selves appear in human bodies, why would they want
to marry women and settle down on earth? Certainly
their wives and neighbors would detect something dif-
ferent about them and this would create problems.
Furthermore, the emphasis in Genesis 6 is on the sin of
man and not the rebellion of angels. The word “man”
is used nine times in verses 1-7, and God states clearly
that the judgment was coming because of what
humans had done. “And God saw that the wickedness
of man was great in the earth” (v. 5).

The 120-year limit expressed in verse 3 probably
refers to the years until the flood would come. God is
longsuffering with lost sinners, but there comes a time
when judgment must fall. During that “day of grace,”
Noah prepared the ark and gave witness that judgment
was coming (2 Peter 2:5), the same message Enoch had
given during his lifetime (Jude 14-15). God gave His
message in the mouth of two witnesses, but the people
wouldn't listen.

The word “giants” in Genesis 6:4 (kjv) is a transla-
tion of the Hebrew word nephilim which means “fallen
ones.” Some who follow the “angel theory” of chapter
6 make the nephilim the fallen angels whose children
became great leaders. As we've already seen, if these
nephilim were angels with human bodies, then they
either survived the flood (because the Hebrew spies saw
them in Canaan; Num. 13:31-33), or there was a sec-
ond invasion of “fallen angels” after the flood. Both
ideas seem incredible.

The most likely interpretation of Genesis 6:4 is that
God saw the people of that day as “fallen ones,” while
men saw these people as mighty leaders. Even today,



much of what is admired by the world is rejected by the
Lord (Luke 16:15). When the Sethites compromised
by mingling with the Cainites, they fell from God’s
blessing. God was grieved that they married godless
Cainites, choosing wives as they pleased without con-
sidering God’s will (Gen. 6:2). In doing this, they
endangered the fulfillment of the 3:15 promise, for
how could God bring a Redeemer into the world
through an unholy people? The people of that day
“married and were given in marriage” (Matt.
24:37-39) and thought nothing of the warning that
Enoch and Noah gave about the coming judgment.
Human history was now at the place where only Noah
and his family—eight people—believed God and
obeyed His Word. God’s Spirit was striving with lost
people, but they resisted the call of God, and God was
grieved at what man was doing.®

Read Romans 1:171f. for a description of what civ-
ilization was like in those days. Man’s wickedness was
great, every imagination of all his thoughts was only evil
continually, so it was no surprise that God chose to send
judgment.

Grace (v. 8). The only way people can be saved
from God’s wrath is through God’s grace (Eph. 2:8-9),
but grace isnt God’s reward for a good life: its God’s
response to saving faith. “By faith Noah, being divinely
warned of things not yet seen, moved with godly fear,
prepared an ark for the saving of his household” (Heb.
11:7 Nkyv). True faith involves the whole of the inner
person: the mind understands God’s warning, the heart
fears for what is coming, and the will acts in obedience
to God’s Word.

To understand God’s truth but not act upon it is
not biblical faith; it’s only intellectual assent to reli-
gious truth. To be emotionally aroused without
comprehending God’s message isn't faith, because true
faith is based on an understanding of the truth (Matt.
13:18-23). To have the mind enlightened and the
heart stirred but not act in obedience to the message is
not faith, for “faith without works is dead” (James
2:14-26). The mind, heart, and will are all involved in
true biblical faith.

Everybody who has ever been saved from sin has
been saved “by grace, through faith,” and this includes
the Old Testament worthies listed in Hebrews 11.
Nobody was ever saved by bringing a sacrifice (Heb.
10:1-4; Ps. 51:16-17), by keeping the law (Gal. 2:16),
or by doing good works (Rom. 4:5). Salvation is a gra-
cious gift that can be rejected or received by faith. Like
Noah, we must all “find grace in the eyes of the Lord”
(Gen. 6:8).

Notes

1 Some Old Testament scholars warn us against building too
strong a case for biblical chronology solely on the basis of the
lists found in Genesis 5, 10, and 11. Comparison with other
genealogies in Scripture indicates that these lists may not be
complete. The fact that the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11
both have ten generations suggests an artificial pattern. (See
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also Ruth 4:18-22.) Furthermore, ancient Semitic peoples

used the term “father” to refer to any male ancestor.

8]

The Hebrew word translated “call upon” carries the meaning
of praying in God’s name and also proclaiming His name in
worship. The sentence can also be translated “men began to
call themselves by the name of the Lord.” All three meanings
are probably true: the believing remnant met to praise God
and pray to Him for help, and in time, they identified them-
selves as those who bore His name.

When you add up the ages of Methuselah, Lamech, and Noah
when their eldest sons were born (187 + 182 + 500), plus the
100 years between 5:32 and 7:11, you get a total of 969 years.
4 See Earths Earliest Ages, by G.H. Pember (Revell) and the writ-
ings of E.W. Bullinger, especially 7he Companion Bible (The
Lamp Press) and How to Enjoy the Bible (London: Eyre and

(53]

Spottiswoode, 1928). James M. Gray also espouses the “angel”
theory in his Christian Workers Commentary (Kregel reprint).
For an able refutation of the “angel theory,” see Studies in
Problem Texts by J. Sidlow Baxter (Zondervan). The theory is
the result of juggling some puzzling passages (Jude 6-7; 1 Peter
3:19-20; 2 Peter 2:4-9) and overlooking some basic principles

of hermeneutics.

N

“Sons [children] of God” can also refer to humans. See
Deuteronomy 14:1; Psalm 82:6; Isaiah 43:6; Hosea 11:1.
God the Father was grieved at man’s sin on the earth (Gen.
6:6); God the Son was grieved by the hardness of heart of reli-
gious people (Mark 3:5); and God the Spirit can be grieved by
the sins of the saints (Eph. 4:38).

N

CHAPTER EIGHT
Genesis 6:9—7:24

ONE MAN’S FAITH, ONE MAN’S
FAMILY

times were pretty good. People were “eating and

drinking, marrying and giving in marriage” (Matt.
24:38), and life was going on as usual. When friends
met at the market or at wedding feasts, they laughed
about Noah and his family (“Imagine building that big
boat on dry land!”) or discussed Methuselah, the
world’s oldest man (“Hell die one of these days, mark
my word!”), or talked about Enoch, the man who sud-
denly disappeared (“Strangest thing I ever heard!”).

Methuselah was Noah’s grandfather, and Noah
knew that when he died, nothing stood in the way of
God’s judgment falling on a wicked world. For over a
century, Noah had been warning people about the
coming judgment, but only his own family had
believed him and trusted the Lord.

Then Methuselah died and things began to happen.
One day, Noah and his family entered their “boat” and
the rains came. (“It can’t go on forever,” people said.
“I?1l stop one of these days.”) But it rained for forty
days and forty nights, and subterranean explosions dis-
charged more water on the earth. Even after the rain

Except for the increase in violence and crime, the
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stopped, the water continued to rise, and within five
months, the whole earth was under water and every-
thing that breathed was dead. Everything, that is,
except Noah and his family, the eight people everybody
laughed at.

What kind of a person was Noah? He was the kind
of person you and I should be and can be as we live in
our world today.

A believing man who walked with God (6:9-13)
“But Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord” (v. 8)
introduces the third of the “generation” statements in
Genesis: “These are the generations of Noah” (v. 9).
Noah wasn’t a minor character in the story of redemp-
tion; he’s mentioned fifty times in nine different books
of the Bible.

Noah was a righteous man (v. 9; 7:1). This is the
first time the word “righteous” is used in the Bible, but
Noah’s righteousness is also mentioned in other places
(Ezek. 14:14, 20; Heb. 11:7; 2 Peter 2:5). Noah’s righ-
teousness didn’t come from his good works; his good
works came because of his righteousness. Like
Abraham, his righteousness was God’s gift in response
to his personal faith. Both Abraham and Noah believed
God’s Word “and it was counted to [them] for righ-
teousness” (Gen. 15:6; see Heb. 11:7; Rom. 4:9ff.; Gal.
3:11f.).

The only righteousness God will accept is the righ-
teousness of Jesus Christ, His Son (2 Cor. 5:21), and
the only way people can receive that righteousness is by
admitting their sins and trusting Jesus Christ to save
them (Rom. 3:19-30; Gal. 2:16). Noah must have
learned this important truth from his father Lamech
(Gen. 5:28-29), who learned it from his father
Methuselah, who learned it from his father Enoch.
How important it is to teach our children and grand-
children how to trust the Lord!

Noah was a blameless man (v. 9). If “righteous”
describes Noah’s standing before God, then “blame-
less” describes his conduct before people. “Blameless”
doesn’t mean “sinless,” because nobody but Jesus
Christ ever lived a sinless life on this earth (1 Peter
2:21-22). The word means “having integrity, whole,
unblemished.” It was used to describe the animals
acceptable to God for sacrifice (Ex. 12:5; Lev. 1:3, 10).
Noah’s conduct was such that his neighbors couldn’t
find fault with him (Phil. 2:12-16).

The person who is right before God through faith
in Christ ought to lead a life that is right before people,
for “faith without works is dead” (James 2:14ff.). Paul
warned about “unruly and vain talkers and deceivers ...
who profess that they know God, but in works they
deny him” (Titus 1:10, 16). Noah wasn’t that kind of
person.

Noah was a man who walked with God (Gen. 6:9).
His great-grandfather Enoch had “walked with God”
and was suddenly taken to heaven and rescued from
the impending judgment of the flood (5:24). Noah
walked with God and was taken safely through the
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judgment. Enoch modeled a godly way of life for
Methuselah. Methuselah must have passed it along to
his son Lamech who shared it with his son Noah. How
wonderful it is when generation after generation in one
family is faithful to the Lord, especially at a time in his-
tory when violence and corruption are the normal way
of life.

The life of faith and obedience is compared to a
“walk” because this life begins with one step: trusting
Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. This step of faith leads
to a daily walk, a step at a time, as the Lord directs us.
He commands us to “walk in love” (Eph. 5:2), “walk as
children of light” (v. 8), “walk in the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16,
25), and “walk circumspectly [carefully]” (Eph. 5:15).
A step at a time, a day at a time, we walk with the Lord,
and He guides us into His will and blesses us with His
wisdom and strength.

Noah was an obedient man (Gen. 6:22; 7:5, 16).
One of the major messages in Scripture is that we must
not only hear God’s Word but we must also obey it
(James 1:22-25). Because Noah was obedient to the
Lord, his “house” wasnt destroyed when the storm
came (Matt. 7:24-27). It wasn’t easy for Noah and his
family to obey the Lord, because the rest of the popu-
lation was disobeying God and rebelling against His
will. According to Enoch, they were ungodly people
committing ungodly deeds in ungodly ways and speak-
ing ungodly words against the Lord God (Jude 15).

Whether it has to do with sexual abstinence, using
alcohol and drugs, or joining gangs and breaking the
law, we hear a great deal today about “peer pressure.”
Its the excuse for all kinds of illegal and immoral
behavior, from cheating on your income tax to cheat-
ing on your spouse. But anybody who has ever
developed godly character has had to fight against peer
pressure, including Noah and his family, Abraham and
his family, Moses in Egypt (Heb. 11:24-26), and
Daniel and his friends in Babylon (Dan. 1). Resisting
peer pressure means not only saying a determined no to
people but also a dedicated yes to the Lord (Rom.
12:1-2).

Most people know that Noah built an ark. What
they may not know is that he also built a godly charac-
ter and a godly family. Had it not been for Noah’s
godly family, Abraham wouldn’t have been born, and
without Abraham, would there have been a Jewish
nation, the Bible, and the Savior?

A faithful man who worked for God (6:14-22)
“The secret of the Lord is with them that fear him; and
he will show them his covenant” (Ps. 25:15). When
you walk with God, He speaks to you through His
Word and tells you what you need to know and to do.
Christians are more than just servants who do His will;
were also His friends who know His plans (John
15:14-15). God’s plan involved three responsibilities
for Noah and his family.

Building an ark (vv. 14-17). God told Noah what

his task was: to build a wooden vessel that would sur-



vive the waters of the flood and keep Noah and his
family safe. If the cubit mentioned was the standard
cubit of eighteen inches, then the vessel was 450 feet
long, seventy-five feet wide, and forty-five feet high. It
had three decks, one door, and a series of small win-
dows eighteen inches high right under the roof,
providing light and ventilation. The three decks were
divided into compartments (Gen. 6:14) where the var-
ious animals would be kept and where Noah and his
family would live.

This vessel was designed for flotation, not naviga-
tion. It was a huge wooden box that could float on the
water and keep the contents safe and dry. Dr. Henry
Morris calculated that the ark was large enough to hold
the contents of over 500 livestock railroad cars, provid-
ing space for about 125,000 animals. Of course, many
of the animals would be very small and not need much
space, and when it came to the large animals, Noah no
doubt collected younger and smaller representatives.!
There was plenty of room in the vessel for food for
both humans and animals (v. 21), and the insects and
creeping things would have no problem finding places
to live on the ark.

Trusting God’s covenant (v. 18). This is the first
use of the word “covenant” in the Bible. The word
appears often in Scripture because the covenant con-
cept is an important part of God’s great plan of
redemption. (God would explain His covenant to
Noah after he left the ark; 8:20-9:17.) A covenant is an
agreement that involves obligations and benefits for the
parties involved. In some of the covenants, God alone
is the “covenant party” and makes unconditional
promises to His people. But there were also covenants
that required His people to fulfill certain conditions
before God could bless them.

God’s words in 6:13-21 were addressed specifically
to Noah, but God also included Noal’s family in the
covenant (v. 18). Noah didn’t become a father until he
was 500 years old (5:32), and he entered the ark when
he was 600 (7:6); so his three sons were still “young” as
far as pre-flood ages were concerned. Ham was the
youngest son (9:24) and Japheth was the eldest
(10:21), and all three boys were married (7:13).2

The fact that God had covenanted to care for Noah
and his family gave them the peace and confidence
they needed as they prepared the ark and then lived in
it for over a year. God is faithful to keep His promises,
and as God’s covenant people, the eight believers had
nothing to fear.

Gathering the animals (vv. 19-22). God not only
wanted humans to be preserved from destruction but
also every kind of creature that would be drowned by
the waters of the flood. But how was Noah to gather
such a large number of animals, birds, and creeping
things? God would cause these creatures to come to
Noah (v. 20; 7:8, 15), and Noah would take them into
the ark (6:19). This included not only pairs of unclean
animals who would be able to reproduce after the
flood, but also seven pairs of clean animals, some of
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whom would be used for sacrifices (8:20; 9:3). Noah
and his family not only learned about the faithfulness
of God, but they also saw the sovereignty of God in
action.

In His sovereign power, God brought the animals
to Noah and his sons and controlled them so that they
did His bidding. However, this magnificent demon-
stration of God’s power didnt touch the hearts of his
neighbors, and they perished in the flood. The birds,
beasts, and creeping things knew their Creator’s voice
and obeyed Him, but people made in the image of God
refused to heed God’s call. Centuries later, God would
say through His servant Isaiah, “The ox knows his mas-
ter, the donkey his owner’s manger, but Israel does not
know, my people do not understand” (Isa. 1:3 N1v).

During all of this important activity, Noah was
serving the Lord and bearing witness to a sinful
world. For 120 years (Gen. 6:3), God was longsuffer-
ing toward careless and rebellious sinners, but they
ignored His message and lost their opportunity for
salvation.

A secure man who waited on God (7:1-24)

“Do not be like the horse or like the mule,” God coun-
sels in Psalm 32:9, and Noah obeyed that counsel. The
horse sometimes wants to rush ahead impetuously, and
the mule wants to drag its feet and stubbornly stay
back; but Noah walked with God and worked for God
and let God arrange the schedule.

A week of waiting (vv. 1-10). Since the rains
started on the seventeenth day of the second month
(Gen. 7:11), it was on the tenth day of the second
month that Noah and his family moved into the ark at
God’s instruction (v. 1). During that final week before
the flood, they finished gathering the animals and put-
ting in their supplies. They followed the Lord’s
instructions, trusted His covenant promise, and knew
that there was nothing to fear.

David watched a thunderstorm one day and from
that experience wrote a hymn (Ps. 29) telling how he
had seen and heard God in that storm. As he pondered
what happened, David thought about history’s most
famous storm in the time of Noah, and he wrote, “The
Lord sat enthroned at the flood, and the Lord sits as
King forever” (v. 10 Nkjv). The sweeping rain, the
echoing thunder, and the flashing lightning reminded
David of the sovereignty of God. No matter how great
the storms of life may be, God is still on the throne
causing everything to work together for good. Thart’s
why David ended his hymn with, “The Lord will give
strength to His people; the Lord will bless His people
with peace” (v. 11 NKJV).

At the end of that final week of preparation, Noah
and his family obeyed God’s command and entered the
ark, and God shut the door and made it safe (Gen.
7:16). They didn’t know how long they would live in
the ark, but the Lord knew, and that’s really all that
mattered. “My times are in Your hands” (Ps. 31:15
NKJV). One year and ten days later, the same God
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opened the door and invited them to come out to live
on His freshly cleansed earth (Gen. 8:16).

The day of reckoning (7:11-24). The flood was
God’s judgment of a wicked world. God opened the
floodgates of heaven so that torrential rains came
down, and “all the springs of the great deep burst forth”
(v. 11 N1v), so that even the highest mountains were
covered by water (v. 20). God had waited for over a
century for sinners to repent, and now it was too late.
“Seek the Lord while he may be found, call upon him
while he is near” (Isa. 55:6).

The rain stopped after forty days, which would be
on the twenty-seventh day of the third month (Gen.
7:12). However, the water continued to rise for another
110 days and reached its peak after 150 days (v. 24). At
that time, the ark rested on a mountain peak of Ararat
(8:4). It would take 150 days for the water to recede (v.
3), which takes us to the twelfth month, the seven-
teenth day. Two months and ten days later, Noah and
his family left the ark and set the animals free (v. 14).
From the day that God shut them in, they had been in
the ark a year and ten days.

A universal judgment. In recent years, people who
want to accommodate Scripture to the views of mod-
ern science have opted for a flood that was “limited”
and not universal. They suggest that the writer of
Genesis used “the language of appearance” and
described only what he could see.

There are problems with both views, but the “lim-
ited” interpretation seems to be the weaker of the
two.3 The clear language of the text seems to state that
God was bringing a universal judgment. God said He
would destroy humans and beasts “from the face of the
earth” (6:7),4 and that “every living thing” would be
destroyed (7:4, 21-23; 8:21). If the mountains were
covered to such a height that the ark could float over
the Ararat range and eventually settle down on a peak,
then the entire planet must have been completely
immersed (7:18-20). A person reading Genesis 6—9
for the first time would conclude that the flood was
universal.

But if the flood was not universal, why did God
give the rainbow as a universal sign of His covenant?
(9:11-15) Why would people in a local area need such
a sign? Furthermore, if the flood was a local event, why
did God tell Noah to build such a big vessel for saving
his family and the animals? Noah certainly had enough
time to gather together his family and the animals in
that area and lead them to a place where the flood
wouldn’t reach them.5

God promised that He would never send another
flood like the one He sent in Noah’s day (vv. 8-17).
But if the flood was only a local event, God didn’t keep
His promise! Over the centuries, there have been
numerous local floods, some of which brought death
and devastation to localities. In 1996 alone, massive
flooding in Afghanistan in April left 3,000 people
homeless; and in July, flooding in Northern
Bangladesh destroyed the homes of over 2 million peo-
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ple. In July and August, the Yellow, Yangtze, and Hai
rivers flooded nine provinces in China and left 2,000
people dead. If Noah’s flood was a local event like these
floods, then God’s promise and the covenant sign of
the rainbow mean nothing.

The plain reading of the text convinces us that the
flood was a universal judgment because “all flesh had
corrupted his [God’s] way upon the earth” (6:12). We
don’t know how far civilization had spread over the
planet, but wherever humans went, there was sin that
had to be judged. The flood bears witness to universal
sin and universal judgment.

Both Jesus and Peter used the flood to illustrate
future events that will involve the whole world: the
return of Christ (Matt. 24:37-39; Luke 17:26-27) and
the worldwide judgment of fire (2 Peter 3:3-7). If the
flood was only local, these analogies are false and mis-
leading. Peter also wrote that God did not spare “the
ancient world” (Nkjv) when He sent the flood, which
implies much more territory than a limited area.

A patient family. In spite of the devastation on the
outside, Noah and his family and the animals were
secure inside the ark. No matter how they felt, or how
much the ark was tossed on the waters, they were safe
in God’s will. Patiently they waited for God to com-
plete His work and put them back on the earth. Noah
and his family spent one year and seventeen days in the
ark, and even though they had daily chores to do, that’s
a long time to be in one place. But it is “through faith
and patience” that we inherit God’s promised blessings
(Heb. 6:12; 10:36), and Noah was willing to wait on
the Lord.

Peter saw in Noah’s experience a picture of salvation
through faith in Jesus Christ (1 Peter 3:18-22). The
earth in Noah’s day was immersed in water, but the ark
floated above the water and brought Noah and his fam-
ily to the place of safety. This was, to Peter, a picture of
baptism: death, burial, and resurrection. The earth was
“dead” and “buried” because of the water, but the ark
rose up (“resurrection”) to bring the family through
safely.® Jesus died, was buried, and arose again, and
through His finished work, we have salvation from sin.
Peter makes it clear that the water of baptism doesnt
wash away sin. It’s our obedience to the Lord’s com-
mand to be baptized (Matt. 28:19-20) that cleanses
the conscience so that we are right before God.

The British expositor Alexander Maclaren said:

For a hundred and twenty years the wits
laughed, and the “common-sense” people
wondered, and the patient saint went on
hammering and pitching at his ark. But
one morning it began to rain; and by
degrees, somehow, Noah did not seem
quite such a fool. The jests would look
rather different when the water was up to
the knees of the jesters; and their sarcasms
would stick in their throats as they
drowned.



So is it always. So it will be at the last
great day. The men who lived for the
future, by faith in Christ, will be found out
to have been the wise men when the future
has become the present, and the present
has become the past, and is gone for ever;
while they who had no aims beyond the
things of time, which are now sunk
beneath the dreary horizon, will awake too
late to the conviction that they are outside
the ark of safety, and that their truest epi-
taph is, “Thou fool.””

Notes

The Genesis Record, by Henry M. Morris (Baker, 1976), 180ff.
See also The Genesis Flood, by Henry M. Morris and John C.
Whitcomb, Jr. (Baker, 1967), and Studies in the Bible and
Science by Henry M. Morris (Baker, 1966).

The three boys are usually identified as Noah’s sons and not by
their given names (6:18; 7:7; 8:16, 18; 9:1, 8). We are never
told Noah’s wife’s name or the names of his three daughters-in-
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law. God’s covenant with Noah included all the members of
the household.

For a fair discussion of both views that leans toward the lim-
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ited flood interpretation, see The Book of Genesis: An
Introductory Commentary, by Ronald F. Youngblood (Baker,
1991; second edition), chapter 10.
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While it’s true that the Hebrew word for “earth” can also mean
“land,” “land” doesn’t fit with the universal statements in the
text, such as 6:12-13 where God promises to wipe out “all
flesh,” and 7:4, “every living thing.”

v,

To argue that the building of the ark was a “witness to the peo-
ple” is to ignore what God had to say about the ark, that its
purpose was to keep humans and animals alive during the
flood (6:19-20; 7:23). Although the building of the ark surely
attracted attention, there’s no mention in the text of the ark
serving as a witness to the lost.

6 New Testament baptism was by immersion, picturing the
believer’s identification with Christ in death, burial, and resur-
rection (Rom. 6).

7 Expositions of Holy Scripture, by Alexander Maclaren (Baker,

1974), vol. 1, 84.

CHAPTER NINE

Genesis 8

THE GOD OF NEW BEGINNINGS

hen anxious believers are searching the Bible for
Wsomething encouraging to read, theyre more
likely to turn to Romans 8 than to Genesis 8.
After all, Romans 8 is one of the most heartening chap-
ters in Scripture, while Genesis 8 describes God’s
“mopup” operation after the flood.
But the next time you find yourself in a storm,
Genesis 8 can give you new hope and encouragement,
because the major theme of the chapter is renewal and
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rest after tribulation. The chapter records the end of a
storm and the beginning of new life and hope for God’s
people and God’s creation. Just consider what God
does in Genesis 8 and take courage!

God remembers His own (8:1a)

When you're going through a storm, it’s easy to feel for-
saken. “I think the Lord has forgotten me,” said a
church member whom I was visiting in the hospital. In
her mind, she could recall Hebrews 13:5 and quote it
(“I will never leave you or forsake you” [Nxjv]); but in
her heart, she felt lonely and abandoned. Where was
her God? When would the storm end?

Feeling forsaken is a normal human emotion that
most of us have experienced, whether we admit it or
not. “Why do You stand afar off, O Lord?” asked the
psalmist. “Why do You hide Yourself in times of trou-
ble?” (Ps. 10:1 Nkyv). Paul confessed that his troubles
in Asia had been so severe that he almost gave up on
life (2 Cor. 1:8), and Jesus, who experienced all our
human trials, cried from the cross, “My God, My God,
why have You forsaken Me?” (Matt. 27:46 NKjv).
Feeling desolate is nothing new to the people of God;
but then they recall the song:

God is still on the throne,
And He will remember His own!

The word “remember” in Genesis 8:1 doesn’t mean
to call something to mind that may have been forgot-
ten. God can't forget anything because He knows the
end from the beginning. Rather, it means “to pay atten-
tion to, to fulfill a promise and act on behalf of
somebody.” For example, God’s promise “and their sins
and their iniquities will I remember no more” (Heb.
10:17) means that God doesn’t hold our sins against us
and treat us as sinners. Certainly God knows what
we've done, but because of our faith in Jesus Christ, our
sins are “forgotten.” God deals with us as though our
sins had never been committed! The Lord remembers
them against us no more.

To remember means to act on behalf of another.
God remembered Abraham and rescued Lot from
destruction in Sodom (Gen. 19:29). The Lord remem-
bered both Rachel and Hannah and enabled them to
conceive and bear sons (30:22; 1 Sam. 1:11, 19). The
Lord remembered His covenant and delivered the Jews
from the bondage of Egypt (Ex. 2:24; 6:5). “To
remember” implies a previous commitment made by
God and announces the fulfillment of that commit-
ment.! Noah, his family, and the animals had been
together in the ark for over a year, which is a lot of
“togetherness.” Did they ever get impatient with each
other or with the animals? There’s no record that God
spoke to them after He had shut them into the ark, so
perhaps somebody in the family experienced an occa-
sional fleeting fear that maybe God didn’t care for them
anymore.

God not only remembered Noah and his family,
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but He also remembered the animals that were with
them in the ark.2 God spared these creatures so they
could live on the renewed earth and reproduce after
their kind. It was His desire that His creatures enjoy
the earth and contribute to the happiness of the people
He had created in His own image. As we shall see later,
the animals were included in God’s covenant with
Noah.

We can be sure that God never forgets or forsakes
His people, not only because of His promises,3 but also
because of His character. God is love, and where there’s
love, there’s faithfulness. He can never deny Himself or
His Word, for He’s the faithful God, and He can never
change, because He’s immutable. Because He’s perfect,
God can’t change for the better; and because He's holy,
He can’t change for the worse. We can depend on Him
no matter what our circumstances or no matter how we

feel.

God renews His world (8:1b-14)

According to 7:24, the flood reached its peak in 150
days. The torrential rain and the eruptions of water
from beneath the earth had both ceased (8:2; see N1v
and NasB), and during the next five months, God
caused the water to recede and leave the dry land
behind.

Where did the floodwaters go? Never underesti-
mate the power of moving water! It’s possible that the
flood greatly altered the contours of the land and cre-
ated new areas for the water to fill, both on the surface
of the earth and underground.4 Since there were erup-
tions from beneath the earth (7:11), whole continents
and mountain ranges could have risen and fallen, cre-
ating huge areas into which the water could spill. The
winds that God sent over the earth helped to evaporate
the water and also move it to the places God had pro-
vided. A God powerful enough to cover the earth with
water is also wise enough to know how to dispose of it
when its work is done.

Centuries later, God’s wind would bring the locusts
into Egypt and later drive them into the sea (Ex.
10:10-20). God’s wind would also open up the Red
Sea and make a dry path for the people of Israel as they
left Egypt (14:21-22; 15:10). The stormy wind fulfills
God’s word (Ps. 148:8).

On the seventeenth day of the seventh month, the
ark rested on a peak in the mountains of Ararat, located
in modern Turkey. We don’t know which peak it was;
explorers searching for the remains of the ark can’t find
much biblical data to help them. In later years, the sev-
enth month was very special to the Jews, for during
that month they ushered in the new year with the Feast
of Trumpets and celebrated the day of Atonement and
the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:23-44).5

The Hebrew text says that “the ark came to rest,”
reminding us that Noah’s name means “rest” and that
his father Lamech had hoped that his son would bring
rest to a weary world (Gen. 5:28-29). Though the ark
had rested safely, Noah was waiting for the Lord to tell
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him what to do. He waited forty days and then sent out
the raven; and being an unclean carrion-eating bird
(Lev. 11:13-15), it felt right at home among the float-
ing carcasses.

Noah waited a week and then sent out a dove,
which, being a clean bird, found no place to land; so it
returned to the ark (Gen. 8:8-9). A week later Noah
sent the dove out again, and when it returned with a
fresh olive leaf, Noah knew that the plants were grow-
ing and fresh life had appeared on the earth (vv.
10-11). A dove bearing an olive branch is a familiar
symbol of peace around the world. A week later, when
Noah sent the dove out the third time, it didn’t return;
so he knew the water had dried up.6

Noah had built a “window” (hatch?) in the upper
deck of the ark (v. 9 N1v reads “covering”), and this he
opened so he could survey the world around him. This
was on the day the passengers had been in the ark one
entire year. Noah saw that the ground indeed was dry,
but he didn’t make a move out of the ark until the Lord
told him to leave. Twenty-six days later, that order
came and he obeyed it (v. 15).

God rewards faith (8:15-19)

Noah was a man of faith whose name is recorded in
Hebrews 11 with those of other heroes of faith (v. 7).
He had the faith to walk with God when the people of
the world were ignoring and disobeying God. He had
the faith to work for God and to witness for God when
opposition to truth was the popular thing. Now that
the flood was over, he exercised faith to wait on God
before leaving the ark.

After being confined to the ark for over a year, he
and his family must have yearned to get back on dry
land, but they waited for God’s directions.
Circumstances on the earth looked suitable for their
disembarking, but that was no guarantee that God
wanted them to exit immediately and begin their new
life. Obedient faith is our response to God’s Word, for
“faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of
God” (Rom. 10:17 NKJv).

Was Noah revealing unbelief when he sent out the
birds or opened the hatch to look at the terrain? No, he
was simply using available opportunities to gather data.
It isnt wrong to have an understanding of the situa-
tion; just don’t lean on your own understanding (Prov.
3:5-6). Obeying the will of God involves not only
doing the right thing in the right way for the right
motive, but it also means doing it az the right time. “My
times are in Your hands” (Ps. 31:15 Nkjv).

God rewarded Noah’s faith, and the faith of his
family, by caring for them in the ark for over a year and
then preparing the earth for them so that they could
leave the ark. Noah was like a “second Adam” as he
made this new beginning for the human race. God had
brought the earth out of the waters during creation
week, preparing it for Adam and Eve, and now He had
brought the earth through the flood and made it ready
for Noah and his family. The Lord even gave Noah’s



family and the animals the same mandate that He had
given at the beginning: “Be fruitful and multiply”
(Gen. 8:17; 1:22, 28).

Noah prepared the ark “for the saving of his house-
hold” (Heb. 11:4 nkjv), and God was faithful to save
his household. There’s no indication in Scripture that
Noah in his witnessing invited others to join him and
his family in the ark, but he certainly must have
encouraged them to trust God and prepare their own
arks. Of course, nobody took his message seriously, and
the world of that day perished (2 Peter 3:6).

What was it that caused the population to reject
God’s word and perish? They were like the people in
our Lord’s parable (Luke 14:16-24) who were occu-
pied with the ordinary things of daily life (Matt.
24:37-39) and unconcerned about eternity. They
believed that life would go on as it always had and that
nothing would change. They said that God wouldn’t
invade the world or interrupt the scheme of things, but
He did! People today have the same attitude concern-
ing the return of the Lord (2 Peter 3:1-9; 1 Thess.
5:1-10).

When it comes to saving faith, each of us must trust
Jesus Christ personally; we can’t be saved by the faith of
a substitute. Noah’s wife, their three sons, and their
three daughters-in-law were also believers; and they
proved it by standing with Noah while he worked and
witnessed, and then by entering the ark in obedience to
the Lord.”

God receives worship (8:20)

After he stepped out of the ark and stood on the
renewed earth, Noah was so filled with gratitude that
his first act was to lead his family in worship. He built
an altar and offered some of the clean animals as sacri-
fices to the Lord.

Noah was a balanced believer. He walked with the
Lord in loving communion and enjoyed His presence.
He worked for the Lord in building the ark, and he
witnessed for the Lord as “a preacher of righteousness”
(2 Peter 2:5). While in the ark, he waited on the Lord
for instructions concerning his leaving, and once he
was standing on the earth, he worshipped the Lord.
Like Abel, he brought God his very best (Gen. 4:4),
and like the Sethite remnant, he called on the name of
the Lord (v. 26). The true worship of the Lord had
been restored on the earth.

In Old Testament days, when you sacrificed a burnt
offering, you gave the entire animal or bird to the Lord
with nothing kept back (Lev. 1). “All on the altar” (v.
9) was the biblical law, because the sacrifice symbolized
total dedication to the Lord.8 In a new step of commit-
ment, Noah gave himself and his family completely to
the Lord. God had graciously protected them and
brought them through the storm, so it was only fitting
that they make themselves available to the Lord to do
His will.

The description of God “smell [-ing] the pleasant
aroma’ (Gen. 8:21 N1v) is a human way of stating a
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divine truth: God was satisfied with the sacrifice,
accepted it, and was pleased with His people and their
worship (Lev. 1:9; 3:16). If God refused to “smell” the
fragrance of the offering, it meant that He was dis-
pleased with the worshippers (Lev. 26:31; Isa.
1:11-15).9 In New Testament language, the sacrifice
speaks of Jesus Christ offering Himself up for us. “And
walk in love, as Christ has also loved us and given
Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a
sweet-smelling aroma” (Eph. 5:2 NkjV).

In and of ourselves, we can't please God by what we
are or by what we do, but by faith, we can be accepted
in Jesus Christ. The Father said of Jesus, “This is my
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17).
Those who put their faith in Christ are “in Christ” (2
Cor. 5:17), and when the Father looks at them, He sees
the righteousness of His Son (2 Cor. 5:21). Believers
are “accepted in the beloved” Son who is well-pleasing
to the Father (Eph. 1:6).

Like the ark that saved Noah and his family, Jesus
Christ went through the storm of God’s judgment for
us. Jonah, who is a type of Christ in death, burial, and
resurrection (Matt. 12:38-40), went through the storm
of God’s wrath because of his disobedience, but Jesus
went through the storm in obedience to God’s will.
Jesus could say, “All thy waves and thy billows are gone
over me” (Ps. 42:7; Jonah 2:3). Our Lord’s suffering on
the cross was the “baptism” Jesus referred to in Luke
12:50 and that was pictured when John baptized Jesus
in the Jordan River.

God reaffirms the natural order (8:21-22)

The Lord didn’t speak these words to Noah; He spoke
them to Himself in His own heart. It was His gracious
response to Noah’s faith, obedience, and worship.
What did God promise?

The ground cursed no more (v. 21a). God had
cursed the ground because of Adam’s sin (3:17) and
had added a further curse because of Cain’s sins
(4:11-12). God’s promise recorded here didn’t invali-
date either of those curses, and they won’t be removed
until Jesus returns and God’s people dwell in the Holy
City (Rev. 22:3). But in His grace, God decided not to
add to man’s affliction.

No more universal floods (v. 21b). God also
determined that there would be no future floods. God’s
reason given in verse 21 has been variously explained,
and your explanation depends to some degree on your
translation of the text. Did God say “for the imagina-
tion of man’s heart is evil” (kjv, NIv margin), or did He
say “even though every inclination of his heart is evil”
(N1v)? The Lord had originally sent the flood because
of the evil hearts of the people (6:5), so not to send
another judgment would make it look like the flood
was a mistake or a failure, or that God had given up on
the human race created in His own image.

If we translate 8:21 “for,” then we have God saying,
“The human heart is incurably wicked. The flood
wiped out the transgressors, but it couldnt change
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hearts. Therefore, to have another judgment won't
solve the problem.” If we translate it “even though,”
then we have God saying: “Yes, they deserve judgment
because their hearts are wicked. And to persist in sin
and not learn their lesson from this flood only shows
how evil they are. But in grace, I will not send another
flood or curse the ground.”

Perhaps both are true. The important thing is that
God spoke these words in response to Noah’s sacrifice,
and that the sacrifice was a picture of the sacrifice of
Christ (Heb. 10:1-10; Eph. 5:2). On the basis of the
atonement accomplished by Jesus Christ on the cross,
God could say, “A price has been paid for the sins of the
world, and I can withhold judgment. Justice has been
met, My law has been upheld, and I can show grace to
a lost world. I will not send another flood and wipe out
the human race. Instead, I will offer them My great sal-
vation.”

This doesn't mean that God doesn’t judge sin today
or that there will be no future judgment of the world.
Romans 1:18ff. makes it clear that God’s judgment is
being revealed against sinners right now through the
consequences of their sins. God gave them over to their
own sinful bondage and gave them up to the conse-
quences of their sins in their own bodies. One of the
greatest judgments God can send to sinners is to let
them have their own way and then pay for it in their
own lives. That's the judgment the world is experienc-
ing right now. There will be a future global judgment,
but not a judgment of water; it will be a judgment of
fire (2 Peter 3).

No interruption of the cycle of nature (v. 22).
The flood had interrupted the normal cycle of the sea-
sons for a year, but that would never be repeated.
Instead, God reaffirmed that the rhythm of days and
weeks and seasons would continue as long as the earth
endured. Without this guarantee, mankind could never
be sure of having the necessities of life.

We know now that the steady cycle of days and
nights, weeks and months, seasons and years, is main-
tained by the rotation of the earth on its axis and the
orbit of the earth around the sun. God made it that
way so that His universe would operate effectively.
Although there were myriads of galaxies to choose
from, the Lord chose to pour His love and grace down
upon the inhabitants of the earth. “The earth is the
Lord’s” (Ps. 24:1). The Lord so arranged the universe
that the living things on earth might be maintained,
and this includes men and women who too often for-
get God’s care.

The guarantee in Genesis 8:22 gives us hope and
courage as we face an unknown future. Each time we
go to bed for the night, or turn the calendar to a new
month, we should be reminded that God is concerned
about planet earth and its inhabitants. With the inven-
tion of the electric light and modern means of
transportation and communication, our world has
moved away from living by the cycles of nature estab-
lished by God. We no longer go to bed at sundown and
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get up at sunrise, and if we don’t like the weather where
we are, we can quickly travel to a different climate. But
if God were to dim the sun, rearrange the seasons, or
tilt the earth at a different angle, our lives would be in
jeopardy.

God invites us to live a day at a time. Jesus taught
us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread” (Matt.
6:11) and to be thankful for it. “As your days, so shall
your strength be” (Deut. 33:25 NkJv; see Matt.
6:25-34). When His disciples warned Jesus not to go
to Bethany, He replied, “Are there not twelve hours in
the day?” (John 11:9). He obeyed the Father’s schedule
and lived a day at a time, trusting the Father to care for
Him.

God’s “covenant of day and night” is especially
meaningful to the people of Israel, for it guarantees
them His care and protection so that they will never
cease to be a nation (Jer. 33:19-26). God’s promise
that He will not send another flood is assurance to the
Jews that His covenant with them will never be broken
(Isa. 54:7-10).

We’re prone to take for granted sunrise and sunset,
the changing face of the moon and the changing sea-
sons, but all of these functions are but evidences that
God is on the throne and keeping His promises. All
creation preaches a constant sermon, day after day, sea-
son after season, that assures us of God’s loving care.
We can trust His Word, for “there has not failed one
word of all his good promise” (1 Kings 8:56).

Notes

1 Moses took this approach when he interceded with God for
sinful Israel: “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel” (Ex.
32:13), and it was Nehemiah’s repeated prayer (Neh. 13:14,
22,29, 31). To ask God to remember is to remind Him of His
promises and claim those promises for yourself (Ps. 25:6-7;
105:8, 42; 106:4, 45; 132:1; 136:23). Mary rejoiced in God’s
remembrance of His mercy (Luke 1:54-55), and Zacharias
sang about it at the birth of John the Baptist (Luke 1:72-73).

The name Zacharias means “God remembers.”

8]

To review God’s special concern for animals, read note 11.
See Genesis 28:15; Deuteronomy 4:31; 31:6; Joshua 1:5; 1
Kings 8:57; 1 Chronicles 28:9, 20; Isaiah 42:16; Matthew
28:20; Hebrews 13:5.

4 Kay Orr, when Governor of Nebraska, made me an Admiral of

(53]

the Nebraska Navy. When I asked a long-time resident why
Nebraska had a navy, he explained that the state is sitting on
“an ocean of water,” which explains the extensive farm irriga-
tion system that you see as you drive on I-80. Nebraska also
has some of the richest “digs” for finding the remains of pre-
historic animals. Is this something we should attribute to the
flood? Perhaps.

Beginning with the Exodus, the Jews had both civil and reli-

N

gious calendars. The civil year began in the seventh month
(Tishri), our mid-September to mid-October; but the religious
year started with Passover, the fourteenth day of Nisan (Ex.
12:2), our mid-March to mid-April. However, Nisan would be
the seventh month of the civil year, and the seventeenth day of
the seventh month would be three days after Passover, the day



of our Lord’s resurrection. This explains why Peter associated the
ark with the resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 Peter 3:18-22), for
the ark rested in Ararat on the date our Lord arose from the
dead.

Ever since the days of the church fathers, preachers have seen

(=)

the two birds as illustrations of the two natures (and two
appetites) in the child of God, the flesh and the spirit (Gal.
5:16-26). The dove certainly typifies the Spirit of God (Matt.
3:18).

7 God’s concern is for the salvation and devotion of the entire
family, and that's why He instructed the Jewish fathers and
mothers to teach the Word to their children. See Deuteronomy
6:4-9 and Psalms 78:1-8; 102:28; 103:17-18; 112:1-2. At
Pentecost, Peter declared that God’s promise included the chil-
dren so that they too could believe and be saved (Acts
2:38-39), and Paul gave the same assurance to the Philippian
jailer (16:31). We can't believe for our children, but we can
prepare the way for our children to believe.

8 The burnt offering also involved atonement for sin (Lev. 1:4;
Job 1:5) and thanksgiving to God.

9 It was God who provided the sacrifices because He com-
manded Noah to take the clean animals with him on the ark
(Gen. 7:2-3). What we give to God, He has first given to us
(1 Chron. 29:14), and we don’t give to God because He lacks
anything (Ps. 50:7-15) or needs anything (Acts 17:24-25).
Our giving brings delight to God, but it doesnt enrich God
personally. Rather, giving enriches the worshipper (Phil. 4:18).

CHAPTER TEN
Genesis 9:1-17

TO LIFE! TO LIFE!

o Life” is one of the happiest songs in Fiddler on the
TRaoﬁ the musical that dramatizes Jewish life in the
little village of Anatevka.

The milkman Tevye and his neighbors were
defenseless, poor, and unsure of their future in czarist
Russia, yet they still celebrated life as a joyful gift from
a generous God. Whether it was the announcement of
an engagement, the birth of a baby, or even the arrival
of a sewing machine, the humble residents of Anatevka
found reasons to give thanks for the blessings of life.

In this paragraph (Gen. 9:1-17), God addressed
the eight survivors of the flood and gave them instruc-
tions concerning four areas of life. Though given
initially to Noah and his family, these instructions
apply to all people in all ages and all places. They are
permanent ordinances from God for all humanity, and
they must not be ignored or altered. Life is precious,
and it must be handled with care.

Multiplying life (9:1, 7)

When Noah came out of the ark, he was like a “second
Adam” about to usher in a new beginning on earth for
the human race. Faith in the Lord had saved Noah and
his household from destruction, and his three sons
would repopulate the whole earth (v. 18).
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God had told Adam and Eve to “be fruitful, and
multiply, and fill the earth” (1:28), and He repeated
that mandate zwice to Noah and his family (9:1, 7). All
of Noah’s descendants were important to the plan of
God, but especially the line of Shem. From that line
Abraham would be born, the man God chose to found
the Jewish nation. From that nation would come the
Redeemer who would fulfill 3:15 and crush the ser-
pent’s head.

In Scripture, children are described as a blessing,
not a curse, and to have many children and grandchil-
dren was evidence of the favor of God (Gen. 24:60; Ps.
127:3-5; 128:3—4). God promised Abraham that his
descendants would be as the stars of the sky and the
sand of the sea (Gen. 15:5; 22:17), and the patriarchs
invoked the blessing of fruitfulness on their heirs (28:3;
35:11; 48:4). The Lord covenanted with Israel to give
them many children if the nation would obey His laws
(Lev. 26:9; Deut. 7:13).

Many people today don't seem to have that attitude
toward children. Starting with the Revolutionary War,
in nearly 200 years of American history, 1,200,000
military personnel have been killed in nine major wars.
But in one year in the United States, 1,600,000 babies
are legally aborted.! In biblical times, Jewish couples
wouldn't have considered aborting a child, no matter
how difficult their circumstances or meager their
resources. Life was God’s gift and children were a her-
itage from the Lord, treasures to be protected and
invested for His glory.

Sustaining life (9:2-4)

A survey taken in 1900 revealed that people felt they
needed seventy-two things in order to function nor-
mally and be content. Fifty years later, in a similar
survey, the total came to nearly 500 things! But the
Bible lists only two: “And having food and clothing,
with these we shall be content” (1 Tim. 6:8 NKJV).

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught the same
truth when He spoke about the birds and the flowers
(Matt. 6:24-34). If the heavenly Father clothes the
flowers with beauty and gives the birds their food,
surely He will provide food and raiment for His own
dearly loved children. “For your heavenly Father knows
that you need all these things” (v. 32 Nkv).

When God established Adam and Eve in their gar-
den home, He gave them fruit and plants to eat (Gen.
1:29; 2:9, 16); but after the flood, He expanded the
human diet to include meat. The harmony in nature
that Adam and Eve had enjoyed was now gone, for
Noah and his family didn't have “dominion” over ani-
mal life (1:26, 28). Now the animals would fear
humans and do everything possible to escape the threat
of death. Since most animals reproduce rapidly and
their young mature quickly, the beasts could easily
overrun the human population; so God put the fear of
humans into the animals. Cain was a farmer, Abel was
a shepherd, but Noah and his sons were now hunters.

However, God put one restriction on the eating of
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animal flesh: the meat must be free of blood (9:4). God
stated concisely to Noah what He later elaborated
through Moses: the life is in the blood, and the life
must be respected, even if youre butchering an animal
to eat at a feast. (See Lev. 3:17; 7:26-27; 17:10-14;
19:26; Deut. 12:16, 23-25; 15:23.)2 In this restriction,
God revealed again His concern for animal life. The life
is in the blood, and that life comes from God and
should be respected. Furthermore, the blood of animals
would be important in most of the Mosaic sacrifices, so
the blood must be treated with reverence.

Jesus taught that it was permissible to eat all foods
(Mark 7:1-23), and both Peter (Acts 10) and Paul (1
Tim. 4:3—4; Col. 2:16) reaffirmed this truth. However,
the early church still faced disagreements over diets
(Rom. 14:1—15:7). To keep Gentile believers from
offending Jewish believers or seckers, the early
Christians were advised not to be careless about the eat-
ing of meat (Acts 15:19-21, 24-29).3 Paul’s counsel
was: receive one another, love one another, do nothing
to make one another stumble, and seek to build one
another up in the faith. The approach was love; the
goal was maturity.

Protecting life (9:5-6)

From instructing Noah about the shedding of animal
blood, the Lord proceeded to discuss an even more
important topic: the shedding of human blood. Thus
far, mankind didn’t have a very good track record when
it came to caring for one another. Cain had killed his
brother Abel (4:8), Lamech had killed a young man
and bragged about it (vv. 23-24), and the earth had
been filled with all kinds of violence (6:11, 13). God
had put the fear of humans into the animals, but now
He had to put the fear of God into the humans lest
they destroy one another!

Those who kill their fellow human beings will have
to answer to God for their deeds, for men and women
are made in the image of God.4 To attack a human
being is to attack God, and the Lord will bring judg-
ment on the offender. All life is the gift of God, and to
take away life means to take the place of God. The
Lord gives life and He alone has the right to authorize
taking it away (Job 1:21).

But how did God arrange to punish murderers and
see that justice is done and the law upheld? He estab-
lished human government on the earth and in so doing
shared with mankind the awesome power of taking
human life. That’s the import of God’s mandate in
Genesis 9:6. Human government and capital punish-
ment go together, as Paul explains in Romans 13:1-7.
Government authorities carry the sword and have the
right to use it.

Under Old Testament law there was no police force
as we know it. If a murder was committed, it was up to
the family of the victim to find the culprit and bring
him to justice. There’s a difference between murder and
involuntary manslaughter (Ex. 21:12-14), so the Lord
instructed the nation of Israel to establish six cities of
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refuge to which an accused murderer could flee for
safety (Num. 35:6-34; Deut. 19:1-13). The elders of
the city would protect the accused until the case could
be investigated, and if the accused was found guilty, the
family of the deceased could proceed with the execu-
tion. Since the murderer had shed blood, the
murderer’s blood must be shed.

Government was established by God because the
human heart is evil (Gen. 6:5) and the fear of punish-
ment can help to restrain would-be lawbreakers. The
law can restrain but it can’t regenerate; only the grace
of God can change the human heart (Jer. 31:31-34;
Heb. 8:7-13). But if individuals, families, or groups
were allowed to deal with offenders in their own way,
society would be in a state of constant chaos. Human
government has its weaknesses and limitations, but
government is better than anarchy and people doing
what’s right in their own eyes (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1;
21:25).5

God ordained and established three institutions on
this earth: marriage and the family (Gen. 1:26-28;
2:18-25), human government (9:5-6), and the church
(Matt. 16:13-19; Acts 2). Each has its sphere of
responsibility and one can’t substitute for the other.
The church wields the sword of the Spirit (Heb. 4:12),
not the sword of justice (Rom. 13:4; John 18:36), but
if the government interferes with matters of Christian
conscience, believers have the right to disobey (Acts
4:18-20).

Opponents of capital punishment ask, “Does capi-
tal punishment deter crime?” But does any law deter
crime, including parking laws and speed laws? Perhaps
not as much as wed desire, but the punishment of
offenders does help society to honor law and justice.
Nobody knows how many people learn about convic-
tions and think twice before they disobey the law. The
law also helps to protect and compensate innocent peo-
ple who are victims of lawless behavior.

Not everything that’s legal is biblical. Regardless of
what philosophers, parliaments, and courts may say,
God’s mandate of capital punishment begins with
“whoever.” It was given by God to be respected and

obeyed by all people.
Enjoying life (9:8-17)

This section is what theologians call “The Noahic
Covenant.” Though God spoke especially to Noah and
his sons, this covenant includes all of Noah’s descen-
dants (v. 9) and “all generations to come” (v. 12 NIV).
The covenant doesn’t stop there, however, for it also
includes every living creature (vv. 10, 12) and “all liv-
ing creatures of every kind” (v. 15 N1v). Humans, birds,
beasts, and wild animals are encompassed in this won-
derful covenant.

In this covenant, God promised unconditionally
that He would never send another flood to destroy all
life on the earth. As though to make it emphatic, three
times He said “never again” (vv. 11, 15 NKjv, N1v). He
didn’t lay down any conditions that men and women



had to obey; He simply stated the fact that there would
be no more universal floods. From that day on, Noah
and his family could enjoy life and not worry every
time the rain began to fall.

A covenant with creation. At least four times in
this covenant, the Lord mentioned “every living crea-
ture.” He was speaking about the animals and birds
that Noah had kept safe in the ark during the flood (v.
10). Once again, were reminded of God’s special con-
cern for animal life.

When the apostle John beheld the throne room of
heaven, he saw four unusual “living creatures” worship-
ping before God’s throne, each one having a different
face (Rev. 4:6-7). The first had a face like a lion, the
second like a calf, the third like a man, and the fourth
like an eagle. These four faces parallel the four kinds of
creatures with whom God made this covenant: wild
beasts, cattle, humans, and birds (see Gen. 9:9-10).
These creatures are represented perpetually before the
throne of God, because the Lord is concerned about
His creation. They remind us that all creation worships
and praises the God who provides for His creatures and
rejoices in their worship.©

A covenant sign. To help His people remember His
covenants, God would give them a visible sign.
His covenant with Abraham was sealed with the sign
of circumcision (Gen. 17:11; Rom. 4:9-12), and the
Mosaic Covenant at Sinai with the sign of the weekly
Sabbath (Ex. 31:16-17). God’s covenant with Noah and
the animal creation was sealed with the sign of the rain-
bow. Whenever people saw the rainbow, they would
remember God’s promise that no future storm would ever
become a worldwide flood that would destroy humanity.

Mark Twain and his friend William Dean Howells
stepped out of church just as a violent rainstorm began.
Howells said, “I wonder if it will stop,” and Mark
Twain replied, “It always has.” He was right; it always
has! Why? Because God made a covenant and He
always keeps His word.

God spoke of the rainbow as though Noah and
his family were familiar with it, so it must have
existed before the flood. Rainbows are caused by the
sunlight filtering through the water in the air, each
drop becoming a prism to release the colors hidden
in the white light of the sun. Rainbows are fragile but
beautiful, and nobody has to pay to see them! Their
lovely colors speak to us of what Peter called “the
manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 4:10). The Greek
word translated “manifold” means “various, many-
colored, variegated.” The rainbow reminds us of
God’s gracious covenant and the “many-colored”
grace of God.

Let’s pursue that thought. If the rainbow reminds
us of God’s faithfulness and grace, then why do we
fret and worry? God hasn’t promised that we’ll never
experience storms, but He has promised that the
storms won’t destroy us. “When you pass through
the waters, I will be with you; and through the
rivers, they shall not overflow you” (Isa. 43:2 NKjV).
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When the clouds appear and the sun is hidden, we
have nothing to fear.

Let’s think about the bow. A bow is an instrument
of war, but God has transformed it into a picture of His
grace and faithfulness, a guarantee of peace. God could
certainly turn the bow of judgment upon us, because
weve broken His law and deserve judgment. Bur He
has turned the bow toward heaven and taken the punish-
ment for us Himselfl When Jesus died on the cross, it
was the Just One suffering for the unjust (1 Peter 3:18)
and bearing the suffering that rightfully belonged to us.

Rainbows are universal; you see them all over the
world. God’s many-colored grace is sufficient for the
whole world and needs to be announced to the whole
world. After all, God loves the world (John 3:16), and
Christ died for the sins of the world (1 John 4:10, 14).

But the rainbow isn’t only for us to see, for the Lord
said, “T will look upon it” (Gen. 9:16). Certainly God
doesn't forget His covenants with His people, but this
is just another way of assuring us that we don’t need to
be afraid. When we look at the rainbow, we know that
our Father is also looking at the rainbow, and therefore
it becomes a bridge that brings us together.

Three rainbows. Three men in Scripture saw sig-
nificant rainbows. Noah saw the rainbow affer the
storm, just as God’s people see it today. But the prophet
Ezekiel saw the rainbow in the midst of the storm when
he had that remarkable vision of the wheels and the
throne (Ezek. 1:28). Ezekiel also saw living creatures
and each one had four faces! One was like a man, one
like a lion, one like an ox, and one like an eagle—the
same faces John saw (Rev. 4:6-7).

Of course, the apostle John saw the rainbow before
the storm of judgment broke loose (v. 3). In fact, John saw
a complete rainbow around the throne of God! On
earth, we see “in part,” but one day in heaven, we will
see things fully as they really are (1 Cor. 13:12).

The personal lesson for God’s people is simply this:
in the storms of life, always look for the rainbow of
God’s covenant promise. Like John, you may see the
rainbow before the storm; like Ezekiel, you may see it
in the midst of the storm; or like Noah, you may have
to wait until after the storm. But you will always see the
rainbow of God’s promise if you look by faith. Thats
the Old Testament version of Romans 8:28.

God’s covenant with creation affects every living
creature on earth. Without it, there would be no
assured continuity of nature from day to day and from
season to season. We would never know when the next
storm was coming and whether it would be our last.

God wants us to enjoy the blessings of natural life
and spiritual life, because He “gives to us richly all
things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). When you know Jesus
Christ as Lord and Savior, the world of nature around
you becomes much more wonderful, because the
Creator has become your Father.

When in later years the American evangelist D. L.
Moody talked about his conversion as a teenager, he
said, “I was in a new world. The next morning the sun
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shone brighter and the birds sang sweeter ... the old
elms waved their branches for joy, and all Nature was
at peace. [It] was the most delicious joy that I had ever
known.””

The God of creation is the god of salvation. Trust
Jesus Christ and you can then truly sing, “This is my
Father’s world.”

Notes
See Precious in His Sight: Childhood and Children in the Bible,
by Roy B. Zuck (Baker, 1996), 71. This book ought to be read

by every parent, pastor, children’s worker, and teacher of chil-

—

dren.

[\

“But you must not eat flesh from a still-living animal” is the
way Stephen Mitchell translates Genesis 9:4 in Genesis: A New
Translation of the Classic Biblical Stories (New York:
HarperCollins, 1996), 17. Since the blood is the life, then
flesh with blood still in it is considered living flesh.

»

The issue at the Acts 15 Jerusalem consultation was not health
but theology: must a Gentile become a Jew in order to become
a Christian? The answer, of course, was a resounding no. The
related question Paul dealt with in Romans 14—15 was, “Must
a Christian live like a Jew in order to be a good Christian?” This
was a matter of personal love: do nothing that would cause
weaker Christians to stumble, but don’t let them stay weak.
Help them to see the truth and have the faith to obey it.

N

According to the law of Moses, if an animal killed a human,
the animal was to be killed. If the animal was known to be
dangerous but wasn't penned up, then the owner of the animal
was in danger of losing his life. See Exodus 21:28-32.

w

For a biblical study of capital punishment, see On Capital
Punishment, by William H. Baker (Chicago: Moody Press,
1985). See also C. S. Lewis masterful essay “The
Humanitarian Theory of Punishment” in God in the Dock:
Essays on Theology and Ethics, edited by Walter Hooper (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 287-94.

Psalm 104 emphasizes that all creation depends on God and
worships God, including the beasts of the field (vv. 11, 21), the
fowl (vv. 12, 17), the cattle (v. 14), and mankind (vv. 14, 23).
7 Richard K. Curtis. They Called Him Mr. Moody (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 53.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Genesis 9:18—10:32

THE REST OF THE STORY

I 'm an incurable reader of biographies and autobi-
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ographies, and I've often regretted turning the page
of a book and discovering a grinning skeleton lurk-
ing in the closet of someone I've admired. American
columnist Russell Baker said, “The biographer’s prob-
lem is that he never knows enough. The
autobiographer’s problem is that he knows too much.”!
But when God writes the story, He knows everything
about everybody and always tells the truth, and He
does it for our own good.
The history of Noah and his family now moves
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from rainbows to shadows, and we behold the shame-
ful sins of a great man of faith. Dr. William
Culbertson, for many years president of Moody Bible
Institute in Chicago, often closed his public prayers
with, “And, Lord, help us to end well.” God answered
that prayer for Dr. Culbertson, but not every believer
now in heaven ended the race hearing God’s “Well
done!” However, let’s be charitable and remember
Paul’s warning, “Therefore let him who thinks he
stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12 Nxjv). After
all, Noah didn’t think it would happen to him!

A family tragedy (9:18-23)

The index for “the rest of the story” is in verses 18-19.
The main characters are listed—Noah, Shem, Ham,
and Japheth—and the main theme of this section is
announced: how Noal’s family multiplied and scat-
tered over the earth. A contemporary reader of the
Bible is tempted to skip these lists of obscure names,
but that doesn’t minimize their importance. These
“obscure people” founded the nations that throughout
Bible history interacted with each other and helped to
accomplish God’s purposes on this earth. The descen-
dants of Shem—the people of Isracl—have played an
especially important part on the stage of history.

Disgrace (vv. 20-21). In becoming a farmer, Noah
followed the vocation of his father Lamech (5:28-29).
While the Bible condemns drunkenness (Prov. 20:1;
23:19-21, 29-35; Isa. 5:11; Hab. 2:15; Rom. 13:13; 1
Cor. 6:10; Eph. 5:18), it doesn’t condemn the growing
or eating of grapes or the drinking of wine. Grapes,
raisins, and wine were important elements in the diet
of Eastern peoples. In fact, in Old Testament society,
wine was considered a blessing from God (Ps.
104:14—15; Deut. 14:26) and was even used with the
sacrifices (Lev. 23:13; Num. 28:7).

This is the first mention of wine in Scripture, but
wine-making was practiced before the flood, and Noah
certainly knew what too much wine would do to him.
In an attempt to exonerate Noah, some students claim
that the flood brought about a change in the earth’s
atmosphere, and this caused the grape juice to ferment
for the first time, but the defense is feeble. Noah had
picked the grapes, crushed them in the winepress, put
the juice into skins, and waited for the juice to ferment.

Both his drunkenness and his nakedness were dis-
graceful, and the two often go together (Gen. 19:30-38;
Hab. 2:15-16; Lam. 4:21). Alcohol isn’t a stimulant, it’s
a narcotic; and when the brain is affected by alcohol, the
person loses self-control. At least Noah was in his own
tent when this happened and not out in public. But
when you consider who he was (a preacher of righteous-
ness) and what he had done (saved his household from
death), his sin becomes even more repulsive.

The Bible doesn’t excuse the sins of the saints but
mentions them as warnings to us not to do what they
did (1 Cor. 10:6-13). As Spurgeon said, “God never
allows His children to sin successfully.” There’s always
a price to pay.



Twice Abraham lied about his wife (Gen.
12:10-20; 20:1ff.), and his son Isaac followed his bad
example (26:6-16). Moses lost his temper and as a
result also lost the privilege of entering the Holy Land
(Num. 20:7-13). Joshua jumped to conclusions and
ended up defending the enemy (Josh. 9—10). David
committed adultery and arranged to have the woman’s
husband killed in battle (2 Sam. 11), and the sword
plagued his family for years to come.

Noah didnt plan to get drunk and shamelessly
expose himself, but it happened just the same. The
Japanese have an appropriate proverb: “First the man
takes a drink, then the drink takes a drink, and then
the drink takes the man.”

Disrespect (v. 22). Ham shouldn’t have entered his
father’s tent without an invitation. Did he call to his
father and receive no answer? Did he wonder if Noah
was sick or perhaps even dead? Did he even know that
his father had been drinking wine? These are questions
the text doesn’t answer, so it’s useless for us to speculate.
One thing is certain: Ham was disrespectful to his
father in what he did.

How people respond to the sin and embarrassment
of others is an indication of their character. Ham could
have peeked into the tent, quickly sized up the situa-
tion, and covered his father’s body, saying nothing
about the incident to anyone. Instead, he seems to have
enjoyed the sight and then told his two brothers about
it in a rather disrespectful manner. He may even have
suggested that they go take a look for themselves.

Moses hadn’t yet said, “Honor your father and your
mother” (Ex. 20:12), but surely the impulse is natural
to children and should have been present in Ham’s
heart. Why would a son show such disrespect for his
father? Though Ham was the youngest of the three
sons, perhaps he was an Old Testament “elder brother”
who was angry with his father because of something he
didn’t receive (Luke 15:25-32). By what he did, Ham
revealed a weakness in his character that could show up
in his descendants.

Decency (v. 23). Instead of laughing with Ham
and going to see the humiliating sight, Shem and
Japheth showed their love for their father by practicing
Proverbs 10:12, “Love covers all sins” (NKJv; see 1 Peter
4:8). The brothers stood together and held a garment
behind them, backed into the tent with their eyes
averted, and covered Noah’s naked body. “He who cov-
ers a transgression seeks love” (Prov. 17:9 NKjv), and “a
prudent man covers shame” (12:16 Nkjv).

Love doesn’t cleanse sin, for only the blood of Christ
can do that (1 John 1:7); nor does love condone sin, for
love wants God’s very best for others. But love does
cover sin and doesnt go around exposing sin and
encouraging others to spread the bad news. When peo-
ple sin and we know about it, our task is to help restore
them in a spirit of meekness (Gal. 6:1-2). It’s been said
that on the battlefield of life, Christians are prone to
kick their wounded, and too often this is true. But
before we condemn others, we'd better consider our-
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selves, for all of us are candidates for conduct unbe-
coming to a Christian.

A family prophecy (9:24-29)

When Noah awakened from his drunken stupor, he
was probably ashamed of what he had done, but he was
also surprised to find himself covered by a garment.
Naturally, he wondered what had happened in the tent
while he was asleep. The logical thing would be to
speak to Japheth, his firstborn, and he and Shem must
have told him what Ham had done.

These words are Noah’s only recorded speech found
in Scripture. It’s too bad that this brief speech has been
misunderstood and labeled a “curse,” because what
Noah said is more like a father’s prophecy concerning
his children and grandchildren. The word “curse” is
used only once, but it’s directed at Ham’s youngest
son Canaan and not at Ham himself. This suggests
that Noah was describing the future of his sons and
one grandson on the basis of what he saw in their
character, not unlike what Jacob did before he died
(Gen. 49).

Canaan—enslavement (v. 25). If Noah had
wanted to pronounce a curse, it would have been
directed at Ham, the son who had sinned against his
father, but instead, he named Canaan three times. It
was a principle in later Jewish law that the children
could not be punished for the sins of their fathers
(Deut. 24:16; Jer. 31:29-30; Ezek. 18:1-4), and it’s
likely that this principle applied in patriarchal times.2

Looking down the centuries, Noah predicted three
times that the descendants of Canaan would become
the lowest of servants.3 The Canaanites are listed in
Genesis 10:15-19 and are the very nations the
Israelites conquered and whose land they inhabited
(15:18-21; Ex. 3:8, 17; Num. 13:29; Josh. 3:10; 1
Kings 9:20). It’s difficult to describe the moral decay of
the Canaanite society, especially their religious prac-
tices, but the laws given in Leviticus 18 will give you
some idea of how they lived.4 God warned the Jews not
to compromise with the Canaanite way of life and to
destroy everything that would tempt them in that
direction (Ex. 34:10-17; Deut. 7).

Two misconceptions should be cleared up. First, the
descendants of Ham were not members of a black race
but were Caucasian, so there’s no basis in this so-called
“curse of Canaan” for the institution of slavery. Second,
in spite of their evil ways, some of these Hamitic peo-
ples built large and advanced civilizations, including
the Babylonians, Assyrians, and Egyptians. In one
sense, we can say that the descendants of Ham “served”
the whole world through the ideas and implements
that they discovered and developed. Like the Cainites
(Gen. 4:17-24), these nations were gifted at creating
things for this world (Luke 16:8).

Shem—enrichment (v. 26). Noah didnt bless
Shem; he blessed “the Lord, the God of Shem” (N1v).
In so doing, Noah gave glory to God for what He will
do with the descendants of Shem. Noah acknowledged

49



Genesis 9—10

before his sons that whatever Shem possessed would be
God’s gift, and whatever blessing Shem brought to the
world in the future would be because of the grace of
God.

Shem, of course, is the ancestor of Abraham
(11:10-32) who is the founder of the Hebrew nation;
so Noah was talking about the Jewish people. That the
Lord would enrich the Jewish people spiritually was
promised to Abraham (12:1-3) and later explained by
Paul (Rom. 3:1-4; 9:1-13). It’s through Israel that we
have the knowledge of the true God, the written Word
of God, and the Savior, Jesus Christ, who was born in
Bethlehem of the tribe of Judah. In the Hebrew,
“Shem” means “name,” and it’s the people of Israel who
have preserved the name of the Lord.

Shem was Noah’s second-born son (Gen. 9:24;
10:21), but wherever the three sons are listed, Shem’s
name is first (5:32; 6:10; 9:18; 10:1; 1 Chron. 1:4). It’s
another instance in Genesis of the grace of God elevat-
ing the second-born to the place of the firstborn. God
chose Abel instead of Cain (Gen. 4:4-5), Isaac instead
of Ishmael (17:15-22), and Jacob instead of Esau
(25:19-23). Paul discusses this profound theological
truth in Romans 9.

Japheth—enlargement (v. 27). He was the ances-
tor of what we generally call the “Gentile nations.” We
have here a play on words, for in the Hebrew the name
Japheth is very close to the word that means “to
enlarge.” The Hamites built large civilizations in the
east, and the Semites settled in the land of Canaan and
surrounding territory, but the descendants of Japheth
spread out much farther than their relatives and even
reached what we know as Asia Minor and Europe.
They were a people who would multiply and move into
new territory.

However, while the descendants of Japheth were
successful in their conquests, when it came to things
spiritual, they would have to depend on Shem. God is
the God of Shem and the descendants of Japheth
would find God “in the tents of Shem.” Israel was cho-
sen by God to be a “light to the Gentiles” (Isa. 42:6;
49:6), for “salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). Sad to
say, for the most part, the nation of Israel failed to wit-
ness to the Gentiles that they might believe in the true
and living God (Isa. 52:5; Rom. 2:24).

When Jesus came to earth, He brought light to the
Gentiles (Luke 2:32), and the apostles and the early
church carried that light to the nations (Acts 1:8;
13:47). The descendants of Noah’s three sons were rep-
resented in the early church: the Ethiopian treasurer, a
descendant of Ham (8:26fY.);5 Paul, a descendant of
Shem (Acts 9); and Cornelius and his family, who were
descendants of Japheth (Acts 10).

Noabh lived another three-and-a-half centuries, and
we have every reason to believe that he walked with
God and served Him faithfully. As far as the record is
concerned, he fell once, and certainly he repented and
the Lord forgave him. In our walk with God, we climb
the hills and sometimes we descend into the valleys. As
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Alexander Whyte used to say, “The victorious
Christian life is a series of new beginnings.”

A family legacy (10:1-32)

This chapter is known as “The Table of Nations” and
is unique in the annals of ancient history. The purpose
of the chapter is given at the beginning (v. 1) and the
end (v. 32): to explain how the earth was repopulated
after the flood by the descendants of the three sons of
Noah. You find a similar (but not identical) listing in 1
Chronicles 1.

Caution! Before we look at some of the details of
this chapter, and then try to draw some spiritual lessons
from it, we need to heed some warnings.

First, the listing is not a typical genealogy that gives
only the names of descendants. The writer reminds us
that these ancient peoples had their own “clans and
languages ... territories and nations” (Gen. 10:31 N1v).
In other words, this is a genealogy plus an atlas plus a
history book. Were watching the movements of people
and nations in the ancient world.

Second, the listing isnt complete. For example, we
don’t find Edom, Moab, and Ammon mentioned, and
yet these were important nations in biblical history.
The fact that there are seventy nations in the list sug-
gests that the arrangement may be deliberately
artificial, an approach often used in writing such list-
ings.® There were seventy persons in Jacob’s family
when they went to Egypt (Gen. 46:27; Ex. 1:5), and
our Lord sent seventy disciples out to preach the Word
(Luke 10:1).

Third, its difficult to identify some of these nations
and give them “modern” names. Over the centuries,
nations can change their names, move to different loca-
tions, modify their language, and even alter their racial
composition through intermarriage.

Japheth’s descendants (vv. 2-5). Seven sons are
named and seven grandsons from only two of the sons.
Does this mean that the other five sons had no children
born to them, or is it another evidence of the selective
approach of the compiler? Japheth is the ancestor of the
Gentile nations who located north and west of the land
of Canaan. These would be the distant nations, the
countries that represented the “outer limits” of civiliza-
tion for the average Old Testament Jew (Ps. 72:8-10).

Ham’s descendants (vv. 6-20). Cush is ancient
Ethiopia (not the modern nation), Mizraim is Egypt,
and Put may be Libya. We've already touched upon the
peoples of Canaan. The descendants of Ham located in
areas we'd identify today as Egypt, Palestine, the Sudan,
Saudi Arabia, and Yemen.

At this point in the listing there’s a “parenthesis” to
discuss a famous man, Nimrod, the founder of a great
empire (vv. 8-12). He's mentioned because the nations
he founded played an important part in the history of
Israel, and also because one of them (Babel) is discussed
in the next section of Genesis.

In the Authorized Version, Nimrod is called “a
mighty one in the earth” and “a mighty hunter before



the Lord” (vv. 8-9). The word translated “mighty”
refers to a champion, somebody who is superior in
strength and courage. It’s translated “mighty men” in 1
Kings 1:8 and 10 and refers to David’s special body-
guards. The image of Nimrod in the text isn’t that of a
sportsman hunting game” but rather of a tyrant ruth-
lessly conquering men and establishing an empire. He
built four cities in Shinar (Babylonia) and four more in
Assyria. Both Babylon and Assyria became the enemies
of Israel and were used of God to chasten His disobe-
dient people. We'll learn more about Babylon in the
next study.

Shem’s descendants (vv. 21-31). Shem is usually
mentioned first, but he’s listed last this time so that the
narrative can move right into the story of Babel and the
genealogy of Abraham, who descended from Shem
(11:10ff). Five sons are mentioned, but the emphasis
is on the family of Arphaxad because he was the grand-
father of Eber (10:24). Abraham, the father of the
Hebrew nation, came from the line of Eber, and his
story begins in chapter 12.8

There’s another “parenthesis” in 10:25 to discuss
the “dividing of the earth” during the days of Peleg,
which means “division.” This is probably referring to
the dividing and dispersing of the nations described in
chapter 11. However, some students think this “divi-
sion” refers to a special dividing of the continents and
rearranging of the landmasses.?

Significance. This list of names and places carries
with it some important theological truths, not the least
of which is that Jehovah God is the Lord of the nations.
God gave the nations their inheritance (Deut. 32:8)
and “determined the times before appointed, and the
bounds of their habitation” (Acts 17:26). In spite of
despots like Nimrod, Jehovah is the God of geography
and of history; He is in control. What God promises,
He performs, and Noah’s prophecy about his sons
came true.

Second, in spite of external differences, all nations
belong to the same human family. God made us all “of
one blood” (Acts 17:26), and no race or people can
claim to be superior to any other race or people. While
in His providence, God has permitted some nations to
make greater progress economically and politically
than other nations, their achievements don’t prove that
they are better than others (Prov. 22:2).

Third, God has a purpose for the nations to fulfill. The
account in Genesis 9:24—11:32 makes it clear that
God’s chosen nation was Israel. From chapter 12 on,
Israel will be center stage in the narrative. But God also
used Egypt, Babylon, Assyria, Media-Persia, and Rome
to accomplish His purposes with reference to the Jewish
people. God can use pagan rulers like Nebuchadnezzar,
Cyrus, Darius, and even Augustus Caesar.

Fourth, God is concerned for all the nations.
Frequently in the book of Psalms you find the phrase
“all ye lands” or “all nations.” Psalms 66:1-8 and 67
both express this universal vision that all the nations of
the earth come to know God and serve Him. The
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church’s commission to go into all the world isnt a
New Testament afterthought; it’s written into the warp
and woof of the Old Testament story.

Finally, what’s written in Genesis 9—10 must have
been an encouragement to the people of Isracl when
they conquered Canaan. They knew that they were the
chosen people of God and that the Canaanites would
be their servants. They also knew that their God was
the Lord of the nations and could dispose of them as
He pleased. The conquest of Canaan was a victory of
faith in God’s promises, which explains why God
admonished Joshua to meditate on the Word of God
(Josh. 1:8).

Noal’s three sons left a mixed legacy to the world,
but the Lord of the nations was still in charge, and his-
tory is still His story.10

Notes

1 “Life With Mother” by Russell Baker, in [nventing the Truth,
edited by William Zinsser (New York: Book-of-the-Month
Club, 1987), 49.

2 Exodus 20:5-6 and 34:7 balance this principle: God does pun-
ish the children for their father’s sins if the sins of the fathers are
repeated by the children, and this frequently happens. Whether
it's because of inherited genetic weakness or the influence of
bad examples, children sometimes follow in their parents’ foot-

SICPS.

W

Some students see this “service” not as slavery but as rendering
service to others, and perhaps this idea is included in Noah’s
statement. Some of the Hamitic civilizations contributed
much to the material and intellectual progress of the world.

4 In view of what happened to Noah, it’s significant that the
word “nakedness” is found twenty-four times in this chapter.
To “uncover nakedness” means, of course, to have sexual rela-
tions with a person, which the the way the NIV translates it.

N

This is not the modern Ethiopia but an African nation usually
identified as “Cush” in modern translations. Cush was a son of
Ham.

We've already noticed lists of ten generations from Adam to
Noah (Gen. 5), from Shem to Abraham (11:10-26), and from
Perez to David (Ruth 4:18-22). Matthew’s genealogy of our

N

Lord follows a pattern of three sets of fourteen generations
each, from Abraham to Christ (Matt. 1:1-17). Deuteronomy
32:8 states that the division of the nations was “according to
the number of the children of Israel.” Does this refer to the
seventy people in Jacob’s (Israel’s) family? Some texts read “the
number of the sons of God,” which may refer to the angels
(Job 1—2), since Jewish tradition said there were seventy “ter-
ritorial angels” and each was assigned to a nation (Dan.
10:12-21).

7 T once saw a sporting goods store that was named “Rod and
Nimrod,” suggesting that they sold equipment for both fisher-
men and hunters.

e}

It’s possible that the name “Hebrew” comes from “Eber,” but
not all Habraists agree. Some connect “Hebrew” with a word
meaning “to pass through or over,” that is, “from beyond the
other side,” meaning “a wanderer, a stranger.” Abraham the
alien was called “the Hebrew” (Gen. 14:13), as was Joseph in
Egypt (39:14; 41:12; 43:32).
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9 In 1868, Robert S. Candlish proposed an interesting interpre-
tation of this puzzling verse. He suggested that God told Eber
how to divide the various nations and where to send them.
Nimrod was attempting to consolidate the peoples under his
rule, but God thwarted his efforts by dispersing the various
clans. See Studies in Genesis by Robert S. Candlish (Grand
Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1979), 172-73.

10 Dr. A.T. Pierson often said “History is His story.”

CHAPTER TWELVE
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CAUTION—GOD AT WORK

an proposes, but God disposes.”
M That familiar statement is almost a religious

cliché. Many people who use it don’t even know
what it means. It was written by the Augustinian monk
Thomas a Kempis (ca. 1380-1471) in his classic book
On the Imitation of Christ. An expanded version is the
proverb, “Man does what he can, God does what He
will.” Solomon used more words but said it best:
“There are many plans in a man’s heart, nevertheless
the Lord’s counsel—that will stand” (Prov. 19:21
NKJV).

Few chapters in the Bible illustrate this truth better
than Genesis 11. When you read the narrative about
Babel and then read the genealogies that follow, your
immediate impression is that God is at work in His
world and is accomplishing His purposes in spite of the
plans and projects of sinful people.

God stops a revolt (11:1-9)

Four great events are recorded in Genesis 1—11: the
creation of the universe, the fall of man, the flood, and
the attempted construction of the Tower of Babel.
These chapters reveal that where mankind disobeys
God, the Lord judges sin, and then in His grace makes
a new beginning.

Adam and Eve sinned, but God clothed them and
promised to send the world a Redeemer. Cain killed
Abel, but God sent Seth to carry on the godly line.
The Sethites intermarried with the godless Cainites,
and God had to wipe the earth clean with a flood, but
Noah and his family believed God’s Word and were
spared. After the flood, the descendants of Noah’s
three sons repopulated the earth. But the new begin-
ning with Noah eventually led to one of the most
arrogant revolts against God recorded anywhere in
Scripture.

Rebellion (vv. 1-4). Its likely that the events in
chapter 11 occurred prior to those in chapter 10 and
that the scattering described in chapter 10 was the con-
sequence of God’s judgment at Babel. Perhaps the story
was placed here in Genesis so it could lead into the
genealogy of Shem which leads into the genealogy of
Abraham, the founder of the Hebrew nation. The
arrangement, then, is literary and not chronological.
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God had commanded the peoples to be fruitful and
multiply and to scatter across the earth, but they
decided to move to Nimrod’s city of Babylon and set-
tle there (11:8—12). This move was blatant rebellion
against God’s command that the people scatter.
Apparently Nimrod wanted them in his cities and
under his control.

The “tower” that they built at Babel was what is
known as a “ziggurat.” Archeologists have excavated
several of these large structures which were built prima-
rily for religious purposes. A ziggurat was like a
pyramid except that the successive levels were recessed
so that you could walk to the top on “steps.” At the top
was a special shrine dedicated to a god or goddess. In
building the structure, the people werent trying to
climb up to heaven to dethrone God; rather, they
hoped that the god or goddess they worshipped would
come down from heaven to meet them. The structure
and the city were called “Babel,” which means “the gate
of the gods.”

This infamous project was an arrogant declaration
of war against the Lord, not unlike the revolt described
in Psalm 2:1-3. To begin with, the people were resist-
ing God’s edict to scatter and repopulate the earth.
Motivated perhaps by fear as well as pride, they decided
to build a city and a great ziggurat and stay together.
But even more, they wanted to make a name for them-
selves so that others would admire them and perhaps
come and join them. Their purpose statement was the
devil’s lie in Eden: “You will be like God” (Gen. 3:4
NIV).

The people had several things in their favor. They
were truly a “united nations,” one people (11:6) speak-
ing one language and using one vocabulary and
dictionary.! They were motivated by one spirit of pride
and one compelling desire to make a name for them-
selves. The only thing missing was the approval of God.

God’s response (vv. 5-9). “Whom the gods would
destroy,” wrote historian Charles Beard, “they first
make drunk with power.”? From Babel to Belshazzar
(Dan. 5), and from Herod (Acts 12:20-25) to Hitler,
God has demonstrated repeatedly that it doesn't pay to
rebel against His will. “Pride goes before destruction,
and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Prov. 16:18 Nkjv),
and Jesus warned that those who exalt themselves will
be abased (Matt. 23:12).

God in heaven is never perplexed or paralyzed by
what people do on earth. Babel’s conceited “Let’s go
up!” was answered by heaven’s calm “Let’s go down!”
“He who sits in the heavens shall laugh; the Lord shall
hold them in derision” (Ps. 2:4 Nkyv). Of course, God
doesn’t have to investigate to know what’s going on in
His universe; the language is used only to dramatize
God’s intervention.

As with Adam and Eve in the garden (Gen.
3:22-24), God’s judgment at Babel not only dealt with
the immediate sins but also helped to prevent future
problems. The unity of mankind would only give peo-
ple a false sense of power that would lead them into



even greater rebellion against God. By confusing their
language and scattering them over all the earth, God
graciously spared their lives and gave them opportunity
to return to Him. He could have destroyed the
builders, their city, and their tower, but He chose to let
them live.

The word “babel” sounds like the Hebrew word
balal which means “confusion.” Because of God’s
judgment, the “gate of the gods” became the “the door
to confusion.” Instead of making a name for them-
selves, God gave the project a new name! In His
church, “God is not the author of confusion” (1 Cor.
14:33), but in the world, God sometimes uses confu-
sion to humble people and keep them from uniting
against His will.

The word “Shem” means “name” in Hebrew, and
Abraham, a descendant of Shem, was promised that
God would make his name great (Gen. 12:2). The peo-
ple of the world depend on their own wisdom and
efforts, and yet they fail to achieve lasting fame. Who
knows the name of anybody who worked on the
famous Tower of Babel? Yet the name of Abraham is
known around the world and revered by Jews,
Muslims, and Christians. There’s a vast difference
between mankind’s “We will make our name great!”
and God’s “I will make your name great!”

The book of Genesis emphasizes names; and in
this book, God changes several names. For example,
Abram becomes Abraham, Sarai becomes Sarah, Esau
becomes Edom, Jacob becomes Israel, and so on.
What God calls a thing is far more important than
what we call it. When He was creating the world, God
gave names to things; and He even asked Adam to
name the animals. The word “babel” would convey
“gates of the gods” to very few people today; most of
them would think “confusion.”

Our reply. The story of Babel isn't just a part of
ancient history, because Babel and Babylon present a
spiritual challenge to every believer today.

Babylon eventually became a great city and a great
empire. In 606-586 BC, the Babylonian armies
attacked and captured the kingdom of Judah, burned
the temple and the city of Jerusalem, and took thou-
sands of Jews captive to Babylon for seventy years. God
used the cruel and idolatrous Babylonians to chasten
His own disobedient people.

But in Scripture, Babylon symbolizes worldly pride,
moral corruption, and defiance against God. The bibli-
cal contrast is between the earthly city of Babylon that
rebels against God, and the heavenly city of Jerusalem
that brings glory to God. You will want to read Jeremiah
50—>51 and Revelation 17—19 to appreciate the con-
trasts between these two cities. Babylon represents the
world system that opposes God, hates Jesus Christ, and
appeals to the baser appetites of human nature. Babylon
is the opposite of the heavenly Jerusalem which is the
city of the saints (Heb. 12:18ff.).

In the original Babel, the people wanted to build a
tower that reached up to heaven, but in the Babylon of
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Revelation 17—18, Babylon’s sins reach up to heaven
(18:5). The original worldwide unity that Nimrod
desired for the Genesis Babylon will one day be
achieved by Satan’s godless world system (vv. 3, 9, 11,
23). Earthly Babylon is called a prostitute, while the
Holy City from heaven is called bride of Christ (17:1;
21:9ft).

“Every generation builds its own towers,” writes
psychotherapist Naomi H. Rosenblatt, and she is
right.3 Whether these are actual skyscrapers (the Sears
Tower and Tribune Tower in Chicago, the Eiffel Tower
in Paris, the Trump Tower in New York City), or mega-
corporations that circle the globe, the idea is the same:
“We will make a name for ourselves.” God’s people
can’t escape being in the world, because it’s in the world
that we have our ministry, but we must avoid being of
the world. We're not here to build the arrogant towers
of men; were here to help build the church of Jesus
Christ.4

What humanity cant achieve by means of its
“proud towers,” Jesus Christ has achieved by dying on
a humiliating cross. All who trust Jesus Christ are one
in Him (Gal. 3:27) and will share heaven together,
regardless of race, nation, language, or tribe (Rev. 7:9).
While the world system is outwardly producing unifor-
mity, inwardly it’s tearing things apart. What social
scientists are now calling “technopoly” is controlling
people’s lives.>

But the Holy Spirit is using the church as an agent
of reconciliation to bring things together in Jesus
Christ (Eph. 1:10; 2 Cor. 5:14-21). In one sense,
Pentecost was a reversal of Babel, for the people present
in Jerusalem at Pentecost heard the praises of God in
their own languages (Acts 2:1-12). The day will come
when people from every tribe and nation will worship
Jesus Christ (Rev. 15:4) and the judgment of Babel will
be done away (Zeph. 3:9).

Each person must make a choice. Will we identify
with Babylon or Jerusalem, the worldly prostitute or
the heavenly bride?

God sustains a family (11:10-26)

God had promised that He would send a Redeemer,
“the seed of the woman” (3:15), who would defeat
Satan and bring salvation. Noah’s prophecy revealed
that God would bless the world through the line of
Shem, the “Semites” who were the ancestors of the
Hebrew people (9:26-27). “Shem was the ancestor of
all the sons of Eber” (10:21 N1v), and it’s likely that the
word “Hebrew” comes from the name “Eber.”

Genesis gives us two genealogies of Shem, in
10:21-29 and in 11:10-26. The first genealogy lists all
five of his sons and five of his grandsons, but then it
focuses on the descendants of Arphaxad: Shelah, Eber,
and Eber’s two sons Peleg and Joktan. It lists Joktan’s
many sons but ignores Peleg’s descendants. But the
genealogy in chapter 11 picks up Peleg’s side of the
family and takes us through to Abraham. The geneal-
ogy in Genesis 5 takes us from Adam to Noah, and the
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one in Genesis 11 goes from Noah’s son Shem to Terah
and his son Abraham.

Except that both lists have ten generations, the list-
ing in 11:10-26 is different from the genealogy in
Genesis 5. For one thing, it doesnt contain the
repeated phrase “and he died.” The emphasis is on how
old the man was at the birth of his firstborn son. The
people named in 11:10-26 didn live as long as the
men named in Genesis 5. The list begins with Noah’s
950 years and dwindles down to Nahor’s 148 years.
The post-flood generations were starting to feel the
physical consequences of sin in the human body.

The important thing about this genealogy is that it
records the faithfulness of God in watching over His
people and fulfilling His promises. What to us is only
a list of names was to God a “bridge” from the
appointment of Shem to the call of Abraham. God has
deigned to use people to help accomplish His will on
earth, and people are fragile and not always obedient.
But the “bridge” was built and the covenant promises
sustained.

God starts a nation (11:27-32)

If Genesis 1—11 is a record of four key events—cre-
ation, the fall, the flood, and the judgment at
Babel—then Genesis 12—50 is the record of the lives
of four key men: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. In
this paragraph, five persons stand out: Abraham and
his wife Sarah;6 Terah, Abraham’s father; and Nahor
and Haran, Abraham’s brothers. Haran died and left
his son Lot behind.

It was God’s purpose to call a man and his wife and
from them build a family. From that family He would
build a nation, and from that nation, God would bless
all the nations of the earth (12:1-3; 18:18). From start
to finish, it was a work of God’s grace; for when God
called Abraham and Sarah, they belonged to a family
that worshipped idols (Josh. 24:2). In both Ur of the
Chaldees and Haran, the people worshipped the moon
god.

According to Stephen (Acts 7:2), “the God of glory”
appeared to Abraham and called him to go to Canaan.
Abraham must have shared this amazing message with
his family and told them that he and Sarah were leav-
ing. He was supposed to take only Sarah and depart,
leaving his family behind (Gen. 12:1); but everybody
went with him except his brother Nahor and, of
course, his brother Haran who had died. Nahor and his
wife Milcah will show up again later in the story
(22:20), but Nahor was the man who stayed. Even
though he remained in idolatrous Ur of the Chaldees,
did Nahor believe the message his brother gave him
about the true God of glory? We hope he did.

It appears that Terah did believe and took charge of
the family and their travels (11: 31), but Terah was the
man who stopped. He traveled 500 miles, as far as the
city of Haran, and there he settled down and there he
died. Perhaps the journey was too great for him, but it

was God’s plan that Abraham and Sarah follow Him
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without their family. The death of Terah left them only
with Lot, the son of Haran who had died back in Ur.
Lot became the man who strayed, because he finally left
Abraham and settled down in the wicked city of
Sodom (13:10-13; 14:12; 19:1ff.).

The remarkable thing about God’s call of Abraham
and Sarah was that they were childless. Abram means
“exalted father,” but he wasn’t a father at all! They were
the least likely candidates to have a family and build a
great nation. But God’s ways are not our ways (Isa.
55:8-9), and by calling and blessing a barren couple,
the Lord revealed the greatness of His power and His
glory. Abram would be named “Abraham,” which
means “father of many nations.”

There’s quite a contrast between man’s ways at
Babel and God’s ways in calling Abraham and Sarah.
The world depends on large numbers of powerful peo-
ple in order to accomplish things, but God chose two
weak people and started a new nation. The people at
Babel wanted to make a name for themselves, but God
promised to make Abraham’s name great. The workers
at Babel followed the wisdom of this world, but
Abraham and Sarah trusted the Word of God (Heb.
11:11-12). Babel was built by the energy of the flesh
and the motivation of pride, but the nation of Israel
was built by the grace and power of God and in spite
of human weakness.

We live in a confused world and Babel is still with
us. But God still has His faithful remnant that follows
Him by faith and keeps their eyes on the heavenly city
(vv. 13-16).

Are you a part of that remnang?

Notes

1 Even where people speak the same language, they may also use
different local dialects, and the same words can have different
meanings in different places. George Bernard Shaw is sup-
posed to have said that England and America are two countries
divided by a common language.

2 Beard was paraphrasing a statement from the Greek dramatist

Sophocles: “Whom Zeus would destroy, he first makes mad.”

This statement became a proverb and versions of it have

appeared in many languages.

Whrestling with Angels, by Naomi H. Rosenblatt and Joshua

Horowitz (New York: Dell Publishing, 1995), 82.

4 This isnt to suggest that all global technology and worldwide

(S

megacorporations are necessarily evil in themselves. It’s the
spirit and purpose of these “towers” that the Christian must
avoid. “Be not conformed to this world” (Rom. 12:1). “And
the world is passing away, and the lust of it; but he who does
the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:17 NKJV). God’s
people can make good use of global technology to spread the
gospel and build the church, but our faith must be in God and
our purpose must be to glorify God. The Bible repeatedly
warns believers not to be so identified with the world system
that they share in its ultimate judgment (Isa. 48:20; Jer. 50:8;
51:6, 45; 1 Cor. 11:32; Rev. 18:4).

See Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology by Neil
Postman (New York: Knopf, 1992; reprint, Vintage Books,
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1993); and The Technological Bluff by Jacques Ellul (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990).

6 Their names were later changed from Abram to Abraham and
from Sarai to Sarah (Gen. 17:1-17).

CHAPTER 13

Review of Genesis 1—11

BACK TO BASICS

hat the foundation is to the house, what the
W Constitution is to United States law, and what

the periodic table of elements is to chemistry,
the book of Genesis is to the Bible. It’s basic. An under-
standing of the basic truths of Genesis, especially
chapters 1—11, will give you the key you need to
unlock the rest of Scripture and to live to the glory of
God. But you dont stop with Genesis 1—11; you
build on it.

Let’s review some of these basics.

God is real and we can trust Him

The Bible opens with a declaration that God exists: “In
the beginning God” (1:1). Genesis presents no philo-
sophical arguments to prove God’s existence; it just
puts Him at the beginning of everything. When you
open your Bible, God is there, and Hel was there
before the Bible was written or even the universe was
created.

The God you meet in Genesis 1—11 is not only
eternal, but He’s also wise and powerful. He is a great
God, and so great is His power that He only has to
speak to make things happen. And so great is His wis-
dom that what He creates is to be—and it works! From
the tiniest one-celled animal to the biggest galaxy, in all
creation God’s power and wisdom are manifested.

And yet this great God is a personal God. He pays
attention to us and wants to be our Lord and our
Friend!

He is a holy God who will not condone sin. He
judged the personal sins of Adam, Eve, and Cain, and
also the corporate sins of the antediluvian population
and the people at Babel. But at the same time, He is a
God of love who created us in His image and longs to
fellowship with us and reveal Himself to us. Our sins
grieve Him, but in His grace, He forgives those who
trust Him and will give them another chance.

The God of Genesis has a plan for mankind. He
promised to send a Redeemer who would conquer
Satan and bring salvation for the human race (3:15). He
fulfilled that promise in sending Jesus Christ, the Son of
God, to die on the cross for the sins of the world. You
don’t really know God until you have trusted Jesus
Christ to save you from your sins.

We live in God’s creation
The universe was created by God, not by chance. He
made everything and He keeps everything going. The
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universe is not an accident. It’s the incredible master-
piece of a wise and powerful God who works everything
according to the counsel of His own perfect will.

The complexity of the universe reveals the power
and wisdom of God, and the beauty of the universe
shows His love. He could have made a dull world, but
He decorated His world with a riot of color and gave
us a variety of plants, animals, and people to enjoy. Day
after day and night after night, creation reveals the
glory of God (Ps. 19).

Because this is God’s creation, we're but stewards of
what He’s given us. We must use the wealth of creation
for the good of others and the glory of God, remem-
bering that one day we'll give God an accounting of
our stewardship. To waste or exploit the wealth of cre-
ation, or heedlessly mar the beauty of creation, is to sin
against God. It’s not just a matter of ecology; it’s a mat-
ter of theology: this is our Father’s world.

God generously gives to us “all things richly to
enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17), and we should thank Him for
His gifts and use them wisely.

We are made in the image of God

Men and women are created, not evolved, and they’re
created in the image of God. This is a tremendous priv-
ilege and a great responsibility. Every baby thats
conceived is made in God’s image and has the right to
live, to be in a loving family, to come to know God
through Jesus Christ, and to enjoy a life that’s purpose-
ful and fulfilling.

Since God has given us a mind to think with, we
need to read His Word and learn His truth. He’s given
us a will to decide with, and we must make wise deci-
sions that please Him. We have hearts to love Him, and
we show this love by fellowshipping with Him and
obeying His will. Our inner being is spiritual, and we
need God dwelling within if were to have inner peace
and satisfaction. “Thou hast made us for Thyself,”
wrote Augustine, “and our hearts are restless until they
rest in Thee.”

The fact that we're all created in the image of God
means that we must love and protect one another.
God gives life and only God can take it away. He’s
given to human government the authority for capital
punishment, for the murderer attacks the very image
of God.

The image of God in us has been marred by sin, but
that image can be restored as we walk with God and
yield to His Spirit (2 Cor. 3:18). Since God made us,
He knows what’s best for us, and He’s given us His
Word as our guidebook for life. Its the “manual of
operations,” and we must get acquainted with it. When
all else fails, read the instructions.

Obedience is the key to usefulness, joy, and
blessing

Our first parents disobeyed God’s Word and plunged
the entire human race into sin. Cain disobeyed and
became a wanderer. Noah obeyed and God saved him
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and his family from destruction and blessed them after
the flood was over. Whenever we disobey God, we
break our communion with Him and lose the joy of
His presence. Obedience is the key to blessing; disobe-
dience is the way to unhappiness and chastening.

Satan is real, but is a defeated enemy

Satan is not eternal; he’s a created being. He’s not all-
knowing, all-powerful, or present in all places at all
times. He’s limited, but he wants you to think he’s as
great as God and worthy of your obedience. Satan is
very powerful and very subtle, and in ourselves we're no
match for him.

Satan wants to be god in our lives; he wants our
worship and our service. He tempts us by questioning
God’s Word: “Has God really said?” He promises to
make us like God, but he never keeps that promise.
The first step in victory over Satan is not to listen to his
offers or believe his promises. We need to know and
believe God’s truth if we want to detect and defeat the
devil’s lies.

Satan has been defeated by Jesus Christ, and
through Christ we can claim victory (Col. 2:15; Rom.
16:20; 1 Cor. 10:13).

There is such a thing as sin

The world may call it a blunder, a mistake, a weak-
ness, or an accident, but if it’s disobedience to God’s
will, God calls it sin. Sin is serious because it leads to
death and judgment. Like any loving Father, God is
grieved when His children sin, and God judges sin.
But God also forgives and provides the cleansing that
we need.

When we sin, our tendency is to run away and try
to hide, but this is the worst thing we can do. You cant
hide from God. The only thing to do is to repent, con-
fess, and claim His forgiveness. God does give us
another opportunity to obey Him and be blessed.

Sex is God’s idea and He knows best how it should
be used

God made the first humans “male and female.” He did
it not just so they could reproduce and keep the human
race going, but also that they might learn to love and
enjoy one another and discover their loving relation-
ship to the Lord. His original intent was one man for
one woman for one lifetime.

The Bible isn’t a “sex manual,” but it does make
some things very clear. Its clear that sexual sins are
destructive not only to the body and the inner person,
but also to other people, especially one’s mate and fam-
ily. God created man and woman for each other; any
other combination is out of God’s will, no matter what
society and the courts might say. God invented mar-
riage, and sex outside the loving bonds of marriage is
wrong.

All humans are made of one blood
God separated the descendants of Noah into various
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tongues and nations, but they are all the sons and
daughters of Adam and Eve. By the providence of God,
some nations and races have made more rapid progress
in this world than have others, but this doesnt mean
these progressive nations are better than other people.
We are of one blood, and no race can claim to be supe-
rior to another race.

God has ordained that men and women shall work.
Work isn’t a form of punishment; rather, it’s an oppor-
tunity to cooperate with God in caring for His
creation.

Israel is God’s chosen people

This doesn’t mean that theyre better than others, but
only that they have God’s call upon them and therefore
have a greater responsibility in this world. God chose
them because He loved them, not because of their
intrinsic worth (Deut. 7:6-11). God called Israel to
bring blessing to the whole world, and because of
Israel, we have the knowledge of the true God, the
written Word of God, and most of all, the Savior Jesus
Christ. No Christian should be guilty of anti-Semitism
in thought, word, or deed.

God doesn’t change and is always in control

God is still on the throne and always knows what He’s
doing. He’s longsuffering toward sinners, but eventu-
ally He judges sin and rewards the righteous. Whether
it's the farthest star or the most minute atom, God
knows where everything is and what everything is
doing; and everything He’s made will ultimately
accomplish His will on this earth.

God has built laws into this universe which, if we
obey them, work for us, but if we disobey them, they
work against us. Science is simply thinking God’s
thoughts after Him, discovering these laws and putting
them to work. The Creator has the right to “break” His
own laws and do the miraculous.

Our relationship to God is based on faith

“But without faith it is impossible to please him, for he
who comes to God must believe that he is, and that he
is a rewarder of those who diligently seek him” (Heb.
11:6).

We live on promises, not explanations.

Living for God is the most rewarding life possible
God has a different purpose for each of us to fulfill,
and He enables us to fulfill it as we trust His Word
and obey His will. Whatever He calls us to do can be
done to the glory of God. While there are times when
it seems like the righteous are suffering and the
wicked are succeeding, in the end, the righ-teous will
get their eternal reward and the wicked their eternal
punishment.

The Christian life isn’t always the easiest life, but it
is the most satisfying and rewarding life.

These are just a few of the basics found in Genesis
1—11, and illustrated and explained in the rest of the



Bible. When you give your life to Christ and build on
these basic truths, you build on a solid foundation that
can’t be moved. To ignore these basics is to build on
the sand and make a life that won’t survive the storms
of life or the final judgment from God. Jesus calls us
all back to the basics. Read and ponder Matthew
7:21-27.

Note

1 It’s unfortunate that some people have made an issue over what
pronouns we should use when referring to God. The Bible
consistently uses “he,” but not because the male gender is more
godlike. God is spirit, and spirit beings (including angels) have
no gender. For some reason, people who object to God being
called “he” don’t object when Satan is called “he”; yet Satan is

also a spirit creature who is sexless.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Genesis 11:27—12:9

A NEW BEGINNING

f the other planets are inhabited,” quipped George
I Bernard Shaw, “then they must be using the earth for
their insane asylum.”

We may chuckle at that statement, but it reminds
us of a sad fact: The world is in a mess, and it does not
seem to be getting any better. What is wrong?

It all goes back to events recorded in the book of
Genesis. Except for the account in chapters 1 and 2,
the first eleven chapters of Genesis record one failure of
man after another, failures that are being repeated
today. The first man and woman disobeyed God and
were cast out of the Garden (chap. 3). Cain murdered
his brother Abel and lied about it (chap. 4). Humanity
became so corrupt that God cleansed the earth with a
flood (chaps. 6—8). Noah got drunk and exposed
himself to his son Ham (chap. 9). In their defiance of
God, men built a city and a tower, and God had to
send confusion to end the rebellion (chap. 10).

Disobedience, murder, deception, drunkenness,
nudity, and rebellion sound pretty up-to-date, dont
they? If you were God, what would you do with these
sinners, men and women you had created in your own
image?

“I'd probably destroy them!” you might reply, but
that’s not what God did. Instead, God called a man and
his wife to leave their home and go to a new land, so
that He might give humanity a new beginning.
Because of God’s call and their obedient faith,
Abraham and Sarah* ultimately gave to the world the
Jewish nation, the Bible, and the Savior. Where would
we be today if Abraham and Sarah had not trusted
God?

* Their original names were Abram and Sarai, but we will follow
the example of Stephen in Acts 7:2 and use their new names

(Gen. 17), since they are more familiar.

Genesis 11—12

Consider the elements involved in their experience.

A call (12:1a)

When God called. Salvation comes because God calls
in grace and sinners respond by faith (Eph. 2:8-9; 2
Thess. 2:13-14). God called Abraham out of idolatry
(Josh. 24:2), when he was in Ur of the Chaldees (Gen.
11:28, 31; 15:7; Neh. 9:7), a city devoted to Nannar,
the moon-god. Abraham did not know the true God,
and had done nothing to deserve knowing Him, but
God graciously called him. “Ye have not chosen me,
but I have chosen you” (John 15:16).

Abraham was seventy-five years old when God
called him, so age doesnt need to be an obstacle to
faith. He trusted God for 100 years (Gen. 25:7), and
from his experience, we today can learn how to walk by
faith and live to please the Lord.

Abraham was married to Sarah, his half sister
(20:12), and they were childless. Yet God used them to
found a great nation! “I called him [Abraham] alone,
and blessed him, and increased him” (Isa. 51:2). Why
would God call such an unlikely couple for such an
important task? Paul gives you the answer in 1
Corinthians 1:26-31.

God called Abraham after the Gentiles had failed
and turned away from the true and living God. That
process of devolution is described in Romans 1:18-32.
Man originally knew the true God, but he would not
glorify Him or give thanks to Him for His gracious
provision. Man substituted idols for the true and living
God. Idolatry led to immorality and indecency; and
before long, the Gentile world was so corrupt that God
had to give it up (vv. 24, 26, 28). Then He called
Abraham, the first Jew, and made a new beginning.

How God called. “The God of glory appeared
unto our father, Abraham” (Acts 7:2). How God
appeared to Abraham, we are not told, but it was the
first of seven communications to Abraham recorded in
Genesis. The revelation of God’s glory would have
shown Abraham the vanity and folly of the idol wor-
ship in Ur. Who wants to worship a dead idol when he
has met the living God! First Thessalonians 1:9-10 and
2 Corinthians 4:6 describe this salvation experience.

But God also spoke to Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3), and
the Word brought about the miracle of faith. “So then
faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word of
God” (Rom. 10:17). It was a call to separate himself
from the corruption around him, and Abraham obeyed
by faith (Heb. 11:8). True faith is based on the Word
of God and leads to obedience. God could not bless
and use Abraham and Sarah unless they were in the
place of His appointment (2 Cor. 6:14—7:1).

Lost sinners today are not likely to receive a special
revelation of God’s glory as did Abraham and Sarah.
But they can see His glory in the lives of His people
(Matt. 5:16) and hear His Word of faith when they
share their witness. God spoke to Abraham directly, but
today we hear the truth of salvation through the wit-
ness of His people (Acts 1:8).
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Why God called. There are at least three reasons
why God called Abraham and Sarah. In His love, God
was concerned about their salvation; so He revealed
His glory and shared His gracious promises. But even
beyond their personal salvation was God’s purpose in
blessing the whole world. This was accomplished when
God sent His Son into the world through the Jewish
nation. Christ died for the sins of the world (1 John
2:2; 4:14) and wants His church to tell the good news
to the whole world (Mark 16:15).

But there is a third reason: The life of Abraham is
an example for all Christians who want to walk by
faith. Abraham was saved by faith (Gen. 15:6; Rom.
4:1-5; Gal. 3:6-14) and lived by faith (Heb. 11:8-19),
and his obedience was the evidence of his faith (James
2:14-26). Abraham obeyed when he did not know
where (Heb. 11:8-10), how (vv. 11-12), when (vv.
13-16), or why (vv. 17-19); and so should we.

Abraham and Sarah were not perfect, but their walk
was generally characterized by faith and faithfulness.
When they sinned, they suffered for it; and the Lord was
always ready to forgive when they repented. “The victo-
rious Christian life,” said George Morrison, “is a series of
new beginnings.” As you study the life of Abraham and
Sarah, you will learn what faith is and how to walk by
faith. You will discover that, when you trust the Lord, no
test is impossible and no failure is permanent.

A covenant (12:1-3)

Faith is not based on feeling, though the emotions are
certainly involved (Heb. 11:7). True faith is based on
the Word of God (Rom. 10:17). God spoke to
Abraham and told him what He would do for him and
through him if he would trust and obey. “Great lives are
trained by great promises,” wrote Joseph Parker, and
this was certainly true of Abraham and Sarah. God’s
covenant gave them the faith and strength they needed
for their lifelong pilgrim journey.

We are not saved by making promises to God; we
are saved by believing God’s promises to us. It was God
who graciously gave His covenant to Abraham, and he
responded with faith and obedience (Heb. 11:8-10).
How you respond to God’s promises determines what
God will do in your life.

The Bible records God’s many covenants, begin-
ning with the promise of the Redeemer in Genesis 3:15
and climaxing with the new covenant through the
blood of Jesus Christ (Luke 22:20; Heb. 8). The
Hebrew word translated “covenant” has several mean-
ings: (1) to eat with, which suggests fellowship and
agreement; (2) to bind or fetter, which means commit-
ment; and (3) ro allor, which suggests sharing. When
God makes a covenant, He enters into an agreement to
commit Himself to give what He promises. It is purely
an act of grace.

God did not give Abraham reasons or explanations;
He simply gave him promises: “I will show thee ... I
will make of thee ... I will bless thee ... I will bless them
that bless thee” (Gen. 12:1-2). God promised to show
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him a land, make him into a great nation, and use that
nation to bless the whole world. God b/esses us that we
might be a blessing to others, and His great concern is
that the whole world might be blessed. The missionary
mandate of the church does not begin with John 3:16 or
Matthew 28:18-20. It begins with Gods covenant with
Abraham. We are blessed that we might be a blessing.

Notice the contrast between Genesis 11:1-9 and
12:1-3. At Babel, men said, “Let us!” but to Abraham,
God said, “I will.” At Babel, men wanted to make a
name for themselves, but it was God who made
Abraham’s name great. At Babel, the workers tried to
unite men, only to divide them; but through Abraham,
a whole world has been blessed, and all believers are
united in Jesus Christ. Of course, Pentecost (Acts 2) is
the “reversal” of Babel; but Pentecost could not have
occurred apart from God’s covenant with Abraham
(Gal. 3:14).

It must have seemed incredible to Abraham and
Sarah that God would bless the whole world through
an elderly childless couple, but that is just what He did.
From them came the nation of Israel, and from Israel
came the Bible and the Savior. God reaffirmed this
covenant with Isaac (Gen. 26:4) and Jacob (28:14) and
fulfilled it in Christ (Acts 3:25-26). In later years, God
amplified the various elements of this covenant, but He
gave Abraham and Sarah sufficient truth for them to
believe Him and set out by faith.

A compromise (11:27-32; 12:4)

First steps of faith are not always giant steps, which
explains why Abraham did not fully obey God. Instead
of leaving his family, as he was commanded, Abraham
took his father and his nephew Lot with him when he
left Ur, and then he stayed at Haran undil his father
died.

Whatever you bring with you from the old life into
the new is likely to create problems. Terah, Abraham’s
father, kept Abraham from fully obeying the Lord, and
Lot created serious problems for Abraham until they
finally had to agree to part. Abraham and Sarah brought
a sinful agreement with them from Ur (20:13), and it
got them into trouble twice (12:10-20; 20:1-18).

The life of faith demands total separation from what
is evil and total devotion 7o what is holy (2 Cor. 6:14—
7:1). As you study the life of Abraham, you will
discover that he was often tempted to compromise, and
occasionally he yielded. God tests us in order to build
our faith and bring out the best in us, but the devil
tempts us in order to destroy our faith and bring out
the worst in us.

When you walk by faith, you lean on God alone:
His Word, His character, His will, and His power. You
don’t isolate yourself from your family and friends, but
you no longer consider them your first love or your
first obligation (Luke 14:25-27). Your love for God is
so strong that it makes family love look like hatred in
comparison! God calls us “alone” (Isa. 51:1-2), and we
must not compromise.



A commitment (12:4-9)

The seventeenth-century Puritan preacher, Thomas
Fuller, said that all mankind was divided into three
classes: the intenders, the endeavorers, and the per-
formers. Terah may have been an intender, but he
never made it into the land of promise. Lot was an
endeavorer up to a point, but he failed miserably
because he could not walk by faith. Abraham and
Sarah were the performers because they trusted God to
perform what He promised (Rom. 4:18-21). They
committed their lives and futures to God, obeyed
what He commanded, and received all that God
planned for them.

Faith brings us out (vv. 4-5). It may have been a
son’s love for his aged father that made Abraham delay
(Luke 9:59-62), but the day finally came when he and
Sarah had to leave Haran and go to the land God chose
for them. Faith and a double mind never go together
(James 1:6-8), and you cannot serve two masters
(Matt. 6:24). Faith demands commitment.

I sometimes get the impression that commitment is
a vanishing commodity in today’s world. Many people
don’t want to be committed to their jobs, their mar-
riage vows, or to one another. “I'm going to do my
thing 7y way!” is the essence of today’s philosophy, and
this attitude has invaded the church. Many believers
will not commit themselves to ministering in one
church but move from church to church when pastors
and music programs change. “Temporary” is a key
word today: temporary Sunday School teachers and
youth sponsors, temporary choir members, temporary
church members, and even temporary pastors.

“It is a day of fading declarations,” said Vance
Havner. “Church covenants are found in the backs of
hymn books, but they have faded in the lives of most
of our members—if they ever meant anything.
Declarations of personal dedication grow dim, and
need to be renewed. It is a day of faded declarations!”

Where would we be today if Abraham and Sarah
had not committed themselves to obey the Lord by
faith? Where would we be if previous generations of
Christians had not given themselves fully to the Lord?
We who come along later must not take for granted the
things that previous generations paid a great price to
attain. May the next generation look back at us and say,
“They were faithful!”

Faith brings us in (vv. 12:6-8). God brings us out
that He might bring us in (Deut. 6:23). We know
nothing about their long journey from Haran to
Canaan, because it was the destination that was impor-
tant. Centuries later, God would give that land to
Abraham’s descendants, but when Abraham and Sarah
arrived, they were “strangers and pilgrims” in the midst
of a pagan society (Heb. 11:13).

In spite of what the folk songs say, entering Canaan
is not a picture of dying and going to heaven. It is a pic-
ture of the believer claiming his or her inheritance by
faith. God has appointed a “Canaan” for each of His
children (Eph. 2:10), and it is obtained only by faith.
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Claiming your inheritance involves tests and tempta-
tions, challenges and battles, but God is able to see you
through (Phil. 1:6).

Obedience leads to new assurance and new prom-
ises from God (Gen. 12:7; John 7:17). What comfort
it must have brought when Abraham and Sarah had
this fresh revelation of God as they arrived in a strange
and dangerous land. When you walk by faith, you
know that God is with you and you don’t need to be
afraid (Heb. 13:5-6; Acts 18:9—-10; 2 Tim. 4:17). God
will work out His purposes and accomplish in and
through you all that is in His heart.

Most of us are not commanded to pull up stakes
and go to a strange country, but the challenges to our
faith are just as real. Sometimes there are serious prob-
lems in the home, on the job, or in the church, and we
wonder why God has permitted these things to hap-
pen. If you are to claim your spiritual inheritance in
Christ, you must display faith in God’s Word and obe-
dience to God’s will.

Wherever Abraham went in the land of Canaan, he
was marked by his tent and his altar (Gen. 12:7-8;
13:3-4, 18). The tent marked him as a “stranger and
pilgrim” who did not belong to this world (Heb.
11:9-16; 1 Peter 2:11), and the altar marked him as a
citizen of heaven who worshipped the true and living
God. He gave witness to all that he was separated from
this world (the tent) and devoted to the Lord (the
altar). Whenever Abraham abandoned his tent and his
altar, he got into trouble.

Abraham pitched his tent with Bethel on the west
and Ai on the east (Gen. 12:8). Bible names some-
times have significant meanings, though we must not
press them too far. Bethel means “the house of God”
(28:19), and Ai means “ruin.” Figuratively speaking,
Abraham and Sarah were walking in the light, from
east to west, from the city of ruin to the house of God!
This world system is in ruins, but true believers have
turned their backs on this world and have set their
faces toward God’s heavenly home. “The path of the
righteous is like the first gleam of dawn, shining ever
brighter till the full light of day” (Prov. 4:18 N1v).

Faith brings us on (v. 9). The life of faith must
never stand still, for if your feet are going, your faith is
growing. Note the verbs used to describe Abraham’s life:
he departed (12:4), went forth (12:5), passed through
(12:6), removed (12:8), and journeyed (12:9). God
kept Abraham moving so that he would meet new chal-
lenges and be forced to trust God for new “grace to help
in time of need” (Heb. 4:16). Comfortable Christianity
is opposite the life of faith, for “pilgrims and strangers”
must face new circumstances if they are to gain new
insights about themselves and their Lord. “Let us press
on to maturity” is the challenge (6:1 NasB).

How did Abraham know where to go and what to
do? He “called upon the name of the Lord” (Gen.
12:8). He prayed to the Lord, and the Lord helped
him. Abraham’s pagan neighbors saw that he had an
altar but no idols. He had no “sacred places” but built

59



Genesis 12

his altar to God wherever he pitched his tent. You
could trace Abraham’s steps by the altars he left behind.
He was not ashamed to worship God openly while his
heathen neighbors watched him.

In the pilgrim life, you must go “from faith to faith”
(Rom. 1:17) if you would go “from strength to
strength” (Ps. 84:7). G. A. Studdert Kennedy said,
“Faith is not believing in spite of evidence; it is obey-
ing in spite of consequence.” “By faith Abraham ...
obeyed” (Heb. 11:8). Faith without obedience is dead
(James 2:14-26), and action without faith is sin (Rom.
14:23). God has wedded faith and obedience like the
two sides of a coin; they go together.

This does not mean that sinners are saved by faith
plus works, because Scripture declares that sinners are
saved by faith alone (John 3:16-18; Eph. 2:8-9). Dr.
H. A. Ironside, longtime pastor of Chicago’s Moody
Church, was told by a lady that she expected to get to
heaven by faith plus her good works. “It’s like rowing a
boat,” she explained. “It takes two oars to row a boat;
otherwise you go around in a circle.” Dr. Ironside
replied, “That’s a good illustration except for one
thing: Iim not going to heaven in a rowboat!”

The faith that saves is the faith that proves itself in
good works (Eph. 2:8-10; Titus 2:14; 3:8, 14).
Abraham was saved by faith (Heb. 11:8; Gen. 15:6;
Rom. 4:1-5), but his faith was made evident by his
obedience (James 2:21-24).

Abraham is now in the place of God’s appointment,
doing what God told him to do. But this is not the
end—it is the beginning! Even in the place of obedi-
ence you will face tests and trials, for that is how faith
grows. But the same Lord who brought you ous
brought you 7%, and brought you oz in your pilgrim
journey will also bring you through if you follow Him
by faith.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Genesis 12:10—13:18

FAMINES, FLOCKS, AND FIGHTS

ife can be difficult,” wrote Amy Carmichael, mis-
Lsionary to India. “Sometimes the enemy comes in

like a flood. But then is the time to prove our faith
and live our songs” (Candles in the Dark, 51).

A faith that can’t be tested can’t be trusted. Peter
compared the Christian’s trials to the testing of gold in
the furnace (1 Peter 1:7), and the patriarch Job used
the same image: “But He knows the way that I take;
when He has tested me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job
23:10 Nxjv). God’s purpose in allowing trials is not
only to verify our faith but also to purify it and remove
the dross. God knows what kind of faith we have, but
we don’t know, and the only way to advance in the
“school of faith” is to take examinations.

Like Abraham, as you progress in the “school of
faith,” you will face three special tests: circumstances
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(Gen. 12:10), people (12:11—13:4), and zhings
(13:5-18).

Circumstances (12:10)

In leaving his family and traveling to an unknown
land, Abraham took a great step of faith. After he
arrived, he saw God a second time and heard His word
of promise. Abraham and Sarah probably expected to
settle down and enjoy their new home, but God would
not let them. Instead, God permitted a famine to come
to the land. There is no record that Abraham ever faced
a famine in Ur or Haran, but now that he was in God’s
land, he had to find food for a large company of peo-
ple, plus flocks and herds (see 14:14).

Why did God allow the famine? To teach Abraham
and Sarah a basic lesson in the “school of faith,” a les-
son you must also learn: Teszs offen follow triumphs.
This principle is illustrated in the history of Israel. No
sooner had the nation been delivered from Egypt than
the Egyptian army chased them and cornered them at
the Red Sea (Ex. 12—15). Triumph was followed by
testing. God brought them through, but then they
faced another test: no water (15:22-27). After that
came hunger (Ex. 16) and an attack from the
Amalekites (Ex. 17). Tests follow triumphs.

“I thought that getting saved was the end of all my
troubles,” a young believer said to me. “But now I
know that faith in Christ has given me a whole new set
of problems! But now there are two differences,” he
added with a smile. “I don’t face them alone, because
the Lord is with me, and I know He allows them for
my good and His glory.”

One of the enemies of the life of faith is pride.
When you win a victory, you may feel overconfident
and start telling yourself that you can defeat any enemy
at any time. You start depending on your past experi-
ence and your growing knowledge of the Word, instead
of depending wholly on the Lord. This explains why
the promise of 1 Corinthians 10:13 is preceded by the
warning of verse 12: “Therefore let him who thinks he
stands take heed lest he fall” (Nxjv). God did not want
Abraham to become proud and self-confident, so He
put him and his faith into the furnace of testing.

After you have won a great victory of faith, expect
the enemy to attack you or the Lord to test you, or
both. This is the only way you can grow in your faith.
God uses the tough circumstances of life to build the
muscles of your faith and keep you from trusting some-
thing other than His Word. Don’t try to run away from
the problem. It won't work.

Instead of remaining in the land and trusting the
Lord to help him, Abraham went “down into Egypt”
(Gen. 12:10). In the Bible, Egypt is a symbol of the
world system and its bondage, while the land of Israel
is a picture of the inheritance of blessing God has for
you (Deut. 11:10-12). When people went to
Jerusalem, they went #p, but when they went to Egypt,
they went down. Spiritually speaking, “going down to
Egypt” means doubting God’s promises and running to



the world for help. (See Num. 11; 14; Isa. 30:1-2;
31:1; and Jer. 42:13ff))

When circumstances become difficult and you are
in the furnace of testing, remain where God has put
you until He tells you to move. Faith moves in the direc-
tion of peace and hope, but unbelief moves in the
direction of restlessness and fear. “He that believeth
shall not make haste” (Isa. 28:16). In times of testing,
the important question is not, “How can I get out of
this?” but, “What can 1 get out of this?” (See James
1:1-12.) God is at work to build your faith.

God alone is in control of circumstances. You are
safer in a famine 7z His will than in a palace our of His
will. Tt has well been said, “The will of God will never
lead you where the grace of God cannot keep you.”
Abraham failed the test of circumstances and turned

from the will of God.

People (12:11—13:4)

Once in Egypt, Abraham faced a new set of problems,
for if you run away from one test, you will soon face
another. Once you enroll in “the school of faith,” you
are not allowed to “drop out” just because of one fail-
ure. God has purposes to fulfill in you and through
you, and He will do all that is necessary to make you
succeed (Ps. 138:8; Phil. 1:6).

In Canaan, all Abraham had to deal with was a
famine, but in Egypt, he had to get along with a proud
ruler and his officers. Pharaoh was looked on as a god,
but he was not a god like Abraham’s God, loving and
generous and faithful. Abraham soon discovered that
he had been better off dealing with the circumstances
in Canaan than with the people in Egypt. Notice the
changes that took place in Abraham’s life because he
went down to Egypt.

To begin with, Abraham moved from trusting to
scheming. Abraham had no altar in Egypt, and you
don’t find him calling on the Lord for guidance and
help. When I was ministering in Youth for Christ
International, my friend and fellow worker Pete Quist
often reminded us, “Faith is living without scheming.”
When you stop trusting God’s Word, you start leaning
on man’s wisdom, and this leads to trouble (Prov.
3:5-6; 1 Cor. 3:18-20). Abraham and Sarah brought
this “half-truth” with them from Ur (Gen. 20:13), used
it in Egypt and Gerar (Gen. 20), and then their son
Isaac adopted it (Gen. 26). When you find yourself
scheming in order to escape problems with people,
beware; worse trouble is coming!

He also moved from confidence to fear. When you
are in the place of God’s choosing, you don't ever need
to be afraid, for faith and fear cannot dwell in the same
heart (Isa. 12:2; Mark 4:40). The fear of God is the fear
that conquers every fear (Ps. 112; Isa. 8:13); but “the
fear of man brings a snare” (Prov. 29:25 Nxjv). God
had repeatedly said “I will” to Abraham, but now
Abraham was saying “They will” (Gen. 12:12, italics
added). He took his eyes off the Lord and started look-
ing at people.

Genesis 12—13

A third change took place: He moved from “others”
to self: He lied so that it might “be well with me for thy
[Sarah’s] sake” (v. 13). As the husband, Abraham
should have thought first of his wife and not of himself
(1 Peter 3:7; Eph. 5:25, 28-29). In fact, he should
never have taken his wife there in the first place! A hus-
band out of the will of God can bring untold trouble
to his wife and family.

This leads to a fourth change: He moved from bring-
ing blessing to bringing judgment. God called Abraham
to be a blessing to the nations (Gen. 12:1-3), but
because of Abraham’s disobedience, judgment fell on
Pharaoh and his household (v. 17). This also happened
years later in Gerar (Gen. 20). If you want to be a bless-
ing to others, then stay in the will of God. Jonah ran
from God’s will and caused a storm that almost sank the
ship. Like Jonah, Abraham lost his testimony before
unbelievers and had to face embarrassment and rebuke.

God graciously watched over His servant and
brought him out of a difficult situation. If Sarah had
become one of Pharaoh’s wives, what would have hap-
pened to the promise of the Redeemer? When we don’t
let God rule, He overrules and accomplishes His pur-
poses, but we pay dearly for our disobedience.

Abraham learned his lesson, repented, and “went
up” out of Egypt (13:1). When you disobey the will of
God, the only right thing to do is to go back to the
place where you left Him and make a new beginning (1
John 1:9). No failure is permanent in ‘the school of
faith.” Abraham went back to his tent and altar and the
life of a “pilgrim and stranger.”

A casual observer of this episode might conclude,
“What happened to Abraham wasnt all bad. Pharaoh
gave Abraham a lot of wealth (Gen. 12:16; 13:2), and
Sarah was given her own maid, Hagar (16:1). God for-
gave Abraham’s sin, and he started over again. So,
what’s the big problem?”

The “big problem” is that everything Abraham
received in Egypt later caused trouble. Because of their
great wealth, Abraham and Lot could not live together
and had to separate (13:5-6). Hagar, the Egyptian maid-
servant, brought division and sorrow into the home
(Gen. 16). Having had a taste of Egypt (the world), Lot
started measuring everything by what he saw there
(13:10-11), and this led to his downfall and the ruin of
his family. There are no benefits from disobedience.

The practical lesson from all of this is simply never
abandon your altar. Stay in fellowship with the Lord no
matter what the circumstances may be. If you have dis-
obeyed and God is disciplining you, go back to the place
where you left Him and make things right. Remember:
“The victorious Christian life is a series of new begin-
nings.” That is not an excuse for sin, but it is an
encouragement for repentance.

Things (13:5-18)

I wonder how many family fights have been caused by
the love of money. The newspapers often publish
reports about families battling in court because of an
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inheritance or a lottery winning. People who used to
love each other and enjoy each other start attacking
each other just to get money, but money cannot buy the
blessings that families freely give.

Abraham may have failed the first two tests, but he
passed this third test with great success. The test was
not an easy one, for it involved land and wealth, but
Abraham is the example of what every believer should
do when there are disputes about material things.

Abraham determined to be a peacemaker and not a
troublemaker. The problem between Abraham and Lot
was not caused by the land, the famine, their wealth
(both of them were rich), or even their herdsmen (13:7).
The heart of every problem is the problem in the heart. Lot's
heart was centered on wealth and worldly achievement,
while Abraham wanted only to please the Lord. “Can
two walk together, except they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3).

It was bad enough that this dispute was between
brethren (Gen. 13:8), but even worse, the heathen peo-
ple of the land were watching and listening (v. 7).
When Christians have disputes, it hurts the testimony of
the Lord. In my pastoral ministry, I frequently visited
the unsaved relatives and friends of church members,
seeking to interest them in spiritual things, only to dis-
cover that they knew about every “church fight” in
town. No wonder our Lord prayed that His people
might be one, that the world might believe (John
17:20-23). Christian unity is fragrant and fruitful (Ps.
133), but disunity turns that fragrance into a stench
and the garden into a desert.

James 3:13—4:10 explains why Lot was a trouble-
maker instead of a peacemaker: He had “heart
trouble.” He followed the wisdom of this world (as
Uncle Abraham had done in Egypt) and not God’s wis-
dom. He was at war with Abraham because he was at
war with himself, and he was at war with himself
because he was at war with God. The world’s wisdom
and the world’s wealth seem so satisfying, but they ulti-
mately bring disappointment.

Covetousness—an insatiable appetite for more
things—leads to all kinds of evil (I Tim. 6:10). In
order to get more money, people will lie (Prov. 21:6),
mistreat people (22:16), cheat (28:8), and even trouble
their own families (15:27). “Covetousness is both the
beginning and the end of the devil’s alphabet,” wrote
Robert South, “the first vice in corrupt nature that
moves, and the last which dies.”

Abraham had caused trouble in Egypt because he
was out of place, and Lot caused trouble in Canaan
because he was out of place: His heart was really in
Egypr (Gen. 13:10). According to 1 Corinthians
2:14-3:3, there are only three kinds of people in the
world: the natural (unsaved), the carnal (saved but liv-
ing for the world and the flesh), and the spiritual
(devoted to God). You find all three in Genesis 13: the
natural (v. 13), the carnal (Lot), and the spiritual
(Abraham). Lot was a righteous man (2 Peter 2:7-8)
but not devoted to the Lord. He could not walk with
Abraham because Abraham was the friend of God (2
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Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8) and Lot was a friend of the
world (James 4:4). Many church splits and family
fights are caused by carnal Christians who are not walk-
ing with the Lord or with other believers.

Abraham lived for others, not for self. While in
Egypt, Abraham thought first about himself (Gen.
12:12-13), but when he returned to his altar in
Canaan, he put God first and others next. As the “clder
statesman” of the camp, Abraham had every right to
decide the issue and tell Lot what to do, but he gave
Lot first choice. “Be kindly affectioned one to another
with brotherly love, in honor preferring one another”
(Rom. 12:10). The spiritual Christian does not insist
on his or her own rights but gladly yields to others.

In his latter years, General William Booth, founder
of the Salvation Army, was too infirm to attend the
Army’s world conference, but he would send the dele-
gates a message. One year he cabled them only one
word: OTHERS. I have been privileged to minister
with the Salvation Army in different parts of the world,
and I can testify that they take that word OTHERS
very seriously. “Each of you should look not only to
your own interests, but also to the interests of others”
(Phil. 2:4 N1v).

Abraham lived by faith, not by sight. No matter
what Lot did, Abraham was not worried about his
future, for he knew that everything was in the hands of
the Lord. Abraham had never read Psalm 47:4 or
Matthew 6:33, but he was putting both into practice
by faith. He had met God at the altar and he knew that
everything was under control. When God is first in your
life, it makes no difference who is second or last.

Lot had a tent but no altar (Gen. 13:5), which
meant he did not call on the Lord for wisdom in mak-
ing decisions (James 1:5). Instead of lifting up his eyes
to heaven, Lot lifted up his eyes to the plain of Jordan
(Gen. 13:10) and stopped there. The eyes see what the
heart loves. Abraham had taken Lot out of Egypt, but
he could not take Egypt out of Lot. Outlook helps to
determine outcome. Abraham’s eyes were on the Holy
City of God (Heb. 11:13-16), and he went on to walk
with the Lord and inherit blessing. Lot’s eyes were on
the sinful cities of men, and he went on to worldly suc-
cess, spiritual failure, and a shameful end.

Lot had a great opportunity to become a man of
God as he walked with Abraham, but we don’t read of
Lot’s building an altar or calling on the Lord. First, Lot
looked toward Sodom (Gen. 13:10); then he moved
toward Sodom (13:11-12); and finally, he moved into
Sodom (14:12). Instead of being a pilgrim who made
progress, Lot regressed into the world and away from
God’s blessing (Ps. 1:1). He “journeyed east” (Gen.
13:11) and turned his back on Bethel (“house of God”)
and toward Ai (“ruins’; see 12:8). The people in
Sodom may not have appeared wicked to Lot, but they
were wicked as far as God was concerned, and His eval-
uation is all that matters.

Abraham let God choose for him. After Lot had

gone away, Abraham had another meeting with the



Lord (13:14-18). Lot had lifted up his eyes and seen
what the world had to offer; now God invited Abraham
to lift up his eyes and see what heaven had to offer. Lot
chose a piece of land which he finally lost, but God gave
Abraham the whole land which still belongs to him and his
descendants. Lot had said, “I will take.” God said to
Abraham, “T will give.” What a contrast!

Lot lost his family, but Abraham was promised a
family so large it could not be counted. (Remember,
Abraham and Sarah were old and had no children.) Lot
was living for the possible, but Abraham was trusting
God for the impossible.

“Lift up your eyes and look” was followed by “Lift
up your feet and walk” (see v. 17). Claim your inheri-
tance by faith (Josh. 1:1-3; Deut. 11:24)! The
discipline he experienced in going down to Egypt had
taught Abraham to respect boundaries, so now God
could trust him with horizons. Iz is your faith in God
that determines how much of His blessing you will enjoy.

When you trusted Jesus Christ as your Savior, God
gave you “all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in
Christ” (Eph. 1:3). You now have your inheritance! All
you need do is appropriate that inheritance by faith
and draw on “His riches in glory” (Phil. 4:19). The
Word of God is the “will” that tells you how rich you
are, and faith is the key that opens the vault so you can
claim your inheritance.

Abraham gave thanks to God. Not only did
Abraham lift up his eyes and look (Gen. 13:14) and lift
up his feet and walk (v. 17), but he also lifted up his heart
and worshipped God and thanked Him for His gracious
blessing. He pitched his tent from place to place as God
led him, and he built his altar of witness and worship.
The people in Sodom were proud of their affluence
(Ezek. 16:49), but Abraham had spiritual wealth that
they knew nothing about (John 4:31-34). He was walk-
ing in fellowship with God, and his heart was satisfied.

Satan wants to use circumstances, people, and
things to tempt you and bring out the worst in you,
but God also wants to use them to test you and bring
out the best in you. Abraham failed the first two tests
because he resorted to faith in man’s wisdom instead of
faith in God’s Word. But he passed the third test with
great distinction because he let God take control. “And
this is the victory that has overcome the world—our

faith” (1 John 5:4 NkyV).

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Genesis 14

FAITH IS THE VICTORY

hen you enroll in the “school of faith,” you
Wnever know what may happen next. Visit
Abraham one day and you find him settling a
boundary dispute. Visit him another day and you see

him gearing up for a battle. Why is this so?
For one thing, God wants us to mature in every area
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of life, but maturity doesn’t come easily. There can be
no growth without challenge, and there can be no chal-
lenge without change. If circumstances never changed,
everything would be predictable, and the more pre-
dictable life becomes, the less challenge it presents.
William Cullen Bryant wrote:

Weep not that the world changes—did it

keep

A stable changeless state, ’twere cause
indeed to weep.

When you walk in the light (1 John 1:5-10), you
can see what is going on, and you experience variety in
your life. But in the darkness, everything looks alike.
No wonder unsaved people (and backslidden believers)
are so bored and must constantly seek escape! The life
of faith presents challenges that keep you going—and
keep you growing!

In this chapter, Abraham, the man of faith, fulfills
three special roles: the watcher (Gen. 14:1-12), the
warrior (vv. 13-16), and the worshipper (vv. 17-24).
In all three roles, Abraham exercised faith in God and
made the right decisions.

Abraham the watcher (14:1-12)

This section records the first war mentioned in the
Bible, and it would not be included here had it not
involved Abraham. The Bible records a great deal of
history, but, as Dr. A.T. Pierson said, “History is His
story.” What is written helps us better understand how
God worked out His great plan of salvation in this
world. In the Bible, historical facts are often windows
for spiritual truth.

The five city-states in the plain of Jordan (14:2;
see 13:10) had been subject for twelve years to the
kings of four eastern city-states (14:1) and finally
revolted against them. This, of course, was a declara-
tion of war; so the four kings invaded the plain of
Jordan to bring the five kings into subjection. From
our modern viewpoint, the invasion was a minor skir-
mish, but in that day, it was considered a major
international conflict.

Certainly five kings ought to be able to defeat four
kings, especially when they are fighting “on their own
turf.” But the army of the cities of the plain was
soundly defeated by the invading kings! Apparently the
five kings did not even know their own land because
they were trapped in the slime pits (v. 10). All their
army could do was flee for the hills.

While reviewing his troops, the Duke of Wellington
is supposed to have said, “I don’t know what effect these
men will have on the enemy, but they frighten me!”
Ezekiel 16:49-50 suggests that the lifestyle of the peo-
ple of Sodom and Gomorrah did not prepare them for
conflict. (Cf. Ezek. 16:49-50 with 1 John 2:15-17.)

Whatever purposes the kings may have had in this
war, God had something special in mind for Lot: he
became a prisoner of war. Lot had looked at Sodom and
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moved toward Sodom (Gen. 13:10-13), and now he
was living in Sodom (14:12; see Ps. 1:1). You might not
guess it from his conduct, but Lot was a righteous man
(2 Peter 2:6-8). Where did he fail?

While in Egypt with Abraham, Lot had gotten a
taste of the world and enjoyed it. Scripture doesn’t
record that Lot ever built an altar and sought the Lord,
as did his uncle Abraham. Abraham was the friend of
God (James 2:23), but Lot was the friend of the world
(4:4). In time, Lot conformed to the world (Rom.
12:2), and when Sodom lost the war, Lot was con-
demned with the world (1 Cor. 11:32). If you identify
with the world, then expect to suffer what the world
suffers.

Lot’s capture was God’s way of disciplining him and
reminding him that he had no business living in
Sodom. No doubt Abraham was praying faithfully for
his nephew that he might separate himself from the
world and start living like a true “stranger and pilgrim.”
God disciplines His children because He loves them
and wants the best for them (Prov. 3:11-12; Heb.
12:1-11). If we don’t listen to His rebukes, then He has
to get our attention some other way; and that way is
usually very painful.

Abraham the warrior (14:13-16)

His attitude. Abraham did not get involved in the war
until he heard that Lot had been captured, and then he
began to act. Abraham was separated, but not isolated; he
was independent, but not indifferent. In fact, he and
some of the local sheiks had formed an alliance for just
such emergencies (v. 13). He was “Abram, the Hebrew”
(v. 13), which means “the outsider, the person with no
secure place in society.” He was not “Abraham the
hardhearted.” He was a “pilgrim and stranger” in the
land, but that was no excuse for inaction.

While believers must not compromise with the
unsaved in matters of spiritual walk and ministry (2
Cor. 6:14—7:1), they may cooperate when it comes to
caring for humanity and “promoting the general wel-
fare.” When you see that people are in trouble, you
don’t ask them for a testimony before helping them
(Luke 10:25-37; Gal. 6:10). Sacrificial service is one
way of showing the love of Christ to others (Matt.
5:16). If Christians don’t carry their share of the com-
mon burdens of life, how can they be the salt of the
earth and the light of the world?

For example, Joseph served in Egypt, and God used
him to preserve his family and the Jewish nation.
Nehemiah served a heathen king, yet God used the
authority and resources of that king to enable
Nehemiah to rebuild Jerusalem. Esther was a Jewess
married to a Gentile ruler, and God used her to protect
the Jewish people from almost certain annihilation.
Daniel in Babylon never compromised his convictions,
but he did assist several rulers and was greatly used by
God. We may cooperate with different people at differ-
ent times to achieve different purposes, but we should
always be conscious of our obligation to glorify God.
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Abraham treated his nephew with love, both when
he gave Lot first choice of the land (Gen. 13:9) and
when he risked his own life to rescue him. Lot had not
been kind to Abraham, and Abraham had every excuse
to let his nephew suffer the painful consequences of his
own stupid decisions. But Lot was his “brother”
(14:16), so Abraham practiced brotherly love and over-
came evil with good (Rom. 12:17-21; Gal. 6:1-2).

His army. Though a man of peace, Abraham was
prepared for war. He didn’t fight from selfish motives
to get personal gain; he fought because he loved Lot
and wanted to help him. When you consider the char-
acteristics of Abraham’s army, you see what it takes in
the spiritual realm to have victory over the world.

(1) They were born in his house (v. 14).
Spiritually speaking, this reminds us that “whatever is
born of God overcomes the world” (1 John 5:4 Nkjv).
Our first birth made us children of Adam, and he was
a loser, but our second birth makes us children of God,
and Jesus Christ is the Victor. He has overcome every
enemy (Eph. 1:19-23), and He shares His victory with
all who will trust Him. “And this is the victory that has
overcome the world—our faith” (1 John 5:4 Nkjv).

(2) They were armed (v. 14). It takes more than
zeal and courage to win a war: You must also have
effective equipment. The Christian soldier must wear
the whole armor of God and use the spiritual weapons
God has provided (Eph. 6:10-18). Our weapons are
spiritual, not fleshly (2 Cor. 10:3-5), and we use them
in the power of the Holy Spirit. The Word of God and
prayer are our two most effective weapons (Acts 6:4),
and we must use them by faith. As the well-known
song expresses it: “Put on the gospel armor/Each piece
put on with prayer.”

(3) They were trained (v. 14). No matter how
good their equipment is, if the soldiers are not trained,
they will be easily defeated. One of the purposes of the
local church is to train God’s people how to use the
Bible effectively, how to pray, how to recognize the
enemy, and how to follow orders as soldiers in the army
of Christ. The better you know your Bible, the better you
are equipped to fight the battle (2 Tim. 3:16-17). The
Captain of your salvation wants to train you and “make
you perfect [complete]” (Heb. 13:20-21), and the
Greek word means “to equip an army.” If we fail in the
battle, it is not the fault of the equipment or the strat-
egy of our Captain. Something is wrong with the
soldiers.

(4) They believed in their leader. Abraham and
his allies rode 120 miles to make a surprise attack on
the four kings, and they won a complete victory.
Apparently Abraham got his directions from the Lord,
so the whole enterprise was a victory of faith. The spir-
itual application is clear: If God’s people expect to
defeat their enemies, they must trust the Lord and obey
His orders. This is how Joshua conquered the Promised
Land and David defeated the enemies of Israel, and this
is the way the church must fight today.

(5) They were united. There were not three armies



with three leaders; there was one army, and Abraham
was in charge. If God’s people today were united in
love, what victories we would win! We sing, “Like a
mighty army/Moves the church of God”; but the
church is very unlike an army, especially when it comes
to the discipline of marching together. “The trouble
with the church,” said a pastor friend, “is that there are
too many generals and not enough privates!”

(6) They were single-minded. Their goal was not
personal revenge or private gain (Gen. 14:22-23), but
victory over the enemy so that the captives might be
freed. A double-minded soldier is destined for defeat.
“No one engaged in warfare entangles himself with the
affairs of this life, that he may please him who enlisted
him as a soldier” (2 Tim. 2:4 Nkjv). When you remem-
ber Achan (Josh. 7), Samson (Judg. 13—16), and Saul
(1 Sam. 15), you see how true that statement is.

His achievement. Abraham and his allies were so
strong that they chased the enemy for 100 miles, freed
all the captives, and recovered all the spoils. Did
Abraham and his worldly nephew have a long talk as
they rode back? Did Lot keep the promises he made
while he was in danger? Did he make any promises to
Abraham?

We cannot answer those questions, but we do know
this: Neither the Lord’s chastening nor the Lord’s good-
ness in rescuing Lot did him any good. The goodness
of God should have led him to repentance (Luke
15:14-19; Rom. 2:4), but instead of repenting, Lot
returned to Sodom. He could have been reunited with
Abraham, but he chose to go back to sin.

“Abraham was the father of the faithful,” wrote
Alexander Whyte in his classic Bible Characters. “And
Lot, his nephew, was the father of all such as are
scarcely saved.” Some will be saved “so as by fire” (1
Cor. 3:15), but it is far better to have “an abundant
entrance” into the Lord’s everlasting kingdom (2 Peter
1:11).

Abraham the worshipper (14:17-24)

A new battle. Sometimes you face your greatest dan-
gers after you have won a battle. It was after the capture
of Jericho that Israel’s self-confidence led it into defeat
at Ai (Josh. 7), and after his success on Mount Carmel,
Elijah panicked and ran away in fear (1 Kings 19). No
wonder the saintly Scottish pastor Andrew Bonar
(1810-1892) said, “Let us be as watchful after the vic-
tory as before the battle.”

When Abraham returned from battle, he was met
by two kings: Bera, King of Sodom (“burning”), and
Melchizedek, King of Salem (“peace”). Bera offered
Abraham all the spoils in return for the people, while
Melchizedek gave Abraham bread and wine. Abraham
rejected Beras offer but accepted the bread and wine
from Melchizedek and gave him tithes of the spoils. All
of this is symbolic and presents some important spiri-
tual truths that you should understand and apply
today.

Abraham had to choose between two kings who
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represented two opposite ways of life. Sodom was a
wicked city (Gen. 13:13; Ezek. 16:49-50), and Bera
represented the dominion of this world system with
its appeal to the flesh (Eph. 2:1-3). Bera means
“gift,” suggesting that the world bargains for your
allegiance. But Sodom means “burning,” so be care-
ful how you choose! If you bow down to Bera,
everything you live for will burn up one day. That’s
what happened to Lot!

Melchizedek means “king of righteousness,” and
Salem means “peace.” Hebrews 7 and Psalm 110 both
connect Melchizedek with Jesus Christ, the “King of
peace” and the “King of righteousness” (85:10). Like
Melchizedek in Abraham’s day, Jesus Christ is our
King-Priest in heaven, enabling us to enjoy righteous-
ness and peace as we serve Him (Isa. 32:17; Heb.
12:11). Certainly we can see in the bread and wine a
reminder of our Lord’s death for us on the cross.

So, when Abraham rejected Bera and accepted
Melchizedek, he was making a statement of faith, say-
ing, “Take the world, but give me Jesus.” Lot should
have made the same decision, but he chose to return to
his life of compromise.

Why would it have been wrong for Abraham to
take the spoils? After all, didn’t he risk his life and the
lives of his retainers to defeat the invading kings and
rescue the prisoners? Legally, Abraham had every
claim to the spoils, but morally, they were out of
bounds. Many things in this world are legal as far as
courts are concerned but morally wrong as far as God's
people are concerned.

Furthermore, before Abraham could take the spoils,
he had to agree to restore the people of Sodom to their
king who said, “Give me the persons” (Gen. 14:21).
Just as God wants to use human bodies for His glory
(Rom. 12:1-2; 1 Cor. 6:19-20), so the enemy wants to
use human bodies for evil purposes (Rom. 6:12-13).
The enemy said, in effect, “Give me your body,” to
Joseph (Gen. 39) and Daniel (Dan. 1), but they said,
“No!” But when the enemy said the same to Samson
(Judg. 16), David (2 Sam. 11), and Judas (John 13:27),
they said, “Yes!” And what a price they paid!

Abraham did not accept King Bera’s offer. Instead,
it is likely that Abraham gave everyone he had rescued
opportunity to come with him and trust the true and
living God. Abraham was a powerful sheik, and his
neighbors knew about his tent and his altar. But there
is no indication that any of them (including Lot’s fam-
ily) accepted his invitation. Except for Lot and two of
his daughters, they all perished in the destruction of
Sodom.

A new blessing. Melchizedek had something better
to offer Abraham: the blessing of the “Most High God,
possessor of heaven and earth.” Abraham lived by the
blessing of the Lord, not the bribery of the world. He did
not want anybody to think that the world made him
rich. Even a small thing like a shoelace might affect his
walk! Too many servants of God have weakened their
testimony by accepting applause and gifts from the
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people of the world. You cannot be a servant of God
and a celebrity in the world at the same time.

Melchizedek met Abraham after the battle z
strengthen him for the victory. The Lord knows the
temptations we face after we have defeated the enemy.
Abraham had met the Lord before the battle and prom-
ised to take nothing for himself from the spoils of
victory. He was single-minded as he led his army, and
God gave him victory.

Abraham did not impose his convictions on his
allies—Aner, Eschol, and Mamre (Gen. 14:24). If they
wanted to take part of the spoils, that was their busi-
ness, and he would not criticize them. Nor did he
expect them to give tithes to Melchizedek. Abraham
was a pilgrim and stranger, while his allies were men of
the world whose conduct was governed by a different
set of standards. “Others may—you cannot.”

Genesis 14:20 is the first mention of tithing in the
Bible. To tithe is to give God 10 percent, whether of
money, farm produce, or animals. (The Hebrew word
means “ten.”) When we tithe, we acknowledge that
God owns everything and that we are grateful stewards
of His wealth. The Jews paid an annual tithe to the
Lord (Lev. 27:30-33) as well as a tithe every third year
especially for the poor (Deut. 26:12-15). They could
also tithe the remaining 90 percent for a special “festive
offering” to be enjoyed in Jerusalem (Deut. 12:5-19).

The practice of tithing antedated the law of
Moses, for not only did Abraham tithe, but so did
Jacob (Gen. 28:22). For this reason, many Christians
believe that God’s people today should begin their
giving with the tithe. A godly deacon said to me once,
“If the Old Testament Jew under law could tithe, how
much more ought New Testament Christians under
grace!” The New Testament plan for giving is outlined
in 2 Corinthians 8—9, but tithing is a good place to
start.

We must be careful to give out of the devotion of
our hearts, and not as a “bribe” for God’s blessings. The
late R.G. LeTourneau, well-known Christian manufac-
turer and philanthropist, used to say, “If you tithe
because it pays—it won't pay!”

But Abraham provides us with a good example of
giving. He brought his gifis to Jesus Christ in the person
of Melchizedek. (See Heb. 7:1-10.) We do not give our
tithes and offerings to the church, the pastor, or the
members of the finance committee. If our giving is a
true act of worship, we will give to the Lord, and, for
that reason, we want to give our very best (Mal. 1:6-8).

In one of the churches I pastored, we did not take
up offerings on Sundays but provided special boxes at
the exits before or after the services. A lad visiting
church one day asked his friend what the boxes were for,
and he told him, “That’s where we put our offerings.”

The visitor asked, “What happens to the money?”

“I think they give it to Brother Eastep,” the boy
replied. (Dr. D. B. Eastep was the pastor at that time.)

Even more perplexed, the lad asked, “Well, what
does Brother Eastep do with i?”
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This time the boy was ready: “I don’t know how he
does it, but he gives it to God!”

When my godly predecessor heard that story, he
laughed heartily. He knew (as we all know) that each
worshipper must bring his or her gifts to the Lord and
give from a grateful heart. All God’s people are priests
and can bring their sacrifices to Him (1 Peter 2:5, 9).

Abraham was prompt in his giving. His stewardship
principles were firmly fixed in his heart so there was no
reason to delay.

He was also proportionate in his giving, a policy
encouraged by the aposte Paul (1 Cor. 16:1-2).
Tithing is a good place to begin, but as the Lord
blesses, we must increase that percentage if we are to
practice the kind of “grace giving” that is described in
2 Corinthians 8—9.

Abraham gave because he loved God and wanted to
acknowledge His greatness and His goodness. What a con-
trast between “the Most High God” and the heathen
idols! Abraham’s God is possessor (Creator) of heaven
and earth (Gen. 14:19; see Isa. 40). He deserves all the
worship and praise of all of His people!

Before the battle, Abraham lifted his hand by faith
in a solemn vow to God that he would take nothing
from the spoils. He had a single heart and mind as he
led the army (Matt. 6:24).

During the battle, Abraham wielded his sword by
faith and trusted God for victory.

After the battle, by faith Abraham closed his hands
to the King of Sodom but opened his hands to the
King of Salem, receiving bread and wine and giving
tithes.

“And this is the victory that has overcome the
world—our faith” (1 John 5:4 Nkjv).

[Note: You can study more about Melchizedek in
Be Confident, an exposition of Hebrews; and “grace
giving” is explained in Be Encouraged, an exposition of
2 Corinthians.]

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Genesis 15

THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SOUL

ne who truly fears God, and is obedient to Him,

may be in a condition of darkness, and have no

light; and he may walk many days and years in
that condition.”

So wrote the Puritan divine Thomas Goodwin
(1600-1679), and the prophet Isaiah agrees with him:
“Who among you fears the Lord? Who obeys the voice
of His Servant? Who walks in darkness and has no
light? Let him trust in the name of the Lord and rely
upon his God” (Isa. 50:10 NKjV).

At times even the most dedicated Christian feels “in
the dark” and wonders why God seems so far away.
During the Boxer Rebellion, the China Inland Mission
suffered greatly, and its founder, J. Hudson Taylor, said



to a friend, “I cannot read; I cannot think; I cannot
even pray; but I can trust.” It was a dark time, but God
eventually gave light.

Abraham had an experience of what spiritual direc-
tors call “the dark night of the soul.” The term comes
from a sixteenth-century spiritual classic of that title by
St. John of the Cross. Based on the night scenes
described in the Song of Songs, the book tells how the
child of God enters into deeper love and faith by expe-
riencing temporary darkness and seeming separation
from God. It is not an easy thing to experience, but
sometimes necessary.

Abraham had three great concerns. During that
“dark-night” experience, God met all three of them.

His safety (15:1)

Listening to himself. The previous chapter focused on
Abraham’s actions, but this chapter deals with his emo-
tions, including the “horror of great darkness” (15:12).
People with faith are also people with feelings, and feel-
ings must not be discredited or ignored. Many
orthodox Christians are prone to emphasize the mind
and will and minimize the emotions, but this is a grave
error that can lead to an unbalanced life.

We are made in the image of God, and this includes
our emotions. While it is unwise to trust your emo-
tions and bypass your mind, or let your emotions get
out of control, it is also unwise to deny and suppress
your emotions and become a religious robot. In the
Psalms, David and the other writers told God honestly
how they felt about Him, themselves, and their cir-
cumstances, and this is a good example for us to follow.
Jesus was a real man, and He expressed openly His
emotions of joy, sorrow, holy anger, and love.

But now that the battle was won, why would
Abraham be afraid? For one thing, he was human, and
our emotions can “fall apart” after a time of great dan-
ger and difficulty. This helps explain why Elijah was so
discouraged after the victory over Baal on Mount
Carmel (1 Kings 19). After the mountaintop comes the
valley.

Another factor was the possibility that the four
kings might return with reinforcements and attack
Abraham’s camp. Abraham knew that Eastern kings did
not take defeat lightly or let enmity die down quickly.
And suppose Abraham were killed? What would hap-
pen to God’s covenant and promise?

Listening to God. You certainly ought to “listen to
your feelings” and be honest about them. “When a per-
son assumes responsibility for his feelings,” writes
psychiatrist David Viscott, “he assumes responsibility
for his world.” But don't stop there: Take time to listen
to God and receive His words of encouragement. This
is the first time in the Bible you find the phrase “the
word of the Lord came”; it is used more than 100 times
in the Old Testament. The faith that conquers fear is
faith in the Word, not faith in feelings.

God spoke to his friend by name (John 10:3).
When I was a lad, T often went shopping for my
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mother, and the clerks in the stores would call me by
name and ask about my family. When my parents went
to the bank, the tellers usually knew who they were and
greeted them. With very few exceptions, the clerks I
meet today see me only as a number in the computer.
It seems incredible, but the God who names and num-
bers all the stars also knows your name and is
concerned about your needs (Ps. 147:3—4).

This is also the first time you find the assuring
words “fear not” in the Bible. God repeated them to
Isaac (Gen. 26:24) and Jacob (46:3) and often to the
people of Israel (Ex. 14:13; 20:20; Num. 14:9; Deut.
1:21). The “fear not” promises in Isaiah are good to
read and ponder when you find yourself dealing with
fear (Isa. 41:10, 13—14; 43:1, 5; 44:2, 8).

God’s remedy for Abraham’s fear was to remind him
who He was: “I am thy shield, and thy exceedingly
great reward” (Gen. 15:1). God’s I AM is perfectly ade-
quate for man’s “IT am not.” “Be still, and know that I
am God” (Ps. 46:10). Your life is only as big as your
faith, and your faith is only as big as your God. If you
spend all your time looking at yourself, you will get dis-
couraged, but if you look to God by faith, you will be
encouraged.

God is our shield and our reward, our protection
and our provision. Abraham didn’t have to worry about
another battle because the Lord would protect him.
And he didn’t need to regret losing the wealth offered
him by the King of Sodom because God would reward
him in far greater ways. This is the Old Testament
equivalent of Matthew 6:33 and Philippians 4:19.

Protection and provision are blessings that the world
is secking and the politicians are promising whenever
they run for office. Candidates offer voters protection
from war and danger on the streets as well as provision
for jobs, health care, education, and old age. Some of
the promises are kept, but many of them are forgotten.
Almighty God is the only One who can offer you pro-
tection and provision and keep His promises. “For the
Lord God is a sun and shield; the Lord will give grace
and glory. No good thing will he withhold from them
that walk uprighty” (Ps. 84:11).

His heir (15:2-6)

Asking (vv. 2-3). God had promised Abraham that
his descendants would be as numerous as the dust of
the earth (13:16) and that they would bring blessing
to the whole world (12:1-3). But Abraham and
Sarah were still childless, and if Abraham died, the
only heir he had was his “chief of staff”—Eliezer.
(He may be the servant mentioned in 24:2.) Lot was
no longer in the picture, and Abraham’s other rela-
tives were 500 miles away in Mesopotamia. What
had happened to the promise?

Abraham’s concern was not just for himself and his
wife, though like all Eastern couples, they wanted chil-
dren. His concern was for the working out of God’s
plan of salvation for the whole world. God had a glori-
ous plan, and God made a gracious promise, bur God
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seemed to be doing nothing! Abraham and Sarah were
getting older, and time was running out.

One of the basic lessons in “the school of faith” is:
God’s will must be fulfilled in God’s way and in Gods
time. God did not expect Abraham and Sarah to figure
out how to have an heir; all He asked was that they be
available so He could accomplish His purposes in and
through them. What Abraham and Sarah did not real-
ize was that God was waiting for them to be “as good
as dead” so that God alone would receive the power
and glory.

It is good to share your concerns with the Lord,
even if what you say seems to evidence unbelief or
impatience in your heart. God is not deaf to your ques-
tions or unconcerned about your feelings. He did not
rebuke Abraham; instead, He gave him the assurances
that he needed. “Casting all your care upon him, for he
careth for you” (1 Peter 5:7).

Looking (vv. 4-5). God made it clear that
Abraham alone would be the father of the future heir.
Heirship depends on sonship (Rom. 8:14-17). Then
God dramatically assured Abraham that this one heir
would be the father of so many descendants that
nobody would be able to count them. Even when life is
dark, you can still see the stars. Someone has well said,
“When the outlook is bleak, try the uplook.” Abraham
had been looking around, trying to solve his problem,
but the answer lay in looking #p.

About 30,000 stars are listed in the General Catalog
used by astronomers, but it is estimated that there are
100 billion more! God did not say that Abraham
would have that many descendants but that, like the
stars, there would be too many to count. Whether
Abraham looked down at the dust (Gen. 13:14) or up
at the stars (15:5), he would recall God’s promise and
have confidence. This promise was repeated to
Abraham (22:17) and reaffirmed to Isaac (26:4).

Believing (v. 6). Promises do us no good unless we
believe them and act on them. Abraham had already
trusted God’s promise (12:1-3) and proved it by leav-
ing home and going to Canaan (Heb. 11:8). But
Genesis 15:6 is the first reference in the Bible to
Abraham’s faith. It is the John 3:16 of the OId
Testament, and for this reason, the New Testament
writers use it to illustrate salvation by faith.

There are only five words in the Hebrew original of
Genesis 15:6, but what a wealth of meaning they con-
tain. The verse is quoted three times in the New
Testament: Galatians 3:6; Romans 4:3; and James
2:23. The three key words are believe, counted, and
righteousness.

Abraham believed God, which is literally, “Abraham
said, ‘Amen, God!” The Hebrew word translated
“believed” means “to lean your whole weight upon.”
Abraham leaned wholly on the promise of God and the
God of the promise. We are not saved by making prom-
ises to God but by believing the promises of God. In the
gospel of John, which was written to tell people how to
be saved (John 20:31), the word “believe” is used
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nearly 100 times. Salvation is the gracious gift of God,
and it is received by faith (Eph. 2:8-9).

What was Abraham’s greatest need? Righteousness.
This is the greatest need of people in our world today,
for “all have sinned, and come short of the glory of
God” (Rom. 3:23). “There is none righteous, no, not
one” (3:10). It is not enough to be “religious”; God
demands that we have perfect righteousness or He will
not let us enter His heaven.

How did Abraham receive this righteousness? He
believed the Lord, and righteousness was imputed to
him. “Impute” means “to put to one’s account.” On
the cross, our sins were put on Jesus account (“num-
bered [counted] with the transgressors,” Isa. 53:12)
when He suffered the punishment that belonged to us
(53:6). When you trust Him, His righteousness is put
on your account (2 Cor. 5:21), and you stand righteous
and forgiven before a holy God.

Abraham proved his faith by his works when he
offered Isaac on the altar (James 2:14-24). Abraham
was not saved by obeying God, or even promising to
obey God, but his obedience proved his faith. Sinners
are not saved by faith plus works but by a faith that
works.

Take time to read Galatians 3, Romans 4, and
James 2, and you will see how Abraham illustrates sal-
vation by faith. In Galatians 3, Paul focuses on believe;
in Romans 4, he deals with /mpute; and in James 2,
James explains righteousness. It takes three New
Testament chapters to unfold one verse!

The answer to Abraham’s fear was God’s presence—
I AM. The answer to Abraham’s concern about his heir
was God’s promise—I WILL. How will God answer
Abraham’s third concern?

His land (15:7-21)

Affirmation (v. 7). God had told Abraham that He
would give the land of Canaan to him and his descen-
dants (12:7; 13:15, 17), and now He reaffirmed that
promise. The land is an important part of the covenant
for it is in the land of Israel that the divine drama of
“salvation history” was enacted. The land of Israel will
also be the stage for the final act of that drama when
the Messiah returns to reign on earth.

For centuries, Israel was a nation without a land,
and it seemed that the covenant promises would not be
fulfilled. In 1932, British expositor G. Campbell
Morgan wrote, “I am now quite convinced that the
teaching of Scripture as a whole is that there is no
future for Israel as an earthly people at all” (7his Was
His Faith, 290). Then came May 14, 1948, and the
rebirth of national Israel! Just as God kept His promise
to Abraham and sent the Messiah, so He will keep His
promise and restore the land to His people.

Assurance (vv. 8-12). Abraham’s question was not
a sign of unbelief but a request for a token of assurance.
He was confident that God would give him the prom-
ised son, but the land was in the hands of ten pagan
nations (vv. 19-21). It was one thing for Abraham to



own the land, but how would his descendants possess it
so they could enjoy it?

What is described in verses 9—17 was known in that
day as “cutting a covenant.” This solemn ritual
involved the death of animals and the binding of peo-
ple to a promise. The persons making the covenant
would sacrifice several animals and divide the bodies,
placing the halves opposite each other on the ground.
Then the parties would walk between the pieces of the
sacrifices in declaration that, if they failed to keep their
word, they deserved the same fate as the animals. (See
Jer. 34:18-19.)

But Abraham’s experience was different. He killed
the animals, laid them on the ground, and spent the
rest of the day fighting off the birds of prey that were
attracted to the flesh and blood. When the sun went
down, Abraham fell into a deep sleep, and then God
appeared to him and spoke to him. But God alone
passed between the parts of the sacrifices (Gen. 15:17)! It
was God who made promises to Abraham, not
Abraham who made promises to God. There were no
conditions attached; the covenant of grace came from
the generous heart of God.

Anticipation (vv. 13-21). Out of the “horror of
great darkness,” Abraham heard the terms of God’s
covenant and discovered God’s plan for the nation (vv.
13-14, 16-17), himself (v. 15), and the land (v.
18-21).

The nation (vv. 13-14, 16-17). Jacob and his
family went to Egypt to be protected by Joseph, and
there they grew into a mighty people (Gen. 46—Ex.
1). Arriving in Egypt as honored guests, the Jews even-
tually became a threat; so Pharaoh made them slaves
and afflicted them greatly (Ex. 1:11-12). Perhaps the
smoking furnace (Gen. 15:17) was a symbol of the
nation’s suffering in Egypt (Deut. 4:20). Pharaoh’s cru-
elty could not exterminate the nation because God had
plans for His chosen people. God judged Egypt with
ten plagues and then enabled Moses to lead the people
out triumphantly (Ex. 5—15).

The events and their timing were in the hands of
God. The 400 years of Genesis 15:13 refers to Israel’s
entire stay in Egypt, from Jacob’s arrival to the Exodus.
It is a round figure, because Exodus 12:40 puts it at
430 years. (See also Acts 7:6.) Why did God wait so
long to deliver His people? Because God was longsuf-
fering with the nations in Canaan and delayed their
judgment so they might have more time to repent (2
Peter 3:8—9; Matt. 23:32). Those who condemn Israel
(and God) for the way the Canaanites were treated
seem to forget that God gave them centuries to repent
of their wickedness.

Abraham (v. 5). Abraham’s “good old age” was 175
years (Gen. 25:7), which means he walked with God
for a century (12:4). In spite of Abraham’s occasional
failures, he accomplished the will of God and brought
blessing to the whole world. This promise from God
must have given Abraham and Sarah great encourage-
ment during times of difficulty, just as promises like
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Philippians 1:6 and Ephesians 2:10 encourage God’s
people today.

The land (vv. 8-21). At the beginning of
Abraham’s pilgrimage, God said to him, “T will show
thee” the land (12:1). Later He said, “I will give it unto
thee” (13:15-17). But now His word is, “To your
descendants I have given this land” (15:18 NasB).
God’s covenant made it a settled matter: The land
belongs to Abraham’s descendants through Isaac.

Solomon exercised dominion over a vast area (1
Kings 4:21; Ps. 72:8), but Israel did not possess all that
land. The kings merely acknowledged Solomon’s sover-
eignty and paid tribute to him. When Jesus Christ
reigns from the throne of David (Matt. 19:28; Luke
1:32), the land of Israel will reach the full dimensions
promised by God.

God’s covenant with Abraham stands no matter
what Israel believes. The covenant is unconditional; its
fulfillment does not depend on man’s faith or faithful-
ness. In like manner, the new covenant established by
Jesus Christ is dependable whether people accept it or
not. Those who put their faith in Jesus Christ enter
into that covenant and receive eternal salvation (Heb.
5:9; 9:12), an eternal inheritance (9:15), and eternal
glory (1 Peter 5:10).

When Abraham was concerned about himself, God
assured him by saying, “I AM!” When he was con-
cerned about his heir, he heard God say, “I will!” His
concern about the land was met by God’s, “I have
given!”

In Jesus Christ, God gives those same assurances to
His people today.

Abraham believed God.

Do you believe?

[For a more detailed study of Galatians 3, see Be
Free. Romans 4 is explained in Be Right. The subject of
faith and works in James 2 is dealt with in Be Mature.
These titles are published by Cook Communications.]

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Genesis 16

BEWARE OF DETOURS!

ack in the ’60s, my wife and I enjoyed a brief vaca-
B tion in the beautiful foothills of the Appalachian
Mountains. As we began to drive home, she said,
“Let’s take this side road. It looks interesting.”
Interesting! It turned out to be one of the worst
rural roads we have ever encountered, including some
we've seen on mission fields overseas. There were no
potholes; they were all craters. And while my car was
raising dust, my impatience was raising my temper. As
we carefully rounded a curve, we concluded that few
people ever took this route; for there in front of us were
two turtles, leisurely taking a walk in one of the two
ruts that kept you on the road.
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When we finally reached civilization and a paved
road, I thought of the statement Vance Havner often
made: “The detour is always worse than the main
road.”

Genesis 16 records a painful detour that Abraham
and Sarah made in their pilgrim walk, a detour that
brought conflict not only into their home but also into
the world. What today’s journalists call “the Arab-
Israeli conflict” began right here.

But this account is much more than ancient history
with modern consequences. It’s a good lesson for God’s
people about walking by faith and waiting for God to
fulfill His promises in His way and in His time. As you
study the stages in the experience of Abraham and
Sarah, you will see how dangerous it is to depend on
your own wisdom.

Waiting (16:1a)

Abraham was now eighty-five years old. He had been
walking with the Lord for ten years and had learned
some valuable lessons about faith. God had promised
Abraham and Sarah a child but had not told them
when the child would be born. It was a period of wait-
ing, and most people don’t like to wait. But it is
through “faith and patience [that we] inherit the prom-
ises” (Heb. 6:12).

God has a perfect timetable for all that He wants to
do. After all, this event was not the birth of just another
baby: It was part of God’s great plan of salvation for the
whole world. However, as Sarah waited for something
to happen, she became impatient.

Why did God wait so long? He wanted Abraham
and Sarah to be physically “as good as dead” (Heb.
11:12) so that God alone would get the glory. At age
eighty-five, Abraham was still virile enough to father a
child by Hagar; so the time for the miracle baby had
not yet arrived. Whatever is truly done by faith is done
for the glory of God (Rom. 4:20) and not for the praise
of man.

A willingness to wait on the Lord is another evi-
dence that you are walking by faith. “He that believeth
shall not make haste” (Isa. 28:16). Paul quoted this
verse in Romans 10:11 and amplified its meaning:
“Whosoever believeth on him shall not be ashamed.”
(The same Holy Spirit inspired both Isaiah and Paul,
and He has the right to make these changes.)
Whenever we stop trusting God, we start to “make
haste” in the wrong direction and we end up being
ashamed.

A third evidence of faith is that you are acting on the
authority of Gods Word. “So, then, faith cometh by
hearing, and hearing by the Word of God” (Rom.
10:17). You can act by faith, and know that God will
bless, if you are obeying what He says in His Word.
Hebrews 11 records the mighty acts of ordinary men
and women who dared to believe God’s promises and
obey His commandments.

Finally, whenever you act by faith, God will give joy
and peace in your life. “Now the God of hope fill you
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with all joy and peace in believing” (Rom. 15:13).
Conlflict may surround you, but you will have God’s
peace and joy within you.

These, then, are the evidences of true biblical faith:
(1) you are willing to wait; (2) you are concerned only
for the glory of God; (3) you are obeying God’s Word;
and (4) you have God’s joy and peace within. While
Abraham and Sarah were waiting, God was increasing
their faith and patience and building character (James
1:1-4). Then something happened that put Abraham
and Sarah on a painful detour.

Scheming (16:1b-4a)

Sarah knew that she was incapable of bearing a child
but that her husband was still capable of begetting a
child. God had specifically named Abraham as the
father of the promised heir, bur He had not yet identi-
fied the mother. Logically, it would be Abraham’s wife,
but perhaps God had other plans. Sarah was “second-
guessing” God, and this is a dangerous thing to do.
Remember, true faith is based on the Word of God
(Rom. 10:17) and not on the wisdom of man (Prov.
3:5-6), because “faith is living without scheming.”
Sarah said, “It may be”; she did not say, “Thus saith the
Lord” God had told Abraham, “Know of a surety”
(Gen. 15:13), but Sarah had no such assurance on
which to base her actions.

Furthermore, Sarah was not concerned about the
glory of God; her only goal was “that I may obtain chil-
dren by her” (16: 2). Perhaps there is a hint of
disappointment with God and even blaming God when
she says, “The Lord hath restrained me from bearing”
(v. 2). It has often been said that God’s delays are not
God’s denials, but Satan whispers to us, “God is hold-
ing out on you! If He loved you, things would be
different! Blame Him!” (See 3:1-6.)

Abraham’s taking Hagar as a second wife was per-
fectly legal according to the marriage code of that day.
In later years, Jacob would marry his wives' maids,
Bilhah and Zilpah, and each would give him two sons.
Moreover, the plan seemed to be successful, for Hagar
conceived a child. Perhaps Sarah was right after all.

But not everything that is legal or that appears to be
successful is approved by the will of God. God never
accepted Hagar as Abraham’s wife; the Angel of the
Lord called her “Sarah’s maid” (16:8). Later she was
called “this bondwoman and her son” (21:10), not
“Abraham’s wife and son.” Why? Because “whatever is
not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). God rejected the
whole enterprise because He had something far better
in mind for Abraham and Sarah.

When you review the four evidences of biblical
faith that were explained above, you can see that
Abraham and Sarah did not pass the test. They were
unwilling to wait on the Lord but rushed ahead with
their own plans. They acted only to please themselves
and not to glorify God. They were not obeying the
Word, and what they did certainly did not bring joy
and peace to their hearts or their home.



Scottish novelist George MacDonald was right
when he said, “In whatever man does without God, he
must fail miserably, or succeed more miserably.” This
leads us to the third stage in Abraham and Sarah’s
“detour” experience.

Fighting (16:4b-6)

When you follow the wisdom of the world, you will
end up warring like the world (James 3:13-18). Of all
fights, family fights are the most painful and the most
difficult to settle. Had Hagar maintained the attitude
of a servant, things might have been different, but she
became proud, and this irritated her mistress (Prov.
30:21-23).

“Having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made per-
fect by the flesh?” Paul asked (Gal. 3:3), and you see
this illustrated in Abraham’s home. He and Sarah had
begun in the Spirit when they put their faith in the
Lord, but now they had turned to the flesh for help,
and some of the works of the flesh were starting to
appear (Gal. 5:19-21). Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar
were at war with each other because they were at war
with the Lord, and they were at war with the Lord
because they had selfish desires warring within their
own hearts (James 4:1-10).

The first thing they should have done was build an
altar, worship the Lord, and tell Him their problems.
They should have confessed their sins and received His
gracious forgiveness. Once you stop fighting with God
and with yourself, you will have an easier time not
fighting with others. The first step toward reconcilia-
tion with others is getting right with God.

However, instead of facing their sins honestly, each
of the persons involved took a different course, and this
only made things worse. Saral’s solution was to blame
her husband and mistreat her servant as she gave vent to
her anger. She seems to have forgotten that she was the
one who had made the marriage suggestion in the first
place. Abraham’s solution was to give in to his wife and
abdicate spiritual headship in the home. He should have
had pity for a helpless servant who was pregnant, but
he allowed Sarah to mistreat her. He should have sum-
moned them all to the altar, but he did not.

Hagar’s solution was to run away from the problem,
a tactic we all learned from Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:8).
However, you soon discover that you cannot solve
problems by running away. Abraham learned that
when he fled to Egypt (12:10ff.). There was peace in
the home for a short time, but it was not the “peace of
God.” It was only a brittle, temporary truce that soon

would fail.

Submitting (16:7-16)

James 4:1-10 explains why Christians fight and how
Christians can be at peace. Our battles among our-
selves are caused because we obey our three enemies:
the world (James 4:4), the flesh (v. 1), and the devil (v.
7). How can we expect to be at peace with God and
each other if we are living for the enemy! “God resists
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the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Therefore
submit to God” (4:6-7 NKjv).

Hagar had to submit to God (vv. 7-14). This is
the first appearance in Scripture of the Angel of the
Lord, who is generally identified as our Lord Jesus
Christ. In Genesis 16:10, the angel promised to do
what only God can do, and in verse 13, Hagar called
the angel “God.” These pre-incarnation visits of Jesus
Christ to the earth were to meet special needs and to
accomplish special tasks. The fact that the Son of God
took on a temporary body, left heaven, and came down
to help a rejected servant-girl surely reveals His grace
and love. His servants Abraham and Sarah had sinned
against the Lord and against Hagar, but the Lord did
not desert them.

The angel called her “Sarah’s maid,” which suggests
that God did not accept her marriage to Abraham.
Apparently Hagar was on her way back to Egypt when
she met the angel, but God told her to return to
Abraham’s camp and submit herself to her mistress.
That would take a great deal of faith, because Sarah
had mistreated Hagar before and might do it again.

God then told her that she was pregnant with a son
whom she should name Ishmael (“God hears”). While
he would not be Abraham’s heir in the blessings of the
covenant, Ishmael would still enjoy blessings from God
since he was Abraham’s son. God promised to multiply
Ishmael’s descendants and make them into great
nations (21:18; 25:12—18), and He did, for Ishmael is
the founder of the Arab peoples.

Ishmael would be a “wild donkey of a man” (16:12
N1v), which is not a very flattering description. It iden-
tified him with the wilderness where he lived by his
skill as an archer (21:20-21; Job 24:5). It also revealed
his independent and pugnacious nature.

He would be a hated man, living “in hostility
toward all his brothers” (Gen. 16:12 N1v). While we
must not apply these traits to every descendant of
Ishmael, the centuries-long hostility between the Jews
and the Arabs is too well known to be ignored. The
Arab nations are independent peoples, dwelling in the
desert lands and resisting the encroachments of other
nations, especially Israel and her allies.

Hagar’s wilderness experience brought her face-to-
face with God and taught her some important truths
about Him. She learned that He is the living God who
sees us and hears our cries when we hurt. The name of
the well means “The well of One who lives and sees
me.” He is a personal God, concerned about abused
people and unborn babies. He knows the future and
cares for those who will trust Him.

Hagar did return and submit herself to Sarah. Surely
she apologized for being arrogant, for despising her mis-
tress, and for running away. She trusted God to protect
her and her son and to care for them in the years to
come. We never solve life’s problems by running away.
Submit to God and trust Him to work things out for
your good and His glory.

Sarah had to submit to God. How did Sarah feel
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when Hagar came back to the camp and reported that
God had talked with her? Did God have time for a
poor servant? Was God concerned about a slave-girl’s
baby? Did the God of Israel care for an Egyptian? Yes,
because that Egyptian’s baby had Abraham as a father,
and God had a covenant with Abraham. The record
does not tell us how Sarah responded, but it would
appear that she accepted both Hagar and her report
and took her back as her servant. Sarah did not mis-
treat her again for, after all, God was watching!

Abraham had to submit to God. In this entire
episode, Abraham played a rather passive role. He let
Sarah talk him into marrying Hagar, and he allowed
Sarah to mistreat Hagar and drive her from the camp.
Apparently, Abraham did not offer to help Hagar in
any way. (Later, he made up for that—Gen. 21:91f))
But when his son was born, Abraham acknowledged
him and obediently gave him the name that God had
appointed.

Both Abraham and Sarah had to learn to live with
their mistakes. Certainly Abraham enjoyed watching
the boy grow up, and the old man’s heart was full of
love for him (17:18). But Abraham knew that Ishmael
would not be a permanent part of the covenant family.
God’s solution to the “Ishmael problem” was not to
blame Abraham, Sarah, or Hagar, but 7o send another
baby into the home—Isaac. Ishmael did not give
Abraham and Sarah any trouble until Isaac came along;
then he started to create problems (21:1-11). As we
shall see in later chapters, all of these things have pro-
found theological significance for the Christian
believer today.

As you review the chapter, you will see that several
key texts from Romans are illustrated by what is
recorded here.

“For whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Rom.
14:23). Be sure that your plans and procedures can
pass the four “tests of faith” outlined above. People may
agree with you, and the law may defend you, but if
God cannot bless you, don’t do it! Let God accomplish
His will in His way and in His time. Sarah tried to run
ahead of God, and she created problems that are with
us yet today.

“They who receive abundance of grace and of
the gift of righteousness shall reign in life” (Rom.
5:17). In Genesis 15, grace was reigning through righ-
teousness because of Abraham’s faith (v. 6), and
Abraham was reigning in life to the glory of God. But
he abdicated the throne in chapter 16, and sin started
to reign. Unbelief, impatience, anger, pride, and indif-
ference took over in Abraham’s home and almost
destroyed it. God’s people are kings and priests (Rev.
1:6), who should “reign in life” by yielding to Jesus
Christ (see Rom. 6:11-14).

“But where sin abounded, grace did much more
abound” (Rom. 5:20). This does not mean that God
winks at sin or that abundant sinning is the key to
abundant grace (6:1-7). Rather, it means that God’s
grace is greater than man’s sin and can accomplish
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God’s best even when men do their worst. In grace,
God saw Hagar fleeing to Egypt, and He came to her
and met her needs. He made her the mother of a great
nation. Of course, He did it because of Abraham, but
God’s covenant with Abraham was a covenant of
grace.

From the human viewpoint, this “detour” was a
tragedy that brought God’s great salvation plan to a
standstill. Consider, however, the divine point of view.
God is never caught by surprise. When He cannot
rule, He overrules, and He always accomplishes His
purposes.

Satan wants us to think that our “disobedience
detours” must become the permanent road for the rest
of our lives, but this is a lie. Like Abraham and Sarah,
we can confess our sins, accept God’s cleansing (1 John
1:9), and then learn to live with our mistakes. Yes,
there will be pain and regret, but God’s grace will over-
come in the end.

George Morrison is worth quoting again: “The vic-
torious Christian life is a series of new beginnings.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Genesis 17

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

t some point in your education, you may have
read Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and you dis-

covered in act 2 that famous quotation: “What's
in a name? That which we call a rose by any other word
would smell as sweet.”

Juliet spoke those words as she talked to herself on
her balcony, ignorant of the fact that Romeo was listen-
ing below. She was pondering the fact that she
belonged to the Capulet family and he to the rival
Montagues, and that this accident of birth hindered
them from getting married. What difference did two
names make? No matter what his name was, Romeo
was still her love!

Shakespeare notwithstanding, if you had asked a
biblical character the question, “What’s in a name?”
that person would have replied: “Everything! Our
names are very important!” Names might record some-
thing  significant about one’s birth  (Gen.
29:31—30:24) or about some life-changing experi-
ence. Jacob was renamed Israel after a night of
wrestling with God (32:24-32), and Simon received
the name Peter (rock) when he met Jesus Christ (John
1:40-42). The names assigned to unborn babies even
carried messages (Gen. 16:11; Matt. 1:18-25).

In this chapter, you will discover four new names
and a name that will always be old because it cannot be

changed.

God Almighty (17:1-2)
Revelation. The Hebrew name is “El Shaddai” (shuh-
DYE), and this is the first time it occurs in Scripture.



“Shaddai” is translated as “Almighty” forty-eight times
in the Old Testament. In the New Testament, the
Greek equivalent is used in 2 Corinthians 6:18 and
Revelation 1:8; 4:8; 11:17; 15:3; 16:7 and 14; 19:6 and
15; and 21:22. It is translated “Almighty” except in
Revelation 19:6 (“omnipotent”).

“El” is the name of God that speaks of power; but
what does “Shaddai” mean? Scholars do not agree.
Some say it comes from a Hebrew word meaning “to be
strong”; others prefer a word meaning “mountain” or
“breast.” Metaphorically, a mountain is a “breast” that
rises up from the plain, and certainly a mountain is a
symbol of strength. If we combine these several ideas,
we might say that “El Shaddai” is the name of “the all-
powerful and all-sufficient God who can do anything
and meet any need.”

But why would God reveal this name to Abraham
at this time, at the close of thirteen years of silence?
Because God was going to tell His friend that Sarah
would have a son. The Lord wanted Abraham to know
that He is the God who is all-sufficient and all-power-
ful, and that nothing is too hard for Him. God says “I
will” twelve times in this chapter; He is about to do the
miraculous.

After Abraham’s battle with the four kings, God
came to him as a warrior and told him He was his
“shield.” When Abraham wondered about his refusal of
Sodom’s wealth, God told him He was his “exceedingly
great reward” (Gen. 15:1). Now when Abraham and
Sarah were “as good as dead,” God assured them that
He was more than sufficient to bring about the miracle
birth. God comes to us in the ways we need Him most.

Responsibility. Revelation always brings responsi-
bility. Enoch and Noah had walked with God (5:22;
6:8-9), but Abraham was to walk before God, that is,
live in the knowledge that the eyes of God were always
upon him (Heb. 4:13). The word “perfect” does not
mean “sinless,” for that would be an impossible goal for
anyone to reach (1 Kings 8:46). The word means “sin-
gle-hearted, without blame, sincere, wholly devoted to
the Lord.” In Exodus 12:5, the word refers to a “per-
fect” sacrifice without blemish. It was a call for
integrity.

This is not to suggest that God’s people should set-
tle for anything less than striving to conform to His
will. “His desire for us should be our aim and desire for
ourselves,” wrote Alexander Maclaren. “It is more
blessed to be smitten with the longing to win the
unwon than to stagnate in ignoble contentment with
partial attainments. Better to climb, with faces turned
upwards to the inaccessible peak, than to lie at ease in
the fat valleys” (Expositions of Holy Scripture, vol. 1
[Baker Book House, 1974], 120).

The secret of a perfect walk before God is a personal
worship of God. Like Abraham, every believer must fall
before the Lord and yield everything to Him. If He is
“El Shaddai—God Almighty,” then who are we to
resist His will?

Relationship. The phrase “My covenant” is used
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nine times in this chapter and defines God’s relation-
ship with Abraham. This was not another covenant,
different from the one God had already established
with Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-21). It was a reaf-
firmation of that covenant, with the important
addition of circumcision, the sign and seal of the
covenant.

God promised once again to multiply Abraham’s
family, even though he and his wife did not have any
children. His descendants would be “as the dust of the
earth” (13:16) and as the stars of the heavens (15:5).
These two comparisons—earth and heaven—suggest
that Abraham would have a physical family, the Jews
(Matt. 3:9), and a spiritual family made up of all who
believe in Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:26-29).

Abraham (17:3-14, 23-27)

The people. “Abram” means “exalted father”;
“Abraham” means “father of a multitude.” When
Abraham informed the people in his camp that he had
a new name, some of them must have smiled and said,
“Father of a multitude! Why, he and his wife are too
old to have children!” Whether he looked beneath his
feet or up into the heavens, or whenever anyone called
him by name, Abraham was reminded of God’s gra-
cious promise to give him many descendants.

Keep in mind that Abraham’s descendants include
not only the Jewish people, but also the Arab world
(through Ishmael) and the nations listed in Genesis
25:1-4. All who trust Jesus Christ as Savior are spiri-
tual children of Abraham (Gal. 3:6-9), and that will be
a vast multitude (Rev. 7:9).

In being fruitful for God, we have nothing in our-
selves that will accomplish the task. Abraham and
Sarah had tried their own plan, and it failed miserably.
Jesus said, “Without me, ye can do nothing” (John
15:5). “We say that we depend on the Holy Spirit,”
wrote Vance Havner, “but actually we are so wired up
with our own devices that if the fire does not fall from
heaven, we can turn on a switch and produce false fire
of our own.”

I read about a young Scottish minister who walked
proudly into the pulpit to preach his first sermon. He
had a brilliant mind and a good education and was
confident of himself as he faced his first congregation.
But the longer he preached, the more conscious every-
one was that “the Lord was not in the wind.” He
finished his message quickly and came down from the
pulpit with his head bowed, his pride now gone.
Afterward, one of the members said to him, “If you
had gone into the pulpit the way you came down, you
might have come down from the pulpit the way you
went up.”

The land. God’s everlasting covenant also included
an everlasting possession: the land of Canaan. This
land is a battleground today and always will be until
the Lord returns to reign. But as far as God’s covenant
is concerned, the land belongs to Israel.

The Jews' ownership of the land depends solely on
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God’s gracious covenant with Abraham: God gave
them the land. But their possession and enjoyment of the
land depends on their faithfulness to obey the Lord.
This was the theme of Moses messages in
Deuteronomy. More than sixty times in that book,
Moses told the people they would inherit or possess the
land, and at least twenty-five times, Moses reminded
them that the land was a gift from the Lord. God’s
name was there (Deut. 12:5, 11, 21), and He would
watch over the land to bless it, if His people walked in
His ways.

The only piece of ground all the patriarchs pos-
sessed was the cave Abraham purchased from Ephron,
the son of Zohar, to become a family burial place (Gen.
23; 49:29-31). Jacob and his family had to leave the
land and go to Egypt (Gen. 46), but God had prom-
ised that they would return to Canaan at the appointed
time (15:13-17).

Joshua led them into their land where they con-
quered the inhabitants and claimed their inheritance.
But the people did not stay true to the covenant, so
God had to discipline them in the land (Judg.
2:10-23). He raised up enemy nations to defeat Israel
and put her in bondage. Israel was in the land, but she
did not conzrol it or enjoy it (Deut. 28:15fF.).

During the reigns of David and Solomon, the peo-
ple enjoyed their inheritance and served the Lord
faithfully. But after the kingdom divided, Israel and
Judah both decayed spiritually (except for occasional
interludes of revival) and ended up in bondage: Assyria
defeated Israel, and Babylon conquered Judah. It was
then that God disciplined His people outside their land.
It was as though He were saying, “You have polluted
My land with your idols, so I will put you in a land that
is addicted to idols. Get your fill of it! After you have
been away from your land for seventy years, maybe you
will learn to appreciate what I gave you.”

God permitted a remnant to return to the land,
rebuild the city and the temple, and restore the nation,
but it never became a great power again. However,
whether Israel is faithful or faithless, the land belongs
to her, and one day she will inherit it and enjoy it to the
glory of God. Israel’s title deed to the land is a vital part
of God’s everlasting covenant with Abraham.

The sign. In Genesis 17:4, God said, “As for Me,”
but in verse 9, He said, “As for you” (NKJV, NASB, NIV).
Abraham’s part in the covenant was to obey God and
mark each male in his house with the sign of the
covenant. Circumcision was not a new rite, for other
nations practiced it in Abraham’s time; but God now
gave it new importance and special meaning. For the
descendants of Abraham, circumcision was not an
option; it was an obligation.

It is important to note that circumcision was not a
“sacrament.” The performing of it did not convey spir-
itual blessing to the recipient. An eight-day-old baby
boy (Lev. 12:3) would not even understand what was
going on, and when he got older, the ritual would have
to be explained to him. It was the obedience of the par-
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ents that was important, for if they did not obey God
in this matter, their son would be cut off from his peo-
ple (Gen. 17:14). The covenant people must bear the
mark of the covenant.

Since God’s covenant involved Abraham’s “seed,” it
was fitting that the mark of the covenant be on the
male organ of generation. Since all people are con-
ceived in sin (Ps. 51:5), this special mark would remind
them that they were accepted by God because of His
gracious covenant. It was God who chose the Jews, not
the Jews who chose God (Deut. 7:1-11), and He chose
them to be a holy people. Immorality was rampant
among the Canaanite peoples, and was even a part of
their religion, but the people of Israel were “marked” to
be separate from the evil around them.

Unfortunately, the Jewish people eventually made
this ritual a means of salvation. Circumcision was a
guarantee that you were accepted by God. (Some peo-
ple today place the same false confidence in baptism,
Communion, and other religious rites that can be very
meaningful if rightly used.) They did not realize thar
circumcision stood for something much deeper: the person’s
relationship to God. God wants us to “circumcise our
hearts” and be totally devoted to Him in love and obe-
dience (Deut. 10:16; 30:6; Jer. 4:4; Rom. 2:28-29).

Romans 4:9-12 makes it clear that the physical
operation had nothing to do with Abraham’s eternal
salvation. Abraham had believed God and received
God’s righteousness before he ever was circumcised (Gen.
15:6). Circumcision was not the means of his salvation
but the mark of his separation as a man in covenant
relationship with God. The legalistic element in the
early church tried to make circumcision and obedience
to the law a requirement for salvation for the Gentiles,
but this heresy was refuted (Acts 15:1-35). In his
Galatian epistle, Paul argues convincingly for salvation
by grace alone.

What does all of this mean to Christian believers
today? The seal of our salvation is not an external rite
but the presence of an internal witness in the person of
the Holy Spirit of God (Eph. 1:13; 4:30; Rom. 8:9,
16). We have experienced a “spiritual circumcision”
(Col. 2:9-12) that makes us part of the “true circumci-
sion” (Phil. 3:1-3). When we trusted Christ to save us,
the Spirit of God performed “spiritual surgery” that
enables us to have victory over the desires of the old
nature and the old life. Circumcision removes only a
part of the body, but the true “spiritual circumcision”
puts off “the body of the sins of the flesh” (Col. 2:11)
and deals radically with the sin nature.

This “spiritual circumcision” is accomplished at con-
version when the sinner believes in Christ and is
baptized by the Spirit into the body of Christ (1 Cor.
12:13). This baptism identifies the believer with Christ
in His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension, and
also in His circumcision (Col. 2:11-12; Luke 2:21). It is
not “the circumcision of Moses” but “the circumcision of
Christ” that is important to the Christian believer.

Donald Grey Barnhouse has said, “We have a



nature of sin that must be dealt with by the knife ...
The thing must be dealt with as a whole, and not piece-
meal.” In Christ, we can “walk in the Spirit and ... not
fulfill the lusts of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16).

Abraham immediately obeyed God and gave every
male in his household the mark of the covenant. No
doubt when he told them his new name, he also
explained what this ritual meant.

Sarah (17:15-17)

The third new name was “Sarah,” which means
“princess.” (We are not certain what “Sarai” means.
Some say “to mock” or “to be contentious.” It could
also be another form of the word “princess.”) Since she
would become the mother of kings, it was only right
that she be called a princess!

‘We must not minimize the place of Sarah in God’s
great plan of salvation. Like her husband (and all of
us), she had her faults, but also like her husband, she
trusted God and accomplished His purposes (Heb.
11:11). She is not only the mother of the Jewish nation
(Isa. 51:2) but also a good example for Christian wives
to follow (1 Peter 3:1-6). The Christian husband
should treat his wife like a princess, because that is
what she is in the Lord.

Three different occasions of laughter are associated
with Isaac’s birth: Abraham laughed for joy when he
heard his wife would give birth to the promised son
(Gen. 17:17); Sarah laughed in unbelief when she
heard the news (18:9-15); and Sarah laughed for joy
when the boy was born (21:6-7). The name Isaac
means “‘he laughs.”

Motherhood should be highly esteemed, and the
birth of a baby welcomed with joy. While God does
not call all women to marry, or all married women to
bear children, He does have a special concern for both
mothers and children (Ps. 113:9; 127:3-5; Matt.
19:14). In a selfish society, too many people see moth-
erhood as a barrier and children as a burden. In fact,
some people consider children such a burden that they
destroy them before they have an opportunity to
become a blessing.

The womb of the mother is a Holy of Holies where
God is at work (Ps. 139:13-18). How tragic that we
turn that womb into a tomb, that Holy of Holies into
a holocaust.

Isaac (17:18-22)
The first baby in the Bible who was named before birth
was Ishmael (16:11), and the second was Isaac. As we
shall see when we study Genesis 21, these two boys rep-
resent two different births: (1) Ishmael, our first birth
after the flesh, and (2) Isaac, our second birth through
the Spirit. (See John 3:1-8 and Gal. 4:21-31, espe-
cially vv. 28-29.)

From the human point of view, we can understand
why Abraham interceded for Ishmael. Ishmael was his
son, and the father loved him dearly. They had been

together now for thirteen years, and Ishmael was enter-
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ing adulthood. Was God going to waste all that
Abraham had invested in Ishmael? Was there to be no
future for the lad? After all, it wasn’t Ishmael’s fault that
he was born! It was Abraham and Sarah who sinned,
not the boy.

But from the spiritual point of view, Ishmael could
not replace Isaac or even be equal to him in the
covenant plan of God. God had already promised to
bless Ishmael (Gen. 16:11), and He kept His promise
(25:12-16), but the covenant blessings were not a part
of Ishmael’s heritage. Isaac alone was to be the heir of
all things (25:5-6; Rom. 9:6-13).

There is a practical lesson here for all who seek to
live by faith: When God is preparing a bright future for
you, don’t cling to the things of the past. Ishmael repre-
sented the past, Isaac the future. Ishmael symbolized
man’s fleshly way of accomplishing something for God,
but Isaac was a miracle baby, born by the power of
God. Ishmael brought dissension into the home, but
Isaac brought laughter. If you have an “Ishmael” in
your life, yield it up to God. God has a perfect plan,
and what He plans is the best. It may pain you to give
up your cherished dreams, but God’s way is always the
right way.

Amy Carmichael, missionary to India, wrote to a
friend who was perplexed about a painful experience,
“I will say what our Heavenly Father said to me long
ago, and says to me still very often: ‘See in it a chance
to die.”

Perhaps we all need to pray, “Oh, that Ishmael
might die within me!”

Ishmael did not get a new name, because he repre-
sents the flesh, and the flesh cannot be changed. “That
which is born of the flesh is flesh” (John 3:6) and
always will be flesh. “For I know that in me (that is, in
my flesh) dwelleth no good thing” (Rom. 7:18). “It is
the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing”
(John 6:63 Nkjv). The old nature can be disciplined,
subdued, and even to some extent controlled, but it
cannot be changed. Until we receive our glorified bod-
ies in the presence of the Lord, the struggle between the
flesh and the Spirit will continue (Gal. 5:16-26).

It was the beginning of a new day for Abraham and
Sarah, for Sarah was going to have a baby boy!

“Your father, Abraham, rejoiced to see my day,” said
Jesus; “and he saw it, and was glad” (John 8:56).

CHAPTER TWENTY
Genesis 18—19

S0 AS BY FIRE

ever in the field of human conflict was so much
N owed by so many to so few.”

Sir Winston Churchill spoke those words to
the British House of Commons on August 20, 1940.
He reviewed the first year of the war and then paid
special tribute to the brave Royal Air Force fighter
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pilots who were “turning the tide of the World War by
their prowess and their devotion.”

The citizens of Great Britain £7ew what the Royal
Air Force was doing for them, but the citizens of
Sodom and Gomorrah and the other cities of the
plain did not know that three persons—Abraham,
Lot, and Jesus Christ—stood between them and total
destruction.

Abraham, the friend of God (18)

Abraham is given this special title in 2 Chronicles 20:7;
Isaiah 41:8; and James 2:23; and he is the only person
in the Bible to have it. Jesus called Lazarus His friend
(John 11:11), and He calls “friends” all who believe on
Him and obey Him (15:13-15). As His friends, we can
share His love and fellowship, and we can know His
will. “If we are beset by an unseen foe,” wrote Vance
Havner, “we are also befriended by an Unseen Friend.
Great is our adversary but greater is our Ally.”

Friendship involves ministry, and in this chapter
you will find Abraham ministering in three different
areas: to the Lord (Gen. 18:1-8), to his home (vv.
9-15), and to a lost world (vv. 16-33).

He ministered to the Lord (vv. 1-8). All ministry
must first be to the Lord, for if we fail to be a blessing
to the Lord, we will never be a blessing to others. This
was true of the Jewish priests (Ex. 28:1, 3—4, 41; 29:1)
and of God’s servants in the early church (Acts
13:1-2). “And whatever you do, do it heartily, as to the
Lord and not to men ... for you serve the Lord Christ”
(Col. 3:23-24 Nkjv).

Abraham was taking his daily rest during the heat of
the day when he saw three strangers approaching. Few
people ever traveled when the sun was so hot, so
Abraham was immediately both curious and courteous.
Hospitality is the first law of the East, and Abraham
faithfully obeyed it.

The three strangers were the Lord Jesus Christ and
two of His angels (Gen. 18:1, 22; 19:1). There was
nothing about their appearance that told Abraham
who they were, but as he fellowshipped with them, he
learned that he was entertaining royal visitors. His
ministry to the Lord was so acceptable that we ought to
follow his example today.

To begin with, he served the Lord personally.
Remember, Abraham was ninety-nine years old and a
wealthy sheikh, and he could have entrusted this task
to his chief steward or one of his more than 300 ser-
vants (14:14). Instead, he decided to minister to his
Lord personally.

He also ministered immediately. Abraham could
have ignored them by pretending to be asleep, or he
could have asked them to sit down and wait until he
had finished his siesta. But Abraham was a man of
faith, and faith does not delay when it comes to serv-
ing the Lord.

This chapter emphasizes that Abraham ministered
to the Lord speedily. He ran to meet the visitors (18:2)
and hastened to tell Sarah to bake some bread (v. 6). He
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ran to get a tender calf and saw to it that the young
man hastened to dress the meat (v. 7). Keep in mind
that this is an old man running around in the heat of
the day! Only after he had served his guests did
Abraham stand still (v. 8).

Abraham served the Lord generously and gave Him
the best that he had. Sarah baked bread from “fine
meal” (v. 6), and the meat was “tender and good” (v. 7).
No leftovers or second-rate fare for such important
guests! What a contrast to the priests in Malachi’s day,
who did not give God their best (Mal. 1:6-14).

Abraham’s service was marked with humility. He
bowed to his guests (Gen. 18:2), called himself a ser-
vant (vv. 3, 5), and called the feast only “a morsel of
bread.” He served the three visitors and then stood near
to be available if needed. He interrupted a comfortable
afternoon nap to become a servant to three strangers,
but because of that service, he received tremendous
blessings for himself and his wife.

Finally, he served the Lord cooperatively and
involved the ministries of others. Sarah baked the
bread; a young man dressed the meat; and no doubt
other servants brought Abraham the butter and milk.
“I would rather put ten men to work than do the work
of ten men,” said evangelist D. L. Moody, and he was
right.

Over the years, I have studied the biographies of
great Christians, and I have learned that dedicated ser-
vants of God encourage and inspire others to serve the
Lord. D. L. Moody was used of God to enlist and assist
a host of workers, including EB. Meyer, G. Campbell
Morgan, and R.A. Torrey. Paul Rader had a similar
ministry in his generation, helping give birth to min-
istries still with us today. When we serve ourselves or
our own ministries, our work perishes, but when we
serve the Lord, He gives lasting and abundant fruit
(John 12:20-28).

Before leaving this section, I should say a word
about the importance of Christian hospitality. In this
day of convenient motels and hotels, we rarely think
about what it means to entertain strangers (Heb.
13:1-2), but hospitality is an important part of
Christian ministry (Rom. 12:13; 1 Peter 4:9). In fact,
“given to hospitality” is one of the requirements for
leadership in the local church (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8).
By lovingly serving others, we serve Jesus Christ our
Lord (Matt. 25:34-40), and we promote the spread of
God’s truth (3 John 5-8).

He ministered to his wife (vv. 9-15). Because
Abraham was faithful to the Lord, he became a chan-
nel of blessing to his wife and eventually to his family
(v. 19). Sarah had an important role to play in the
working out of God’s plan of salvation for the world,
and she did her part (Heb. 11:11; 1 Peter 3:1-7; Rom.
4:18-21). Sarah was now eighty-nine years old, yet she
was still a desirable woman with charm and beauty
(Gen. 20), partly because her husband loved her and
treated her like the princess that she was.

The Lord had come all the way from heaven to give



Abraham and Sarah an announcement: At that same
time next year, Sarah would give birth to the promised
son! The news was so incredible that Sarah laughed and
questioned whether such a thing could happen to two
elderly people. Abraham’s laughter had been born out
of joyful faith (17:17), but Sarah’s laughter was marked
by unbelief, even though she tried to deny it.

Of course, whenever we doubt God, we are ques-
tioning both His veracity and His ability. Does He
keep His promises? Does He have the power to do
what He says He will do? The answer to both questions
is yes! (See Rom. 4:20-21.)

“Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14).
Of course not! If you need proof, then listen to Job
(42:2), Jeremiah (32:17 and 27), the angel Gabriel
(Luke 1:37), and the apostle Paul (Eph. 3:20-21). If
God makes a promise, you can be sure He has the
power to fulfill it, and He will remain faithful even if
we are faithless (2 Tim. 2:13). Sarah eventually
repented and, with her husband, trusted God, and He
gave them the promised son.

The husband who ministers to the Lord will find
himself ministering to the members of his own family,
especially his wife. He will be a source of blessing in the
home. When we study Genesis 19, we will see the con-
trast in Lot, a worldly man who had no spiritual
influence in his own home.

He ministered to a lost world (vv. 16-33).
Abraham belonged to that select company of God’s
people known as intercessors, individuals like Moses,
Samuel, Elijah, Jeremiah, the apostles, and our Lord
Himself. In fact, our Lord’s ministry today in heaven is
a ministry of intercession (Rom. 8:34); so we are never
more like our Lord than when we are interceding for
others. It is not enough for us to be a blessing to our
Lord and our home; we must also seek to win a lost
world and bring sinners to the Savior.

Charles Spurgeon said: “If they [lost sinners] will
not hear you speak, they cannot prevent your praying.
Do they jest at your exhortations? They cannot disturb
you at your prayers. Are they far away so that you can-
not reach them? Your prayers can reach them. Have
they declared that they will never listen to you again,
nor see your face? Never mind, God has a voice which
they must hear. Speak to Him, and He will make them
feel. Though they now treat you despitefully, rendering
evil for your good, follow them with your prayers.
Never let them perish for lack of your supplications”
(Metropolitan Pulpit, vol. 18, 263-264).

The Lord and the two angels left Abraham’s camp
and started toward Sodom, but the Lord lingered while
the angels went on (Gen. 18:16, 22; 19:1). In the first
half of the chapter, Abraham is running here and there,
but in the last half, he is standing reverently before the
Lord and interceding for Lot and the other people in
Sodom. Blessed are the balanced!

An intercessor must know the Lord personally and
be obedient to His will. He must be close enough to
the Lord to learn His “secrets” and know what to pray
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about (Amos 3:7; Ps. 25:14). The Lord’s words “I know
him” (Gen. 18:19) mean “I have chosen him, and he is
My intimate friend” (John 15:15). Abraham knew
more about Sodom’s future than the citizens them-
selves, including Lot. It is the separated believer who
shares God’s secrets.

Sarah and the servants helped Abraham when he
prepared a meal for the three visitors, but when it came
to the ministry of intercession, Abraham had to serve
alone. Abraham drew near to the Lord (James 4:8), and
the Hebrew word means “to come to court to argue a
case.” Abraham was burdened for Lot and Lot’s family,
as well as for the lost sinners in the five cities of the
plain, and he had to share that burden with the Lord.

Abraham’s prayer was based not on the mercy of
God but on the justice of God. “Shall not the Judge of
all the earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25; see Deut. 32:4). A
just and holy God could not destroy righteous believ-
ers with wicked unbelievers, and Lot was a believer (2
Peter 2:6-9), even though his actions and words
seemed to belie the fact.

The cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were exceed-
ingly wicked (Gen. 13:13) because the men of these
cities were given over to sexual practices that were con-
trary to nature (19:5; Jude 7; Rom. 1:27). The words
“sodomy” and “sodomize” are synonyms for these
homosexual practices. The men did not try to hide
their sin (Isa. 3:9), nor would they repent (Jer. 23:14).
The sudden destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is
used in Scripture as an example of God’s righteous
judgment on sinners (Isa. 1:9; 3:9; Lam. 4:6; Zeph.
2:9; 2 Peter 2:6ff.), and Jesus used it as a warning for
people in the end times (Luke 17:28-32).

But why would Abraham want God to spare such
wicked people? Far better that they should be wiped off
the face of the earth! Of course, Abraham’s first concern
was for Lot and his family. In fact, Abraham had
already rescued the people of Sodom solely because of
Lot (Gen. 14:12-16), though none of the citizens
seemed to appreciate what he had done for them. They
all went right back into the old way of life and did not
heed the warning of God.

But even apart from Lot’s situation (and he should
not have been in Sodom in the first place), Abraham
did not want to see all those people die and be lost forever.
God is “not willing that any should perish” (2 Peter
3:9), and He “will have all men to be saved” (1 Tim.
2:4). “T have no pleasure in the death of the wicked,
but that the wicked turn from his way and live” (Ezek.
33:11). The issue is not what kind of sins people com-
mit, though some sins are certainly worse than others,
burt that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23) and
beyond that death is an eternal hell. Intercessors must
have compassionate hearts and a deep concern for the
salvation of the lost, no matter what their sins may be.
(See 9:1-3; 10:1.)

We must not get the idea that Abraham argued with
the Lord, because he did not. He was very humble
before the Lord as he presented his case (Gen. 18:27,
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30-32). Abraham was sure that there were at least ten
believers in the city.

Never underestimate the importance of even a
small number of believers. As few as ten people would
have saved a whole city from destruction! If Lot had
won only his own family to faith in the Lord, judgment
would have been averted. Your personal witness today
is important to God, no matter how insignificant you
may feel.

Lot, the friend of the world (19)

This chapter records the sad consequences of Lot’s spir-
itual decline; then Lot passes off the scene while
Abraham’s story continues (see 1 John 2:17). Abraham
was the friend of God, but Lot was the friend of the
world (see James 4:4), and the contrasts between these
two men are easy to see.

Locations (v. 1). When the heavenly contingent
came to visit Abraham, he was at his tent door, but Lot
was sitting in the gate of a wicked city. Abraham was a
pilgrim and stranger, only passing through this world,
but Lot had gradually abandoned his tent and settled
down in Sodom. Instead of keeping his eyes on the
heavenly city (Heb. 11:10, 14-16), Lot looked toward
Sodom and began to walk by sight (Gen. 13:10-11).
Then he moved his tent near Sodom (v. 12), and finally
he moved into Sodom (14:12). Lot’s location in the
gate indicates that he was a man of some authority, for
that was where official business was conducted (Ruth
4:1ff).

Had Lot gone to Sodom because God directed him,
his being there would have fulfilled divine purposes. After
all, God put Joseph in Egypt, Daniel in Babylon, and
Esther in Persia, and their presence turned out to be a
blessing. Worldliness is not a matter of physical geogra-
phy but of heart attitude (1 John 2:15-17). Lots heart
was in Sodom long before his body arrived there. No doubt
he got his first love for the world when he went to Egypt
with Abraham (Gen. 13:1, 10), and he never overcame it.

Times (v. 1). It was early afternoon when the Lord
and His angels visited Abraham (18:1), but it was
evening when the angels entered Sodom. Abraham was
“walking in the light” while Lot was “walking in dark-
ness” (1 John 1:5-10).

Visitors (v. 1). Only the two angels visited Lot, for
the Lord could not fellowship with Lot and his family
as He did with Abraham and Sarah. Even though Lot
was a believer, his life was such that the Lord did not
feel “at home” with him. It is the separated believer
who enjoys the close walk (2 Cor. 6:14-18) and com-
munion (John 14:21-24) with the Lord. Greek scholar
Kenneth Wuest translated Paul’s prayer in Ephesians
3:17 “that the Christ might finally settle down and feel
completely at home in your hearts through your faith”
(wuesT). Unlike Abraham, Lot had no tent or altar,
and the Lord could not fellowship with him.

Hospitality (vv. 2-11). Lot called himself a “ser-
vant,” but you do not see him hastening to prepare a
meal as Abraham did; nor did he stand by to see what
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further service he could render. But the arrival of the
men of the city at the door for immoral purposes was
the climax of the evening. (“Bring them out to us so
that we can have sex with them” is the N1v translation
of v. 5.) Lot was willing to sacrifice his two unmarried
daughters to the lust of the crowd (see Judg. 19), but
the angels intervened. What had happened to Lot’s per-
sonal values that he would offer his daughters to satisfy
the sensual appetites of a mob? (In contrast, Abraham
would offer his son to the Lord.)

Messages (vv. 2-13). God’s message to Abraham
was a joyful one: he and Sarah would have the prom-
ised son within a year. But the message to Lot was
frightening: God was going to destroy Sodom and
everything in it! God would have spared the city had
the angels found ten believers, but since that was not
possible, God mercifully rescued the believers they did
find (v. 16). God’s message to the lost world is that
judgment is coming, but His promise to His own peo-
ple is that He will rescue them (1 Thess. 5:1-11; 2
Peter 2:4—10).

Influence (v. 14). Because of his faith and obedi-
ence, Abraham was a blessing to his home and to the
whole world. Because of his worldliness, Lot had no
spiritual influence either in the city or in his own home.
His married daughters and their husbands laughed at
him and refused to leave the city. Even his wife was so
in love with Sodom that she had to take one last look,
and that look killed her (v. 26; Luke 17:32). Lot’s two
unmarried daughters accompanied him out of the city,
but they ended up in a cave, getting their father drunk
and committing incest with him. After separating from
Abraham, Lot had allowed his character to deteriorate,
and his influence declined with it.

Attitudes (vv. 15-26). The first time God rescued
Lot, he was a prisoner of war (14:12, 16), and he went
right back into Sodom. That painful experience
should have warned him that he was out of the will of
God, but if Lot heard the warning, he certainly did
not heed it. Now God has to take Lot by the hand and
forcibly drag him out of Sodom! First, Lot lingered;
then he argued; then he begged to be allowed to go
his own way. Instead of being grateful for God’s
mercy and obeying his rescuers, Lot resisted them and
created trouble for them. In contrast, Abraham
obeyed God’s will even to the point of offering up his
own son.

Consequences (vv. 27-38). The result of the
Lord’s visit to Abraham was new hope and excitement
as Abraham and Sarah joyfully anticipated the birth of
a son. Lot, however, lost everything when Sodom was
destroyed, and he himself was saved “yet as by fire” (1
Cor. 3:15). His daughters gave birth to two sons,
whose descendants would be enemies to the Jewish
nation. Abraham saw the cities of the plain destroyed
(Ps. 91:8) and knew that God had not found ten righ-
teous people. But God delivered Lot because of
Abraham (Gen. 19:29). It was wholly a matter of God’s
grace and mercy (v. 19).



Lot was conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2). All
that he lived for went up in smoke and was buried
under ruins somewhere in the area around the Dead
Sea. Lot is a warning to all believers not to love the
world, become friendly with the world, or be stained
by the world (James 1:27), because the day of reckon-
ing finally comes.

Jesus, the Friend of sinners

While it is true that the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah is an example of God’s righteous judgment
(Jude 7), it is also true that God’s love for lost sinners
is clearly seen in this story. Jesus certainly did not
approve of the lifestyle of the men of Sodom, but He
came to save sinners just like those in Sodom and
Gomorrah (Matt. 9:9-17). When He ministered on
earth, He was known as “a friend of tax collectors and
sinners” (11:19)—and He was!

Consider our Lord’s love for the people of the
wicked cities of the plain. To begin with, He was long-
suffering toward them as He beheld their sin (Gen.
18:20; 19:13). Just as Abel’s blood cried out to God
from the ground (4:10), so the sins of the people cried
out from the wicked cities. God is longsuffering and
holds back His judgment so that sinners will have time
to repent (2 Peter 3:1-9).

Not only was our Lord longsuffering, but He was
willing to listen to Abraham’s intercession and consider
sparing Sodom for ten righteous people. When the
time came for the cities to be burned up, He sent His
angels to rescue Lot and his family even though the ten
righteous peaple could not be found! “But where sin
abounded, grace abounded much more” (Rom. 5:20
NKJV). Did Lot deserve to be delivered? Of course not!
But do any of us deserve to be saved from the wrath to
come? Of course not!

The most amazing thing is that Jesus Christ died
for the sinners in Sodom and Gomorrah! “For Christ
also has suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust,
that He might bring us to God” (1 Peter 3:18 NKJV).
Christ did not die for good people, because there are
none. He died for the ungodly (Rom. 5:6) and for
sinners (v. 8). We may not have committed the same
sins as the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, but we
are sinners just the same, and apart from faith in
Jesus Christ, we cannot be saved from the judgment
to come.

The situation is no different today. Jesus is still the
Friend of sinners and will save all who come to Him in
true repentance and faith. He needs intercessors and
witnesses who will pray and tell lost sinners that Jesus
died for them and they can make a new beginning if
they will trust Him.

The inhabitants of the cities of the plain had no
idea that they were awakening that morning to the last
day of their lives (Gen. 19:23). Life was going on as
usual, and then the fire fell (Luke 17:26-30).

When the judgment comes, will you be like
Abraham and not have to worry about the wrath of
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God? Or, like Lot, will you be saved “as by fire”? Or,
like the people of Sodom, will you be lost forever?

“Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call ye
upon him while he is near; Let the wicked forsake his
way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts, and let
him return unto the Lord, and he will have mercy upon
him; and to our God; for he will abundantly pardon”
(Isa. 55:6-7).

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Genesis 20; 21:22-34

ABRAHAM THE NEIGHBOR

e make our friends and our enemies,” wrote
W G.K. Chesterton, “but God appoints our next-

door neighbor.” Someone has defined a
neighbor as “a person who can get into your house in
a minute, but it takes two hours to get him out.”
Neighbors can be a great source of blessing and even
grow closer to us than some of our relatives. “Better is
a neighbor that is near than a brother far off,” coun-
seled Solomon (Prov. 27:10). However, neighbors can
be a problem at times, whether believers or unbeliev-
ers. In fact, we can be a problem to our neighbors!

We usually think of Abraham as a man who was
always performing great exploits of faith, and we forget
that his daily life was somewhat routine. He had to take
care of a pregnant wife and a young son, and he needed
to manage great flocks and herds and handle the busi-
ness affairs of the camp. Abraham and his chief steward
were responsible for settling the daily disputes and
making important decisions.

In addition, there were neighbors to deal with—
like Abimelech, the king of Gerar. In Abraham’s
dealings with his neighbors, the patriarch is seen first as
a troublemaker (Gen. 20) and then as a peacemaker
(21:22-34). As we study these two experiences, we can
learn how to relate positively to those who are outside
the faith and be better witnesses to them (Col. 4:5; 1
Thess. 4:12; 1 Tim. 3:7).

Abraham the troublemaker (20)

If you did not know who Abraham was, and you read
this chapter for the first time, which of the two men
would you say was the believer? Surely not Abraham, the
liar! It was not Abraham who showed integrity, and it
was not Abraham whom God kept from sinning. What
Abraham did was selfish, but Abimelech responded with
generosity. If anybody reveals excellent character, it is
Abimelech and not Abraham, “the friend of God.”

But before you draw some unwarranted conclu-
sions, take time to consider the facts revealed in this
event. Abraham’s failures were tragic, but from them
we learn some valuable lessons to help us in our walk
of faith.

Believers do sin. This chapter would be an embar-
rassment to us except for one thing: The Bible tells the

79



Genesis 20

truth about all people, and that includes God’s people.
It does not hide the fact that Noah got drunk and
exposed himself (Gen. 9:20-23), or that Moses lost his
temper (Num. 20:1-13), or that David committed
adultery and plotted the death of a valiant soldier (2
Sam. 11). Peter denied the Lord three times (Matt.
26:69-75), and Barnabas lapsed into false doctrine
(Gal. 2:13).

These things are recorded, not to encourage us to
sin, but to warn us to beware of sin. After all, if these
great men of faith disobeyed the Lord, then we “ordi-
nary saints” had better be very careful! “Therefore let
him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor.
10:12 NKjV).

Why did Abraham sin?

For one thing, though Abraham had a sinful nature,
he had been justified by faith (Gen. 15:6). God gave
him a new name (from “Abram” to “Abraham”), but
that did not change his old nature. “If we say that we
have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not
in us” (1 John 1:8). Because of the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:16ft.) and the work of Christ on the
cross (Rom. 6), believers can have victory over the old
nature, but this is not automatic. We must walk in the
Spirit if we hope to overcome temptation.

That leads to a second consideration: Abraham
moved into “enemy territory.” After living at Hebron
(“fellowship”) for perhaps twenty years, he then
decided to go to the land of the Philistines. Gerar is just
within Philistine country, but it was still a dangerous
place to be. Perhaps it was the destruction of Sodom
and Gomorrah that caused Abraham to want to move,
but whatever his motive was, the decision was not a
wise one. True, Abraham did not go down to Egypt as
he had done before (Gen. 12). He was still within the
boundaries of the land God promised to give him, but
his move put him in a dangerous position. “Watch and
pray, lest you enter into temptation” (Matt. 26:41
NKJV).

After arriving in Gerar, Abraham began to walk by
sight and not by faith, for he began to be afraid (Gen.
20:11). Fear of man and faith in God cannot dwell
together in the same heart. “The fear of man brings a
snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord shall be safe”
(Prov. 29:25 NKjv). Abraham forgot that his God was
“the Almighty God” (Gen. 17:1) who could do any-
thing (18:14) and who had covenanted to bless
Abraham and Sarah.

But the basic cause of Abraham’s failure was the sad
fact that he and Sarah had failed to judge this sin when
they had dealt with it in Egypt. (See 12:10-20.) They
had admitted their sin to Pharaoh and confessed it to
God, but the fact that it surfaced again indicates that
they did not judge the sin and forsake it (Prov. 28:13).
In fact, the sin had grown worse, for now Sarah shared
in telling the lie (Gen. 20:5). A home kept together by
a lie is in bad shape indeed.

A lighthearted admission of sin is not the same as a
brokenhearted confession of sin (Ps. 51:17). If our atti-
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tude is right, we will hate our sins, loathe ourselves for
having sinned (Ezek. 6:9; 36:31), and despise the very
memory of our sins. People who remember their sins
with pleasure and “enjoy them again” in their minds
have never judged their sins or seen how sinful their
sins really are. The father of American psychology,
William James, wrote, “For him who confesses, shams
are over and realities have begun.”

Abraham and Sarah had convinced themselves that
they were not telling a lie at all. It was only a “half-
truth” (Gen. 20:12), and half-truths are not supposed
to be as wicked as outright lies. They are worse! “A lie
consists in the motive quite as much as in the actual
words,” wrote EB. Meyer. A half-truth has just enough
fact in it to make it plausible and just enough decep-
tion to make it dangerous.

So, believers do sin, but that does not disannul their
faith or destroy their salvation, though it may discredit
their testimony. Abraham was still a child of God even
though his witness for the Lord had been greatly weak-
ened. However, Abimelech was in a more dangerous
position than Abraham, for Abimelech was under a sen-
tence of death (vv. 3, 7).

Abimelech was a man of integrity, and when God
spoke to him, he obeyed. He had many fine qualities,
but he was not a believer, and therefore he was a dead
man (Eph. 2:1-3). This is not to minimize the enor-
mity of Abraham’s sin, for a believer should not do
what Abraham did. But Abraham and Abimelech had
two different standings before God: One was saved,
and the other was lost.

So, any unsaved person who wants to use Genesis
20 as “ammunition” against believers (“You're all hyp-
ocrites!”) had better consider his or her spiritual
condition before God. If unsaved people accept what
the Bible says about Abraham, that he lied, then they
must also accept what the Bible says about them: They
are dead in trespasses and sins. In spite of his disobedi-
ence, Abraham was accepted before God, but
Abimelech was rejected and under divine condemna-
tion (John 3:18-21). God chastened Abraham, but He
condemned Abimelech.

When believers sin, they suffer. Charles Spurgeon
said, “God does not allow His children to sin success-
fully.” When we deliberately disobey God, we suffer
both from the consequences of our sins and from the
chastening hand of God, unless we repent and submit
(Heb. 12:5-11). God in His grace will forgive our sins
(1 John 1:5-10), but God in His sovereignty must
allow sin to produce a sad harvest (Gal. 6:7). Read
Psalms 32 and 51 to see what happened to David phys-
ically and spiritually because he would not repent and
confess his sins to the Lord.

It took only a few seconds for Abraham to tell a lie,
but that lie was more than sounds and puffs of breath
in the air. That lie became a seed that was planted and
grew and brought forth bitter fruit. God hates lies
(Prov. 6:17; 12:22). He is a God of truth (Deut. 32:4),
the Spirit is the Spirit of Truth (John 14:17), and the



Word is the Word of Truth (James 1:18). “A lying
tongue is but for a moment,” wrote Matthew Henry.
“Truth is the daughter of time; and in time, it will
out.”

What did this one lie cost Abraham? To begin with,
it cost him character. Phillips Brooks said, “The pur-
pose of life is the building of character through truth.”
God is not just “saving souls” and taking people to
heaven. Through the trials and testing of life, He is
making saved people more like Jesus Christ and
thereby glorifying Himself. Abraham stopped asking
“What is right?” and began asking “What is safe?” and
this led to his downfall. Once the salt has lost its taste,
how do you restore it?

He also lost his zestimony. How could Abraham talk
to his pagan neighbors about the God of truth when he
himself had told a lie? Lot lost his witness in Sodom,
and Abraham lost his witness in Gerar. “A bad man’s
example has little influence over good men,” wrote
James Strahan in Hebrew Ideals (Kregel, 1982, 141).
“But the bad example of a good man, eminent in sta-
tion and established in reputation, has an enormous
power for evil.”

Imagine how humiliated Abraham was when
Abimelech called him in, confronted him, and rebuked
him. It is hard enough to submit to the rebuke of a
Christian brother or sister, but to accept rebuke from
an unsaved person demands a great deal of honesty and
humility. “You have done things to me that should not
be done” (Gen. 20:9 ni1v). Those words cut deep!
Christians must be careful how they relate to those who
are “outside” (Col. 4:5; 1 Thess. 4:12).

He lost his ministry, for instead of being a source of
blessing (Gen. 12:1-3), he was the cause of judgment.
No babies were born during Abraham’s sojourn in
Gerar (vv. 17-18). When a child of God gets out of the
will of God, the discipline of God usually follows.
Jonah caused a storm that nearly wrecked the ship
(Jonah 1); Achan brought defeat to the army (Josh. 7);
and David brought sorrow to his family (2 Sam.
12:10).

Abraham almost lost Sarah and Lsaac. In that day, a
king had the right to take into his harem any single
woman who pleased him. Abimelech thought Sarah
was a single woman, so he took her, and were it not for
the intervention of God, the king would have had nor-
mal relations with her. What the king did threatened
God’s great plan of salvation, so the Lord had to act to
protect Sarah and Isaac. Whenever we do something
that forces God to intervene miraculously, we are
tempting God, and tempting God is sin (Deut. 6:16;
Matt. 4:7).

Perhaps one of the saddest consequences of
Abraham’s sin was Isaac’s repetition of it years later (Gen.
26:7-11). It is sad when our sins affect outsiders, but it
is sadder still when our sins are duplicated in our own
families. In fact, Isaac’s lie was worse than his father’s
because Sarah really was Abraham’s half sister, while
Rebekah was only Isaac’s cousin.

Genesis 20—21

When believers sin, they are disciplined by God
until they come to a place of repentance and confes-
sion. This discipline is not enjoyable, but it is
profitable, and in the end, it produces happiness and
holiness to the glory of God.

Sinning believers can be forgiven and restored.
While God did not defend Abraham’s sin, He did
defend Abraham and so control circumstances that His
servant was not completely defeated. In fact, God
called Abraham a prophet and made it clear that
Abraham’s intercession was the only thing that stood
between Abimelech and death (Gen. 20:7). The fact
that God answered Abraham’s prayer for Abimelech is
evidence that Abraham had confessed his sins and the
Lord had forgiven him (Ps. 66:18-20).

God does not reject His children when they sin any
more than a parent rejects a disobedient son or daugh-
ter (Isa. 49:13-16). Abraham was justified by faith and
had a righteous standing before God (Rom. 4:1-5).
Justification does not change; we are accepted in Jesus
Christ no matter what we are in ourselves (2 Cor. 5:17,
21; Eph. 1:6). Of course, the fact that we are justified
before God means there will be a change in our lives,
for “faith without works is dead” (James 2:20). But our
position in Christ (justification) is not altered by our
practice on earth (sanctification).

The important thing is that we deal with our sins
humbly and honestly, confess them to God, judge
them and forsake them, and claim His promises of for-
giveness (1 John 1:9; Mic. 7:18-19; Isa. 55:6-13).
Abraham and Sarah made a new beginning, and so can
you.

Abraham the peacemaker (21:22-34)

Swearing (vv. 22-24). As many as four years may
have passed since the events of Genesis 20, and dur-
ing that time, it was evident that God was blessing
Abraham and Sarah. Whenever a believer is restored
to fellowship with the Lord, God can bless once
again. The purpose of discipline is restoration, and
the purpose of restoration is ministry and blessing.
Not only was Abraham’s wealth increasing, but Isaac
had been born, and this “miracle son” must have
been the leading topic of conversation among the
neighbors.

Abimelech was an official title rather than a per-
sonal name, so we cannot be sure that the Abimelech
of this episode is the same man who previously
rebuked Abraham. The fact that he wanted assurance
of Abraham’s fidelity indicates that the patriarch’s
deception had led to a lack of trust on the part of his
neighbors. They wanted assurance that Abraham
would “play fair” with them because he was such a
powerful man.

What a testimony: “God is with you in all that you
do” (21:22 Nxyv). Abraham did not permit one lapse of
faith to cripple him; he got right with God and made a
new beginning. James Strahan said, “Men are not to be
judged by the presence or absence of faults, but by the
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direction of their lives” (Hebrew Ideals, 142). God is
willing to bless when we are in the place of blessing (Ps.
1:1-3).

While living at Hebron, Abraham had allied him-
self with some of the local leaders (Gen. 14:13), so
there was no problem with entering into an agreement
with Abimelech. It did not compromise Abraham’s tes-
timony. God’s people cooperate with different people
at different times for different purposes, and the dis-
cerning believer knows when any alliance is not in the
will of God.

Reproving (vv. 25-26). Water is still a very pre-
cious commodity in the Holy Land. Today, various
methods of irrigation are used, but in Abraham’s day, it
was necessary to dig wells and guard them carefully. If
you did not guard your well, your enemies might seize
it or fill it up (26:18). Some of Abimelech’s servants
had seized Abraham’s well, so the treaty between the
two men had not done much good.

Abraham did the right thing and confronted his
neighbor with the facts, but Abimelech declared that
he knew nothing about it. Was he telling the truth?
Only God knows, but Abraham made sure the prob-
lem would never appear again.

Witnessing (vv. 27-32). The Hebrew word “to
swear” means “to bind by seven things,” and the words
“swear” (saba) and “seven” (seba) are very similar. This
time the two men went beyond merely giving their
oath: They made a covenant that involved slaying ani-
mals (21:27; 15:9-10). As Abraham and Abimelech
walked between the carcasses of the sacrifices, they
were saying, in effect, “May God do to us and more if
we fail to keep our covenant with each other.” This was
a serious matter.

But Abraham went a step further: He set aside
seven very valuable ewe lambs as living witnesses that
he had dug the well and the water belonged to him. He
gave the lambs to Abimelech who would then guard
them carefully. They were like “receipts” guaranteeing
that Abraham owned the well. The name of the well
(Beersheba means “well of the oath”) was another wit-
ness to the transaction. Both men swore to uphold the
covenant, and the problem was settled.

This entire transaction involved three elements:
sacrifices (21:27), witnesses (vv. 28-30), and promises
(vv. 31-32). You find these same elements in God’s
covenant with us through our Lord Jesus Christ, as
outlined in Hebrews 10:1—18. First, there is the sacri-
fice of Jesus Christ on the cross (vv. 1-14); then, the
witness of the Spirit within the believer (v. 15); and
finally, the promise of God’s Word (vv. 16-18).
Abraham’s covenant with Abimelech only guaranteed
possession of a well that provides water to sustain life.
God’s covenant with His people guarantees that we
have the living water that gives everlasting life to all
who will trust the Savior!

Planting (v. 33). This grove (or tamarisk tree)
was also a part of the covenant, a witness to the

promises Abraham and Abimelech had made. The
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tamarisk is a shrub-like tree that has very hard wood
and evergreen leaves. As he built an oasis, Abraham
was certainly interested in ecology (water and trees),
but even more, he was giving witness of what God
had done for him. He had gone through a difficult
experience in life and had left some blessings behind
for others. He was like the pilgrims described in
Psalm 84:6, who pass through the Valley of Baca
(“weeping”) and make it a place of springs that will
refresh others.

Worshipping (v. 33). You could follow Abraham’s
journey by looking for the wells he dug and the altars
he built (12:7-8; 13:4, 18). He was not ashamed to
build his altar in the presence of his neighbors and offer
his worship to the Lord. A new name for God is intro-
duced here: E/ Olam, “the Everlasting God.” Abraham
already knew E/ Elyon (“God Most High”—14:19, 22)
and El Shaddai (“God Almighty, the All-Sufficient
One”—17:1), but now he had a new name to use in his
worship. It is important as we go through life that we
learn more and more about God so we can worship
Him better.

What an encouragement to know “the Everlasting
God”! Wells would disappear, trees would be cut down,
ewe lambs would grow up and die, altars would crum-
ble, and treaties would perish, but the Everlasting God
would remain. This Everlasting God had made an ever-
lasting covenant with Abraham and his descendants
(17:7, 13, 19), and He had given them the land of
Canaan as an everlasting possession (v. 8; 48:4). As
Abraham faced the coming years, he knew that God
would not change and that “underneath [were] the
everlasting arms” (Deut. 33:27).

Waiting (v. 34). The “many days” of this verse
could mean as much as ten to fifteen years, because
Isaac was a young man when he accompanied Abraham
to Mount Moriah (Gen. 22). It must have been a
peaceful time for Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac, and a
time of great happiness as they watched their precious
son grow up. Little did they know the great test that lay
before them, but God was preparing them, and they
would be ready.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Genesis 21:1-21; Galatians 4:21-31

“A TIME TO WEEP, A TIME TO LAUGH”

he Christian life is a land of hills and valleys,”
Tsaid Scottish preacher George Morrison, basing

his words on Deuteronomy 11:11. Solomon
expressed the same idea when he wrote in
Ecclesiastes 3:4 that “[there is] a time to weep, and
a time to laugh.” Heaven is a place of unending joy;
hell is a place of unending suffering; but while we
are here on earth, we must expect both joy and sor-
row, laughter and tears. You cannot have hills
without valleys.



This is especially true of family life, for the same
people who bring us joy can also bring us sorrow.
Relationships can become strained and then change
overnight, and we wonder what happened to a
happy home. A Chinese proverb says, “Nobody’s
family can hang out the sign ‘Nothing the matter
here.”

The coming of Isaac into their home brought both
sorrow and joy to Abraham and Sarah. As you look at
the persons involved in this important event, you can
learn some valuable lessons about basic Christian doc-
trine and how to live the Christian life.

Abraham and Sarah: faith and promise (21:1-7)
Sarah had borne the burden of childlessness for many
years, a heavy burden indeed in that culture and at that
time. People must have smiled when they heard that
her husband’s name was Abraham, “father of a multi-
tude.” He was the father of one son, Ishmael, but that
was far from a multitude, and Sarah had never given
birth. But now all of her reproach was ended, and they
were rejoicing in the arrival of their son.

But the birth of Isaac involved much more than
parental joy, for his birth meant the fulfillment of God's
promise. When God had called Abraham, He promised
to make of him a great nation that would bless the
whole world (12:1-3). Then He repeatedly promised
to give the land of Canaan to Abraham’s descendants
(17:7) and to multiply them greatly (13:15-17).
Abraham would be the father of the promised seed
(15:4), and Sarah (not Hagar) would be the mother
(17:19; 18:9-15). The birth of Isaac reminds us that
God keeps His promises, in His own way, and in His
own time. In spite of their occasional failures, Abraham
and Sarah believed God, and God honored their faith
(Heb. 11:8-11).

Isaac’s birth also meant the rewarding of patience.
Abraham and Sarah had to wait twenty-five years for
their son to be born, because it is “through faith and
patience [we] inherit the promises” (Heb. 6:12; see
10:36). Trusting God’s promises not only gives you a
blessing az the end, but it gives you a blessing while you
are waiting. Just as Olympic athletes develop their skills
as they practice hard and long before the big event, so
God’s children grow in godliness and faith as they wait
for the fulfillment of God’s promises. Faith is a journey,
and each happy destination is the beginning of a new
journey. When God wants to build our patience, He
gives us promises, sends us trials, and tells us to trust
Him (James 1:1-8).

The birth of Isaac was certainly the revelation of
God's power. That was one reason why God waited so
long: He wanted Abraham and Sarah to be “as good as
dead” so that their son’s birth would be a miracle of
God and not a marvel of human nature (Rom.
4:17-21). Abraham and Sarah experienced God’s res-
urrection power in their lives because they yielded to
Him and believed His Word. Faith in God’s promises
releases God’s power (Eph. 3:20-21; Phil. 3:10), “for
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no word from God shall be void of power” (Luke 1:37
ASV).

Finally, the birth of Isaac was a step forward in the
accomplishing of God’s purpose. The future redemption
of a lost world rested with a little baby boy! Isaac would
beget Jacob, and Jacob would give the world the twelve
tribes of Israel, and from Israel the promised Messiah
would be born. Down through the centuries, some of
the “living links” in the chain of promise may have
seemed insignificant and weak, but they helped to ful-
fill the purposes of God.

You may wonder if what you do is really important
to God and His work in this world, but it is if you are
faithful to trust His Word and do His will. The next
time you feel defeated and discouraged, remember
Abraham and Sarah, and remind yourself that fzit/ and
promise go together. God keeps His promises and gives
you the power you need to do what He wants you to
do. No matter how long you may have to wait, you can
trust God to accomplish His purposes.

Isaac and Ishmael: Spirit and flesh (21:8-11)

In Galatians 4:28-29, Paul makes it clear that
Ishmael represents the believer’s first birth (the flesh)
and Isaac represents the second birth (the Spirit).
Ishmael was “born of the flesh” because Abraham had
not yet “died” and was still able to beget a son (Gen.
16). Isaac was “born of the Spirit” because by that
time his parents were both “dead” and only God’s
power could have brought conception and birth.
Ishmael was born first, because the natural comes
before the spiritual (1 Cor. 15:46).

When you trust Jesus Christ, you experience a mir-
acle birth from God (John 1:11-13), and it is the work
of the Holy Spirit of God (John 3:1-8). Abraham rep-
resents faith, and Sarah represents grace (Gal. 4:24-26),
so Isaac was born “by grace ... through faith” (Eph.
2:8-9). This is the only way a lost sinner can enter the
family of God (John 3:16-18).

It is worth noting that, in the biblical record, God
often rejected the firstborn and accepted the second-
born. He rejected Cain and chose Abel (Gen. 4:1-15).
He rejected Ishmael, Abraham’s firstborn, and chose
Isaac. He bypassed Esau, Isaac’s firstborn, and
chose Jacob (Rom. 9:8-13), and He chose Ephraim
instead of Manasseh (Gen. 48). In Egypt, the Lord
condemned 4// the firstborn (Ex. 11—12) and spared
only those who were “twice-born” because they were
protected by faith in the blood of the lamb.

Isaac pictures the child of God not only in his
birth but also in the joy that he brought. Isaac means
“laughter,” and this time it was not the laughter of
unbelief (Gen. 18:9-15). In the parables recorded in
Luke 15, Jesus emphasized the joy that results when
lost sinners repent and come to the Lord. The shep-
herd rejoiced when he found the lost sheep, and the
woman rejoiced when she found the lost coin, and
they both asked their friends to rejoice with them.
The father rejoiced when his prodigal son came
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home, and he invited the neighbors to a feast so they
could share in his joy. There is even joy in heaven
when sinners turn to God (Luke 15:7, 10).

Nowhere do we read that Ishmael caused great joy
in Abraham’s home. Abraham loved his son and
wanted the best for him (Gen. 17:18). From before his
birth, Ishmael was a source of painful trouble (Gen.
16), and after he matured, he caused even greater con-
flict in the family (21:9). The old nature is not able to
produce the fruit of the Spirit, no matter how hard it
tries (Gal. 5:16-26).

Note a third comparison between Isaac and the
child of God: He grew and was weaned (Gen. 21:8).
The new birth is not the end, but the beginning, and
the believer must feed on God’s Word and grow spir-
itually (Matt. 4:4; 1 Cor. 3:1-3; Heb. 5:12-14; 1
Peter 2:1-3; 2 Peter 3:18). As we mature in the
Lord, we must “put away childish things” (1 Cor.
13:9-11) and allow God to “wean us” (Ps. 131)
from temporary helps that can become permanent
hindrances.

The mother weans the child because she loves the
child and wants it to be free to grow up and not be
dependent on her. But the child interprets her
actions as an expression of rejection and hatred. The
child clings to the comforts of the past as the mother
tries to encourage the child to grow up and enter into
the challenges of the future. The time comes in every
Christian life when toys must be replaced by tools
and selfish security by unselfish service (John
12:23-26).

Like every child of God, Isaac experienced persecu-
tion (Gen. 21:9; Gal. 4:29). Ishmael was apparently an
obedient son until Isaac entered the family, and then the
“flesh” began to oppose “the Spirit.” It has well been
said that the old nature knows no law but the new
nature needs no law, and this is certainly illustrated in
Abraham’s two sons.

Jewish children were usually weaned at about age
three, so Ishmael was probably seventeen years old at
the time (Gen. 16:16). What arrogance that a boy of
seventeen should torment a little boy of only three! But
God had said that Ishmael would become “a wild don-
key of a man” (16:12 N1v), and the prediction came
true. The flesh and the Spirit are in conflict with each
other and always will be until we see the Lord (Gal.
5:16-26).

When, like Isaac, you are born of the Spirit, you
are born rich (Gen. 21:10). Isaac was the heir of all
that his father owned, and God’s children are “heirs of
God, and joint heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17).
Abraham cared for Ishmael while the boy was in the
home, but “Abraham gave all that he had unto Isaac”
(Gen. 25:5).

Finally, Lsaac was born free while Ishmael was the
son of a slave (Gal. 4:22). Freedom is one of the key
themes in Galatians (5:1) and one of the key blessings
in the Christian life (4:31). Of course, Christian free-

dom does not mean anarchy; for that is the worst kind
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of bondage. It means the freedom to be and to do all
that God has for us in Jesus Christ. “No man in this
world attains to freedom from any slavery except by
entrance into some higher servitude,” said Phillips
Brooks, and that “higher servitude” is personal surren-
der to Jesus Christ. No one is more free than the child
of God who delights in God’s will and does it from the

heart.

Sarah and Hagar: grace and law (21:9-13)

Sarah was wrong when she told Abraham to marry
Hagar (Gen. 16:1-2), but she was right when she told
Abraham to send Hagar and Ishmael out of the camp.
The apostle Paul saw in this event an allegory involving
the law of Moses and the grace of God (Gal. 4:21-31).
Sarah represents grace (the heavenly Jerusalem), and
Hagar represents law (the earthly Jerusalem under
bondage). The lesson is simply that God’s children are
to live under the blessings of grace and not the bondage
of law.

The conflicts in Abraham’s home could have been
solved four ways. Isaac could have been sent away,
but that would mean rejecting the promises of God
and all that God had planned for the future. Isaac
and Ishmael could have lived together, but that
would mean constant conflict. Ishmael’s nature could
have been changed to make him more agreeable, but
that would have required a miracle. “That which is
born of the flesh is flesh” (John 3:6), and it always
will be flesh. The only solution was to send Ishmael
and his mother out of the camp and make Isaac the
sole heir.

When you consider the facts about Hagar, you will
better understand the relationship between law and
grace in the Christian life.

To begin with, Hagar was Abrahams second wife. She
was added alongside Sarah. Likewise, the law was
“added” alongside God’s already existing promises and
was temporary (Gal. 3:19, 24-25). God did not start
with law; He started with grace. His relationship to
Adam and Eve was based on grace, not law, even though
He did test them by means of one simple restriction
(Gen. 2:15-17). The redemption of Israel from Egypt
was an act of God’s grace, as was His provision, the sac-
rifices, and priesthood. Before Moses gave the law, Israel
was already in a covenant relationship with God (“mar-
ried to God”) through His promises to the patriarchs
(Ex. 19:1-8).

Second, Hagar was a servant. “Wherefore, then,
serveth the law?” Paul asks in Galatians 3:19, and he
gives the answer. The law was God’s servant (a
“schoolmaster” or “child tutor”) to keep the infant
nation of Israel under control and prepare them for
the coming of the Redeemer (3:24-25; 4:1-5). The
law was given to reveal sin (Rom. 3:20) but not to
redeem us from sin. Grace does not serve law; it is law
that serves grace! The law reveals our need for grace,
and grace saves us completely apart from the works of
the law (vv. 20, 28).



A third fact is obvious: Hagar was never supposed
to bear a child. The law cannot give what only Jesus
Christ can give: life (Gal. 3:21), righteousness
(2:21), the Holy Spirit (3:2), or an eternal inheri-
tance (v. 18). All of these blessings come only “by
grace [Sarah] ... through faith [Abraham]” (Eph.
2:8-9).

This leads to a fourth fact: Hagar gave birth to a
slave. If you decide to live under the law, then you
become a child of Hagar, a slave, for the law produces
bondage and not freedom. The first doctrinal battle the
church had to fight was on this very issue, and it was
decided that sinners are saved wholly by grace, apart
from keeping the law of Moses (Acts 15:1-32).
Legalists in the church today are turning sons into
slaves and replacing freedom with slavery (Gal.
4:1-11), yet, God calls us to freedom (5:1)!

Hagar was cast out. There was no compromise:
She was cast out completely and permanently and took
Ishmael with her. Instead of subduing the flesh, the law
arouses the flesh (Rom. 7:7-12) because “the strength
of sin is the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). Believers don’t need to
put themselves under some kind of religious law in
order to become Christlike, for they are already com-
plete and full in Christ (Col. 2:8-23) and have the
Holy Spirit to enable them to overcome sin (Rom.
8:1-4).

Finally, Hagar never married again. God gave His
law to the Jewish nation only and never gave it to the
Gentiles or to the church. Nine of the Ten
Commandments are quoted in the Epistles as applying
to believers today, and we should obey them, but we
are not commanded to obey the ceremonial laws that
were given only to Israel (see Rom. 13:8-10). Paul
affirms that it is love that fulfills the law. When we love
God and love one another, we want to obey God; and
in the Spirit’s power, we do what is right.

Before leaving this section, we should notice that
there is a “lawful use of the law” (1 Tim. 1:1-11).
While the law cannot save us or sanctify us, it does
reveal the holiness of God and the awfulness of sin.
The ceremonial part of the law illustrates the person
and work of Jesus Christ. The law is a mirror that
helps us see our sins (James 1:21-25), but you do not
wash your face in the mirror! It is also a mirror that
reveals the glory of Jesus Christ, and as we meditate
on Him, we can be transformed to become more like
Him (2 Cor. 3:18). Any religious system that leads
you into bondage is not magnifying the New
Testament gospel of the grace of God (2 Cor. 3:17;
John 8:31-36).

God and Hagar: promise and provision (21:12-21)

It was “grievous” (21:11-12) for Abraham to say good-
bye to his son, but this was God’s command, and he
had to obey. Little did he realize that his obedience was
preparation for an even greater test when he would
have to put Isaac on the altar. The word translated
“grievous” means “to shake violently,” like curtains
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blowing in the wind. Abraham was deeply moved
within and perhaps somewhat displeased at this turn of
events.

However, God did not abandon Hagar and
Ishmael, for Ishmael was the son of Abraham, God’s
friend (v. 13). If Ishmael and Hagar had any bad feel-
ings toward Abraham, they were certainly in the
wrong; everything God did for them was because of
His faithfulness to Abraham. The Lord reaffirmed His
promise that Ishmael would become a great nation (vv.
13, 18; 17:20), and He kept His promise (vv. 12-16).
The Arab world is a force to be reckoned with today,
and it all began with Ishmael.

In spite of the pictures in some Sunday school
papers and Bible story books, Ishmael was a teenager
and not a child when this event took place. The word
translated “child” can refer to a fetus (Ex. 21:22), new-
born children (1:17-18), young children (1 Kings
17:21-23), or even young adults (12:8-14; Dan.
1:4ff). In this case, it refers to a boy at least fifteen
years old.

Ishmael and Hagar got lost in the wilderness, their
water ran out, and they gave up in despair. This expe-
rience was quite different from the time Hagar first met
God in the wilderness (Gen. 16:7ff.). Sixteen years
before, she had found a fountain of water, but now she
saw no hope at all. Apparently Hagar had forgotten the
promises God had made concerning her son, but
Ishmael must have remembered them, for he called on
the Lord for help. God heard the lad’s cries and rescued
them both for Abraham’s sake.

So often in the trials of life we fail to see the divine
provisions God has made for us, and we forget the
promises He has made to us. We open our hands to
receive what we think we need instead of asking Him
to open our eyes to see what we already have. The
answer to most problems is close at hand, if only we
have eyes to see (John 6:1-13; 21:1-6).

Hagar is certainly a picture of the needy multitudes
in the world today: wandering, weary, thirsty, blind,
and giving up in despair. How we need to tell them the
good news that the water of life is available and the well
is not far away (John 4:10-14; 7:37-39)! God is kind
and gracious to all who call on Him, because of His
beloved Son, Jesus Christ.

Horatius Bonar wrote these words:

I heard the voice of Jesus say,

“Behold, I freely give

The living water; thirsty one,

Stoop down, and drink, and live.”

I came to Jesus, and I drank

Of that life-giving stream;

My thirst was quenched, my soul revived,
And now I live in Him.

“If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and

drink” (John 7:37). “And whosoever will, let him take
the water of life freely” (Rev. 22:17).
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Genesis 22

THE GREATEST TEST OF ALL

An inscription on a cathedral clock reads:

When, as a child, I laughed and wept,
Time crept.

When, as a youth, I dreamed and talked,
Time walked.

When I became a full-grown man,

Time ran.

And later, as I older grew,

Time flew.

Soon I shall find, while traveling on,
Time gone.

At the age of 75, Abraham enrolled in the “School
of Faith.” Now he was over 100, and he was still hav-
ing soul-stretching experiences. We are never too old to
face new challenges, fight new battles, and learn new
truths. When we stop learning, we stop growing; and
when we stop growing, we stop living.

“The first forty years of life give us the text,” wrote
Arthur Schopenhauer, “and the next thirty supply the
commentary.” For the Christian believer, the text is
Habakkuk 2:4: “The just shall live by his faith.” The
“commentary” is being written as we listen to God and
obey His directions a day at a time. Sad to say, some
people understand neither the text nor the commen-
tary, and their lives are ended before they have really
started to live.

Genesis 22 records the greatest test that Abraham
ever faced. True, it also presents a beautiful picture of
our Lord’s sacrifice at Calvary, but the main lesson is
obedient faith that overcomes in the trials of life.
Abraham teaches us how to face and handle the tests
of life to the glory of God. Consider five simple

instructions.

Expect tests from God (22:1-2)

In the “School of Faith” we must have occasional tests,
or we will never know where we are spiritually.
Abraham had his share of tests right from the begin-
ning. First was the “family test,” when he had to leave
his loved ones and step out by faith to go to a new land
(11:27—12:5). This was followed by the “famine test,”
which Abraham failed because he doubted God and
went down to Egypt for help (12:10—13:4).

Once back in the land, Abraham passed the “fellow-
ship test” when he gave Lot first choice in using the
pastureland (vv. 5-18). He also passed the “fight test”
when he defeated the kings (14:1-16) and the “fortune
test” when he said no to Sodom’s wealth (vv. 17-24).
But he failed the “fatherhood test” when Sarah got
impatient with God and suggested that Abraham have
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a child by Hagar (Gen. 16). When the time came to
send Ishmael away, Abraham passed the “farewell test”
even though it broke his heart (21:14-21).

Not every difficult experience in life is necessarily a
personal test from God. (Of course, any experience
could become a test or a temptation, depending on
how we deal with it. See James 1:12—-16.) Sometimes
our own disobedience causes the pain or disappoint-
ment, as when Abraham went to Egypt (Gen. 12:10ff.)
and to Gerar (Gen. 20). Sometimes our hurts are sim-
ply a part of normal human life: As we grow older,
friends and loved ones relocate or even die, life changes
around us, and we must make painful adjustments.

Learn to distinguish between #rials and temptations.
Temptations come from our desires within us (James
1:12-16) while trials come from the Lord who has a
special purpose to fulfill. Temptations are used by the
devil to bring out the worst in us, but trials are used by
the Holy Spirit to bring out the best in us (vv. 1-6).
Temptations seem logical while trials seem very unrea-
sonable. Why would God give Abraham a son and then
ask Abraham to kill him?

All believers face similar temptations to sin (1
Cor. 10:13), but not all believers experience the same
trials of faith. God’s testings are tailor-made for each
child of God, and each experience is unique. God
never asked Lot to face the tests that Abraham faced.
Why? Because Lot was being tempted by the world
and the flesh and never grew to the place of maturity
that Abraham reached. In one sense, it is a compli-
ment when God sends us a test; it shows God wants
to “promote us” in the “School of Faith.” God never
sends a test until He knows you are ready for it.

“Life is difficult,” wrote psychiatrist M. Scott Peck.
“Once we truly know that life is difficule—once we
truly understand and accept it—then life is no longer
difficult” (The Road Less Traveled, 15). That is the first
lesson we must learn: Expect trials from God, because
the Christian life is not easy.

Focus on promises, not explanations (22:3-5)

“In the commencement of the spiritual life,” wrote
French mystic Madame Guyon, “our hardest task is to
bear with our neighbor; in its progress, with ourselves;
and in its end, with God.” Our faith is not really tested
until God asks us to bear what seems unbearable, do what
seems unreasonable, and expect what seems impossible.
Whether you look at Joseph in prison, Moses and Israel
at the Red Sea, David in the cave, or Jesus at Calvary,
the lesson is the same: We live by promises, not by
explanations.

Consider how unreasonable God’s request was.
Isaac was Abraham’s only son, and the future of the
covenant rested in him. Isaac was a miracle child, the
gift of God to Abraham and Sarah in response to their
faith. Abraham and Sarah loved Isaac very much and
had built their whole future around him. When God
asked Abraham to offer his son, He was testing
Abraham’s faith, hope, and love, and it looked like God



was wiping out everything Abraham and Sarah had
lived for.

When God sends a trial to us, our first response is
usually, “Why Lord?” and then, “Why me?” Right
away, we want God to give us explanations. Of course,
we know that God has reasons for sending tests—per-
haps to purify our faith (1 Peter 1:6-9), or perfect our
character (James 1:1-4), or even to protect us from sin
(2 Cor. 12:7-10)—but we fail to see how these things
apply to us. The fact that we ask our Father for expla-
nations suggests that we may not know ourselves as we
should or God as we should.

Abraham heard God’s word and immediately
obeyed it by faith. He knew that God’s will never con-
tradicts God’s promise, so he held on to the promise
“in Isaac shall thy seed be called” (Gen. 21:12).
Abraham believed that even if God allowed him to slay
his son, He could raise Isaac from the dead (Heb.
11:17-19). Faith does not demand explanations; faith
rests on promises.

Abraham told the two servants, “I and the lad will
go yonder and worship, and come again to you” (Gen.
22:5). Because he believed God, Abraham had no
intentions of bringing back a corpse! It has been
pointed out that Abraham believed God and obeyed
Him when he did not know where (Heb. 11:8), when
he did not know when (vv. 9-10, 13—16), when he did
not know how (vv. 11-12), and when he did not know
why (vv. 17-19).

Depend on God’s provision (22:6-14)

Two statements reveal the emphasis of this passage:
“God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering”
(v. 8); and “Jehovah-jireh” (22:14), which means, “The
Lord will see to it,” that is, “The Lord will provide.” As
he climbed Mount Moriah with his son, Abraham was
confident that God would meet every need.

On what could Abraham depend? He certainly
could not depend on his feelings, for there must have
been terrible pain within as he contemplated slaying
his son on the altar. He loved his only son, but he also
loved his God and wanted to obey Him.

Nor could Abraham depend on other people. Sarah
was at home, and the two servants who accompanied
him were back at the camp. We thank God for friends
and family members who can help us carry our bur-
dens, but there are some trials in life that we must face
alone. It is only then that we can see what our Father
really can do for us!

Abraham could depend on the promise and provi-
sion of the Lord. He had already experienced the
resurrection power of God in his own body (Rom.
4:19-21), so he knew that God could raise Isaac from
the dead if that was His plan. Apparently no resurrec-
tions had taken place before that time, so Abraham was
exercising great faith in God.

According to Ephesians 1:19-20 and 3:20-21,
believers today have Christ’s resurrection power avail-
able in their own bodies as they yield to the Spirit of
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God. We can know “the power of his resurrection”
(Phil. 3:10) as we face the daily demands and trials of
life. When the situation appears to be hopeless, ask
yourself, “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (Gen.
18:14) and remind yourself, “I can do all things
through Christ who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13
NKJV).

God did provide the sacrifice that was needed, and
a ram took Isaac’s place on the altar (Gen. 22:13).
Abraham discovered a new name for God—*Jehovah-
jireh”—which can be translated “The Lord will see to
it” or “The Lord will be seen.” The statement “In the
mount of the Lord it shall be seen” helps us understand
some truths about the provision of the Lord.

Where does the Lord provide our needs? In the place
of His assignment. Abraham was at the right place, so
God could meet his needs. We have no right to expect
the provision of God if we are not in the will of God.

When does God meet our needs? Just when we have
the need and not a minute before. When you bring
your requests to the throne of grace, God answers with
mercy and grace “in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).
Sometimes it looks like God waits until the last minute
to send help, but that is only from our human point of
view. God is never late.

How does God provide for us? In ways that are usu-
ally quite natural. God did not send an angel with a
sacrifice; He simply allowed a ram to get caught in a
bush at a time when Abraham needed it and in a place
where Abraham could get his hands on it. All Abraham
needed was one animal, so God did not send a whole
flock of sheep.

1o whom does God give His provision? To those
who trust Him and obey His instructions. When we
are doing the will of God, we have the right to expect
the provision of God. A deacon in the first church I
pastored used to remind us, “When God’s work is done
in God’s way, it will not lack God’s support.” God is
not obligated to bless my ideas or projects, but He is
obligated to support His work if it is done in His way.

Why does God provide our every need? For the
great glory of His name! “Hallowed be thy name” is the
first petition in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9-13), and
it governs all the other requests. God was glorified on
Mount Moriah because Abraham and Isaac did the will
of the Lord and glorified Jesus Christ. We must pause
to consider this important truth.

Seek to glorify Christ
In times of testing, it is easy to think only about our
needs and our burdens; instead, we should be focusing
on bringing glory to Jesus Christ. We find ourselves
asking “How can I get out of this?” instead of “Whar
can I get out of this that will honor the Lord?” We
sometimes waste our sufferings by neglecting or ignor-
ing opportunities to reveal Jesus Christ to others who
are watching us go through the furnace.

If ever two suffering people revealed Jesus Christ,
it was Abraham and Isaac on Mount Moriah. Their
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experience is a picture of the Father and the Son and the
cross and is one of the most beautiful types of Christ
found anywhere in the Old Testament. Jesus said to
the Jews, “Your father, Abraham, rejoiced to see my
day; and he saw it, and was glad” (John 8:56). In
Isaac’s miraculous birth, Abraham saw the day of
Christ’s birth, and in Isaac’s marriage (Gen. 24), he
saw the day of Christ’s coming for His bride. But on
Mount Moriah, when Isaac willingly put himself on
the altar, Abraham saw the day of Christ’s death and
resurrection. Several truths about the atonement are
seen in this event.

The Father and Son acted together. The touching
phrase “they went both of them together” is found
twice in the narrative (22:6, 8). In our evangelistic wit-
ness, we often emphasize the Father’s love for lost
sinners (John 3:16) and the Son’s love for those for
whom He died (1 John 3:16), but we fail to mention
that the Father and the Son love each other. Jesus Christ
is the Father’s “beloved Son” (Matt. 3:17), and the Son
said, “But that the world may know that I love the
Father” (John 14:31). Abraham did not withhold his
son (Gen. 22:16), and the Father did not spare His Son
but “delivered Him up for us all” (Rom. 8:32).

The Son had to die. Abraham carried a knife and a
torch, both of them instruments of death. The knife
would end Isaac’s physical life, and the fire would burn
the wood on the altar where his body lay. In Isaac’s case,
a substitute died for him, but nobody could take the place
of Jesus on the cross. He was the only sacrifice that could
finally and completely take away the sins of the world.
God provided a 7am, but Isaac had asked about a lamb.
The answer to the question, “Where is the lamb?” was
given by John the Baptist: “Behold the Lamb of God,
who taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).

In the Bible, fire often symbolizes the holiness of
God (Deut. 4:24; 9:3; Heb. 12:29). The cross was the
physical instrument of death, but at Calvary, Jesus
experienced much more than death. He experienced
the judgment of God for the sins of the world. Isaac
felt neither the knife nor the fire, but Jesus felt both.
Isaac’s loving father was right there, but Jesus was for-
saken by His Father when He became sin for us (Matt.
27:45-46; 2 Cor. 5:21). What marvelous love!

The Son bore the burden of sin. It is interesting
that the wood is mentioned five times in the narrative
and that Isaac did not start carrying the wood until he
arrived at Mount Moriah. The wood is not a picture of
the cross, for Jesus did not carry His cross all the way
to Calvary. The wood seems to picture the burden of
sin that Jesus bore for us (1 Peter 2:24). Abraham took
the wood and “laid it upon Isaac his son” (Gen. 22:6),
and “the Lord hath laid on Him [Jesus] the iniquity of
us all” (Isa. 53:6). The fire consumed the wood as a
picture of the judgment of God against sin.

The Son was raised from the dead. Isaac did not
actually die, but “in a figurative sense” (Heb. 11:19
NKJV) he died and was raised from the dead. Jesus,
however, really died, was buried, and was triumphantly
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resurrected. It is interesting that Abraham returned to
the two servants (Gen. 22:19), but nothing is said about
Isaac. In fact, Isaac is not mentioned again undil he is
seen meeting his bride (24:62). While it is obvious that
Isaac did return home with his father, the Bible type
reminds us that the next event on God’s calendar is the
return of Jesus Christ to claim His bride, the church.

The greatest thing that can happen as we experience
the trials God sends is that we grow closer to our Father
and become more like the Lord Jesus Christ. Calvary is
not only the place where Jesus died for our sins, but it is
also the place where He sanctified suffering and, by His
resurrection, transformed suffering into glory. Seek to glo-
rify the Lord, and He will do the rest.

Said Martin Luther: “Our suffering is not worthy
[of] the name of suffering. When I consider my
crosses, tribulations, and temptations, I shame myself
almost to death, thinking what they are in comparison
of the sufferings of my blessed Savior Christ Jesus.”

Look forward to what God has for you (22:15—24)
There is always an “afterward” to the tests of life (Heb.
12:11; 1 Peter 5:10), because God never wastes suffer-
ing. “But he knoweth the way that I take; when he hath
tested me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10).
Abraham received several blessings from God because
of his obedient faith.

To begin with, he received 2 new approval from God
(Gen. 22:12). Abraham had described this whole diffi-
cult experience as “worship” (v. 5) because, to him, that
is what it was. He obeyed God’s will and sought to
please God’s heart, and God commended him. It is
worth it to go through trials if, at the end, the Father
can say to us, “Well done!”

He received back # new son. Isaac and Abraham had
been at the altar together, and Isaac was now a “living
sacrifice” (Rom. 12:1-2). God gave Isaac to Abraham,
and Abraham gave Isaac back to God. We must be care-
Jul that Gods gifis do not take the place of the Giver.

God gave Abraham new assurances (Gen.
22:16-18). He had heard these promises before, but
now they took on fresh new meaning. Charles
Spurgeon used to say that the promises of God never
shine brighter than in the furnace of affliction. What
two men did on a lonely altar would one day bring
blessing to the whole world!

Abraham also learned a new name for God (22:14).
As we have seen, Jehovah-jireh means “the Lord will be
seen” or “the Lord will see to it [provide].” The Jewish
temple was built on Mount Moriah (2 Chron. 3:1),
and during our Lord’s earthly ministry, He was seen
there. He was the true Lamb of God, provided by God
to die for the sins of the world.

The founder of the China Inland Mission (now the
Overseas Missionary Fellowship), J. Hudson Taylor,
used to hang in his home a plaque with two Hebrew
words on it: “Ebenezer” and “Jehovah-jireh.” They
mean: “Hitherto hath the Lord helped us” (1 Sam.
7:12) and “The Lord will see to it.” Whether he looked



back or ahead, Hudson Taylor knew the Lord was at
work, and he had nothing to fear.

When he arrived back home, Abraham heard
another new name—Rebekah (Gen. 22:23)—the girl
God was saving for Isaac. The roll call of the names of
Abraham’s brother’s family could have discouraged a
man with only one son, but Abraham did not fret.
After all, he had God’s promise that his descendants
would be as numerous as the stars in the sky and the
sand on the seashore (22:17)!

Finally, Abraham came away from this trial with 2
deeper love for the Lord. Jesus tells us about this deeper
love in John 14:21-24, and Paul prays about it in
Ephesians 3:14-21. Have you experienced it?

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Genesis 24

HERE COMES THE BRIDE!

t seems strange that the longest chapter in Genesis
I tells the story of how a man got his wife. While that

is an important topic, and this is certainly a beauti-
ful story, does it deserve that much space? Only
thirty-one verses are devoted to the creation account in
Genesis 1; sixty-seven verses are allowed to relate how
Rebekah became Isaac’s wife. Why?

For one thing, the chapter emphasizes separation.
Abraham made it clear that his son was not to marry a
Canaanite woman (24:3). The law of Moses did not
permit the Jewish men to marry heathen women
(Deut. 7:1-11). Nor are believers today to marry unbe-
lievers (2 Cor. 6:14—18; 1 Cor. 7:39-40). Genesis 24 is
a great encouragement for those who want God’s will
in the selection of a mate. Today, while we do not use
the same manner as Abraham’s servant, the principles
still apply: We must want God’s will, we must pray and
seek His guidance, we must be willing to obey, and we
must be alert to what God is doing.

Of course, when the husband in the story is Isaac,
the beloved son of Abraham, then the narrative takes
on greater significance. After all, Isaac was the next
“living link” in the chain of blessing that culminated in
the birth of the Savior, Jesus Christ; so whatever hap-
pens to Isaac is of utmost importance in God’s great
plan of salvation.

But the chapter goes beyond history into theology.
It gives us a picture of the heavenly Father getting a
bride for His Son (Matt. 22:1-14). The church is com-
pared to a bride (2 Cor. 11:2-3; Eph. 5:22-33), and
during this present age, the Holy Spirit is calling peo-
ple to trust Christ and be “married to ... him” (Rom.
7:4). The elements involved in the marriage of Isaac
and Rebekah are also involved in the marriage of Christ
and His church. There are four of them.

The will of the father (24:1-9)
Abraham was now 140 years old (Gen. 21:5; 25:20)
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and would live another 35 years (v. 7). His great con-
cern was that, before he died, he would find a wife for
his only son Isaac. Only then could God fulfill His
covenant promises to bless Abraham with many
descendants and give them Canaan for their inheri-
tance (12:1-3; 13:14-17; 15:18; 21:12). In those days,
the parents made the marriage arrangements. A man
and woman got married and then learned to love each
other (24:67). In much of the world today, the pattern
is different.

We do not know who this “eldest servant” was. If it
was Eliezer (15:2), then he must have been very old;
the events recorded in Genesis 15 occurred more than
fifty years earlier. Abraham made him swear to three
things: (1) he would not select a wife for Isaac from
among the Canaanite women; (2) he would choose her
from Abraham’s relatives; and (3) he would not take
Isaac back to Abraham’s former home.

Knowing that he had assigned his servant a difficult
task, Abraham also gave him some words of encourage-
ment (24:7, 39-41). God had guided and blessed
Abraham for sixty-five years and would not forsake
him now. Furthermore, God had given Abraham a spe-
cific promise that his seed would inherit the land, so
this meant that his son had to have a wife who would
bear him a child. Finally, God’s angel would go before
the servant and guide him to the right woman.

Abraham was a man of faith who believed God’s
word and knew how to apply it to specific situations
and decisions. He sought to obey God’s word because
true faith always results in obedience. The more you
meditate on God’s Word, the more truth you will see
in it and the more direction you will get from it. This
applies to decisions about marriage, vocation, ministry,
or any other area in life. Unless we trust God’s Word
and obey it, He will not direct us (Prov. 3:5-6).

Just as Abraham wanted a bride for his son, so God
the Father elected to provide a bride for His beloved
Son. Why? Not because Jesus needed anything, for the
eternal Son of God is self-existent and self-sufficient
and needs nothing. The bride is the Father love gift to
His Son. We usually emphasize that the Son is the
Father’s love gift to the world (John 3:16) and forget
that the church is the Father’s love gift to His Son
(17:2, 6,9, 11-12, 24).

In the divine counsels of eternity, the Father elected
to save lost sinners by His grace, the Son agreed to die
for the sins of the world, and the Holy Spirit agreed to
apply that work to the lives of all who would believe.
This is revealed in Ephesians 1:1-14, where you see the
work of God the Father (vv. 3-6), God the Son (vv.
7-12), and God the Holy Spirit (vv. 13-14). Note
especially that the reason for this great plan of salvation
is the glory of God (vv. 6, 12, 14). Those who trusted
Christ would be a special people, His inheritance (v.
18) and His bride (5:22-33). His bride would bring
glory to Christ on earth and throughout all eternity.
One day Jesus Christ would have the joy of presenting
His bride in glory to the Father (Heb. 12:2; Jude 24).
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The next time you have the privilege of witnessing
for Jesus Christ, remember that you are inviting people
to come to the wedding!

The witness of the servant (24:10-49)

The servant. Neither Abraham nor Isaac went to find
the bride; the task was given to an anonymous servant,
who was completely devoted to Abraham. His favorite
name for Abraham was “my master,” which he used
nineteen times in this narrative. He lived and served
only to please his master, and that is a good example for
us to follow today.

The servant got his orders from his master and did
not change them. When he made his vow of obedience,
he meant it and kept it. Whether his mission succeeded
or failed, the servant knew he would have to give an
account to his master, and he wanted to be able to do
so without embarrassment. (See Rom. 14:10-12 and 1
John 2:28.)

But how would he go about finding the right
woman for his master’s son? The servant acted by faith
in the God of Abrabam and Iaac (Gen. 24:12). He
believed the promise of God and trusted the provi-
dence of God to direct him (v. 27). He took time to
pray and to ask God for help, and he kept his eyes open
to see what God might do. In fact, while he was pray-
ing, God was sending the answer (Isa. 65:24). The
servant was not impulsive but waited on the Lord to
see what He might do (Gen. 24:21). “Whoever believes
will not act hastily” (Isa. 28:16 NKjv).

The bride. In His providence, God brought
Rebekah to the well just as the servant was praying, and
she did exactly what the servant had been praying
about. The servant did what Gideon would do years
later, “put out a fleece” (Judg. 6:36-40). This is not the
best way for God’s people to determine the will of God,
because the conditions we lay down for God to meet
might not be in His will. We are walking by sight and
not by faith, and we may end up tempting God.
However, God accommodated Himself to the needs of
the servant (and Gideon) and guided them as they
requested.

Little did Rebekah know that doing a humble task
for a stranger would make her the bride of a wealthy
man who was in a covenant relationship with God. She
would become the mother of Jacob, and he would
become the father of the twelve tribes of Israel! Years
ago, I read a quotation from a writer identified only as
“Marsden,” and it has stuck with me: “Make every
occasion a great occasion, for you can never tell when
someone may be taking your measure for a larger
place.”

The servant was evaluating Rebekah to see if she
would make a good wife for Isaac. He could see that
she was kind, pleasant, humble, healthy, and a hard
worker. Watering ten camels is no easy job! After a long
trek, a thirsty camel might drink as much as forty gal-
lons of water, and Rebekah had to draw all that water
by hand.
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“Whose daughter art thou?” (Gen. 24:23) is a key
question for any suitor to ask. Of course, the servant
was interested in her family, but the question has a
wider application for Christian believers today, both
men and women. “Are you a child of God? Have you
been born again into the family of God?” What a
tragedy when believers marry unbelievers and try to
establish a home without the full blessing of God.

The family. Rebekah took her gifts and ran home
to tell her father, mother, and brother Laban (who
seemed to be the leader in the home) that a generous
stranger needed a place to stay for the night.
Hospitality is the first law of the East, so the family
went out to meet the visitor. Labans character is
revealed in verse 30: He was more excited about the
expensive gifts than the privilege of showing hospital-
ity to a stranger. Isaac and Rebekah’s son Jacob would
discover years later what a clever rogue Laban really was
(Gen. 29—31).

The servant would not eat until he had fulfilled his
mission (24:33; John 4:32). He did not speak about
himself but about Isaac and his great wealth. (The train
of ten camels helped to tell the story.) He reviewed his
experience at the well, and for the first time Rebekah
discovered that she had been “measured” for a new and
exciting assignment. But, would they let her go, and
would she be willing to go?

Before we learn the answer to those questions, we
must pause to see how the servant illustrates the work
of the Holy Spirit in the world today as He uses us to
witness about Jesus Christ (Acts 1:8). He did not speak
about himself but about his master and his riches (John
15:26; 16:13-14). He gave tokens of his master’s
wealth just as the Spirit gives us the “firstfruits” and
“down payment” of our spiritual riches in Christ (Eph.
1:13-14). The best is yet to come!

The servant’s job was not to argue or bribe but sim-
ply to bear witness to the greatness of his master. He
did not force Rebekah to marry Isaac; he merely gave
her the facts and the opportunity to make a decision.
While there is nothing wrong with urging people to be
saved (Acts 2:40), we must be careful not to try to take
the place of the Spirit who alone can do the work of
conviction in the human heart (John 16:7-11).

The willingness of the bride (24:50-60)
Rebekah’s brother and mother were willing for her to
become Isaac’s wife, but they wanted her to wait at least
ten days before leaving home. This was a natural
request, since the parents would want to spend as
much time as possible with her and perhaps even invite
the neighbors to celebrate with them (31:25-27). Of
course, they were delighted with the wealth the servant
gave them, which was probably the marriage dowry,
and no doubt they wanted to hear more about Isaac
and the home Rebekah would share with him.

Just as the servant would not delay in presenting
his petition (24:33), so he would not delay in com-
pleting his mission. When the Lord is at work, that is



the time to keep going! He asked that they let
Rebekah make the choice, and her reply was, “I will
go.” This is the decision every sinner must make if he
or she is to be “married to Christ” and share His
home in heaven.

What motivated Rebekah to make the right deci-
sion? She heard the word about Isaac and believed it.
She saw the proof of his greatness, generosity, and
wealth and wanted to belong to him for the rest of her
life. She had never seen Isaac (1 Peter 1:8), but what
she had heard about him convinced her to go to
Canaan with the servant.

Her parents and friends could have given Rebekah
many arguments for waiting or even for saying no.
“You have never seen the man!” “Maybe the servant is
a fraud!” “Is nearly 500 miles to where Isaac lives.
Thats a long trip!” “You may never see your family
again!” But she was determined to make the long, dif-
ficult journey and become the wife of a man she knew
only by hearsay.

The application is obvious for unsaved people
today: They must not delay in making their decisions for
Christ. It is a decision of faith, based on the evidence
provided by the Holy Spirit through the Word and the
witness of the church. The sinner who delays is in dan-
ger of losing the opportunity to belong to God’s family
and live in heaven (John 14:1-6). “Today, if you will
hear His voice, do not harden your hearts” (Heb. 3:7,
15 Nkjv). “Behold, now is the accepted time; behold,
now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2).

At the closing service of a great evangelistic crusade
he conducted in Fort Worth, Texas, Dr. George W.
Truett, then pastor of First Baptist Church of Dallas,
said to a vast congregation: “Satan does not care if men
and women come to the house of God, and to public
services such as these, and are attentive and serious and
deeply moved, if only they will let the religious oppor-
tunity pass, and be unimproved. Oh, dreadful
possibility, that religious opportunity may come and
pass by, and the highest things of the soul be lost and
forfeited forever” (A Quest for Souls, 362). Dreadful
possibility indeed!

A century and a half before, Charles Spurgeon said
to his London congregation: “Ten days did not seem
too long; but they might have been ten days too late.
One day does not seem much; but one day more may
be one day too late, and one day too late is to be too
late forever; yea, one minute too late is an eternity too
late!” (Mezropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, vol. 13, 533)

The entire story makes it clear that God had chosen
Rebekah for Isaac, for His providential leading is seen
each step of the way. Yer Rebekah had to make her choice
of Isaac. There is no conflict between divine sovereignty
(God’s plan) and human responsibility (man’s choice).
In fact, Jesus taught bozh in one statement: “All that the
Father giveth me shall come to me [divine sovereignty],
and him that cometh to me [human responsibility] I
will in no wise cast out” (John 6:37).

“Am I one of God’s elect?” is not the question the
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lost sinner should ask. The admonition to “make your
calling and election sure” was written to believers (2
Peter 1:10), not to lost sinners. The question the lost
sinner should ask is, “What must I do to be saved?”
(Acts 16:30; cf. 2:37). And the answer is, “Believe on
the Lord Jesus Christ” (16:31). When God is speaking
to you, that is the time to respond and put your faith
in Christ (Isa. 55:6-7).

“We make our decisions,” wrote Frank Boreham,
“and then our decisions turn around and make us.”
From the minute she left her home (Gen. 35:8),
Rebekah was under the special providential care of God
and was now a part of a thrilling plan that would bring
salvation to the whole world (12:1-3). Had she stayed
in Mesopotamia and married one of the local men, we
would never have heard of her again.

The welcome of the bridegroom (24:61-67)

Camels traveled about twenty-five miles a day and
could cover sixty miles if they had to, while the aver-
age pedestrian walked about twenty miles a day. A
train of ten camels with its attendants and guards
could easily make the wip from Hebron to
Mesopotamia and back (about 900 miles) in less than
two months. The servant was the kind of man who
permitted no delay and was anxious to complete his
task successfully. Certainly Abraham and Isaac were
both praying for him and his mission, and their
prayers were answered.

Isaac pictures our Lord Jesus Christ in his miracu-
lous birth (Gen. 21) and in his willingness to obey his
father and give his life (Gen. 22). We have already
noticed that verse 19 does not tell us that Isaac
returned with his father from Mount Moriah, although
certainly he did (v. 5). This omission suggests the
ascension of our Lord: He returned to glory to wait for
the time to receive His bride (1 Thess. 4:13—18).

Isaac was not living with his father at that time but
was south of Hebron, getting ready to establish his own
home. Isaac is identified with wells (Gen. 24:62; 25:11;
26:17-33) just as Abraham is identified with a/tars.
Water was a precious commodity and had to be
guarded carefully.

The name of the well would be an encouragement
to Isaac as he waited for the return of the servant: “the
well of him who lives and sees me” (16:14). If God
took care of Hagar and met her needs, surely He would
take care of Isaac and provide the wife that he needed
in order to maintain the messianic line. Jehovah is the
living God who sees everything and plans all things for
His glory and the good of His children.

Genesis 24:63 suggests that Isaac was a quiet, med-
itative man who pondered the things of the Lord in
solitcude (Ps. 1:2). His wife was more the activist type,
so there would be a good balance in their home. The
two saw each other at a distance, and Rebekah dis-
mounted so she could meet him on foot. In that day, it
was considered a breach of etiquette if women rode
beasts in the presence of strange men. She also put on
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the long veil that was a mark of her modesty and sub-
mission.

It is significant that Isaac met his bride “at the even-
tide” (Gen. 24:63), for when Jesus comes for His
church, it will be a time of spiritual darkness (Rom.
13:11-14). Just as a new day dawned for Rebekah, so
also will the coming of Jesus Christ usher in a new day
for His people (1 Thess. 5:1-11).

But that meeting involved much more than the
claiming of the bride by the bridegroom. The servant
also gave an account of himself to his master’s son
(Gen. 24:66). When Jesus Christ comes for His
church, there will not only be a joyful wedding (Rev.
19:1-9) but also a solemn judgment seat (Rom.
14:10-13; 2 Cor. 5:9-10) where our works will be
examined and rewards given out (I Cor. 3:13-15;
4:1-5).

With Isaac, it was “love at first sight,” but what did
Jesus Christ see in us that He should want s to be His
bride? We were rebellious sinners with no beauty or
merit to boast about, and yet Jesus loved us and died
for us (Rom. 5:6-8).

Rebekah had received a few gifts from Isaac, but
now that she was his very own, she possessed every-
thing that he possessed. Their lives were one, and so it
is with Christ and His church (Eph. 5:22-33).

This is much more than an ancient, idyllic love
story. It can be your love story roday if you trust Jesus
Christ and say, “I will go!”

If you already belong to Jesus Christ, then be like
the faithful servant and tell others the good news about
the marriage and the glorious wedding feast yet to
come. Invite them to say, “I will go!”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Genesis 23; 25:1-11

“A TIME TO DIE”

ing Solomon said, “A good name is better than
Kprecious ointment; and the day of death, than the

day of one’s birth” (Eccl. 7:1). He did not say that
death is better than birth, for, after all, we must be born
before we can die.

Solomon’s point was that the name given you at
birth is like fragrant ointment, and you must keep it that
way until you die. When you received your name at
birth, nobody knew what you would make out of it,
but at death, that name is either fragrant or putrid. If
it is fragrant at death, then people can rejoice, for after
death, nothing can change it. So, for a person with a
good name, the day of death is better than the day of
birth.

The names of Abraham and Sarah were fragrant in
life and in death and are still fragrant today. In these
chapters, we meet Abraham and Sarah at the end of
life’s road, and we learn from them what it means to die
in faith.
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The death of a princess (23:1-20)

Sarah had been a good wife to Abraham and a good
mother to Isaac. Yes, she had her faults, as we all do,
but God called her a princess (17:15) and listed her
with the heroes and heroines of faith (Heb. 11:11). The
apostle Peter named her as a good example for
Christian wives to follow (1 Peter 3:1-6), and Paul
used her to illustrate the grace of God in the life of the
believer (Gal. 4:21-31).

Abraham’s tears (vv. 1-2). How often in my pas-
toral ministry I have heard well-meaning but ignorant
people say to grieving friends or relatives, “Now, don't
cry!” That is very poor counsel, for God made us with
the ability to weep, and He expects us to cry. Even Jesus
wept (John 11:35). Grieving is one of God’s gifts to
help heal broken hearts when people we love are taken
from us in death. Paul did not tell the Thessalonian
Christians not to weep; he cautioned them not to sor-
row “as others who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13-18).
The grief of a believer should be different from that of
an unbeliever.

Abraham loved his wife, and her death was a
painful experience for him. He showed his love and his
grief by his weeping. These are the first recorded tears
in the Bible, and tears will not end until God wipes
them away in glory (Rev. 21:4). Even though he was a
man of faith, Abraham did not feel that his tears were
an evidence of unbelief.

Sarah died in faith (Heb. 11:11, 13), so Abraham
knew that she was in the Lord’s care. In the OIld
Testament, very little was revealed about the afterlife,
but God’s people knew that God would receive them
when they died (Ps. 73:24).

The late Vance Havner had a wife named Sarah.
Shortly after her untimely death, I was with Dr.
Havner at the Moody Bible Institute, and I shared my
condolences with him.

“I'm sorry to hear you lost your wife,” I said to him
when we met in the dining room.

He smiled and replied, “Son, when you know
where something is, you haven’t lost it.”

For the believer, to be “absent from the body”
means to be “present with the Lord” (Phil. 1:21-23; 2
Cor. 5:1-8); so Christians do not approach death with
fear. “Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord ...
that they may rest from their labors; and their works do
follow them” (Rev. 14:13).

The death of the wicked is vividly described in Job
18, and what a fearful picture it is! When the wicked
die, it is like putting out a light (vv. 5-6), trapping an
animal or a bird (vv. 7-10), catching a criminal (vv.
11-14), or uprooting a tree (vv. 15-21). What a differ-
ence it makes when you know Jesus Christ as your
Savior and as “the resurrection and the life” (John
11:25-26; 2 Tim. 1:10).

Abraham’s testimony (vv. 3-6). We cannot mourn
over our dead forever; there comes a time when we
must accept what has happened, face life, and fulfill
our obligations to both the living and the dead.



Because he was not a citizen of the land (Heb. 11:13),
Abraham had to request a place to bury his wife. The
truth was that Abraham owned the whole land. God
had given it to him, but there was no way he could
convince his neighbors of that.

Like Abraham, God’s people today are “pilgrims
and strangers” in this present world (1 Peter 1:1; 2:11).
We live in “tents” (2 Cor. 5:1-8) which one day will be
taken down when we move to glory. When Paul wrote
“the time of my departure is at hand” (2 Tim. 4:6), he
used a military word that meant “to take down a tent
and move on.” Our present body is temporary, but one
day we will receive a glorified body like the body that
Jesus Christ now has in heaven (Phil. 3:20-21; 1 John
3:1-3).

The men of the land called Abraham “a mighty
prince” (Gen. 23:6), which in the Hebrew is “a prince
with God.” He had a good testimony among them,
and they respected him. Even though this world is not
our home, we must be careful as pilgrims and strangers
to have a good witness to those who are outside the
faith (1 Thess. 4:12; Col. 4:5; 1 Peter 2:11ff.). These
Hittites did not worship Abraham’s God, but they
respected Abraham and his faith. In fact, they offered
him the use of one of their own tombs (Gen. 23:6), but
Abraham refused.

It is a wonderful thing in a time of sorrow when the
child of God has a strong witness to the lost. There is a
natural sorrow that everyone expects us to manifest,
but there is also a supernatural grace that God gives so
that we might have joy in the midst of sorrow. The
unsaved can tell the difference, and this gives us oppor-
tunity for sharing the good news of the gospel.

Abraham’s tact (vv. 7-16). In the East in that day,
most business transactions were carried on at the city
gate (v. 10) with the people as witnesses (v. 7). Arriving
at a final price for a piece of property usually involved
a great deal of bargaining and deferential politeness
that sometimes covered up greed and intrigue. But
Abraham was open and honest in his request: He
wanted to buy the cave of Machpelah from Ephron,
who was in the crowd at the time.

Following the custom of the East, Ephron offered
to give Abraham not only the cave but the whole field
in which the cave was located. Of course, this was only
a clever maneuver on his part, for he had no intentions
of giving away a valuable piece of property, especially to
a man as wealthy as Abraham. But Ephron’s reply gave
Abraham two pieces of information: Ephron was will-
ing to sell, but he wanted to sell the whole field and not
just the cave.

Ephron had Abraham in a corner, and he knew it.
Sarah had to be buried soon, and Ephron had the only
piece of property that met Abraham’s needs. So,
Abraham agreed to buy both the cave and the field
even before Ephron named the price. That is really liv-
ing by faith! Ephron’s price was far too much, but
Abraham paid it and claimed the property for himself.

In Acts 7:15-16, Stephen seems to contradict the
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Genesis record by saying that Abraham bought the
property from Hamor and it was located in Shechem
rather than Hebron (Gen. 23:19). But surely two dif-
ferent burial places are in view here. It is likely that
Abraham bought a second burial plot from Hamor in
Shechem and that Jacob had to buy it back years later
(33:18-19). Since Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob moved
about quite a bit, it would be difficult for the residents
of the land to keep track of them and their family real
estate.

In our business dealings with the people of the
world, we must be careful to maintain honesty and
integrity and to put our witness for the Lord ahead of
monetary gain. Abraham knew that Ephron had him
trapped and that it was foolish to haggle over the price,
as much as Easterners love to do it.

Abraham’s tomb (vv. 17-20). The key phrase in
the chapter, used seven times, is “bury my [the, thy]
dead.” Even though Sarah was gone, Abraham showed
respect for her body and wanted to give it a proper bur-
ial. This is the pattern for God’s people throughout the
Scriptures. Neither the Old Testament Jews nor the
New Testament Christians cremated their dead.
Rather, they washed the body, wrapped it in clean cloth
with spices, and placed it in the ground or in a tomb.
While there may be some situations when cremation is
the better way to dispose of the body, for the most part,
Christians prefer burial. This is the way our Lord’s
body was handled after His death (Matt. 27:57-61),
and Paul seems to teach burial in 1 Corinthians
15:35-46.

When Abraham purchased the cave of Machpelah
for a tomb, he was making a statement of faith to all
who were there. He did not take Sarah back to their
former home in Ur but buried her in the land God had
given him and his descendants. He did not ignore the
body but gave it a proper burial in view of the promised
resurrection. When God saves us, He saves the whole
person, not just “the soul.” The body has a future, and
burial bears witness to our faith in the return of Christ
and the resurrection of the body.

It must be pointed out, however, that resurrection
is not “reconstruction.” God will not reassemble the
dust of the body and restore the body to its previous
state. God promises us a new body! In 1 Corinthians
15:35-38, Paul makes it clear that there is conzinuity
but not identity between the old body and the new
body.

He illustrated this miracle with the planting of a
seed. The seed dies and decays, but from it comes a
beautiful flower or some grain. There is continuity but
not identity: The same seed does not come out of the
ground, but what came out came from the seed that
was planted. Christian burial bears witness that we
believe in a future resurrection.

When you get to the end of Genesis, you find that
Abraham’s tomb is quite full. Sarah was buried there,
and then Abraham, Isaac, Rebekah, and Leah (Gen.
49:29-31); and then Jacob joined them (50:13).
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Genesis ends with a full tomb, but the four gospels end
with an empty tomb! Jesus has conquered death and
taken away its sting (1 Cor. 15:55-58). Because of His
victory, we need not fear death or the grave.

Abraham owned the whole land, but the only piece
of property that was legally his was 2 toméb. If the Lord
Jesus does not return to take us to heaven, #he only piece
of property each of us will own in this world will be a plot
in the cemetery! We will take nothing with us; we will
leave it all behind (1 Tim. 6:7). Bug, if we are investing
in things eternal, we can send it ahead (Matt.
6:19-34). If we live by faith, then we can die by faith,
and when you die by faith, you have a wonderful
future.

In November 1858, missionary John Paton landed
in the New Hebrides to establish a ministry among the
people. On February 12, 1859, his wife gave birth to a
son, and on March 3, his wife died. Seventeen days
later, the baby died. “But for Jesus and the fellowship
He gave me there,” said Paton, “I must have gone mad
and died beside that lonely grave.”

But we do not sorrow as those who have no hope!
We have been born again “to a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3
NKJV), and we are “looking for that blessed hope, and
the glorious appearing of the great God and our Savior

Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13).

The death of a patriarch (25:1-11)
After a person dies, we read the obituary, and after the
burial, we read the will. Let’s do that with Abraham.

Abraham’s obituary (vv. 27-8). He died “in a
good old age” as the Lord had promised him (15:15).
He had walked with the Lord for a century (12:4) and
had been “the friend of God” (James 2:23). Old age is
“good” if you have the blessing of the Lord on your life
(Prov. 16:31). In spite of physical deterioration and
weakness, you can enjoy His presence and do His will
until the very end (2 Cor. 4:16—5:8).

Like Sarah before him, Abraham “died in faith.”
For 100 years, he had been a stranger and a pilgrim on
the earth, seeking a heavenly country, and now his
desires were fulfilled (Heb. 11:13—-16). His life had not
been an easy one, but he had walked by faith a day at a
time, and the Lord had brought him through.
Whenever Abraham failed the Lord, he returned to
Him and started over again, and the Lord gave him a
new beginning.

He also died “full of years” (Gen. 25:8). This sug-
gests more than a quantity of time; it suggests a quality
of life. James Strahan translates it “satisfied with life”
(Hebrew Ideals, 197). Abraham, who was flourishing
and fruitful to the very end, fulfilled the picture of old
age given in Psalm 92:12-15. How few people really
experience joy and satisfaction when they reach old age!
When they look back, it is with regret; when they look
ahead, it is with fear; and when they look around, it is
with complaint.

An anonymous wit claimed that he would rather be
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“over the hill” than under it. But death is not a threat
to the person who trusts Jesus Christ and lives by His
Word. Old age can be a time of rich experience in the
Lord and wonderful opportunities to share Him with
the next generation (Ps. 48:13-14; 78:5-7). Then,
when death comes, you go to meet the Lord with joy-
ful confidence.

God promised that Abraham would die “in peace”
(Gen. 15:15), and he did. Welsh poet Dylan Thomas
wrote that “old age should burn and rave at close of
day,” but that is not the Christian approach to old age
or death. Abraham was saved by faith (v. 6), so he had
“peace with God” (Rom. 5:1). He had walked in the
way of righteousness, so he experienced the peace of
God (Isa. 32:17). The God who had guided him for a
century would not forsake him at the very end (46:4).

Like everything else in life, to be successful in old
age, you must start working at it very young. That is
the counsel Solomon gives in Ecclesiastes 12. The
chapter describes some of the inevitable physical prob-
lems of old age, but it also emphasizes that a godly life
beginning in one’s youth is an investment that pays rich
dividends when life draws to a close.

The phrase “gathered to his people” (Gen. 25:8)
does not mean “buried with the family,” for Sarah’s
body was the only one in the family tomb. This is the
first occurrence of this phrase in the Bible, and it
means to go to the realm of the dead, referring to the
destiny of the spirit, not the body (James 2:26). The
Old Testament word for the realm of the dead is sheol;
the New Testament equivalent is hades. It is the tempo-
rary “home” of the spirits of the dead awaiting the
resurrection (Rev. 20:11-15).

The permanent home for the saved is heaven, and
for the lost, it is hell. Luke 16:19-31 indicates that
sheol-hades has two sections to it, separated by a great
gulf, and that the saved are in a place of blessing while
the lost are in a place of pain. It is likely that Jesus emp-
tied the paradise portion of sheol-hades when He
returned to heaven in glory (Eph. 4:8-10). The pun-
ishment portion of hades will be emptied at the
resurrection that precedes the judgment of the great
white throne (Rev. 20:11-15). For the lost, hades is the
jail, while hell is the penitentiary.

One day, you will be “gathered to your people.” If
God’s people were your people in life, then you will be
with them after death in the home that Jesus is now
preparing (John 14:1-6). If the Christian family is not
your “people,” then you will be with the crowd that is
going to hell, and it is described in Revelation 21:8, 27.
You had better make the right choice, because eternity
is forever.

Abraham’s will (vv. 1-6). Abraham left his mate-
rial wealth to his family and his spiritual wealth to the
whole world, all who would believe on Jesus Christ.

When God renewed Abraham’s natural strength for
the begetting of Isaac, He did not take that strength
away, and Abraham was able to marry again and have
another family. However, he made a distinction



between these six new sons and his son Isaac, for Isaac
was God’s choice to carry on the covenant line.
Keturah’s sons received gifts, but Isaac received the
inheritance and the blessings of the covenant.

All who have trusted Jesus Christ are “as Isaac was,
the children of promise” (Gal. 4:28). This means that
we have a share in Abraham’s will! What did he leave
us?

To begin with, Abraham left us @ clear witness of sal-
vation through faith. Paul cited his example in Romans
4:1-5, relating it to Abraham’s experience in Genesis
15. Abraham could not have been saved by keeping the
law because the law had not yet been given. He could
not have been saved by the ritual of circumcision
because God declared him to be righteous long before
Abraham was circumcised. Like everybody else who
has ever been saved, Abraham was saved by faith and by
faith alone. (See Heb. 11 and Gal. 3.)

But Abraham also leaves us the example of a faithful
life. James used Abraham to illustrate the importance
of proving our faith by our works (James 2:14-26).
Wherever Abraham went, he pitched his tent and built
his altar, and he let the people of the land know that he
was a worshipper of the true and living God. When he
offered Isaac on the altar, Abraham proved his faith in
God and his love for God. He was not saved by works,
but he proved his faith by his works.

From Abraham, we learn how ro walk by faith. True,
he had his occasional lapses of faith, but the general
manner of his life evidenced faith in God’s Word. “By
faith Abraham ... obeyed” (Heb. 11:8). “The pith, the
essence of faith,” said Charles Spurgeon, “lies in this: a
casting oneself on the promises.”

The late composer-conductor Leonard Bernstein
said to an interviewer, “I believe in everything, in any-
thing that anybody believes in, because I believe in
people. In other words, I believe in belief. I believe in
faith” (Maestro: Encounters With Conductors of Today, by
Helena Matheopoulos, Harper & Row, 1982, 7).

But “faith in faith” is not the same as faith in God,
because it has no foundation. It is building on the sand
(Matt. 7:24-27). True faith is our obedient response to
the Word of God. God speaks, we hear Him and believe,
and we do what He tells us to do. Abraham and Sarah
held on to God’s promises and God rewarded their
faith.

Abraham gave the world the gift of the Jewish nation;
and it is through the Jews that we have the knowledge
of the true God plus the Word of God and the salva-
tion of God (John 4:22). It is beyond my
understanding how anybody could be anti-Semitic
when the Jews have given so much to the world and
have suffered so much in this world. It is unfortunate
that the Jewish people thought their relationship to
Abraham saved them (Matt. 3:7-12; John 8:33-59),
but they are no different from unsaved Gentiles who
think they are going to heaven because their parents or
grandparents were Christians (1:11-13).

Finally, because of Abraham, we have a Savior. In
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the first verse of the New Testament (Matt. 1:1),
Abraham’s name is joined with the names of David and
Jesus Christ! God promised Abraham that through him
all the world would be blessed (Gen. 12:1-3), and He
has kept that promise. The problem is that the church
is not telling the whole world that Jesus is indeed “the
Savior of the world” (John 4:42). We are keeping the
good news to ourselves when we ought to be doing
everything we can to let the whole world know.

There can be only one Abraham and Sarah in God’s
great plan of redemption, but you and I have our tasks
to perform in the will of God (Eph. 2:10). Zoday, you
are writing your obituary and preparing your “last will
and testament” as far as your spiritual heritage is con-
cerned. Today you are getting ready for the last stage of
life’s journey.

Are you making good preparations?

Are you living by faith?

If you live by faith, then you will, like Abraham, BE
OBEDIENT.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Genesis 25—26

LIKE FATHER, LIKE SON—ALMOST

saac was the son of a famous father (Abraham) and
I the father of a famous son (Jacob), and for those rea-

sons he is sometimes considered a lightweight among
the patriarchs. Compared to the exploits of Abraham
and Jacob, Isaac’s life does seem conventional and com-
monplace. Although he lived longer than either
Abraham or Jacob, only six chapters are devoted to
Isaac’s life in the Genesis record, and only one verse in
Hebrews 11 (v. 9).

Isaac was a quiet, meditative man (Gen. 24:63),
who would rather pack up and leave than confront his
enemies. During his long life, he didn't travel far from
home. Abraham had made the long journey from
Haran to Canaan, and had even visited Egypt, and
Jacob went to Haran to get a wife, but Isaac spent his
entire adult life moving around in the land of Canaan.
If there had been an ancient Middle East equivalent to
our contemporary “jet set,” Isaac wouldn’t have joined
it.

However, there are more Isaacs in this world than
there are Abrahams or Jacobs, and these people make
important contributions to society and to the church,
even if they don’t see their names in lights or even in
the church bulletin. Furthermore, Isaac was a living
part of the divine plan that eventually produced the
Jewish nation, gave us the Bible, and brought Jesus
Christ into the world, and that’s nothing to be
ashamed of.

Isaac wasn't a failure; he was just different. After
all, the people in each generation have to find them-
selves and be themselves and not spend their lives
slavishly trying to imitate their ancestors. “Men are
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born equal,” wrote psychiatrist Erich Fromm in
Escape from Freedom, “but they are also born differ-
ent.” Discovering our uniqueness and using it to the
glory of God is the challenge that makes life what it
is. Why be a cheap imitation when you can be a valu-
able original?

No generation stands alone, because each new gen-
eration is bound to previous generations whether we
like it or not. Isaac was bound to Abraham and Sarah
by ties that couldn’t be ignored or easily broken. Lets
look at some of those ties and discover what they teach
us about our own life of faith today.

He received his father’s inheritance (25:1-18)
Abraham recognized his other children by giving them
gifts and sending them away, thereby making sure they
couldn’t supplant Isaac as the rightful heir. Along with
his father’s immense wealth (13:2; 23:6), Isaac also
inherited the covenant blessings that God had given
Abraham and Sarah (12:1-3; 13:14-18; 15:1-6). Isaac
had parents who believed God and, in spite of occa-
sional mistakes, tried to please Him.

Abraham’s firstborn son Ishmael (chap. 16) wasnt
chosen to be the child of promise and the heir of the
covenant blessings. God promised to bless Ishmael and
make him a great nation, and He kept His promise
(17:20-21; 25:12-16); “but my covenant will I estab-
lish with Isaac” (17:21 xyv; see also Rom. 9:6-13).
Ishmael was on hand for his father’s funeral (Gen.
25:9), but he wasn't included in the reading of his
father’s will.

Ishmael pictures the “natural” or unsaved person (1
Cor. 2:14), who is outside the faith and hostile to the
things of God. But Isaac pictures those who have
trusted Jesus Christ and experienced the miraculous
new birth by the power of God (1 Peter 1:22-23).
“Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of
promise” (Gal. 4:28). Ishmael was born a slave, but
Isaac was born free (4:21-31; 5:1-2); and Ishmael was
born poor, but Isaac was born rich. Every believer in
Jesus Christ shares all the blessings of the Spirit in
Christ (Eph. 1:3) and is part of Christ’s glorious inher-
itance (vv. 11, 18).

From the moment of birth, we're all dependent on
the older generation to care for us until we can care for
ourselves. We're also indebted to previous generations
for guarding and handing down to us the knowledge,
skills, traditions, and culture that are extremely impor-
tant to daily life. Imagine what life would be like if
each new generation had to devise the alphabet, invent
printing, discover electricity, or design the wheel!

The most important part of Isaac’s legacy wasn’t the
great material wealth his father had left him. Isaac’s
most important legacy was the spiritual wealth from his
father and mother: knowing and trusting the true and
living God and being a part of the covenant blessings
that God had graciously bestowed upon Abraham and
Sarah and their descendants. How tragic it is when the
children of devout Christian believers turn their backs
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on their priceless spiritual heritage and, like Ishmael
and Esau, live for the world and the flesh instead of for
the Lord!

He prayed to his father’s God (25:19-34)

Genesis is a record of ten successive “generations.”!
Generations come and go, but the Lord remains and
never changes. “Lord, You have been our dwelling
place in all generations” (Ps. 90:1 Nkjv).

A devoted home (vv. 19-20). When Isaac was
forty years old, God sclected Rebekah to be his wife
(chap. 24; 25:20), and we have every reason to believe
that they were both devoted to the Lord and to each
other. The record indicates that Rebekah was the more
aggressive of the two when it came to family matters,
but perhaps that’s just the kind of wife Isaac needed.
Whatever mistakes Isaac may have made as a husband
and father, this much is true: As a young man, he will-
ingly put himself on the altar to obey his father and to
please the Lord (chap. 22; Rom. 12:1-2).

A disappointed home (v. 21). Isaac and Rebekah
waited twenty years for a family, but no children came.
The entire book of Genesis emphasizes the sovereignty
of God and the wisdom of His “delays.” Abraham and
Sarah had to wait twenty-five years for Isaac to be
born; Jacob had to labor fourteen years to obtain his
two wives; and Joseph had to wait over twenty years
before he was reconciled to his brothers. Our times are
in His hands (Ps. 31:15), and His timing is never
wrong.

Like Abraham, Isaac was a man of prayer, so he
interceded with the Lord on behalf of his barren wife.
Isaac had every right to ask God for children because of
the covenant promises the Lord had made to his father
and mother, promises Isaac had heard repeated in the
family circle and that he believed. If Rebekah remained
barren, how could Abraham’s seed multiply as the dust
of the earth and the stars of the heavens? How could
Abraham’s seed become a blessing to the whole world
(Gen. 12:1-3; 13:16; 15:5; 17:6)?

It has well been said that the purpose of prayer is
not to get our will done in heaven but to get God’s
will done on earth. Even though every Jewish couple
wanted children, Isaac wasn’t praying selfishly. He was
concerned about God’s plan for fulfilling His
covenant and blessing the whole world through the
promised Messiah (3:15; 12:1-3). True prayer means
being concerned about God’s will, not our own
wants, and claiming God’s promises in the Word. The
Lord answered Isaac’s prayer and enabled Rebekah to
conceive.

A distressed home (vv. 22-23). One problem soon
led to another, because Rebekah’s pregnancy was a dif-
ficult one: The babies in her womb were struggling
with each other. The Hebrew word means “to crush or
oppress,” suggesting that the fetal movements were not
normal. Since Rebekah wondered if the Lord was try-
ing to say something to her, she went to inquire. Isaac
was fortunate to have a wife who not only knew how



to pray but who also wanted to understand God’s will
for herself and her children.

In salvation history, the conception and birth of
children is a divinely ordained event that has signifi-
cant consequences. This was true of the birth of Isaac
(chaps. 18, 21), the twelve sons of Jacob (29:30—
30:24), Moses (Ex. 1), Samuel (1 Sam. 1—2), David
(Ruth 4:17-22), and our Lord Jesus Christ (Gal.
4:4-5). Conception, birth, and death are divine
appointments, not human accidents, a part of God’s
wise and loving plan for His own people (Ps. 116:15;
139:13-16).

Imagine Rebekah’s surprise when she learned that
the two children would struggle with each other all
their lives! Each child would produce a nation, and
these two nations (Edom and Israel) would compete,
but the younger would master the older. Just as God
had chosen Isaac, the second-born, and not Ishmael,
the firstborn, so He choose Jacob, the second-born,
and not Esau, the firstborn. That the younger son
should rule the elder was contrary to human tradition
and logic, but the sovereign God made the choice
(Rom. 9:10-12),2 and God never makes a mistake.

A divided home (vv. 24-28). Esau probably means
“hairy.” He also had the nickname “Edom,” which
means “red,” referring to his red hair and the red lentil
soup Jacob sold him (vv. 25, 30). The twin boys not
only looked different but they also were different in
personality. Esau was a robust outdoorsman, who was
a successful hunter, while Jacob was a “home boy.” You
would think that Isaac would have favored Jacob, since
both of them enjoyed domestic pursuits, but Jacob was
Rebekah’s favorite. Rebekah was a hands-on mother
who knew what was going on in the home and could
contrive ways to get what she thought was best.

It’s unfortunate when homes are divided because
parents and children put their own personal desires
ahead of the will of God. Isaac enjoyed eating the tasty
game that Esau brought home, a fact that would be
important in later family history (chap. 27). Isaac, the
quiet man, fulfilled his dreams in Esau, the courageous
man, and apparently ignored the fact that his elder son
was also a worldly man.3 Did Isaac know that Esau had
forfeited his birthright? The record doesn’t tell us. But
he did know that God had chosen the younger son over
the elder son.

A friend of mine kept a card under the glass on his
office desk that read: “Faith is living without schem-
ing.” Jacob could have used that card. Before his birth,
he had been divinely chosen to receive the birthright
and the blessing; thus there was no need for him to
scheme and take advantage of his brother. It’s likely
that Jacob had already seen plenty of evidence that
Esau didn't care about spiritual things, an attitude that
made Esau unfit to receive the blessing and accomplish
God’s will. Perhaps Jacob and his mother had even dis-
cussed the matter.

The name “Jacob” comes from a Hebrew word
(yaaqob) that means “may God protect,” but because it
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sounds like the words ageb (“heel”) and agab (“watch
from behind” or “overtake”), his name became a nick-
name: “he grasps the heel” or “he deceives.” Before
birth, Jacob and Esau had contended, and at birth,
Jacob grasped his brother’s heel. This latter action was
interpreted to mean that Jacob would trip up his
brother and take advantage of him. The prediction
proved true.

The fact that God had already determined to give
the covenant blessings to Jacob didn’t absolve anybody
in the family from their obligations to the Lord. They
were all responsible for their actions, because divine
sovereignty doesnt destroy human responsibility. In
fact, knowing that we're the chosen of God means we
have a greater responsibility to do His will.

He faced his father’s temptations (26:1-11)

True faith is always tested, either by temptations within
us or trials around us (James 1:1-18), because a faith
that can’t be tested cant be trusted. God tests us to
bring out the best in us, but Satan tempts us to bring
out the worst in us. In one form or another, each new
generation must experience the same tests as previous
generations, if only to discover that the enemy doesn't
change and that human nature doesn’t improve.
Abraham is mentioned eight times in this chapter, and
you find the word “father” six times. Isaac was very
much his father’s son. Abraham Lincoln was right: “We
cannot escape history.”4

The temptation to run (vv. 1-6). When Abraham
arrived in Canaan, he found a famine in the land and
faced his first serious test of faith (12:10—13:4). His
solution was to abandon the place God had chosen for
him, the place of obedience, and to run to Egypt, thus
establishing a bad example for his descendants who
were prone to imitate him.> The safest place in the
world is in the will of God, for the will of God will
never lead us where His grace cant provide for us.
Unbelief asks, “How can I get out of this,” while faith
asks, “What can I get out of this?”

When Isaac faced the problem of a famine, he
decided to go to Gerar, the capital city of the
Philistines, and get help from Abimelech.6 Isaac and
Rebekah were probably living at Beer-lahai-roi at that
time (25:11), which means they traveled about sev-
enty-five miles northeast to get to Gerar. Even after
arriving in Gerar, Isaac and Rebekah may have been
tempted to go south to Egypt, though God had warned
them not to consider that possibility.

God permitted Isaac to remain in Philistia and
promised to bless him. God had promised Abraham
that his descendants would be greatly multiplied and
one day would possess all those lands. Thus Isaac had a
right to be there as long as God approved. (See 12:2-3;
13:16; 15:5; 17:3-8; 22:15-18.) God blessed Isaac for
Abraham’s sake (25:5; see also v. 24), just as He has
blessed believers today for the sake of Jesus Christ.

We can never successfully run away from trials,
because God sees to it that His children learn the lessons
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of faith regardless of where they go. We can never grow
in faith by running from difficulty, because “tribulation
produces perseverance; and perseverance, character ...”
(Rom. 5:3—4 ~kjv). Like David, we may wish we had
“wings like a dove” so we could “fly away and be at rest”
(Ps. 55:6 NKjv), but if we did, wed always be doves
when God wants us to “mount up with wings as eagles”
(Isa. 40:31).

The temptation to lie (vv. 7-11). Isaac could flee
from famine, but when he put himself into a situation
that offered no escape, he had to turn to deception to
protect himself. Abraham committed this same sin
twice, once in Egypt (Gen. 12:14-20) and once in
Philistia (chap. 20). Remember, faith is living without
scheming, and telling lies seems to be one of human-
ity’s favorite ways to escape responsibility.

Isaac was asked about the woman who was with
him and, like his father Abraham before him, he said
she was his sister.” But when Abimelech saw Isaac
caressing Rebekah, he knew she was his wife.8 Why did
Isaac lie? Because he was afraid his pagan host would
kill him in order to obtain his beautiful wife. His lie
was evidence of his unbelief, for if he had claimed the
covenant promise when he prayed for children (25:21),
why couldn’t he claim that same covenant promise to
protect himself and his wife?

The English poet John Dryden wrote, “Truth is the
foundation of all knowledge and the cement of all soci-
eties.” When people dont keep their word, the
foundations of society begin to shake and things start
to fall apart. Happy homes, lasting friendships, thriv-
ing businesses, stable governments, and effective
churches all depend on truth for their success. The
American preacher Phillips Brooks said, “Truth is
always strong, no matter how weak it looks; and false-
hood is always weak, no matter how strong it looks.”
Truth is cement; falsehood is whitewash.

When he found himself in difficulty, Isaac was
tempted to run and to lie, and we face this same temp-
tation today. Isaac succumbed to the temptation and
was found out. It’s a sad day when unconverted people
like Abimelech publicly expose God’s servants for
telling lies. What an embarrassment to the cause of
truth!

He dug again his father’s wells (26:12-33)

Isaac inherited flocks and herds from his father, who
had lived a nomadic life, but now the wealthy heir set-
tled down and became a farmer, remaining in Gerar “a
long time” (v. 8).

The blessing (vv. 12-14). Isaac and his neighbors
had access to the same soil, and they depended on the
same sunshine and rain, but Isaac’s harvests were
greater than theirs, and his flocks and herds multi-
plied more abundantly. The secre? God kept His
promise and blessed Isaac in all that he did (vv. 3-5).
God would give a similar blessing to Jacob years later
(chap. 31).

But Isaac was a deceiver! How could the Lord bless
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somebody who claimed to be a believer and yet delib-
erately lied to his unbelieving neighbors? Because God
is always faithful to His covenant and keeps His prom-
ises (2 Tim. 2:11-13), and the only condition God
attached to His promise of blessing was that Isaac
remain in the land and not go to Egypt.

God also blessed Isaac because of Abraham’s life and
faith (Gen. 26:5), just as He blesses us for the sake of
Jesus Christ. We'll never know until we get to heaven
how many of our blessings have been “dividends” from
the spiritual investments made by godly friends and
family who have gone before.

The conflict (vv. 14-17). In spite of his material
blessings, Isaac still suffered because of his lie, because
the blessings he received brought burdens and battles
to his life. Seeing his great wealth, the Philistines
envied him and decided he was a threat to their safety.
(A similar situation would occur when the Jews multi-
plied in Egypt. See Ex. 1:8ff) “The blessing of the
Lord makes one rich, and He adds no sorrow with it”
(Prov. 10:22 nxjv). Had Isaac not lied about his wife,
God would not have disciplined him but would have
given him peace with his neighbors (Prov. 16:7).
Because of his sin, however, Isaac’s material blessings
caused him trouble.

The Philistines tried to get Isaac to leave their land
and settle elsewhere, and to encourage this they
stopped up Abraham’s wells and deprived Isaac’s flocks
and herds of the water they desperately needed. Water
was a precious commodity in the Near East, and ade-
quate wells were necessary if you were to succeed in the
land. The crisis came when the king commanded Isaac
to move away, and Isaac obeyed.

The search (vv. 18-22). No matter where Isaac
journeyed, the enemy followed him and confiscated his
father’s wells and also the new wells that Isaac’s servants
dug. To find a well of “springing water” (v. 19) was a
special blessing, for it guaranteed fresh water at all
times, but the Philistines took that well too. The names
of the new wells that Isaac’s men dug reveal the prob-
lems that he had with his neighbors, for Esek means
“contention,” and Sitnah means “hatred.” But
Rehoboth means “enlargement” because Isaac finally
found a place where he was left alone and had room
enough for his camp and his flocks and herds.

Whenever Abraham had a problem with people, he
boldly confronted them and got the matter settled,
whether it was his nephew Lot (13:5-18), the invading
kings (chap. 14), Hagar and Ishmael (21:9ff.), or the
Philistines (vv. 22f.). But Isaac was a retiring man who
wanted to avoid confrontation. Since he was a pilgrim,
he could move his camp and be a peacemaker.

In every difficult situation of life, it requires dis-
cernment to know whether God wants us to be
confronters like Abraham or peacemakers like Isaac, for
God can bless and use both approaches. “If it is possi-
ble, as much as depends on you, live peaceably with all
men” (Rom. 12:18 NKjv). Sometimes it isn’t possible,
but at least we should try, and we must depend on the



wisdom from above that is “pure” and “peaceable”
(James 3:17).

Looking at Isaac’s experience from a spiritual point
of view, we can learn an important lesson. In the Bible,
wells sometimes symbolize blessings from the hand of
the Lord (Gen. 16:14; 21:19; 49:22; Ex. 15:27; Num.
21:16-18; Prov. 5:15; 16:22; 18:4; Song 4:15; Isa.
12:3; John 4:14).7 The church keeps looking for some-
thing new, when all we need is to dig again the old
wells of spiritual life that God’s people have depended
on from the beginning—the Word of God, prayer,
worship, faith, the power of the Spirit, sacrifice, and
service—wells that we've allowed the enemy to fill up.
Whenever there’s been a revival of spiritual power in
the history of the church, it’s been because somebody
has dug again the old wells so that God’s life-giving
Spirit can be free to work.

The assurance (vv. 23-25). Beersheba was a very
special place for Isaac, because there his father had
entered into a covenant with the Philistine leaders
(21:22ff). “Beersheba” means “the well of the oath.”
The Lord comes to us with His assuring Word just
when we need encouragement (see Acts 18:9-11;
23:11; 27:23-24; 2 Tim. 2:19). No matter who is
against us, God is with us and for us (see Gen. 28:15;
31:3; Rom. 8:31-39), and there’s no need for us to be
afraid. In response to God’s gracious word of promise,
Isaac built an altar and worshipped the Lord. He was
ready to meet his adversaries.

Like his father Abraham, Isaac was identified by his
tent and altar (Gen. 26:25; see 12:7-8; 13:3—4, 18).
Isaac was wealthy enough to be able to build himself a
fine house, but his tent identified him as a pilgrim and
stranger in the land (Heb. 11:8-10, 13-16). A fugitive
is fleeing from home; a vagabond has no home; a
stranger is away from home; buz a pilgrim is heading
home. The tent identified Isaac as a pilgrim, and the
altar announced that he worshipped Jehovah and was
heading to the heavenly kingdom.

Like Isaac, all who have trusted Jesus Christ are
strangers in this world and pilgrims heading for a bet-
ter world (1 Peter 1:1; 2:11). The body we live in is our
“tent”; one day it will be taken down and we'll go to the
heavenly city (2 Cor. 5:1-8). Life here is brief and tem-
porary, because this tent is fragile, but our glorified
body will be ours for eternity (Phil. 3:20-21; 1 John
3:1-3). But while we're here on earth, let’s be sure we
build the altar and give our witness that Jesus Christ is
the Savior of the world.

The agreement (vv. 26-33). Isaac’s strategy paid
off, because the Philistine leaders came to him to settle
the matter of the property rights (see 21:22ff).
Fortified by God’s promises, Isaac was much bolder in
his approach, and he confronted the Philistines with
their misdeeds. Is worth noting that Isaac’s conduct
during this conflict had made a great impression on
them, and they could tell that the Lord was richly
blessing him. More important than possessing his wells
was the privilege Isaac had of sharing his witness with
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his pagan neighbors. (For a contrasting situation, see 1
Cor. 6:1-8.)

Isaac and the leaders were able to reach an agree-
ment. To seal the treaty, Isaac hosted a feast, for in that
culture, to eat with others was to forge strong links of
friendship and mutual support. That same day, Isaac’s
servants found one of Abraham’s wells (Gen.
21:25-31) and opened it, and Isaac gave it the original
name, Beersheba. “The well of the oath” now referred
to Isaac’s treaty as well as Abraham’s.

More conflict (vv. 34-35). Isaac was at peace with
his neighbors, but he had war at home. His worldly son
Esau had married two heathen wives who caused grief
to Isaac and Rebekah. (Later, just to provoke his par-
ents, he married a third heathen wife. See 29:8-9.) In
view of Esau’s sinful lifestyle, we wonder that Isaac
wanted to give him the patriarchal blessing (chap. 27).

All of us would like to find our “Rehoboth”
(enlargement) where we have plenty of room and no
contention, but Isaac’s Rehoboth was found only after
he endured conflict. It’s through difficulties that God
enlarges us for the larger places He prepares for us.
“Thou hast enlarged me when I was in distress” (Ps.
4:1). When the troubles of our hearts are enlarged and
we trust God, then the Lord can enlarge us (25:17) and
bring us “into a large place” (18:19). If we want
“room,” we have to suffer, because that’s the only way
we can grow and feel at home in the larger place God
gives us when we’re ready for it.

Notes

1 The ten different generations are noted in Genesis 2:4; 5:1;
6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12, 19; 36:1; 37:2.

2 That God has the sovereign right to choose as He pleases,
nobody can successfully dispute. His thoughts are far above
our thoughts and His ways “past finding out” (Rom.
11:33-36). In fact, Paul made it clear that God’s choice of
Jacob was an act of pure grace and wasn’t based on any merit
in Jacob (9:10-12). Those who are troubled by Malachi 1:2-3
(“T loved Jacob, and I hated Esau,” KJVv) must see “love” and
“hate” as relative terms (as in Gen. 29:31-33, Deut. 21:15-17;
Luke 14:26). Neither Jacob nor Esau deserved God’s grace any
more than we today deserve it (Eph. 2:8-9). That God chose
scheming Jacob is as much a mystery as that He chose murder-
ous Saul of Tarsus.

W

The writer of Hebrews 12:16 called Esau a “profane person”
(KJV), which the NIV translates “godless.” The Greek word
means “accessible to anyone,” the opposite of sacred or sancti-
fied. The Latin profanus, which gives us the English word
“profane,” means “outside the temple, common, ordinary.”
Esau had no godly desires or standards; he was accessible to
anyone or anything. A successful man of the world, he ignored
God’s will and “did his own thing.” The fact that he married
two Hittite women is proof that he wasn't interested in the
things of God (Gen. 26:34-35).

Lincoln’s message to Congress, December 1, 1862.

(V0N

Whenever they were in trouble, the Jews clamored to go back
to Egypt (Ex. 16:1-3; 17:1-4; Num. 11; 14). During the
declining days of the kingdom, instead of trusting God, the
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rulers of Judah often turned to Egypt for help (Isa. 30:1-2;
31:1; Jer. 42:13ff.; Hos. 7:11).
This journey probably took place during the twenty years that

(=)

Isaac and Rebekah were childless, and was almost a century
after Abraham and Sarah had visited Gerar (Gen. 20).
“Abimelech” could have been a namesake for the king
Abraham met, or perhaps it was a royal title.
7 Isaac’s was the greater sin, because he knew what had twice
happened to his father, and Rebekah was not his sister.
Abraham told a half-truth while Isaac blatantly lied.
The word translated “sporting with” (KJV) or “caressing” (NIV)

oo}

comes from the same Hebrew root as the name “Isaac,” which
means “to laugh” or “to play” (see Gen. 17:17; 18:12—-13, 15;
and 21:6). While we commend them for their love, Isaac and
Rebekah were engaging in expressions of affection that were

better kept in the privacy of their chamber.

o

The Hebrew word for “well” is beer, which explains why there
are places in the Holy Land called Beersheba (“well of the
oath,” Gen. 21:30-31) and Beer-lahai-roi (“the well of the liv-

ing one who sees me,” 16:14).

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Genesis 27—28

A MASTERPIECE IN PIECES

hilosopher George Santayana called the human
P family “one of nature’s masterpieces.” If that’s true,

then many of these masterpieces have become
nothing but pieces because they forgot the Master.
Genesis 27 describes such a family.

Had I been alive during patriarchal times, I proba-
bly would have predicted great success for Isaac and
Rebekah. After all, Isaac was a dedicated man who had
put himself on the altar in obedience to the Lord (chap.
22; Rom. 12:1-2). He trusted God to choose his wife
for him (Gen. 24), and the wife God sent, Jacob loved
(v. 67). Both Isaac and Rebekah knew how to pray and
seek the mind of the Lord for their home (25:19-23).
‘What more could a married couple want?

But in spite of these advantages, the family self-
destructed rather quickly when Isaac became old.
Why? Because the members of the family substituted
scheming for believing so they could each have their
own way. As we look at the scenes in this tragedy, let’s
study each of the family members and see what they
contributed to the problem or to the answer.

Isaac: decline (27:1-4)
During the twenty-three years he was president of
Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, Dr. William
Culbertson frequently asked at the close of his public
prayers, “Lord, help us to end well.” God answered his
prayer, and Dr. Culbertson did end his race in victory,
but that isnt true of every believer.

A good beginning doesn’t guarantee a good ending.
That’s one of the repeated lessons taught in Scripture,
and it’s tragically confirmed in the lives of people like
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Lot, Gideon, Samson, King Saul, King Solomon,
Demas, and a host of others. Let’s add Isaac to that list.
If ever a man was blessed with a great beginning, it was
Isaac. Yet he ended his life under a cloud. Consider
some of his sins.

He put himself ahead of the Lord. Isaac was sure
he was going to die,! and yet his greatest desire was to
enjoy a good meal at the hand of his favorite son and
cook, Esau (25:28).2 When [saac’s father Abraham pre-
pared for death, his concern was to get a bride for his
son and maintain the covenant promise. When King
David came to the end of his life, he made arrange-
ments for the building of the temple, and Paul’s burden
before his martyrdom was that Timothy be faithful to
preach the Word and guard the faith.

Someone has well said, “The end of life reveals the
ends of life.” When sideshow promoter RT. Barnum
was dying, he asked, “What were today’s receipts?”
Napoleon cried out on his death bed, “Army! Head of
the army!” Naturalist Henry David Thoreau said only
two words: “Moose ... Indian.” But Isaac, the man
who meditated and prayed in the fields at evening
(24:63), and who petitioned God on behalf of his wife
(25:21), wanted only one thing; a savory meal of veni-
son. Instead of seeking to heal the family feud that he
and his wife had caused by their selfish favoritism, Isaac
perpetuated the feud and destroyed his own family.

He disobeyed God’s command. Before the boys
were born, God had told Isaac and Rebekah that Jacob,
the younger son, was to receive the covenant blessing
(vv. 19-23); yet Isaac planned to give the blessing to
Esau. Surely Isaac knew that Esau had despised his
birthright and sold it to Jacob and that Esau had dis-
qualified himself by marrying heathen women. Had
Isaac forgotten that his father had sent a servant five
hundred miles to Haran to get him a suitable wife? Did
Isaac really think he could fool God and give the bless-
ing to worldly, unbelieving Esau?

He lived by his feelings. Isaac was blind and
apparently bedfast (27:19, 31), a condition you would
think would make him trust God and seck His help.
Instead, Isaac rejected the way of faith and depended
on his own senses: taste (vv. 4, 9, 25), touch (v. 21),
hearing (v. 22), and smell (v. 27). He took the “scien-
tific approach,” and it failed him. “There are many
plans in a man’s heart, nevertheless, the Lord’s coun-
sel—that will stand” (Prov. 19:21 NKjv).

A character in Ernest Hemingway’s novel Death in
the Afternoon is probably expressing Hemingway’s own
convictions when he says, “I know only that what is
moral is what you feel good after and what is immoral
is what you feel bad after.” Most people today would
endorse that philosophy and make their decisions
solely on the basis of how they feel, not what God says
in His Word. “If it féels good, it is good!”

Isaac was a declining believer, living by the natural
instead of the supernatural, and trusting his own senses
instead of believing and obeying the Word of God. He
was blind and bedfast and claimed to be dying, but he



still had a good appetite. With a father like that lead-
ing the home, is it any wonder that the family fell
apart?

Rebekah: deception (27:5-17)

Sir Walter Scott wrote in his poem “Marmion™: “O
what a tangled web we weave / When first we practice
to deceive.” Remember, faith is living without schem-
ing, and faith means obeying God no matter how we
feel, what we think, or what might happen. The obedi-
ence of faith was the secret of Abraham’s life (Heb.
11:8), but the absence of obedient faith brought trou-
ble to the home of Isaac and Rebekah.

Eavesdropping (v. 5). When Isaac sent for Esau to
come to his tent, Rebekah noticed it and stayed close
by to learn what was happening. Later, when Esau
revealed that he planned to kill his brother, Rebekah
also heard that (v. 42), so she must have been adept at
eavesdropping and keeping abreast of family affairs.

However, it’s tragic when a husband and wife, once
so dedicated to the Lord and each other, have excom-
municated each other and no longer discuss God’s
Word or pray together.

Scheming (vv. 6-10). Knowing that Jacob was
chosen to receive the covenant blessing, Rebekah
immediately took matters into her own hands to make
sure her favorite son got what the Lord had promised
him. Had she and Jacob talked with Isaac while Esau
was out hunting, perhaps he would have seen the light
and agreed with them. Instead, however, Rebekah
chose to control Jacob and deceive her husband.

The New Testament commentary on this scene is
James 3:13-18. Isaac was depending on his own phys-
ical senses, but Rebekah was depending on the wisdom
of the world. However, the world’s wisdom always
leads to trouble. “For where envy and self-seeking exist,
confusion and every evil thing will be there” (James
3:16 NKJV).

So quickly did Rebekah outline her plan that we
suspect she must have thought it through well in
advance. She knew that Esau was her husband’s favorite
son and that her husband was not the spiritual man
that he once was. Rebekah even had a recipe ready, and
she must have been an excellent cook to be able to
make goats taste like venison!

Vowing (vv. 11-17). Jacob’s concern wasn’t “Is it
right?” but “Is it safe?” He was worried about the
eleventh commandment: “Thou shalt not get caught.”
But Rebekah planned to use the skins of the goats as
well as the meat and make smooth-skinned Jacob feel
like hairy-skinned Esau. She also dressed Jacob in
Esau’s garments so he would smell like his outdoors-
man brother. “My son, let the curse fall on me” was her
word of encouragement to Jacob (v. 13), but little did
she know what she was saying. For after Jacob left for
Haran, she never saw her favorite son again.

Isaac’s philosophy was “If it feels good, it is good,”
but Rebekah’s philosophy was “The end justifies the
means.” She couldn’t trust God to fulfill His plan; she

Genesis 27

had to help God out because it was for a good cause.
But there’s no place for deception in the life of the
believer, for Satan is the deceiver (2 Cor. 11:3), but
Jesus Christ is the truth (John 14:6). “Blessed is the

man ... in whose spirit is no deceit” (Ps. 32:2).

Jacob: defense (27:18-29)

In cooperating with the scheme, Jacob was only obey-
ing his mother, but he could have refused and
suggested that they just face the situation honestly and
confront Isaac. But once Jacob donned Esau’s clothes
and took the savory meal in his hands, the die was cast
and he had to play the part successfully. See how one
lie led to another, for deception can be defended only
by more deception. Jacob was weaving the tangled web.

He lied about his name (vv. 18-19). Did Isaac ask
for identification because he was hard of hearing?
Probably not (v. 22); it’s likely he was starting to get
suspicious because he didn’t expect Esau to return so
quickly from the hunt (v. 20). Furthermore, the voice
he heard didn’t sound like the voice of Esau. That’s
when Jacob told his first lie: He claimed to be Esau.

He lied about the food and the Lord (vv. 19-20).
He claimed to have obeyed his father’s wishes (lie #2),
and he called the goat’s meat “my game” (lie #3). He
even gave credit to the Lord for helping him find it so
quickly (lie #4). He not only lied about himself, but he
also lied about the Lord! To use the Lord to cover up
sin is a step toward blasphemy.

He lied again about his identity and about his
love (vv. 21-27). Unwilling to trust his ears, Isaac felt
Jacob’s hands and mistook goatskin for human hair,
and Jacob assured him again that he indeed was Esau
(lie #5). How tragic it is to see a son so dishonor his
father! After Isaac had eaten the meal, he asked Jacob
to kiss him, and that kiss was the sixth lie, for it was
hypocritical (Luke 22:48). How could Jacob claim to
love his father when he was in the act of deceiving him?
Since the smell of the garments finally convinced Isaac
that Esau was there, the stage was now set for the giv-
ing of the blessing.

Isaac blessed Jacob with natural and material
wealth, so important to people who belong to the land,
but he added political authority with reference to his
own people and other nations (Gen. 27:29). Isaac reaf-
firmed the word God gave about the boys (25:23), and
in using plural nouns (“brothers” and “sons”), he
looked beyond Jacob’s day to the time when Abraham’s
seed would multiply. During the reigns of David and
Solomon, other nations were subjected to the rule of
Israel. He assured him not only of God’s blessing, but
also of God’s protection, and he quoted the Lord’s orig-
inal promise to Abraham (12:3).

The deed was done. Isaac couldn’t revoke the bless-
ing, and nobody in the family could alter the
consequences.

Esau: despair (27:30-40; Heb. 12:16-17)

Jacob had a close call and almost met Esau returning
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from the hunt. What lie would Jacob have told to
explain why he was wearing Esau’s clothes? It didn’t
take long for Isaac and Esau to discover the conspiracy,
but each man responded differently.

Isaac trembled greatly (v. 30-33). One Hebrew
scholar translates this verse: “he trembled a trembling,
a great, unto excess.”> Why was Isaac so agitated?
Because he knew that the Lord had overruled his own
selfish plan so that his favorite son did not receive the
blessing. Isaac had lied to Abimelech in Gerar (chap.
26), and he had tried to lie to God by disobeying the
Word (25:23), but now his own lies had caught up
with him.

Esau wept and begged for a blessing (vv. 34—40).
The man who despised his birthright and married two
pagan women now wept and cried out for his father to
bless him. It wasn't his fault, of course; it was his crafty
brother’s fault.4 When in doubt, always blame some-
body else.

Hebrews 12:16-17 is God’s commentary on the
event. Esau tried to repent, but his own heart was too
hard, and he couldn’t change his father’s mind. Esau’s
tears were not tears of repentance for being an ungodly
man; they were tears of regret because he had lost the
covenant blessing. Esau wanted the blessing but he
didn’t want to be the kind of man whom God could
bless! We may forget our decisions, but our decisions
don’t forget us.

Isaac’s “blessing” (Gen. 27:39-40) put Esau “away
from” the blessings of land and sky that had been given
to Jacob. Instead of ruling, Esau would live by his
sword. The Edomites who descended from Esau
(Edom) built their nation at Mount Seir (36:5-8) at
the southern end of the Dead Sea, and were constant
enemies of the Jews. During David’s reign, the
Edomites were subject to Israel, but when Joram was
king of Judah, the Edomites rebelled and won their
freedom (2 Kings 8:20-22).

Isaac, Rebekah, and Jacob: departure (27:41—
28:9)

Finally, the believing family members got together and
made some wise decisions. However, there’s still some
deception in the air, because Jacob left home for more
than one reason.

To protect Jacob’s life (vv. 40-45). “Don't get
mad, get even” is a popular philosophy, especially
among politicians, but Esau practiced both: He carried
a hateful grudge against his brother and planned to kill
him. After all, if Esau couldn’t enjoy the blessing, nei-
ther would Jacob. The man who was destined to live by
his sword would start by using it first at home.

Always close to the family grapevine, Rebekah
heard the threat and moved into action. Her plan was
to send Jacob to Haran to live with her brother Laban
and then send for him when it was safe for him to
return home. Her question “Why should I be deprived
of both of you in one day?” (v. 45) implies that she
expected somebody, perhaps God, to avenge Jacob’s
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murder and kill Esau. The “few days” turned out to be
twenty years, and she never saw Jacob again on earth.

To secure a suitable wife for Jacob (27:46—
28:9). Since Esau’s two heathen wives (26:34—35) were
an aggravation in the home, Rebekah used this as an
excuse to discuss Jacob’s future with her husband. Now
that Jacob had the covenant blessing, it was important
that he marry the right woman and not one of the
pagans in Canaan.

Isaac agreed and called Jacob to tell him their deci-
sion. When the summons came, Jacob may have
expected his father to scold him for what he'd done,
but Isaac didn’t do that. The old man had been caught
in his own net and knew that God’s plans were better
than his. Not only did Isaac speak kindly to his son,
but also he gave him an extra blessing as he left to go
on his long journey to Haran. This time it was “the
blessing of Abraham” that was important, the fulfill-
ment of God’s promise to bless all the earth through
Jacob’s descendents (Gal. 3:14).

Esau’s response to this news was further evidence
that he despised everything spiritual, for he went out
and took another wife. Because Jacob was looking for a
wife among his uncle Laban’s children, Esau chose a
wife from the family of his uncle Ishmael. Perhaps he
thought that this would qualify him to receive some
kind of blessing from God, but it only added to the

irritation in the home.

Jacob: dedication (28:10-22)

Jacob the “home boy” is now without a home and is
starting on a 500-mile trek to Haran. He was flecing
from an angry brother and facing an unknown future,
and all he had to depend on was his father’s blessing.
From now on, the home boy would have to become a
pilgrim and walk by faith. It was a three-day journey to
Bethel, and those first three days of his adventure must
have been very difficult. Would Esau follow him and
try to kill him? Would he have enough food to keep
him going? (See 32:10.)When he decided to spend the
night at Bethel,> he had no idea that God would meet
him there; and from that night on, Bethel was a very
special place to Jacob (35:1ff.).

A significant dream (vv. 11-12). Jacob slept on
the earth with a stone for his “head piece” (vv. 11, 18),
a common practice in the Near East. The stone was
probably more a protection than a pillow. As he slept,
he had a dream in which he saw a ladder or stairway®
with angels going up and down between heaven and
earth. Jacob discovered that he wasn’t alone but that
God was with him! The God of Abraham and Isaac was
watching over him and His angels were there to guard
and serve him.”

A significant declaration (vv. 13-15). Jacob saw
the Lord above Him and then heard Him speak. The
Lord didn’t rebuke Jacob for participating in Rebekah’s
scheme; instead, He spoke words of promise and assur-
ance to him. The same God who had cared for his
father and grandfather pledged to care for him and to



give him the very land on which he was lying. He
would also multiply his descendents and fulfill the
promise to bring blessing through them to all the
world.

The Lord promised to be present with Jacob in
whatever circumstances lay before him. In those days,
people had the idea that when you left home, you left
your god behind you. But the Lord of all the earth
promised to go with Jacob, protect him, and one day
bring him back home. No matter what happened, He
would accomplish His will in and through Jacob. The
promise of God’s presence with His people is repeated
often in Scripture (Deut. 31:6-8; Josh. 1:5; 1 Sam.
12:22; 1 Chron. 28:20; Matt. 28:20; Heb. 13:5).
Indeed, “the God of Jacob is our fortress” (Ps. 46:7,
11).

God would appear to Jacob at least five more times
in the years ahead, but this first meeting was a signifi-
cant one. He learned that God was interested in him
and was at work in his life. From that night on, as long
as he trusted the Lord and obeyed His will, he had
nothing to fear.

A significant decision (vv. 16-22). On awaken-
ing, Jacob’s first response was one of fear and surprise.
God was in that place, and he didn’t know it! But “the
fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov.
1:7), so Jacob’s response was the right one. He discov-
ered that he could find God in unlikely places and that
any place is “the house of God” (Bethel) because God
is there. He would be away from his father’s house for
at least twenty years, but the Lord would be his
“dwelling place” no matter where he went (Ps. 90:1).

His next act was to worship the God who had
appeared to him. He turned the headpiece into a pillar
to memorialize the great experience that had been his
that night. By pouring oil on the stone, he consecrated
it to the Lord. He didn't use the stone as an altar or
make a sacrifice; he simply set it apart as a memorial.
In later Hebrew liturgy, the pouring out of liquid was
symbolic of pouring one’s life out in devotion to the
Lord (Ex. 29:38—41; see also Phil. 2:17; 2 Cor. 12:15).

But most important, Jacob dedicated himself to the
Lord that morning and claimed the promises that God
had made to him (Gen. 28:13-15). The “if” found in
many translations of verse 20 can also be read “since.”
Jacob wasn't making a bargain with God; he was
affirming his faith in God. Since God had promised to
care for him, be with him, and bring him back home
safely, then Jacob would affirm his faith in God and
would seek to worship and honor Him alone.

Jacob didn’t have an easy life in the years that fol-
lowed, for though God forgave his sins and was with
him in his journeys, Jacob suffered the consequences of
his sins. God in His grace forgives us, but God in His
righteous government sees to it that we reap what we
SOW.

Jacob had deceived Isaac, but his father-in-law
Laban lied to Jacob and deceived him. Jacob used a kid

to deceive his father, and Jacob’s sons used a kid to
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deceive their father (37:29-35). During the years he
worked for Laban, Jacob endured many trials, both as
a shepherd and as the husband of four wives and the
father of many children (31:36ff.). The thing that kept
him going when the going was tough was his faith in
the promises of God. God promised to be with Him,
and that’s what Jacob depended on (31:42; 49:24-25).

And the Lord didn’t fail him, nor will He fail
us.“The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is
our refuge” (Ps. 46:7).

Notes

1 We can’t be certain how old Isaac was at this time. If the events
in chapter 27 occurred shortly after Esau’s marriages
(26:34-45), then Isaac was only one hundred years old. Since
he died at one hundred and eighty (35:28-29), it seems
strange he should feel the end was so near, unless he was just
pretending so he could give Esau the blessing as soon as possi-
ble. However, if we work our way back from Jacob’s age when
he went to Egypt (47:9), Isaac would have been one hundred
and thirty-seven in Genesis 37, with forty-three more years left
to live. But this would mean that Jacob was seventy-seven
when he went to Haran to get a wife, which seems a bit old.
The time line in Scripture isn’t that precise, and we don’t know

how old Jacob was when each of his twelve sons was born.

8]

It’s been suggested that the father’s sharing a meal with the son
to be blessed was a part of the ceremony. However, we read
nothing about Isaac inviting Jacob to eat with him, even when
he thought Jacob was Esau.

Leupold, H.C., Exposition of Genesis (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Book House, 1953), vol. 2, 752.

4 It’s too bad that Christians in general have adopted Esau’s prej-

(53]

udiced view of Jacob and characterized him as a crafty deceiver
who was always trying to swindle somebody. Jacob was wrong
in deceiving his father, but he was right in believing God’s
Word and knowing that the covenant blessing was his. He
didn’t steal the birthright; he bought it. He was a diligent man
who worked hard for fourteen years to get his wives and
another six years to acquire his flocks and herds, and it was
Laban who defrauded Jacob, not Jacob who robbed Laban. He
was not a perfect man, but Jacob was a man of faith who
became “Israel, a prince with God.” Many times in Scripture
God deigned to call Himself “the God of Jacob” and “the God
of Israel.” At no time do we find God rebuking Jacob for
cheating somebody. Quite the contrary, throughout Jacob’s
life, God fulfilled the basic meaning of his name, “God will
protect,” but Esau used Jacob’s nickname, “he grasps the heel.”

N

It was Jacob who gave Luz the name “Bethel,” which means
“house of God.” The new name is used in Genesis 12:8 and
13:3 because by the time Moses wrote Genesis, Bethel was the
name his readers knew best. Unfortunately, Bethel became an
idolatrous shrine in later years (1 Kings 12:26—13:10), and
the prophets denounced it (Amos 3:14; 4:4; 5:5-6; 7:13; Hos.
4:15; 5:8; 10:5). King Josiah destroyed the shrine (2 Kings
23:15).

Did Jacob see a “ladder” or a “staircase” The Hebrew word is

(2}

found only here in the Old Testament so we have no other
contexts for comparison. The word probably comes from a

root that means “to cast up,” as in building a ramp or a
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mound. However, there were ladders in that day, and there are
Hebrew words for staircases that could have been used. The
dream is symbolic, since angels dont have to walk up and
down ladders. So whether what Jacob saw was a ladder or a
staircase doesn’t really affect the meaning of the dream.

7 Jesus applied this image to Himself (John 1:51), for He is the
Mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 2:5) and the “living
link” between God and His people on earth.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Genesis 29—31

DISCIPLINES AND DECISIONS

ife isn’t easy, and what life does to us depends a
L great deal on what life finds in us. Jacob could have

easily left his family problems behind, but he had
to take along his biggest problem—himself. During the
next twenty years (31:41), Jacob would experience
many painful trials in Laban’s household, but in the
end, he would become God’s man to accomplish God’s
will.

However, don’t read these chapters as an ancient
story about one man’s family. This is a contempo-
rary story about all of us who are making important
decisions on the road of life, decisions that deter-
mine character and destiny.

Marriage: finding your mate (29:1-30)

Jesus made it clear that not everybody is supposed to
get married (Matt. 19:1-12). But with Jacob, marriage
wasn't an option; it was an obligation. The success of
the covenant promises God gave to Abraham (Gen.
12:1-3; 28:1-4) depended on Jacob’s finding a wife
and with her building a family that would eventually
become the people of Israel, the nation that would
bring the promised Redeemer into the world.

The meeting (vv. 1-13). Fortified by the gracious
promises that God had given him at Bethel
(27:10-22), Jacob made the long journey to Paddan
Aram. The episode at the well reminds us of the expe-
rience of Abraham’s servant when he was seeking a wife
for Isaac (24:10ff.), a story that Jacob had certainly
heard many times. However, there’s no record that
Jacob prayed as did his grandfather’s servant, but per-
haps he had prayed for God’s guidance all during his
long journey.

I get the impression that when Jacob saw Rachel, it
was love at first sight. If so, it explains why he tried to
get the shepherds to water their flocks and leave,
because he wanted Rachel all to himself at their first
meeting. The stone that covered the well was large and
heavy (29:2), but Jacob was able to move it so he could
water Rachel’s flock. When he introduced himself, she
ran to tell Laban the news. In the ancient East, family
ties were very strong, and visiting relatives, including
those youd never met before, would be entertained in

the home of their own flesh and blood.
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We see the providence of God in this meeting.
Jacob could have borrowed words from Isaac’s servant:
“I being in the way, the Lord led me” (24:27).
Unbelievers might call this event “a fortunate coinci-
dence,” but believers would see in it the gracious
leading of the hand of God. In the life of the trusting
Christian, there are no accidents, only appointments.

But we also see in this event the beginning of some
positive changes in the character of Jacob. For one
thing, look at his boldness as he confronted the shep-
herds, moved the stone, and introduced himself to
Rachel. And look at his honesty as he told his story to
Laban, Rachel’s father (29:18). How much family his-
tory is covered by “all these things” isn’t revealed in the
text, but Jacob certainly had to explain why he was
there and what plans he had for the future.
Remembering the wealth his sister Rebekah received
from Isaac, Laban may have hoped that Jacob would be
just as generous.

The agreement (vv. 14-20). During his first
month in Laban’s house, Jacob did his share of the
work and was happy for every opportunity to be with
Rachel. What Jacob didn’t realize was that Laban was a
master schemer who would control his life for the next
twenty years. In the excitement of that moment of
decision, which involved accepting a job and being
engaged to a beautiful woman, Jacob failed to notice
that Laban made no promise that he would give Rachel
to Jacob at the end of the seven years. He only agreed
to give him Rachel for his wife.

Once again we see growth in Jacob’s character as he
patiently served Laban for seven difficult years.
Shepherding isnt an easy vocation, and seven years is a
long time, but Jacob’s love for Rachel took the burden
out of the work and caused the time to pass quickly. It’s
been well said that happiness consists of having some-
one to love, something to do, and something to look
forward to; and Jacob had all three.

The deception (vv. 21-30). The man who
deceived his father was deceived by his father-in-law,
and the man who passed himself off as the firstborn
son now receives Laban’s firstborn daughter to be his
wife.! It’s an inescapable law of life that we eventually
reap what we sow (Gal. 6:7-8). God in His grace for-
gives our sins when we confess them (1 John 1:9), but
God in His government allows us to suffer the painful
consequences of those sins. This disappointment was
just the beginning of the harvest for Jacob.

Eastern women were kept fairly secluded, and there
was no such thing as “dating” in that culture, but surely
Jacob had gotten to know Rachel and Leah fairly well
during those seven years. Why, then, was he so easily
deceived? Granted, the bridal chamber was dark and
the bride was veiled (Gen. 24:65), and perhaps she
didn’t speak above a whisper, but in the intimacy of the
marriage bed, how could Jacob not know who the
woman was?

Had Jacob celebrated too much? Perhaps.?2 Or
maybe he was intoxicated by his passionate love (Prov.



5:19). Was Leah a willing partner in the subterfuge or
did her unprincipled father force her to obey him? And
where was Rachel during the drama? We can imagine
several possible scenarios but can be sure of none of
them.

Had Leah so desired, she could easily have revealed
the plot, but that would have embarrassed Laban
before his guests and probably led to Jacob’s being ban-
ished from the home without his beloved Rachel. Then
for the rest of her life, Leah would have had to live with
a disappointed sister and an angry father, who would
devise some means to get even with his elder daughter.
No, revealing the scheme just wasn't worth it.

I feel that Leah was a willing accomplice, happy to
get a hard-working husband like Jacob, who would
inherit Isaac’s wealth and enjoy the covenant blessings
of Abraham. Certainly she knew that Rachel would
also be part of the bargain, but was willing to risk what-
ever problems might ensue. Leah may have “borrowed”
some of her sister’s garments and even learned to imi-
tate some of her personal mannerisms. If so, she was
treating Jacob just the way he had treated his father
when he pretended to be Esau.

But imagine the groom waking up on the first
morning of his festive week and discovering that he was
married to the wrong woman! Among Semitic peoples,
for seven days after their marriage, the bride and groom
were treated like a king and queen, but Jacob must
have felt more like the court jester. Laban had made a
fool of him, but there was nothing Jacob could do
about it, for the father in the household was in supreme
control. His unscrupulous father-in-law had married
off two daughters to a potentially wealthy man and had
secured another seven years’ service from his son-in-law
as a bonus!

Jacob protested the way Laban had treated him and
Rachel, but he meekly accepted his lot and went back to
work for another seven years. Little by little, Jacob was
learning to submit to God’s loving hand of discipline
and was growing in faith and character. At the end of
Leah’s marriage week, Jacob married Rachel, the woman
he loved, and had another week to live like a king. But
from then on, he would endure thirteen years of hard-
ship and conflict, not only because of his in-laws, but
also because of his own wives and their maids.3

Laban must have congratulated himself on the suc-
cess of his scheme, not realizing that the Lord was
ruling and overruling in the entire event. “There is no
wisdom, no insight, no plan that can succeed against
the Lord” (Prov. 21:30). As Jacob’s son Joseph would
say many years later, “You meant evil against me, but
God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20 Nxjv). Christians
today would quote Romans 8:28.

Parenthood: building your family (29:31—30:24)

The Song of Solomon reminds us that the Jewish peo-
ple never minimized the personal joys of marriage, but
they also emphasized the responsibility of having chil-
dren and building a God-fearing family. “Unless the
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Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.
... Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the
fruit of the womb is His reward” (Ps. 127:1, 3 NKJV).

The Jews looked upon parenthood as a stewardship
before God, and this was especially true in the case of
Jacob, whose descendants would multiply “as the stars
of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the sea
shore” (Gen. 22:17). God would honor him by making
him the father of the twelve tribes of Israel, but the fact
that four different women were involved in building
his family would create for Jacob one problem after
another. The man who had grown up in a divided and
competitive home (25:28) would himself create a
divided and competitive family.

Leah’s children (29:31-35; 30:17-21). The word
“hated” in verse 31 doesn’t imply active abuse on
Jacob’s part; it simply means he loved Rachel more than
he loved Leah and gave Rachel more attention and
affection. (See Deut. 21:15-17 and our Lord’s words in
Matt. 6:24 and Luke 14:26.) The fact that Leah bore
Jacob six sons and a daughter indicates that he fulfilled
his marital duties toward her, but she knew his heart
belonged to her sister.

The Lord also knew this, so He blessed Leah with
conception. It’s paradoxical that while Jacob was work-
ing fourteen years to pay for two wives, only one of
those wives was bearing children. Jacob knew that chil-
dren were a blessing from the Lord (Gen. 30:1-2), for
it was God who gave Isaac to Abraham and Sarah and
who also gave Jacob and Esau to Isaac and Rebekah
(see Ps. 139:13-16).

Leah named her firstborn Reuben, which means
“sce—a son!” In the Hebrew language, the name
sounds like “he [God] has seen my affliction.” Since
every Jewish father wanted sons (127:4-5), Leah was
certain that this baby would cause her husband to love
her. However, she was wrong. Simeon means “one who
hears” and suggests that Leah had been talking to God
about her misery. Years later, Jacob would replace
Reuben and Simeon with Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim
and Manassch (Gen. 48:1-6). They were replaced
because Reuben was guilty of sexual sin (35:22;
49:3—4; 1 Chron. 5:1-2) and Simeon had participated
in the massacre of the Shechemites (Gen. 34:24-31;
49:5-7).

Levi was the name she gave her third son, and it
means “attached,” for Leah was still hoping that Jacob
would love her for the sons she had borne him. It must
have been painful for her to have to give herself to a
husband who was only doing his duty and not sharing
his affection. But the birth of her fourth son seemed to
bring a new joy to her life, for she called him Judah,
which comes from the Hebrew word meaning “praise.”
Instead of complaining to the Lord about her unre-
sponsive husband, she was now praising the Lord for
His blessings. “This time I will praise the Lord”
(29:35).4

After a period of barrenness, Leah was enabled by
God to bear two more sons: Issachar, which means
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“reward, wages” and Zebulon, which probably means
“honor” (30:14-21). In those days, the fruit of the
mandrake plant was called a “love apple” and was con-
sidered to be a powerful love potion. When Rachel
saw Reuben’s mandrakes, she wanted them for her
own use and was willing to give Leah a night with
Jacob as “payment” for the plants. Perhaps Rachel
thought that by eating the mandrake fruit she would
become fertile.

We see in this episode another evidence of Jacob’s
spiritual growth, for not only did Laban tell him what
to do, but also Jacob’s own wives made agreements that
he knew nothing about until he came home weary
from caring for the flocks. Rachel and Leah treated
Jacob like a servant and used him as a pawn in their
family bargaining, and he patiently bore with it.

Bilhah’s children (vv. 1-8). That Jacob could
become angry with his favorite wife shouldn’t surprise
us. Even the most loving couples have their occasional
disagreements, and, after all, she was blaming him for
something over which he had no control. But what
Rachel needed wasnt a lecture on theology or gynecol-
ogy. She needed the kind understanding of her
husband and the encouragement that only his love
could provide.

In offering her maid Bilhah to become a surrogate
mother (see chap. 16), Rachel was exercising her rights
under the law of the land and agreeing that Bilhah
should became Jacob’s wife.5 The phrase “bear upon my
knees” (30: 3) refers to the legal adoption of any chil-
dren begotten by Jacob and borne by Bilhah (see
50:23).

The Lord answered Rachel’s prayers (30:6), for
Bilhah conceived and gave birth to a son, whom
Rachel claimed as her own and named Dan, which
comes from a Hebrew word meaning “vindication,
judgment.” She called Bilhah’s second son Naphzali
(“my struggle”) because of the wrestlings she had
experienced over the blessings enjoyed by her more
fruitful sister. With the birth of Naphtali, Bilhah
ceased conceiving.

Zilpah (vv. 9-13). Leah’s temporary barrenness
(compare v. 9 with vv. 14-21) motivated her to give
Jacob a fourth wife, her maid Zilpah, and, like Rachel,
to claim Zilpah’s children as her own. She named the
first boy Gad (“luck has come”)¢ and the second one
Asher (“blessed, happy”).

Rachel (vv. 22-24). At long last, Rachel conceived
and gave birth to a son whom she named Joseph. The
mandrakes had nothing to do with this pregnancy; it
was God who blessed her in answer to her prayers. The
Hebrew word gsaf means “take away,” and yosef means
“to add.” God had taken away her reproach of being
childless and had added to her blessings. Her prayer
“May the Lord add to me another son” (v. 24) was
answered in the birth of Benjamin (“son of my right
hand”), but the delivery led to her death (35:16-20). It
was Joseph whom God would use to save the entire
family during the time of terrible famine.
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Vocation: establishing your livelihood (30:25-43)
The time had come for Jacob to move his large family
to his own homeland and be on his own. He now had
eleven sons and one daughter,” and he had more than
fulfilled his part of the bargain. He had earned the
right to freedom. It was time to stop working for Laban
and start building his own future security.

But crafty Laban wasn't about to lose his son-in-law,
especially when he knew that Jacob’s presence had
brought to him the blessing of God (vv. 27-30).8
Meanwhile, Laban wasn'’t interested in Jacob’s God; he
was interested only in the blessings he received because
of Jacob’s God. Laban surely knew of the promises God
had made to Abraham and his descendants (12:3), and
he wanted to get the most out of them.

This time, however, Jacob was prepared for his
father-in-law, because the Lord had talked to Jacob in
a dream and told him exactly what to do (31:1-13). All
Jacob wanted for his wages was the privilege of build-
ing his own flock of sheep and goats from the speckled
and spotted animals in Laban’s flocks, animals that
were considered inferior anyway. These would be sepa-
rated three days journey from Laban’s flock so that
Laban could investigate at any time and immediately
know whether Jacob was robbing him.

Jacob’s peeled sticks belonged in the same category
as Rachel’s mandrakes: They were both superstitious
practices that had nothing to do with what actually
happened. It was God who controlled the genetic
structure of the animals and multiplied the spotted
and striped sheep and goats, thus increasing Jacob’s
wealth very quickly. At Bethel, God promised to bless
Jacob, and He kept His promise (28:13-15), and since
Laban had agreed to Jacob’s terms, he could do noth-
ing about the results. All of those animals belonged to
Jacob.

During the next six years, Jacob became a very
wealthy man because of his faith and the blessing of the
Lord. Now he was ready to strike out on his own,
return to his own land and people, and fulfill whatever
purposes God had planned for him. When he had
arrived in Padan Aram twenty years before, all he had
was his staff (32:10). But he had worked hard, suffered
much, and trusted God. Now he had a large family and
owned extensive flocks of healthy sheep and goats, as
well as camels and donkeys and servants to care for all
the animals.

Freedom: reclaiming your roots (31:1-55)
Jacob had been away from home twenty years, and it
was time he returned to his roots. His father Isaac and
his brother Esau were still alive, and Jacob had some
“unfinished business” to settle with both of them.
Escape (vv. 1-21). How did the Lord tell Jacob
that it was time to leave? The same way He leads His
people today: through the inner witness in the heart,
the outward circumstances of life, and the truth of His
Word.
Six years before, God had put the desire in Jacob’s



heart to return to his own country (30:25), and that
desire had never left him. While not every longing in
the human heart is necessarily the voice of God (Jer.
17:9), and we must carefully exercise discernment, the
Lord often begins to speak to us in that way.

Along with the desire within us, God also directs us
as He did Jacob through the circumstances around us
(Gen. 31:1-2). Toward the end of those six critical
years, Jacob noticed that his in-laws weren’t as friendly
toward him as before, largely because of the increase in
his wealth. Circumstances aren’t always the finger of
God pointing out His way (Acts 27:1-15), but they
can be significant indicators of God’s will. When God
wants to move us, He occasionally makes us uncom-
fortable and “stirs up its nest” (Deut. 32:11).

The third and most important way God leads us is
through His Word. God had already spoken to Jacob
in a dream (Gen. 31:10-13), but Jacob remained in
Padan Aram to acquire his wealth. Then God said to
him, “Go back to the land of your fathers and to your
relatives, and I will be with you” (v. 3). As the story of
Jacob unfolds, you will discover that God spoke to
him at every important crisis in his life: leaving home
(28:12-15), returning home (31:1-13), meeting Esau
(32:24ft.), visiting Bethel (35:1ff.), and moving to
Egypt (46:1-4). God leads us in the paths of righ-
teousness if we're willing to follow (Ps. 23:3).

But Jacob took time to share his thinking with
Rachel and Leah, for after all, he was asking them to
leave their people and home and go with him to
another land and people. Even though the Word of
God is our primary source of wisdom in making deci-
sions (119:105), it’s good for us to consult with others
and weigh their counsel, particularly those closest to
us. Both Rachel and Leah agreed that their father
hadn’t been fair with Jacob or loving toward them,
and that it was time to make a new beginning. Not
only had he treated their husband like a common
slave, but also he had used up their own dowries (Gen.
31:14-15).

But instead of facing Laban honestly and trusting
the Lord to keep His promises and work things out,
Jacob fled with his family like a criminal escaping jus-
tice. This was an act of fear and unbelief, not an act of
faith; for “whoever believes will not act hastily” (Isa.
28:16 Nxjv). In fact, Jacob later admitted to Laban that
he had departed secretly and quickly because he was
afraid (Gen. 31:31). It isn’t enough to know and do the
will of God; we must also do His will in the way He
wants it done, the way that will glorify Him the most.

Confrontation (vv. 22-42). Since a three-days
journey lay between Laban’s settlement and that of Jacob
(30:36), it took that long for the word to get to Laban
that his son-in-law had bolted, and by the time
Laban got the news, Jacob was far away. It took a week
for Laban to catch up with the fleeing family, and Jacob
and Laban finally met in the hill country of Gilead.

Laban tried to get the upper hand immediately by
rebuking Jacob for the way he had stolen away from
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Padan Aram. Imagine this clever schemer asking Jacob,
“Why did you run off secretly and deceive me?”
(31:27). Deceive him indeed! Laban had spent twenty
years deceiving Jacob! But for all his blustering, Laban
was helpless to harm Jacob because the Lord had
warned him to be careful (vv. 24, 29). God had prom-
ised to protect Jacob and He kept His promise.

But the thing that angered Laban most was the fact
that somebody had stolen his household gods, and he
was sure the guilty person was in Jacob’s family. He was
right; it was Rachel who did the deed (v. 19), but Jacob
didn’t know it. The fact that Laban was distressed
shows that his faith was in idols and not in the true
God whom Jacob served.? By pretending to be unclean
because of her monthly period, Rachel escaped detec-
tion and further trouble with her father.

Watching his devious father-in-law arrogantly
search through all the family’s personal possessions
made Jacob angry, and rightly so, and feelings were
now released from his heart that had been buried there
for twenty years. Jacob spoke openly of Laban’s under-
handed practices, how he had deceived Jacob, given
him the hardest work, and changed his wages many
times. God had blessed Laban because of Jacob, but
Laban had never thanked either the Lord or Jacob, nor
had he repaid Jacob for the animals he replaced at his
own expense.

But the most important thing in Jacob’s speech was
the way he gave honor to the Lord: “Unless the God of
my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac,!0
had been with me, surely now you would have sent me
away empty-handed. God has seen my affliction and
the labor of my hands, and rebuked you last night” (v.
42 ~Nkyv). What a testimony from a man who was
inclined to give in to others and do what he was told!

Truce (vv. 43-55). God’s warning in the dream
and Jacob’s forceful defense told Laban that he was
beaten, but the old deceiver put on a brave front just
the same and tried to make everybody think he was a
peacemaker. Both families gathered stones and ate a
meal together on those stones as a symbol of the agree-
ment they had reached. Eating a meal together is an
Eastern custom when creating a binding agreement
(26:26-33).

The pile of stones was to stand as a witness to the
agreement they had made, but it was also to be a
“watchtower” (Mizpah) or boundary marker that nei-
ther Jacob nor Laban was allowed to cross. Actually,
their “agreement” wasn’t a declaration of peace; it was
only a truce that could be broken if either party vio-
lated the terms.

It’s too bad the so-called “Mizpah benediction” is
still found in many Christian hymnals (31:49), because
what Laban said to Jacob wasn't a benediction at all (vv.
48-49). To paraphrase, he said: “We’re separating from
one another, but God is watching both of us. If you
mistreat my daughters, I won't know it but God will.
So, be careful!” Laban didn’t see the God of Abraham

and Isaac as a gracious Lord who had brought them
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together but as a heavenly Judge who would keep them
both from harming each other. In spite of their oaths,
Jacob and Laban didn’t trust each other, so they had to
trust the Lord to keep them from harming each other.
Mizpah was a monument to suspicion and fear, not to
love and trust.

Jacob closed the day by offering sacrifices to the
Lord and inviting his relatives to share in the sacrificial
meal. He wanted the God of his fathers to be honored
before this pagan family that had caused him so much
grief. The next morning, Laban said his farewells and
returned home, and a long and difficult chapter in
Jacob’s life came to a close, a chapter in which God was
with him from beginning to end (vv. 5, 24, 29, 42).
But a new chapter would soon open in which his own
brother Esau would play a prominent part.

Life isn’t easy, but if we submit to God’s disciplines
and let Him guide us in our decisions, we can endure
the difficulties triumphantly and develop the kind of
character that glorifies God. We can conquer by claim-
ing promises like 1 Peter 5:10: “But may the God of all
grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ
Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish,
strengthen, and settle you” (NKjv).

The God of Jacob never fails.

Notes

1 Jacob called Rachel “my wife” because engagement was as
binding as marriage and could be broken only by divorce.
Mary and Joseph were considered husband and wife even
though they had not consummated the marriage (Luke 2:5; see
also Deut. 22:22-24).

The Hebrew word for “feast” in verse 22 means “a drinking

8]

feast” and comes from a root that means “to drink.”

W

The law of Moses prohibits a man from marrying sisters (Lev.
18:18).
Leah was honored to be the mother of Levi, the founder of the

W

priestly tribe, and Judah, the founder of the kingly tribe—the
tribe of our Savior, Jesus Christ.

5 The Hebrew word can also be translated “concubine,” but
even a concubine had legal rights, though her status was that
of a secondary wife (Gen. 25:6; 2 Sam. 5:13; 15:16; 16:21).
The law of Moses recognized the relationship (Ex. 21:7-11;
Deut. 21:10-14). The children of concubines were considered
legitimate, but the concubines themselves had little or nothing

to say about the managing of the household.

(=)

Gad can also be translated either “good luck [fortune]” as in
the NIV, or “a troop” as in the KJv. However, its difficult to
see the connection between “a troop” and the birth of a baby.
7 The writer of Genesis 37:35 mentioned “daughters,” but the

word can also refer to daughters-in-law.

oo}

Jacob’s favorite son Joseph would have the same experience of
God’s blessing in far away Egypt (39:1-6).

9 Why did Rachel steal her father’s household idols?
Archeological evidence indicates that the person possessing
such gods was guaranteed the family inheritance, but Rachel
was leaving home and would have no inheritance coming.
Rachel was deeply hurt because of the way her father had
treated her, and this was her way of retaliating, and it’s likely
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her faith in Jehovah wasn't that strong. It’s possible that Laban
used these idols for divination (30:27), and Rachel stole them
in order to keep him from knowing too much. Later, Jacob
commanded everybody in the family to give up their idols, and
he buried them (35:1-4).

10 The title “Fear of Isaac” is used only here and in verse 53. The
Hebrew word simply means “terror, dread,” and therefore “the
God that Isaac feared.” It suggests that others ought to fear
Him as well. (See Gen. 15:1; 27:33; 28:17.)

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Genesis 32—34

CATCHING UP WITH YESTERDAY

he slogan of the “Ingsoc Party” in George Orwell’s
T novel Nineteen Eighty-Four was “Who controls the

past controls the future: who controls the present
controls the past.”

That clever slogan may work for politicians who
have the authority to rewrite history books, but
nobody can change history itself. Two decades before,
Jacob had fled from Esau to Laban, and now he was
fleeing Laban only to be confronted by Esau! After
twenty years, Jacob’s past was catching up with him,
and he was afraid. It’s strange how we convince our-
selves that we can escape the past and not reap what
we've sown. We try to forget our sins, but our sins don’t
forget us. What Jacob did to his father and brother was
forgiven by God, but neither time nor geography could
change the consequences of those acts.

As you study Jacob’s actions during this crisis time
in his life, you see illustrated the conflicts all of us occa-
sionally experience between faith and fear, trusting
God and scheming, asking God for help and then act-
ing as though we don’t even know God. A crisis doesn’t
make a man; it shows what a man is made of.

Beholding (32:1-8)
Greatly relieved that Laban had left him and that
“Mizpah” stood between them, Jacob headed toward
Bethel, the destination God had appointed for him
(31:3, 13; 28:15; 35:1). But Jacob knew that eventually
he had to meet Esau because, in traveling to Bethel, he
would come near Mount Seir, where Esau lived (33:16).
Preparation. “A brother offended is harder to win
than a strong city” (Prov. 18:19 NkJv). Anticipating a
difficult reunion with Esau, Jacob took the wise
approach and sent messengers ahead to inform his
brother that he was coming. But instead of committing
the whole matter to the Lord, who had protected him
from Laban, Jacob adopted a condescending attitude
that wasn't befitting to the man God had chosen to
carry on the Abrahamic covenant. Sending the messen-
gers was a good idea, but calling Esau “my lord” and
himself “your servant,” and trying to impress Esau with
his wealth, was only evidence that Jacob wasn't trusting
God to care for him.



Protection. Imagine Jacob’s surprise when he saw
an army of angels before him! “This is God’s host
[army]!” he exclaimed, and he called the place
“Mahanaim,” which means “the two camps,” Jacob’s
camp and God’s camp. Twenty years before, Jacob
had seen the angels at Bethel and learned that God
was with Him (28:10-12). But now he discovered
that God’s angelic troops were there to protect him
and fight for him. So there was no reason to be afraid.
“If God be for us, who can be against us?” (Rom.
8:31).

Angelology is a popular subject today, and secular
stores display dozens of books about angels, not all of
them biblical in content. You can even attend seminars
and learn how to contact angels and get their assistance
in solving your problems. Angels are real beings, and
they do minister to God’s people (Ps. 34:7; 46:7, 11;
Heb. 1:13-14), but it’s God who commands them, not
mere humans. One day in heaven we'll find out how
much they've helped the family of God in times of dif-
ficulty and danger. Meanwhile, however, well have to
let God tell His heavenly hosts what to do.

Plotting. As Jacob and his family, servants, flocks,
and herds traveled slowly southwest toward Bethel, the
messengers were moving rapidly to Mount Seir. By the
time Jacob reached the Jabbock, a tributary of the
Jordan, the messengers had returned with an ominous
message: Esau and four hundred men were coming to
meet Jacob. Expecting the worst, Jacob jumped to the
conclusion that his brother had come to take
vengeance on him and his family. A guilty conscience
often makes us see the darkest possible picture.

When faith is crowded out by fear, we're prone to
start scheming and trusting our own resources. A lady
said to evangelist D. L. Moody, “I've found a wonder-
ful verse to help me overcome fear,” and she quoted
Psalm 56:3: “What time I am afraid, I will trust in
thee.” “I can give you a better promise,” said Moody,
and he quoted Isaiah 12:2: “Behold, God is my salva-
tion; I will trust, and not be afraid.”

Believers who are walking by faith need not fear the
enemy or whatever bad news may come their way. “He
shall not be afraid of evil tidings: his heart is fixed,
trusting in the Lord” (Ps. 112:7). But Jacob was
“greatly afraid and distressed” (Gen. 32:7) and there-
fore reverted to his old policy of scheming.

Instead of remembering the encouraging vision of
God’s angelic army, Jacob divided his camp into two
bands so that if one group was attacked, the other
group could escape. It was a poor strategy against four
hundred men, and Jacob would have been better off to
maintain the original two bands—his company and
God’s army of angels—and trust the Lord to see him

through.
Praying (32:9-12)

Jacob’s prayer is one of the great prayers recorded in
Scripture, and yet it was prayed by a man whose faith
was very weak. He was like the father of the demonized
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child who cried out, “Lord, I believe; help my unbe-
lief)” (Mark 9:24 Nkjv). Every statement in this prayer
indicates that Jacob had a profound knowledge of
God’s ways and God’s character, and yet he was pray-
ing in desperation and not in confidence. Note the
arguments he presented to God as to why the Lord
should deliver him from Esau.

God’s covenant (v. 9a). God in His grace had
called Abraham and made a covenant with him
(12:1-3), and that covenant was affirmed both to Isaac
and to Jacob. It was on the basis of that covenant that
Jacob asked God for the help he desperately needed.
God’s people today approach the throne of grace
through Jesus Christ on the basis of the new covenant
that He made through His own blood (Heb. 8:6-13;
12:22-24).

God’s command (v. 9b). Jacob certainly was happy
to get out from under Laban’s control, but it was God's
idea that he leave Padan Aram and return to his own
land (31:13). Jacob forgot that God’s commandment
always involves God’s enablement, for the will of God
will never lead us where the power of God can’t protect
us and provide for us. But Jacob’s imagination ran
ahead of his theology, and he was sure Esau was com-
ing to destroy him.

God’s care (v. 10). As Jacob reviewed the past
twenty years, he reminded God of the wonderful way
He had cared for him. In every trial and burden that
came to Jacob, God had been faithful and kind to care
for him. When Jacob arrived at Laban’s home, all he
owned was his pilgrim staff, and now, by the blessing
of God, he was a wealthy man. Why would God care
for him for twenty years and then allow him to be mur-
dered by his brother?

God’s purposes (v. 11). Jacob wasn’t thinking
only of himself, but he had his family and God’s
great plan in mind as well. Jacob’s sons would multi-
ply and become the nation of Israel, and through
Israel, God would bring blessing to all humankind.
The Savior would come from the tribe of Judah and
die for the sins of the world, and Paul would come
from the tribe of Benjamin and carry the gospel to
the Gentiles. Was this eternal purpose destined to fail
because of the anger of one man?

God’s promise (v. 12). Jacob reminded the Lord of
the promises He had made to him at Bethel
(28:12-15), especially that He would do him good and
multiply his descendants. God told Jacob that He
would be with him and bring him back to Bethel, and
that He would accomplish His purposes in and
through him. If God allowed Esau and his men to kill
Jacob and his family, none of those promises would be
fulfilled.

‘While we don’t want to imitate Jacob’s fear, unbelief,
scheming, and his proneness to jump to conclusions, we
would do well to pray the way he prayed. He claimed
God’s promises, remembered God’s goodness, and
rested completely on God’s character and covenant. No
matter what circumstances we may face or what fears
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may grip our hearts, we can trust God to be faithful to
His character and His Word. “I will trust and not be
afraid.”

Appeasing (32:13-21)

You would think that a prayer with that kind of solid
theological content would have brought God’s peace to
Jacob’s heart, but it didnt, and in his restlessness, he
decided to act. “I will pacify him,” he said (v. 20) and
put together an expensive gift.

Sir Robert Walpole, England’s first prime minister,
said of Parliament, “All those men have their price.”
Many people of the world follow that philosophy
(“Every man has his price”), the very philosophy Jacob
was following as he put together his gift of five hundred
and eighty valuable animals. He divided them into sep-
arate herds and commanded the herdsmen to keep a
space between each herd so that Esau couldn’t help but
be impressed with his brother’s generosity.

Even more, each of the herdsmen was to make the
same speech to Esau: “They belong to your servant
Jacob. They are a gift sent to my lord Esau” (v. 18).
With words like “your servant” and “my lord,” Jacob
was back to groveling again and ignoring the fact that
God had made him lord over his relatives, including
Esau (27:29). Jacob discreetly planned to follow
behind the last drove, hoping that the combined
impact of the gift would prepare Esau to forgive him
and welcome him when they finally met.

We've already learned that faith is living without
scheming. But before we criticize Jacob, we need to
examine our own hearts to see if we've ever been
guilty of praying piously and then depending on our
own schemes and resources. It’s true that “faith with-
out works is dead” (James 2:20), but Jacob’s gift
wasn’t a work of faith because God didn’t command
it. The old wives’ saying “The Lord helps those who
help themselves” is totally unbiblical. True faith is
based on God’s Word (Rom. 10:17), and whatever we
do that isn’t motivated by faith is sin (14:23), no mat-
ter how successful it may appear.!

The real problem wasn’t Esau; it was Jacob.
Therefore, God was now going to solve that problem.

Wrestling (32:22-32)
It was dangerous to ford the river at night, but Jacob
would rather hazard the crossing than risk losing his
loved ones; so he moved his family to what he hoped
was a safe place. Having forgotten about God’s army,
he wanted something between his family and his
brother’s army. Jacob devised his own “two camps.”

Now Jacob was left alone, and when we’re alone
and at the end of our resources, then God can come
to us and do something in us and for us. Note the
three encounters Jacob experienced that difficult
night.

Jacob met the Lord (vv. 22-26). British essayist
Walter Savage Landor called solitude “the audience-
chamber of God,” and he was right. When we’re alone,
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we can't escape into other people’s hearts and minds
and be distracted; we have to live with ourselves and
face ourselves. Twenty years before, Jacob had met the
Lord when he was alone at Bethel, and now God gra-
ciously came to him again in his hour of need (vv. 28,
30; Hos. 12:2-6).

God meets us at whatever level He finds us in order
to lift us to where He wants us to be. To Abraham the
pilgrim, God came as a traveler (Gen. 18), and to
Joshua the general, He came as a soldier (Josh.
5:13-15). Jacob had spent most of his adult life
wrestling with people—Esau, Isaac, Laban, and even
his wives—so God came to him as a wrestler. “With
the pure You will show Yourself pure; and with the
devious You will show Yourself shrewd” (Ps. 18:26
NKJV).

At Bethel, God had promised to bless Jacob, and
from a material point of view, the promise was fulfilled,
for Jacob was now a very wealthy man. But there’s
much more to the blessing of God than flocks, herds,
and servants; there’s also the matter of godly character
and spiritual influence. During that “dark night of the
soul,” Jacob discovered that he'd spent his life fighting
God and resisting His will, and that the only way to
victory was through surrender. As A. W. Tozer said,
“The Lord cannot fully bless a man until He has first
conquered him.”2 God conquered Jacob by weakening
him.

Jacob met himself (vv. 27-32). More than any-
thing else, Jacob wanted the blessing of the Lord on
his life, and for this holy desire, he’s to be com-
mended. But before we can begin to be like the Lord,
we have to face ourselves and admit what we are in
ourselves. That's why the Lord asked him, “What is
your name?” As far as the Genesis record is con-
cerned, the last time Jacob was asked that question, he
told a lie! His father asked, “Who are you, my son?”
and Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau your first-
born” (27:18-19 NkJv).

The Lord didn’t ask the question in order to get
information, because He certainly knew Jacob’s name
and that Jacob had the reputation of being a schemer
and a deceiver. “What is your name?” meant, “Are you
going to continue living up to your name, deceiving
yourself and others, or will you admit what you are and
let Me change you?” In the Bible, receiving a new name
signifies making a new beginning (17:4-5, 15; Num.
13:16; John 1:40—42), and this was Jacob’s opportunity
to make a fresh start in life.

The new name God gave him was “Israel,” from a
Hebrew word that means “to struggle,” but scholars
aren’t agreed on what the name signifies. Some trans-
late it “one who wrestles with God” or “God strives”
or “let God rule.” The explanation in Genesis 32:28 is
that Jacob had gained power because he prevailed. He
lost the battle but won the victory! By seeking God’s
blessing and finally being weakened and forced to
yield, he had become a “God-empowered prince.”
Like Paul, who had his own battle to fight, Jacob



became strong only when he became weak (2 Cor.
12:1-10).

G. Campbell Morgan called Jacob’s experience “the
crippling that crowns” and interpreted “Israel” to mean
“a God-mastered man.” I'm inclined to agree with
him. When God rules our lives, then He can trust us
with His power, for only those who are under His
authority have the right to exercise His authority.
While at home, Jacob had served himself and created
problems, and for twenty years he served Laban and
created further problems, but now he would serve God
and become a part of the answer.

Once again Jacob gave a special name to a signifi-
cant place,4 this time Peniel [Penuel, Gen. 32:31],
which means “the face of God.” He thought that see-
ing God’s face would bring death, but it actually
brought him new life. It was the dawning of a new day
for Israel/Jacob (v. 31): He had a new name; he had a
new walk (he was limping); and he had a new relation-
ship with God that would help him face and solve any
problem, if only he would exercise faith. The great test
was about to come, for Esau had arrived on the scene.

Now Jacob was ready for the third encounter: to
meet Esau.

Failing (33:1-16)

Jacob had lifted up his eyes and seen the angels
(32:1-2), and he had even seen God face-to-face (v.
30), but when he saw Esau and his four hundred men,
he seemed to lose everything he had gained in his
struggle with himself and with the Lord. It’s one thing
to be blessed on the mountaintop with God and quite
something else to carry that blessing down into the val-
ley. Jacob failed himself, his family, and his God in
several ways.

By scheming instead of trusting (vv. 1-2). The
“prince with God” stopped reigning and started schem-
ing. Like too many of God’s people today, he failed to
live up to his new position in the Lord. By putting
Rachel (his favorite wife) and Joseph (his favorite son)
behind the other family members, he created a new
problem in the home, and it’s no wonder Joseph’s
brothers hated him in later years. You certainly knew
where you stood in Jacob’s household!

By bowing instead of limping (vv. 3-7). When
Eastern peoples met in ancient days, they bowed often
and exchanged traditional greetings (“Salaam” or
“Shalom”), but there was more than tradition involved
in the way Jacob and his family greeted Esau. Jacob
was now a “prince with God,” but he wasn’t acting like
it. “T have seen servants on horses, while princes walk
on the ground like servants,” said Solomon (Eccl. 10:7
NKJV), and Jacob was exhibit A of this tragedy. After
all, the elder (Esau) was supposed to serve the younger
(Gen. 27:29), so why should the younger brother
bow?

Jacob’s strength was in his limp, for it was a con-
stant reminder that God had conquered him and he
could trust the Lord to see him through. Had Jacob
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limped, his brother would have noticed it and asked
the cause, and that would have been Jacob’s golden
opportunity to tell him what God had done for him.
You don’t see Esau bowing! Instead, he ran to his
brother, fell on his neck, and kissed him.

By pleading instead of witnessing (vv. 8-15).
The fact that Esau ran to his brother, embraced him,
kissed him, and wept is evidence that a change had
taken place in his heart. Jacob was given an open door
to talk with Esau about the past and get family matters
straightened out, for, after all, God’s army was hovering
near and Jacob didn’t have to be afraid. But instead of
confessing his sins and giving witness to God’s grace in
his life, Jacob spent the time begging Esau to accept the
gifts he had sent.

Jacob said, “If I have found favor in your eyes, accept
this gift from me. For to see your face is like seeing the
face of God” (v. 10). Jacob had seen God face-to-face, but
he said nothing to Esau about it! “God has been gracious
to me,” he added (v. 11), but he didn’t tell his brother the
facts and give God the glory. He didn't tell Esau that he
had a new name, probably because he wasn't living up to
it at that time. He was made a prince, but he was acting
like a pauper.>

By promising but not performing (vv. 12-17a).
Esau did the gracious thing and offered to accompany
his brother south to his home in Mount Seir, but
Jacob had no desire to spend more time with Esau
than was necessary. Like his farewell with Laban,
Jacob’s meeting with Esau was a truce, not a true rec-
onciliation. But Jacob gave the impression that his
destination was indeed Mount Seir (v. 14), and he
offered every excuse he could think of to convince
Esau to go before him and let him proceed at his own
pace. The repetition of the phrase “my lord” in this
paragraph may indicate Jacob’s respect and courtesy,
but it also suggests that Jacob was groveling again.
One thing was sure: Jacob was deceiving again.

Esau started back to Mount Seir, traveling south,
while Jacob moved northwest to Succoth and then fur-
ther on to Shechem. There’s no record that Jacob ever
visited his brother in Mount Seir. It’s likely that after
they met at Isaac’s funeral, they never saw each other

again (35:27-29).

Delaying (33:17b—34:31)
God’s command was that Jacob return to Bethel
(31:13) and then to his home where Isaac still lived,
which was Hebron (35:27). Instead, he tarried first
at Succoth and then settled near Shechem. At
Succoth, the pilgrim who was supposed to live in a
tent (Heb. 11:9-16) built a house for himself and
sheds for his flocks and herds. (The word “succoth”
means “booths.”) When he moved near Shechem,
Jacob purchased a piece of property and became a
“resident alien” in the land. He was settling down in
the land.

It’s obvious that Jacob wasnt in a hurry to obey
God and return the Bethel. We commend him for
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erecting an altar and giving public witness of his faith
in the Lord, but sacrifice is no substitute for obedi-
ence (1 Sam. 15:22). The name he gave the altar
(“God, the God of Israel”) indicates that he claimed
his new name “Israel,” but he certainly wasnt living
up to all that his name implied. Because he tarried in
that part of the land, his daughter Dinah was raped
and two of his sons became murderers. It was an
expensive detour.

Carelessness (34:1). Was Dinah naive, rebellious,
or just plain ignorant of the ways of the world? Why
was it so important that she get to know the women of
the land, and why didn’t her mother advise her and
somebody dependable accompany her on her sightsee-
ing trip? (Her brothers were out in the field with the
flocks.) For that matter, why was Jacob tarrying in this
pagan neighborhood and deliberately endangering his
family? He should have been at Bethel leading them
closer to the Lord.

The name of the Lord isn’t mentioned once in this
chapter, and the wisdom of the Lord is surely absent as
well. When we disobey the Lord, we put ourselves and
our loved ones in danger. Consider what happened to
Abraham in Egypt (12:10-20) and Gerar (20:1ff), Lot
in Sodom (19:1ff.), Isaac in Gerar (26:6—16), Samson
in Philistia (Judg. 14; 16), Elimelech and Naomi in
Moab (Ruth 1), and Peter in the high priest’s courtyard
(Luke 22:54tt.).

Defilement (vv. 2-5). Three times in the narrative
the word “defiled” is used to describe Shechem’s wicked
deed (vv. 5, 13, 27).6 The young prince claimed that he
did it because he loved her and wanted her for his wife,
but committing violent rape and keeping the girl con-
fined in a house (v. 26) was a strange way to declare his
love.

But his actions and words bore witness only to the
fact that God’s people and the people of Canaan had
different standards of conduct. To the Jews, sexual
activity that violated the law of God brought defile-
ment to the victim and judgment to the guilty party.
In later years, the Mosaic law with its penalties sought
to protect people by declaring sexual misconduct both
a sin and a crime (see Lev. 18). The silence of Jacob
when he heard the tragic news (Gen. 34:5) showed
neither indifference nor cowardice on his part. Since
his sons were in the field with the sheep and cattle and
he could do nothing without their help, he was wise to
wait.

Deception (vv. 6-24). When Jacob’s sons were told
what had happened, they were grieved that their sister
had been violated and angry at the man who did it.
Both responses were normal and right. Instead of
immediately declaring war, they pretended to seek
peace with their neighbors and offered to do business
together and even to intermarry. All that the men of
Shechem had to do was agree to be circumcised. Of
course, it would take more than circumcision to make
Jews out of Canaanites since no covenant conditions
were involved.
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The Canaanites saw this policy as an opportunity to
absorb Israel and gradually possess their wealth and
their people, but Jacob’s sons used it as a means to
weaken the men and get them ready for slaughter.
Never suspecting the danger, the men of the city sub-
mitted to the surgery.

Vengeance (vv. 25-31). At a time when the males
in Shechem were in too much pain to defend them-
selves, Simeon and Levi, two of Dinah’s full brothers,
rallied some men from Jacob’s camp and attacked the
Shechemites, killing Hamor and his son and all the
males in the city. Then they looted the city and took
captive the women and children. It was an evil thing
to do, and when Jacob heard about it, he was both
angry and frightened. But during his lifetime, since he
had done his share of scheming and fooled his father,
he couldnt rebuke his sons without incriminating
himself.

Simeon and Levi certainly went too far by slaugh-
tering the Canaanites and looting their city in order to
avenge their sister, and Jacob never forgot it (49:5-7).
By their deception and ruthless destruction, they
ruined Jacob’s testimony before the people of the land.
What good was it for Jacob to build an altar and wor-
ship the true God before his pagan neighbors if his
children were going to act like pagans? But it’s sad to
see that Jacob’s greatest concern wasn't the vindication
of purity or even his witness in the land, but rather his
own safety. Had Jacob and his family been in Bethel
where they belonged, this tragedy might not have
occurred.

But true to His promise (28:15), God wasnt fin-
ished with Jacob. There were still heartaches and joys to
come, but the God of Jacob would prove Himself faith-
ful through it all.

Notes

1 Some commentators have tried to exonerate Jacob by saying
that his gift was not a bribe but only an attempt to make resti-
tution and share his blessings with his brother. But Jacob’s own
statement “I will pacify him” (v. 20) makes it clear that the gift
was a kind of propitiation to appease Esau’s anger.

2 A. Tozer, The Divine Conquest (Harrisburg, PA: Christian

Publications, 1950), 53.

G. Campbell Morgan, The Westminster Pulpit (London:

Pickering & Inglis), vol. 7, 323.

4 Luz became Bethel, “the house of God” (28:19); Mahanaim
means “the two armies” (32:1-2); and “Succoth” means
“booths” (33:16-17).

Even if Jacob wasn’t at his best, Esau still took what he said at

(53]

wn

face value and accepted the gifts as an expression of love and
good will. Jacob talked about grace, but it was Esau who man-
ifested grace. Sometimes the people of the world put God’s
people to shame (Gen. 12:10-20; 20; 26:6-16).

The Hebrew word used in verse 2 means “to humble” (“vio-

(=)

lated her”), while the word used in verses 5, 13, and 27 means
“to make unclean.” Many people who have been sexually
abused confess to feeling “dirty” because of what happened to
them.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Genesis 35—36

YOU CAN GO HOME AGAIN

M oving from Genesis 34 to Genesis 35 is like

going from a desert to a garden or from an emer-

gency room to a wedding reception. The
atmosphere in Genesis 35 is one of faith and obedi-
ence, and the emphasis is on cleansing and renewal.
God is mentioned ten times in chapter 35, and He
used His name E/ Shaddai, which means “God
Almighty, the all-sufficient One.” Best of all, in chap-
ter 35 you see God’s pilgrims making progress and
arriving at the place of God’s appointment.

However, Jacob’s new step of faith didn’t prevent
him from experiencing new problems and trials.
During this period of renewal, Jacob buried both his
father and his favorite wife, and to add burden to
bereavement, his firstborn son committed a terrible
sin. Being a victorious Christian doesn’t mean escaping
the difficulties of life and enjoying only carefree days.
Rather, it means walking with God by faith, knowing
that He is with us, and trusting Him to help us for our
good and His glory no matter what difficulties He per-
mits to come our way. The maturing Christian doesn’t
pray, “How can I get out of this?” but “Whaz can I get
out of this?”

Let’s note the new things that came into Jacob’s life.

A new start (35:1-15)

The good news of the gospel is that we don't have to
stay the way we are. No matter how many times we've
failed the Lord, we can go home again if we truly
repent and obey. It happened to Abraham (13:1-4),
Isaac (26:17), David (2 Sam. 12), Jonah (Jonah 3:1-3),
and Peter (John 21:15-19), and now it’s happening to
Jacob.

God spoke to Jacob (v. 1). For several years, Jacob
had lingered thirty miles away from Bethel and had
paid dearly for his disobedience.! But now the Lord
spoke to him and told him to move to Bethel and set-
tle down there. Jacob already knew that Bethel was
God’s appointed place for him and his family (31:113),
but he had been slow to obey. “Remember therefore
from where you have fallen; repent and do the first
works” (Rev. 2:5 NKJV).

Jacob had built an altar on the property he had
bought near Shechem and had called it “God the God
of Israel” (Gen. 33:20). But God wasnt pleased with
this altar because He wanted him worshipping back at
Bethel, “the house of God.” The Lord reminded Jacob
of his desperate situation over twenty years ago and
how He had delivered him and blessed him. At Bethel,
Jacob had made some vows to the Lord, and now it was
time to fulfill them.

Many of the problems in the Christian life and in
local churches result from incomplete obedience. We
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know what the Lord wants us to do, we start to do it,
and then we stop. When we don’t continue to obey
God and accomplish His will, even what we've done
starts to die. What Jesus said to the church in Sardis,
He says to us, “Be watchful, and strengthen the things
which remain, that are ready to die, for I have not
found your works perfect [having been fulfilled] before
God” (Rev. 3:2 NKjv).

Jacob instructed his household (vv. 2—4). It’s
refreshing to see Jacob take command of the situation
and boldly bear witness to what God said to him and
what God did for him. These instructions applied not
only to Jacob’s wives and children but also to the ser-
vants he had employed in Padan Aram. Since Jacob
owned great flocks and herds, he must have needed
many men to help care for them.

Jacob called for a time of cleansing for everybody,
and the first thing they had to do was get rid of their
idols. Rachel had stolen her father’s household idols
(31:19, 34-35), and Jacob knew that other false gods
were hidden in the camp. Worshipping the gods of the
pagan nations was always a temptation to the Israelites.
Moses had to warn them about idolatry before they
entered the land (Deut. 7), and Joshua had to challenge
the Israelites to abandon their idols after they had con-
quered the land (Josh. 24:14, 23-24). Even Samuel
faced this problem in his day (1 Sam. 7:2-4), and the
prophets often rebuked the nation for building the
high places where they served false gods.

The second instruction was “purify yourselves and
change your clothes” (Gen. 35:2). Most people today
are accustomed to indoor plumbing, fragrant soap, and
ample wardrobes, so we forget that the ancient
nomadic people in Bible lands had none of these con-
veniences. For that matter, our modern hygienic
practices and facilities were totally unknown even in
Western civilization during most of its history. What
we call necessities would have been considered luxuries
by our ancestors.

But in Scripture, washing the body and changing
clothes symbolize making a new beginning. Like dirt,
sin is defiling and must be washed away (Ps. 51:2, 7;
Isa. 1:16; 2 Cor. 7:1; 1 John 1:9). Our old garments
typify the old life with its failures (Isa. 64:6), but God
in His mercy gives us “new garments” so we can make
a fresh beginning (Gen. 3:21; Isa. 61:10; Zech. 3:11-5;
Luke 15:22; Rev. 3:18). Before God gave the law at
Mount Sinai, He ordered the people to wash and
change clothes, for they were about to enter into a
solemn covenant with God (Ex. 19:9-15).2

All the people obeyed Jacob’s commands and gave
him their idols and the jewelry that were identified
with pagan gods (see also Ex. 32:3; Judg. 8:24-27;
Hos. 2:13). Jacob buried all of it under “the oak at
Shechem” (Gen. 35:4), which was apparently a well-
known tree and might have been the one referred to in
12:6.

God protected Jacob and his household (v. 5).

After the murderous assault on the Shechemites by
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Simeon and Levi, Jacob was afraid the people of the
land would attack him (34:30), but God kept His
promise (28:15) and cared for Jacob and his people as
they moved toward Bethel (Ps. 105:7-15). This same
“terror of God” went before Israel as they journeyed to
Canaan, and prepared the way for their conquest of the
land (Ex. 15:14-16; Deut. 2:24-25; Josh. 2:8-14).
When God’s people are doing God’s will in God’s way,
they can depend on God’s provision and protection
(Isa. 41:10, 14; 44:2, 8; 43:1-5). When we fear God,
we need fear no one else.

Jacob worshipped God (vv. 6-8). God had prom-
ised to bring Jacob safely back to Bethel (28:15), and
He kept His promise, as He always does (Josh. 21:45;
23:14; 1 Kings 8:56). Jacob kept his part of the agree-
ment by building an altar and leading his household in
worshipping the Lord. Once again, Jacob gave a new
name to an old place. “Luz” he had renamed “Bethel,
the house of God” (28:19); and now “Bethel” he
expanded to become “the God of Bethel.” It wasn't the
place that was important but the God of the place and
what He had done for Jacob.

The Jewish people considered many places to be
special because of what God had done for them there,
places like Bethel, Mount Sinai, Jerusalem, the Jordan
River, and Gilgal. Perhaps all of us have places that are
especially meaningful to us because of spiritual experi-
ences we had there, but a “holy site” must never take
the place of the Holy God. To visit a special location
and try to recapture old blessings is to live in the past.
Let’s ask God for new blessings and a new revelation of
Himself!

We dont know when Rebekah’s maid Deborah
(24:59) became a part of Jacob’s household, but her
presence in the camp suggests that Jacob’s mother was
now dead. Deborah had stayed with Isaac until Jacob
drew near to Hebron, and then she went to be with the
boy she had helped to raise years before. Was she the
one who broke the news to Jacob that Rebekah was
dead? Jacob’s tender treatment of this elderly servant is
an example for all of us to follow.

God appeared to Jacob (vv. 9-15). In his first
Bethel experience, Jacob had seen God and the angels
in a dream (28:12), but now the Lord appeared to him
in some special way and blessed him. God reaffirmed
Jacob’s new name “Israel” and His own name “God
Almighty” (El-Shaddai; 17:1; 28:3; 43:14; 48:3;
49:25).3 He also reaffirmed the promises concerning
the multiplying of Jacob’s descendants and their pos-
sessing the land, assuring Jacob that nations and kings
would be among his descendants. At that time, Jacob
had only eleven sons, but God would give him one
more son and abundantly bless all of them and increase
their number.

As he had done years before at Bethel, Jacob set up
a pillar and dedicated it to the Lord (28:18). He not
only poured oil on the pillar, but he also poured out a
drink offering of wine. The drink offering was a sup-
plement to the regular sacrifices and was poured out on
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the altar as the sacrifice was burning (Ex. 29:40-41;
Num. 6:17; 15:5-10, 24; 29:22-38). It was a symbol
of dedication, the worshipper’s life poured out for the
Lord (2 Sam. 23:16; Phil. 2:17).

Jacob’s restoration was now complete. He was back
in the place of God’s choosing; he had offered himself
and his sacrifices to the Lord; the Lord had spoken to
him; and the covenant promises had been reaffirmed.
He had come from the house of Laban to the house of
God, and though he still had much to learn about his
walk with the Lord, Jacob was starting to be “Israel”
and live like a prince instead of a pauper.

A new son (35:16-20)
Now we move from the voice of God to a baby’s cry
and a mother’s last words.

Birth (vv. 16-17). When Jacob’s beloved Rachel
learned that she was pregnant, it must have given both
of them great joy. She had borne Jacob only one son,
Joseph (“adding”); and in naming him, she had
expressed her desire for another son (30:22-24). God
answered her prayers and gave her a boy. Jacob now
had twelve sons, the founders of the twelve tribes of
Israel.

Death (vv. 18a, 19). Rachel had said to Jacob,
“Give me children, or else I die” (30:1). Now she
would bear that second son, but in so doing would lay
down her own life for the life of the child. We shouldn’t
interpret her death as a judgment from God either
because of her rash statement or because she stole her
father’s idols.4 Life is a mosaic of lights and shadows,
joys and sorrows, and the same baby that brought
Rachel and her husband joy also brought tears.

Faith (v. 18b). Ben-oni means “son of my sorrow”
or “son of my trouble,” not a very favorable name for a
man to carry through life, reminding him that his birth
had helped cause his mothers death. Sorrow would
overshadow his every birthday. But Jacob was always
ready to rename something, so he called his new son
Benjamin, which means “son of my right hand,” that is,
a son to be honored.> The first king of Israel came from
the tribe of Benjamin (1 Sam. 9) and the apostle Paul
was also a Benjamite (Phil. 3:5).

Love (v. 20). More than twenty years before, Jacob
had set up a pillar at Bethel to commemorate his meet-
ing with God. Now he set up a pillar to memorialize
his beloved wife Rachel. It was located “on the way to
Ephrath,” another name for Bethlehem. (Ephrath
means “fruitful,” and “Bethlehem” means “house of
bread.”) Tradition places Rachel’s tomb about a mile
north of Bethlehem, on the road to Jerusalem, but
Jeremiah said it was near Ramah, five miles north of
Jerusalem (Jer. 31:15).

Were it not for the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, the
town would be remembered primarily for the death of
Rachel. Because He came, we have “tiding of great joy”
instead of tears of sorrow. Matthew connected
Jeremiah’s reference to Rachel with Herod’s murder of
the innocent children in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:18). The



birth of Jesus brought joy (“Benjamin”) and also sor-
row (Ben-oni).

A new sorrow (35:21-22)

The death of a dear wife is at least a normal human
experience with no guilt attached, but what Reuben
did was abnormal and stained with guilt and shame.

Reuben was Jacob’s firstborn and therefore the old-
est of his sons (29:31-32); he was most likely in his
twenties. The childhood episode with the mandrakes
may or may not indicate anything about his nature
(30:14-15). Bilhah was Rachel’s maid and had borne
Jacob two sons, Dan and Naphtali (vv. 1-8). Perhaps
the recent death of Rachel left Bilhah desiring to be
back with Jacob again, and this was Reuben’s opportu-
nity to act. Since the text doesn’t indicate that Reuben
raped his father’s wife, we assume she cooperated in the
deed.

But Reuben’s sin involved much more than the sat-
isfying of a lustful appetite. For a son to take a father’s
wife in this manner was a declaration that he was now
the head of the family. When Abner took King Saul’s
concubine, Saul’s son and heir Ishbosheth protested
because it meant Abner was usurping the crown (2
Sam. 3:6-11). When David succeeded Saul as king, he
was given Saul’s wives as his own (1 Sam. 12:8).
Rebellious Absalom declared himself ruler by taking his
father’s concubines (2 Sam. 16:20-23), and Adonijah’s
request to have Abishag as his wife was the same as
challenging Solomon’s rights to the throne (1 Kings
2:13-25).

It would appear, then, that Reuben’s purpose was to
take over the leadership of the family, which made his
deed only that much more vile. Like the younger son
in our Lord’s parable, Reuben couldnt wait to get his
inheritance (Luke 15:11-24). He had to have it now.

Jacob did nothing immediately, but surely his heart
was broken by what his son had done. Reuben showed
some character in protecting Joseph from death, but he
wasn't able to save him from slavery (Gen. 37:20-30).
Though Reuben was the firstborn, his brothers didn’t
seem to respect his leadership. In his old age, Jacob
exposed Reuben’s sin and deprived him of the rights of
the firstborn, giving them to Joseph (48:1-14; 49:3—4;
1 Chron. 5:1-2).

Those who teach that our dedication to the Lord
automatically protects us from troubles and tears need
to read this chapter carefully. Certainly God had for-
given Jacob, and certainly Jacob was walking with the
Lord in faith and obedience. Nevertheless, he still had
his share of trials. If we obey the Lord only for what we
get out of it, and not because He is worthy of our love
and obedience, then our hearts and motives are wrong.
We become the kind of people Satan accused Job of
being (Job 1:6—2:10).

A new standing (35:23—36:43)

More than twenty years before, Isaac thought he was
going to die (24:1-4), but death didn’t come until he

Genesis 35—36

was one hundred and eighty years old. He lived the
longest of all the patriarchs and yet less is recorded
about his life than about his father, his sons, and his
grandson Joseph.¢

We trust that Isaac and Jacob experienced a com-
plete reconciliation and that the old patriarch died “full
of years” as did his father (25:8). Esau came from
Mount Seir to pay his respects to his father and to assist
Isaac in burying him in the cave of Machpelah
(49:29-32). Esau was a man of the world and not a
child of the covenant, but he was still Isaac’s son and
Jacob’s brother, and he had every right to be there.
Death is a human experience that brings human pain
to our hearts, and caring for the dead is a responsibil-
ity for all the family—believers and unbelievers.

But Isaac’s death changed Jacob’s status: He was
now the head of the family and the heir of the covenant
blessings. He not only acquired Isaac’s great wealth, but
he also inherited all that was involved in the Abrahamic
covenant. His God would be known as the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

There’s quite a contrast between the record of
Jacob’s family in 35:23-26, listing four wives and
twelve sons, and the long list of people who belonged
to Esau, recorded in chapter 36.

There are six lists of names, including sons (vv.
1-14, 20-28), chiefs (vv. 15-19, 29-30, 40—43), and
kings (vv. 31-39); and there appears to be duplica-
tion. (Compare vv. 10-14 with 15-19, and 20-28
with 29-30.) Esau had his share of material bless-
ings,” but Jacob possessed the covenant blessings from
the Lord.

Genesis 36 is a long chapter containing many
names, but its the end of the story as far as Esau is con-
cerned! The Edomites are named in the Old Testament
only because they’re a part of the story of Israel. “Esau”
and “Edom,” the avowed enemies of the Jews, are men-
tioned over two hundred times in the Bible, but
“Jacob” and “Israel” are found over two thousand
times! Esau’s son Eliphaz was the father of Amalek, and
the Amalekites were also Israel’s enemies (Ex. 17:8-16;
Num. 14:39-45; Deut. 25:1719; 1 Sam. 15).

Genesis 37 takes up the story, not of Esau, but of
Jacob! “These are the generations of Jacob” (v. 2) is the
tenth occasion for a “generation” statement in Genesis,
and it introduces the story of Jacob’s favorite son,
Joseph. With all their weaknesses and faults, the sons of
Jacob will carry on the work of God on earth and ful-
fill the covenant promises God made to Abraham.

Notes

1 If Jacob was seventy-seven years old when he left home, and
since he remained twenty years with Laban, this means he was
ninety-seven when he started for Bethel. Isaac was sixty years
older than Jacob. Thus he was one hundred and fifty-seven
when Jacob returned and still had twenty-three more years to
live (35:28). Isaac’s death is recorded in verses 27-29, but the
sequence of events in the biblical record is not always chrono-
logical. (See note 6.)
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Paul used the image of clothing to teach “newness of life” for
the Christian believer (Rom. 13:11-14; 1 Cor. 6:9-11; Eph.
4:17-32; Col. 3:8-17) as well as the new body we will receive
when Christ returns (2 Cor. 5:1-5).

Hebrew scholars traditionally have interpreted El-Shaddai to

»

mean “God Almighty” or “God All-Sufficient,” relating it to
the Hebrew word for “breast.” Thus He is the God who nour-
ishes and provides, who sustains and enables. Recent studies
have suggested “the God of the mountain” (strength, stability)

or “God my destroyer” (power against the enemy).

W

Some translate Ben-oni to mean “son of my sin,” that is, steal-
ing Laban’s idols. The name has also been translated “son of
the south” since Benjamin was the only son of Jacob not born
in Padan Aram. He was also the only son named by his father.

wn

Prophetic students see in these two names the two aspects of
our Lord’s life and ministry, His suffering (Ben-oni) and His
glory (Benjamin). (See Luke 24:26 and 1 Peter 5:1.)

The events in chapters 37—40 occurred while Isaac was alive,

(=)

even though his death is recorded here. If Jacob was one hun-
dred and thirty years old when he went to Egypt (47:9) and
Joseph was thirty-nine (41:46 [thirty years old] plus seven
years of plenty and two years of famine [45:11]), then Jacob
was ninety-one when Joseph was born. If Joseph was seventeen
when he was taken to Egypt (37:2), then Jacob would have
been in Canaan eleven years and was one hundred and eight
years old. His father Isaac would have been one hundred and
sixty-eight years old (25:26) and therefore still alive when
Joseph was sold. Isaac would have died twelve years later, one

year before Joseph was elevated to being second ruler in Egypt.

~

Jacob and Esau’s separating from each other (vv. 6-8) reminds
us of what happened to Abraham and Lot (13:5-11).

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Genesis 37

ENTER THE HERO

he statement “These are the generations of Jacob”
T (v. 2) informs us that we're moving into a new sec-

tion of the book of Genesis, which will be devoted
to Jacob, whom we've already met while reading about
“the generations of Isaac” (25:19). But the chief actor
in the “Jacob” section of Genesis will be Joseph, who is
mentioned twice as many times as is his father in the
next fourteen chapters.! Jacob won't be ignored, but it’s
Joseph who will occupy center stage.

The history of Joseph can be read on at least three
different levels. If we read it simply as literature, we dis-
cover a fascinating story involving a doting father, a
pampered son, some jealous brothers, a conniving wife,
and an international food crisis. It's no wonder that for
centuries creative artists have turned to this story for
inspiration. In 1742, Henry Fielding patterned the
hero of Joseph Andrews after the biblical Joseph, and the
next year, Handel produced his oratorio joseph. Over a
period of sixteen years, the German novelist Thomas
Mann wrote four novels based on the life of Joseph. In
our own day, we have the rock cantata joseph and the
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Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat and its song “Any
Dream Will Do.”

But Genesis 37—50 is much more than a piece of
dramatic literature, for when you penetrate deeper, you
discover a story abounding with profound theological
implications. The hand of God is evident in every
scene, ruling and overruling the decisions people make,
and in the end, God builds a hero, saves a family, and
creates a nation that will bring blessing to the whole
world. Behind this story is the heart of the covenant-
making God, who always keeps His promises.

For the Christian believer, there’s a third level to the
story, for Joseph is one of the richest illustrations of
Jesus Christ found in the Old Testament. Joseph is like
Jesus in that he was beloved by his father and obedient
to his will; hated and rejected by his own brethren and
sold as a slave; falsely accused and unjustly punished;
finally elevated from the place of suffering to a power-
ful throne, thus saving his people from death. The
major difference, of course, is that Joseph was only
reported to be dead, while Jesus Christ did give His life
on the cross and was raised from the dead in order to
save us.2

Genesis 37 unfolds the destructive dynamics of a
family that knew the true and living God and yet
sinned against Him and each other by what they said
and did. The presence of Joseph in the home didn’t cre-
ate problems so much as reveal them. Consider the
destructive forces at work in this family, forces that
God in His grace overruled for their good. Where sin
abounded, grace abounded more (Rom. 5:20).3

Hatred (37:1-4)

“Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren
to dwell together in unity!” (Ps. 133:1) But Jacob’s fam-
ily didn’t enjoy the blessings of unity because from its
inception the home was divided. Jacob’s first two wives
were rivals, and the addition of two concubines didn’t
diminish the tension. When you have in a home one
father, four different mothers, and twelve sons, you
have the ingredients for multiple problems.
Unfortunately, Jacob came from a divided home and
brought the infection with him. Why did the brothers
hate Joseph so much?

Joseph had integrity (v. 2). The sons of Bilhah
were Dan and Naphtali, and the sons of Zilpah were
Gad and Asher, and Joseph apparently was their assis-
tant or apprentice, learning how to care for the sheep.
Nobody knew it at the time, but Joseph was destined
for greater things, and yet he got his start as a servant
(Matt. 25:21).

It wasn't easy for Joseph to work alongside his half-
brothers because their way of life was different from his.
Were the boys robbing their father? Were they getting
too involved with the ways of the people of the land?
We don’t know what evil things the men were doing,
but whatever their sin was, Joseph felt that their father
needed to know about it. Joseph also knew what the
other brothers were doing and reported that to Jacob.



Did Joseph have the right to inform on his broth-
ers? We've always held him in high esteem for his
character, but in his youth, was he nothing but a
teenage tattletale? He certainly had no authority over
his brothers and wasn’t accountable for their behavior,
and he was in the fields to work with them, not to spy
on them.

Subsequent events proved that, young as he was,
Joseph did have common sense and discernment. Thus
whatever his brothers were doing must have been terri-
bly wicked or Joseph wouldnt have mentioned it to his
father. Perhaps Jacob suspected that his sons were
doing evil things and asked Joseph what he knew. The
boy certainly wasn't going to lie to his father, and when
Jacob talked to his sons about their behavior, the men
immediately knew who the informer was.

Joseph was the favorite son (vv. 3-4). Having
experienced the sad consequences of favoritism in his
boyhood home (25:28) and during his years with
Laban (29:30), Jacob should have had more sense than
to single out Joseph and pamper him. But Joseph was
the son of his favorite wife, Rachel, and the human
heart sometimes plays tricks with the mind and makes
people do strange things. As Pascal wrote in his Pensees,
“The heart has its reasons which reason cannot know.”
However, it still wasn’t the wisest way to run the home.

We can’t be sure what the famous “coat of many
colours” (37:3) really looked like, although “richly
ornamented robe” (N1v) is probably as good a transla-
tion as any. Apart from verses 23 and 32, the only other
place the Hebrew word is found in the Old Testament
is in 2 Samuel 13:18 describing the garment of a king’s
daughter. Joseph’s “coat” reached to the ankles and had
long sleeves. It was the rich garment of a ruler and not
what the well-dressed shepherd needed out in the
fields.

However, Jacob had something more important
than fashion in mind when he gave Joseph this special
coat. It was probably his way of letting the family know
that Joseph had been chosen to be his heir. Reuben had
forfeited his firstborn status because of his sin with
Bilhah (35:22), and his next son, Simeon, had been
involved with Levi in slaughtering the men of
Shechem. Furthermore, Jacob’s first four sons had Leah
as their mother, and Jacob hadn’t intended to marry
Leah. The full intent of his heart was to marry Rachel,
but Laban had tricked him. Jacob might have reasoned,
“In God’s sight, Rachel was my first wife, and Joseph
was her firstborn. Therefore, Joseph has the right to be
treated as the firstborn.”

If this is the way the brothers viewed the scenario,
then it’s no surprise that they hated Joseph. Jacob knew
their true feelings and even brought it up when he was
on his deathbed. “The archers have sorely grieved him
[Joseph], and shot at him, and hated him” (49:23).

Hatred is a terrible sin because it generates other
sins, “Hatred stirs up dissension, but love covers over
all wrong” (Prov. 10:12). “Anyone who claims to be in
the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness” (1

Genesis 37

John 2:9). Hatred in the heart is the moral equivalent
of murder (Matt. 5:21-26). “Anyone who hates his
brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer
has eternal life in him” (1 John 3:15).

Envy (37:5-11)

The author of a fourteenth-century preacher’s manual
wrote that envy was “the most precious daughter of the
devil because it follows his footsteps by hindering good
and promoting evil.”¥ The author might have added
that Envy has a sister named Malice, and the two usu-
ally work together (Titus 3:3; 1 Peter 2:1). Envy causes
inward pain when we see others succeed, and malice
produces inward satisfaction when we see others fail.
Envy and malice usually generate slander and unwar-
ranted criticism, and when these two sins hide behind
the veil of religious zeal and self-righteousness, the poi-
son they produce is even more deadly.

British wit Max Beerbohm said, “People who insist
on telling their dreams are among the terrors of the
breakfast table.” Should Joseph have told his dreams to
the family, or was this just another evidence of his ado-
lescent immaturity? The two dreams couldn’t help but
irritate the family and make things worse for him. After
all, how could Joseph ever become a ruler, and why
would his brothers bow down to him? The whole thing
was preposterous. When Joseph reported the second
dream, even his father became upset and rebuked
him;> but privately, Jacob pondered the dreams. After
all, Jacob had received messages from God in dreams
(Gen. 28:12ff;; 31:1-13); so perhaps it was the Lord
who was speaking to Joseph.

Perhaps Joseph might have been more diplomatic
in the way he reported his dreams, but surely he was
right in sharing them with the family. This wasn’t “ado-
lescent enthusiasm”; it was the will of God. Had the
brothers paid attention to these two dreams, they
might have been better prepared for what happened to
them twenty years later. If Jacob had grasped the signif-
icance of the dreams, he might have had the faith to
believe that Joseph was still alive and that he would see
him again. Of course, since we know the end of the
story, it’s easy for us to criticize.

Does God speak to us in dreams today? Or do we
get our guidance only from the Spirit of God using the
Word of God as we pray and seck God’s will? In the
Old Testament, you find a good number of divine
communications through dreams, both to believers
and unbelievers, but this doesnt seem to be the norm
for New Testament Christians today. God communi-
cated through dreams when He directed Joseph, the
husband of Mary (Matt. 1:20-25; 2:12-13, 19-22),
but there’s no evidence that anybody else in the gospels
or the book of Acts ever received divine guidance
through dreams.6

When people claim that God has sent them dreams
for their instruction and guidance, or the instruction of
others, we need to be careful, for dreams can be self-
induced or even influenced by Satan (Jer. 23:25-28).
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Missionaries have told us about people they've met
whose first interest in Christ and the Bible came
through dreams, but it was the Word of God that
finally brought them to the Savior. Certainly God is
sovereign and can use dreams to accomplish His will if
no other means is available, but His normal way to
communicate is through the Spirit teaching the Word
(John 14:25-26; 16:12-15).

In the future, Joseph would be involved in inter-
preting other men’s dreams (Gen. 40—41), but there’s
no indication that he understood his own two dreams
at that time. As he waited in prison, no doubt the
meaning of the dreams became clearer and encouraged
him (Ps. 105:16-23). Understanding God’s plan
helped give him direction in his dealings with his
brothers.

The immediate result of Joseph’s sharing his dreams
was that his brothers hated him even more and also
envied him in their hearts.” He was his father’s favorite,
chosen to receive the blessings of the firstborn, wearing
a special garment, and now the recipient of strange
dreams. Why should he be so special? What would
happen next?

Violence (37:12-18)
Envy is one of the works of the flesh that comes out of
the sinful heart of man (Mark 7:22; Gal. 5:21).
Because of their envy, Joseph’s brothers sold him to the
merchants. (See Matt. 27:18 and Mark 15:10 for a par-
allel to Christ’s sufferings.) Their growing hatred was
the equivalent of murder (Matt. 5:21-26), and though
they didn’t actually kill Joseph with their hands, some
of them had done the deed many times in their hearts.

Questions (vv. 12-17). As we read this section,
several questions come to mind. First, why were Jacob’s
sons pasturing their flocks fifty miles from home when
there was surely good grassland available closer to
Hebron? Possible answer: They didnt want anybody
from the family spying on them. Second question:
Why did they return to the dangerous area near
Shechem when Jacob’s family had such a bad reputa-
tion among the citizens there (34:30)? Suggested
answer: The brothers were involved with the people of
the land in ways they didn’t want Jacob to know about.

But there’s a third question that’s even more puz-
zling: Knowing that his sons hated Joseph, why did
Jacob send him out to visit them alone and wearing the
special garment that had aggravated them so much?
One of Jacob’s trusted servants could have performed
the same task faster (Joseph got lost) and perhaps just
as efficiently. The answer is that the providential hand
of God was working to accomplish His divine purposes
for Jacob and his family, and ultimately for the whole
world. “He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who
was sold for a servant” (Ps. 105:17). God had ordained
that Joseph would go to Egypt, and this was the way
He accomplished it.

Conspiracy (vv. 18-24). It took Joseph perhaps
three days to get from Hebron to Shechem, but when
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he got there, he learned that his brothers had moved
thirteen miles north to Dothan, which meant another
day’s journey. When he came into their range of vision,
they immediately recognized him afar off (he was wear-
ing his special garment) and began to make their plans.

The combination of hatred and envy is lethal. It
simmers in the heart and waits for the spark that will
set off the explosion. The brothers didn’t have to be
tempted in order to decide to harm Joseph. All they
needed was the opportunity, and it wasnt long in com-
ing. Their derisive statement, “Here comes that
dreamer!” (v. 19) could be translated, “Here comes the
dream expert!” In this situation, Joseph’s dreams got
him into trouble, but thirteen years later, other people’s
dreams would get him out of trouble. “How unsearch-
able are his [God’s] judgments, and his ways past
finding out!” (Rom. 11:33).

Which brother first suggested that they kill him?8 It
wasn't Reuben, because his counsel was that they throw
Joseph into a dry cistern. Reuben planned to come
back and rescue his brother, but even if he succeeded,
how could he take Joseph back home? Jacob would
surely learn the truth about his sons, and his reaction
would have created more problems in the family. That
Reuben protected Joseph from death is commendable,
especially since Reuben was the firstborn son whom
Joseph replaced (1 Chron. 5:1).

Indifference (vv. 23-28). It must have given them
great pleasure to strip Joseph of his special robe and
then drop him into the empty cistern. Cisterns were
usually quite deep and had long narrow openings that
would be too high for a prisoner to reach. In order to
get out, youd need somebody to lower a rope and pull
you up (Jer. 38).

It’s difficult to understand how the men could sit
down and calmly eat a meal while their brother was
suffering and begging them to set him free (Gen.
42:21). However, hearts that have been hardened by
hatred and poisoned by thoughts of murder aren’t
likely to pay much attention to the cries of their victim.
But then, think of what our Lord’s own nation did to
Him! All of us are potentially capable of doing what
Joseph’s brothers did, for “the heart is deceitful above
all things, and desperately wicked: who can know it?”
(Jer. 17:9)

Just then, the men spied a Midianite? merchant
train moving across the plain, and this gave Judah an
idea. They could sell their brother as a slave and at the
same time get rid of him and make some money. Since
anybody taken to Egypt and sold for a slave wasn't
likely to win his freedom and come back again, there
was no danger that their plot would ever be discovered.
They forgot that God was watching and was still in
control. Jacob had inherited the covenant blessings and
this made him a very special person in the eyes of God.
The Lord had His divine purposes to fulfill, and
“There is no wisdom or understanding or counsel
against the Lord” (Prov. 21:30 Nkjv).

Starting with Cain’s murder of Abel, “man’s



inhumanity to man”10 is painfully recorded in both
biblical and secular history. We're made in the image
of God, and we belong to the same human family,
and yet we can't seem to get along with one another.
Everything from family feuds over lottery winnings
to civil wars blamed on ancient injuries gives evi-
dence that the world desperately needs a Savior who
can make hearts new.

Deception (37:29-36)

Reuben was absent when his brothers sold Joseph, per-
haps taking care of some problem with the sheep.
Maybe he absented himself deliberately so they
wouldn’t suspect his hidden plan. When he visited the
cistern, he was shocked to find that Joseph was gone.
Thus he hurried back to the camp to find out what had
happened. Certainly his attitude and actions made it
clear to his brothers that his sympathies were with
Joseph, for he tore his clothes like a man in mourning.

“He who covers his sins will not prosper” (Prov.
28:13 Nkjv) is God’s unchanging law, but people still
think they can defy it and escape the consequences.
Among Jacob’s sons, one sin led to another as the men
fabricated the evidence that would deceive their
father into thinking that Joseph was dead, killed by a
wild beast. Jacob would have no problem identifying
the special robe, and he would have no way to test the
blood. As tragic and treacherous as this deception
was, Jacob was reaping what he himself had sown.
Years before, he had killed a kid in order to deceive his
father (Gen. 27:1-17), and now his own sons were
following in his footsteps.

H. C. Leupold has translated 37:32, “And they
sent the long-sleeved cloak and had it brought to their
father.”!! Unwilling to confront their father personally,
the brothers sent a servant to Jacob to show him the
“evidence” and tell him the lie that they had concocted.
This was a brutal way to treat their father, but “the ten-
der mercies of the wicked are cruel” (Prov. 12:10 NKJV).

Prone to jump to conclusions (Gen. 32:6-8), Jacob
accepted the evidence, believed the story, and con-
cluded that Joseph indeed was dead. He went into deep
mourning, and twenty years later was still grieving over
the death of Joseph (42:36). His family tried to com-
fort him12 but to no avail. His favorite son was dead,
and Jacob would carry his grief with him to the grave.

Years later, Jacob would lament, “All these things are
against me” (v. 36), when actually all these things were
working for him (Rom. 8:28). This doesnt mean that
God approved of or engineered the brothers” hatred and
deception, or that they weren’t responsible for what they
did. It does mean that our God is so great that He can
work out His purposes even when people are doing
their worst. The greatest example of this is Calvary (Acts
3:12-26). Years later, Joseph would say, “You meant evil
against me; but God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20
NKJV).

God providentially brought Joseph safely to Egypt

and saw to it that he was sold to one of Pharaoh’s chief
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officers. Potiphar is called “captain of the guard”
(37:36), which suggests he was head of Pharaoh’s per-
sonal bodyguard and in charge of official executions.
But the important thing wasn’t that Joseph was con-
nected with such a powerful man in Egypt. The
important thing was that “the Lord was with Joseph
and he prospered” (39:2).

The workings of God’s providence are indeed awe-
some, and this ought to be a great source of
encouragement to us in the difficult circumstances of
life. “He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven
and the peoples of the earth. No one can hold back his
hand or say to him: “What have you done?”” (Dan.
4:35).

Jacob and Joseph never read Romans 8:28, but they
experienced the truth of it and saw what the hand of
God can do. If the promises worked for them, they will
work for us todayfor God and His Word have not
changed.

Notes

1 Thus far in Genesis, Joseph has been mentioned only five
times (30:24-25; 33:2, 7; 35:24). In the next fourteen chap-
ters, Jacob/Israel will be named sixty-two times and Joseph one
hundred and thirty-three times.

)

While it’s true that we have no New Testament authorization
for calling Joseph a “type” of Jesus Christ, yet there are so many
parallels between Jesus and Joseph that the evidence can’t be
ignored. The fact that some people have carried this to an
extreme shouldn’t prevent us from honestly examining the text
and looking for our Lord (Luke 24:27; John 5:39). Only two
places in the New Testament mention Joseph: Stephen’s
address (Acts 7:9-16; Heb. 11:21-22).

As Romans 6:1-2 makes clear, Romans 5:20 isn’t an excuse for

W

sin because those who sin suffered for what they do, even if
God does overrule their disobedience for ultimate good,
Joseph's brothers suffered more for their sins than Joseph did
from their hatred or the consequences of their evil deeds.
4 Fasciculus Morum: A Fourteenth-Century Preacher’s Handbook,
translated by Siegfried Wenzel (University Park: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1989), 149.
When Jacob mentioned “your mother” (v. 10), he was refer-

N

ring to Leah, who had become the mother in the home since
the death of Rachel.

6 We aren't expressly told that Pilate’s wife’s dream about Jesus
(Matt. 27:19) was sent by God in order to communicate some
truth through her to her husband.

7 Since Rachel had envied Leah (30:1), Jacob knew something
about the effects of this sin in a home.

oo

From the way Joseph later treated Simeon in Egypt (42:24), it
may be that Simeon was the ringleader. We know he had a
murderous streak in him (34:25).

o

The words “Ishmaelite” and “Midianite” were used inter-

changeably (Judg. 3:22-24). Mer-chants were called

“Ishmaelites” because many Ishmaelites were engaged in trad-

ing.

10 Poet Robert Burns uses this telling phrase in the seventh stanza
of his poem “Man Was Made to Mourn.”

11 H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker
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Book House, 1953), vol. 2, 972. In his Genesis, Robert Alter
translates it “And they sent the ornamented tunic and had it
brought to their father” (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996),
215.

12 As far as we know, Dinah was the only daughter in the family;
5o “daughters” in verse 35 means “daughters-in-law.”

INTERLUDE:

Genesis 38

JUDAH AND TAMAR

he events in this chapter seem to interrupt the
Tstory, but actually they take place during the time

of the “Joseph story.” Joseph was seventeen when
he was sold and thirty years old when he was elevated
to the throne, which gives us thirteen years. When you
add the seven years of plenty and the two years of
famine, you have twenty-two years before Joseph was
reconciled to his brothers. That’s plenty of time for
Judah to marry, beget three sons, bury two sons! and a
wife, and get involved with Tamar. If his marriage had
occurred before Joseph’s exile, you have even more time
available.

Why is this story here?

History. One of the major purposes of Genesis is to
record the origin and development of the family of
Jacob, the founder of the twelve tribes of Israel. The
Israelites went down to Egypt a large family, and four
centuries later they came out of Egypt a large nation.
Since the tribe of Judah is the royal tribe from which
the Messiah would come (49:10), anything related to
Judah is vital to the story in Genesis. Without this
chapter, youd wonder at finding Tamar and Perez in
our Lord’s genealogy (Matt. 1:3).2 Perez was an ances-
tor of King David (Ruth 4:18-22) and therefore an
ancestor of Jesus Christ (Matthew 1:1).

Morality. But this chapter has some practical values
as well. For one thing, it shows how dangerous it was
for God’s people to be in the land with the Canaanites.
There was always the temptation to live like your
neighbors instead of like the people of God.

There’s also a dramatic contrast between Judah and
Joseph. Joseph refused to compromise himself with
Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39:7-20), but Judah casually
slept with a strange woman he thought was a prosti-
tute. We also see the continued “harvest” in the family
because of deception. Jacob used a garment to deceive
his father Isaac, and Judah and his brothers used a gar-
ment to deceive Jacob (37:32). Now Tamar used a
garment to deceive Judah (Gen. 38:14)! We reap what
we Sow.

Covenant community. Judah got himself into
trouble when he separated himself from his brothers
and started to make friends with the Canaanites in the
land. Like Samson, he saw a woman he liked and took
her to be his wife (v. 2; Judg. 14). Both Abraham and

Isaac had been careful to see to it that their sons didn’t
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marry women of the land lest the “chosen seed” of
Israel be polluted with idolatry and immorality (Gen.
24:3-4; 28:1-4).3 Joseph's brothers were doing things
that their father disapproved of, but Joseph was still
safer with them than with the people of the land. At
least their presence reminded Joseph that he was a child
of the covenant (see Rom. 12:1-2; 2 Cor. 6:14—7:1).

Grace. The story of the patriarchs in Genesis
reminds us of the grace of God and His sovereignty in
human life. The men and women who played a part in
this important drama werent perfect, and some of
them were deliberately disobedient, and yet the Lord
used them to accomplish His purposes. This doesn
mean that God approved of their sins, because their
sins were ultimately revealed and judged. But it does
mean that God can take the weak things of this world
and accomplish His purposes (1 Cor. 1:26-31).

Now back to the story of Joseph.

Notes

1 We don't know what sins Er committed to deserve divine judg-
ment, but Onan’s sin was his refusal to raise up a family to
perpetuate his dead brother’s name (Deut. 25:5-10; Ruth 4).
This is called “levirate marriage” from the Latin word levir,
which means “brother-in-law.” The tense of the verbs in verse
9 indicate that whenever Onan and his wife had intercourse,
he interrupted it so she couldnt get pregnant. This repeated
refusal to obey God displeased the Lord, and God killed him.
It’s unfortunate that masturbation has been associated with
Onan (“onanism”) because it doesn’t even enter into the story.

2 Three other women besides Mary are named in Matthew’s
genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1: Tamar (v. 3) and Rahab and
Ruth (v. 5). It was unusual to name women in a Jewish geneal-
ogy and especially women such as these three. Tamar was a
Canaanite who posed as a prostitute; Rahab was a prostitute in
Jericho (Josh. 2); and Ruth was a Moabitess who converted to
Judaism (Ruth 2). All three were Gentiles, and two of them
(Tamar and Rahab) had unsavory reputations. What a demon-
stration of the grace of God!

3 God put a wall between the Jews and Gentiles, not because the
Jews were better than other nations, but because they were dif-
ferent, set apart for His divine purposes. Once the Savior had
come and died for the sins of the world, God made it clear that
there is “no difference” (Acts 10; Rom. 3:22-23; 10:12).

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Genesis 39—41

THE LORD MAKES THE DIFFERENCE

he Egypt in which Joseph found himself was pri-
Tmarily a land of small villages inhabited by

peasants who worked the land and raised grain
and vegetables. Thanks to their system of irrigation, the
annual flooding of the Nile River supplied ample water
for both the crops and the cattle. There were some large
cities such as On (Hieropolis), where Ra the sun god
was honored, and Memphis, devoted to Apis, the



sacred bull, but most of the population lived in the
small villages.

It was also a country shackled by religious supersti-
tion. The people recognized at least two thousand gods
and goddesses, including Pharaoh himself, and the spe-
cial emphasis was on preparing for the after-life when
the god Osiris would judge one’s deeds. In a very real
sense, Egypt was a land devoted to death as much as to
life.

The Egyptians were great builders, and the rulers
conscripted both slaves and their own citizens for vast
building projects. While the common people lived in
mud brick houses, the important structures were con-
structed of stone. (Some of the pyramids contain
stones that weigh as much as fifteen tons.) The govern-
ment was a large bureaucracy, with many officials at
various levels and thousands of scribes to keep the
records.

Egyptian priests and wise men studied the heavens
and the earth, developed a solar year calendar of 365
1/4 days, and became well known for their medicines.
They also perfected the art of embalming. The
Egyptians had horses and chariots, and they knew the
art of war.

There were many Semitic slaves like Joseph in
Egypt, but Joseph was very special because the Lord
was with him (39:2-3). Because the Lord was with
Joseph, he was a man of accomplishment, but what
Joseph accomplished, we can accomplish if we trust in
the Lord and seck to honor Him as he did.

Sharing God’s blessing (39:1-6)

When he was at home in Hebron, Joseph’s brothers
considered him to be a trouble-maker, but in Egypt, he
was a source of blessing because God was with him.
God promised Abraham that his descendants would
bring blessing to other nations (12:1-3), and Joseph
fulfilled that promise in Egypt. Like the blessed man
described in Psalm 1, everything he did prospered (Ps.
1:3; see also Josh. 1:8).

Joseph is a good example of a believer who trusted
God and made the best of his difficult circumstances.
He never read what Jeremiah wrote to the exiles in
Babylon (Jer. 29:7) or what Peter wrote to the scattered
Christians in the Roman Empire (1 Peter 2:13-20),
but he certainly put those instructions into practice.
Joseph would rather have been at home, but he made
the best of his circumstances in Egypt, and God blessed
him.

The blessing of the Lord was very evident to the
people in Potiphar’s household, and they knew that
Joseph was the cause. “The Lord blessed the Egyptian’s
house for Joseph’s sake” (Gen. 39:5), just as God had
blessed Laban’s house because of Jacob (30:27, 30).
Potiphar gradually turned more and more responsibil-
ity over to Joseph until Joseph was actually managing
the entire household, except for the food Potiphar ate.!

Joseph was well liked by the people in Potiphar’s
house, and in pagan, idol-worshipping Egypt, Joseph
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was a testimony to the true and living God. He was an
honest and faithful worker, and the people he lived and
worked with got the message. God took note of
Joseph’s character and conduct and made him a bless-
ing, and unknown to Joseph, God planned to fulfill the
dreams He had sent him. “Do you see a man who
excels in his work? He will stand before kings; he will
not stand before unknown men” (Prov. 22:29 Nkjv).2

But his faithful service wasn’t only a blessing to the
household, it was also a blessing to Joseph himself. Had
he stayed home with his pampering father, Joseph
might not have developed the kind of character that
comes from hard work and obeying orders. God’s
method for building us is to give us a job to do and
people to obey. He tests us as servants before He pro-
motes us to being rulers (Matt. 25:21). Before He
allows us to exercise authority, we have to be under
authority and learn to obey.

The description of Joseph in Genesis 39:6 prepares
the way for the episode involving Potiphar’s wife. Not
only was Joseph godly, dependable, and efficient, but
he was also handsome and well favored, qualities he
inherited from his mother (29:17).

Overcoming great temptation (39:7-20)

Joseph had suffered in a pit because of the hatred of his
brothers, but now he would face an even greater dan-
ger because of the lust of an evil woman. “For a harlot
is a deep pit, and a seductress is a narrow well” (Prov.
23:27 NKJV).

Potiphar’s wife treated Joseph in a humiliating way
by inviting him into her bed. She may have reasoned,
“After all, isn’t he a Jew and a slave at that? And doesn’t
he work for my husband and therefore also work for
me? Since my husband isn’t here, 'm in charge, and
Joseph is my employee. It’s his job to take orders.” She
treated Joseph like a thing, not like a person; and when
her advances were rejected, she turned against him.3

No matter how much people talk about “love” and
defend sex outside of marriage, the experience is
wrong, cheap, and demeaning. Fornication and adul-
tery change a pure river into a sewer and transform free
people into slaves and then animals (5:15-23;
7:21-23). What begins as “sweetness” soon turns into
poison (5:1-14). Joseph wasn't about to sacrifice either
his purity or his integrity just to please his master’s
wife.

It took a great deal of courage and determination
for Joseph to fight this battle day after day, but he suc-
ceeded. He explained to her why he wouldn't
cooperate: (1) She was another man’s wife, and that
man was his master; (2) he was trusted by his master
and didn’t want to violate that trust; (3) even if nobody
else found out about it, God would know it and be dis-
pleased. All she asked for was a moment of pleasure,
but to Joseph, this was a great wickedness against God
(Gen. 39:9).

Potiphar’s wife probably arranged for the other ser-
vants to be out of the way on the day she launched her
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greatest attack, but at the same time she saw to it that
they were near enough at hand for her to call them to
see Joseph’s garment. There are times when fleeing
could be a mark of cowardice (Ps. 11:1-2; Neh. 6:11),
but there are also times when fleeing is evidence of
courage and integrity. Joseph was wise enough to fol-
low the same advice Paul gave to Timothy, “Flee the
evil desires of youth” (2 Tim. 2:22).

Self-control is an important factor in building char-
acter and preparing us for leadership. “Whoever has no
rule over his own spirit is like a city broken down,
without walls” (Prov. 25:28 Nkjv). When there are no
walls, anything can get in or come out. Joseph exer-
cised self-control, but Samson used his body to gratify
his own pleasures, and Joseph ended up ruling on a
throne, while Samson ended his life buried in a pile of
rubble (Judg. 16:23-31).

For the second time in his life, Joseph lost a gar-
ment (Gen. 39:12; see also 37:23), but as the Puritan
preacher said, “Joseph lost his coat but he kept his
character.” Since Potiphar was involved in the Egyptian
judicial system, we wonder why he didnt try to put
Joseph on trial or even execute him. Of course, God
was in control, working out His wonderful plan for

Joseph, Egypt, Joseph’s family, and the world.4

Enduring injustice (39:21—40:23)

Once again, it was the Lord who made the difference.
Whether Joseph was a steward in Potiphar’s house or an
accused criminal in the prison, “the Lord was with
Joseph” and gave him success.

Learning to wait (39:21-23). “They bruised his
feet with shackles, his neck was put in irons,” said the
psalmist (Ps. 105:18), but these experiences aren’t men-
tioned in Genesis. Perhaps Joseph was bound for a
short time, but it wasn't long before the prison warden
released him and put him in charge of the other pris-
oners. Like Potiphar before him, the warden turned
everything over to Joseph and watched the work pros-
per in his hands.

God permitted Joseph to be treated unjustly and
put in prison to help build his character and prepare
him for the tasks that lay ahead. The prison would be
a school where Joseph would learn to wait on the Lord
until it was His time to vindicate him and fulfill his
dreams. Joseph had time to think and pray and to
ponder the meaning of the two dreams God had sent
him. He would learn that God’s delays are not God’s
denials.

More than one servant of God has regretted rush-
ing ahead of God’s schedule and trying to get to the
throne too soon. Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones used to
say, “It’s tragic when a person succeeds before he is
ready for it.” It’s through faith and patience that we
inherit the promises (Heb. 6:12; see 10:36), and the
best way to learn patience is through tribulation (Rom.
5:3-4). “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall
into various trials, knowing that the testing of your
faith produces patience. But let patience have its per-
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fect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lack-
ing nothing” (James 1:2—4 NKjv).

God often removes our “crutches” so we'll learn to
walk by faith and trust Him alone. Two years later, God
would use the cupbearer to help deliver Joseph from
prison. Thus Joseph’s request wasn't wasted. During
those two years of waiting, Joseph clung to the dreams
God had given him, just the way you and I would cling
to His promises. God had promised that people would
bow down to Joseph, and he believed God’s promise.
He didn't know how God would accomplish it or when
it would happen, but he knew that God was faithful.

Learning to interpret (40:1-13, 16-22). Since
the king’s prisoners were put into this prison, Joseph
met some men who held high offices and had access to
Pharaoh, among them Pharaoh’s chief butler (cup-
bearer) and the royal baker. The cupbearer’s job was to
protect the king by making certain the king’s wine was
prepared and safe to drink (Neh. 1:11—2:1). Since he
served in the very presence of Pharaoh, he was a pow-
erful man with access to the king’s ear. God brought
these two men into Joseph’s life so that He could ulti-
mately set him free and give him the throne He had
prepared for him.

Dreams played a very important part in the life of
leaders in Egypt, and the ability to interpret dreams
was a highly respected skill. So far, Joseph had pon-
dered his own dreams, but this is the first time he
interprets the dreams of others. The fact that he
noticed the looks of dismay on the men’s faces shows
that he was a caring and discerning man, and the fact
that Joseph gave God the glory (Gen. 40:8) shows he
was a humble man.

To “lift up your head” (vv. 13, 19) is a phrase that
means “to have your case considered by the king, then
be restored” (see 2 Kings 25:27; Jer. 52:31). But as far
as the baker was concerned, the phrase had a double
meaning, because Pharaoh would have him executed.
The Egyptians didn't use the gallows; they beheaded the
victim and then impaled his body on a stake (“tree”).
So, in a dual sense, the baker’s head was “lifted up.”

Joseph’s interpretations came true: The cupbearer
was restored to his position, and the baker was exe-
cuted. While Joseph was no doubt sorry for the baker,
it must have encouraged him to see that his interpreta-
tion was accurate and that Pharaoh did reconsider cases
and set people free.

Learning to trust (vv. 14-15, 23). As far as the
Genesis record is concerned, there are only two
instances of Joseph displaying unbelief; and this is the
first one. (The second is in 48:8-20 when Joseph tried
to tell Jacob how to bless the two grandsons.) Knowing
that the cupbearer would be released and have access to
Pharaoh, Joseph asked him to speak a good word for
him and get him out of the prison. Joseph was putting
his trust in what a man could do instead of depending
on what God could do. He was getting impatient
instead of waiting for God’s time.

Joseph didn’t mention his brothers or accuse them



of evil. He only said he was “stolen” (kidnapped) from
home and therefore was not a slave but a free man who
deserved better treatment. His use of the word “dun-
geon” in 40:15 (see also 41:14) doesn’t necessarily
mean that he and the other prisoners were in a terribly
wretched place. They were confined in the jail for the
king’s prisoners (39:20), which is called “the house of
the captain of the guard” (40:3), so it was certainly not
a dungeon.> It may well have been “house arrest.”
Joseph was speaking just as you and I would speak
when we want people to sympathize with our plight:
“This place is the pits!”

After his release and restoration, the cupbearer not
only said nothing to Pharaoh about Joseph, but also he
forgot Joseph completely! So much for turning to peo-
ple for help instead of waiting on the Lord. “Do not
put your trust in princes, in mortal men, who cannot
save. ... Blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob,
whose hope is in the Lord his God, the Maker of
heaven and earth, the sea, and everything in them—the
Lord, who remains faithful forever” (Ps. 146:3, 5-6).

Expecting God to work (41:1-44)

Two years have passed, and Joseph is still working in
the prison house, waiting for something to happen.
But when things started to happen, events began to
move quickly, for God’s time had come to activate His
plans for Joseph. If any chapter in Genesis reveals the
sovereignty of God, it’s this one.

God gave Pharaoh two dreams (vv. 1-8). God
caused Pharaoh to have two dreams the same night,
dreams that perplexed him and that his magicians
(soothsayers) couldn’t interpret. Note the repetition of
the word “behold” in verses 1-7, emphasizing the
vividness of the dreams and the rapidity of the
sequence. Unlike King Nebuchadnezzar, he didn’t for-
get his dreams (Dan. 2) but shared them with his wise
men. These men may have been gifted at understand-
ing dreams, but God so worked that they were unable
to interpret them.

God reminded the cupbearer about Joseph (vv.
9-13). Since the time had come for Joseph to be deliv-
ered from prison and given a throne, God prodded the
cupbearer’s memory so he could recall what had hap-
pened to him in prison. His report about Joseph’s
abilities to understand dreams was exactly what
Pharaoh wanted to hear. The fact that Joseph was
called a Hebrew (v. 12) didn’t bother Pharaoh, because
Semitic people were accepted in Egypt and even pro-
moted to hold important positions in the government.
Certainly Pharaoh would recall the dramatic events
involving the baker and the cupbearer.

God led Pharaoh to summon Joseph (vv.
14-36). Since the Egyptian people didn’t wear beards
in that day, as did the Hebrews, Joseph had to shave
himself, change his clothes, and prepare to meet
Pharaoh. For the third time in thirteen years, he gave
up his garment, but this time he would gain the gar-
ment of a ruler.

Genesis 40—41

We commend Joseph for his humility and desire to
honor the true and living God (v. 16; see also 40:8;
Dan. 2:27-28). He listened to Pharaoh describe his
two dreams and then gave him the interpretation. It
was a serious matter, for God had shown the ruler of
Egypt what He planned to do for the next fourteen
years, and Pharaoh was conscious of this fact. Now that
he knew God’s plan, Pharaoh was obligated to do what
God wanted him to do.

Knowing this, Joseph went beyond giving an inter-
pretation to making suggestions to Pharaoh, and this
took a great deal of faith and courage. But the Lord was
using Joseph, and Pharaoh accepted his suggestions.
First, Pharaoh must appoint an intelligent and wise
man to oversee the land and its harvests. Second, he
must give this man several commissioners who would
be over different parts of the land and take one-fifth of
cach harvest for Pharaoh for the next seven years.
Third, all this food must be put in storage to use when
the years of famine arrived.

God moved Pharaoch to choose Joseph (vv.
37-39). “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord,
like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes”
(Prov. 21:1 Nkjv). Joseph’s demeanor, his skill at inter-
preting dreams, and his wisdom in finding a solution to
the problem of the famine all impressed Pharaoh and
convinced him that Joseph was the man for the job.
Thirteen years before, his brothers had stripped him of
his special robe, but now Pharaoh gave him a robe of far
greater significance. The signet ring and the gold chain
were symbols of Joseph’s authority as second in com-
mand in Egypt (see also Dan. 5:7, 16, 29).

Note the series of statements prefaced with “and
Pharaoh said.” According to Genesis 41:38, Pharaoh
spoke to the officials; and in verses 39—41, he spoke to
Joseph and declared his position and authority. In verse
44, Pharaoh made the official proclamation to Joseph
and all his officers, and the matter was settled. Pharaoh
gave Joseph a new name, the meaning of which isn't
clear,® but Pharaoh continued to call him Joseph (v. 55).

Joseph was also given his own chariot with men
going before him commanding the people to bow
down to him just as they did to Pharaoh. If these unbe-
lieving Egyptians bowed down to him, surely one day
Joseph’s own family would bow down, just as God had
announced in his dreams.

Finally, along with the ring, robe, gold chain, new
name, and chariot, Joseph was given a wife,” the
daughter of one of the priests of the sun god Ra.8 The
priests in Egypt were a powerful caste, and having an
Egyptian wife would strengthen Joseph’s relationship
with the religious leaders in the land. I like to believe
that Joseph taught her about the true and living God so
that she, like Ruth, abandoned her false gods and came
“under the wings” of Jehovah, the God of Israel (Ruth
1:14-22; 2:11-12).

Forgiving and forgetting the past (41:46-57)
Opver a period of thirteen years, God enabled Joseph to
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accomplish some wonderful things. He brought bless-
ing to Potiphar’s house and to the people in the prison.
He overcame temptation, and because of that, he
endured false accusation and great injustice. Joseph was
a man of faith who expected God to work, and he was
ready and obedient when the call came. But there was
one more achievement that in some ways was greatest
of all: He was enabled by God’s grace to wipe out the
pains and bad memories of the past and make a new
beginning.

Certainly a man who could interpret the dreams of
others could interpret his own dreams. Joseph must
have concluded that the famine would bring his broth-
ers to Egypt, and that meant he would have to confront
them with their sins against him and their father. He
wanted his own heart to be clean and right before God
so that he could be a blessing to them just as he'd been
a blessing wherever God had placed him.

The name Manasseh means “forgetting.” Joseph
didn’t forget his family or the events that occurred, but
he did forget the pain and suffering that they caused.
He realized that God meant it for good (50:20).
Therefore, looking at the past from that perspective, he
attained victory over his bad memories and bitterness.
He could have carried a grudge in his heart because of
the way his brothers had treated him, but grudges are
like weeds in a lovely garden or germs in a healthy
body: they just don’t belong there.

The name Ephraim means “twice fruitful.” Egypt
had been a place of affliction for Joseph, but now he
had two sons and was fruitful in the land. But even
more, he would become fruitful as the second ruler of
the land and be used of God to save many lives, includ-
ing his own family and the nation of Israel.

It's a wonderful thing when we can come through
times of trial with the kind of attitude Joseph had,
burying past hurts and rejoicing in present blessings,
being “forgetful” and “fruitful” at the same time. What
a tragedy when people remember the painful things
others have done to them, and all their lives carry bit-
terness that robs them of peace and joy. Just as Joseph
laid aside his prison clothes and made a new beginning,
so we frequently need to “take off” the old hurts and
put on a new attitude of faith and love (Eph. 4:20-32;
Col. 3:1-17).

Joseph’s interpretation of the dreams proved accu-
rate, and Egypt enjoyed seven years of bumper crops, a
fifth of which were put into Pharaoh’s storage cities.
Then the famine came to that area of the Middle East,
and Joseph provided the food that saved the lives of the
people. But visitors started coming from other nations
to get food, and Joseph knew that one day his brothers
would arrive and bow down before him. Then would
begin the greatest drama of all: restoring relationships
in a divided home and healing wounds that had been
festering for many years.

Joseph’s conduct as a servant, prisoner, and official
was exemplary, but the way he dealt with his brothers
and brought them to repentance was a masterpiece of
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spiritual insight, patience, and love. That will be our
theme for the next two studies.

Notes
1 The Egyptians didn't eat with the Hebrews (43:32). It wasn’t
so much a matter of diet as their exclusive attitude toward

other peoples.

)

Its interesting to see how the life of Joseph illustrates the his-
tory of Israel. Like the nation of Israel, Joseph was a blessing to
the Gentiles; he suffered at their hand, and he was accused and
maligned; and yet he was delivered to become a ruler and help
to save the nations. Daniel’s experiences in Babylon parallel the
experiences of Joseph in Egypt. Like Joseph, Daniel was taken
from his home; his name was changed; he interpreted dreams;
he was promoted; and he was a source of blessing to the
Gentiles.

W

For a similar scenario, see 2 Samuel 13:1-22, and note how

Amon’s “love” turned into hatred.

4 Potiphar knew that Joseph was the reason for the prosperity of
his household, and he may have questioned whether his wife
was telling the truth. After all, the “evidence” was purely cir-
cumstantial, and it was her word against Joseph’s. But Potiphar
had to choose between justice and a happy home, and, after all,
Joseph was a slave and a Jew. We wonder how Joseph dealt
with Potiphar and his wife a few years later when he was the
second ruler of the land.

5 Since the same Hebrew word translated “dungeon” is also

translated “pit” in Genesis 37:22, 24, 28-29, perhaps Joseph

was relating the two experiences in his own mind.

(=)

Suggestions are: “abundance of life,” “the god speaks and he
88 g
lives,” “the man who knows things,” and “sustainer of life.”

&
7 Some see in Joseph’s marriage a picture of our Lord Jesus mar-
rying a Gentile bride during this time of His rejection by
Israel.

oo

On was named Hieropolis by the Greeks, which means “sacred
city.” It was dedicated to the worship of the sun god Ra. An
old couplet says, “The sun god Ra, whose shrines once covered
acres / Is filler now for crossword puzzle makers.” But in

Joseph's day, the priests of the sun god were highly respected.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Genesis 42—43

WHEN DREAMS COME TRUE

hile teaching Genesis over the “Back to the

Bible” radio network, I received a critical letter

from a listener who disagreed with my interpre-
tation of Genesis 42—44. The listener felt that Joseph
was wrong and even cruel in the way he dealt with his
brothers. Instead of “wasting so much time,” the lis-
tener suggested, Joseph should have immediately
revealed himself to his brothers and brought about
“instant reconciliation.”

True reconciliation, however, requires sincere
repentance and humble confession of sin, and often it
takes time for a person to get to that place. I believe
that Joseph dealt with his brothers in a patient, loving,



and wise way, and that’s why his approach succeeded.
God had to bring Joseph’s brothers to the place where
they admitted the evil things they had done to their
brother and their father. Shallow repentance leads to an
experience that isn’t reconciliation at all. I’s only a frag-
ile truce.

From a human point of view, Joseph would have
been happy for “instant reconciliation,” because then
he could have seen his father and his brother Benjamin
much sooner. But like a skilled physician, Joseph was
patient. He spoke and acted in such a way that the
thoughts of his brothers” hearts were revealed and God
finally brought them to true repentance.

A time of testing (42:1-35)

After the promised seven years of plenty, the years of
famine came upon the Middle-Eastern world, but
thanks to Joseph, there was abundant grain in Egypt.
God had sent Joseph ahead (45:5; Ps. 105:17) to pre-
serve his family so that one day the nation Israel could
give the world Jesus Christ, the “Bread of Life” (John
6:48).

These events took place during the first two years of
the seven-year famine (Gen. 45:6). It was a time when
Joseph’s brothers had to experience several tests that
were designed by God to bring them to repentance.

Hunger (vv. 1-2). Jacob had a large family (46:26)
and many servants, and as the famine continued, it
became more and more difficult to feed them.
Certainly the brothers knew what their father knew,
that there was grain in Egypt, but they didn’t talk about
it. Jacob noticed their strange attitude and asked,
“Why do you keep staring at each other?” Why,
indeed, did the brothers hesitate to talk about the
problem or even offer to go to Egypt to purchase food?

For one thing, the trip to Egypt was long (250-300
miles) and dangerous, and a round trip could consume
six weeks' time. Even after arriving in Egypt, the men
couldn’t be certain of a friendly reception. As “foreign-
ers” from Canaan, they would be very vulnerable and
could even be arrested and enslaved. If that happened
to Jacob’s sons, who would care for their families and
their aged father?

Perhaps too the memory of selling their innocent
brother to traders going down to Egypt haunted Jacob’s
sons. The brothers had done that evil deed over thirty
years ago and by now were convinced that Joseph was
dead (Gen. 42:13), but they hadn’t forgotten the scene
(vv. 17-24). Conscience has a way of digging up the
past and arousing doubts and fears within us.

As leader of the clan, Jacob made the decision to
send everybody but Benjamin to Egypt to purchase
food. After what had happened to Joseph, Jacob was no
doubt suspicious of his sons, and thats why he kept
Benjamin at home. Now that Joseph was gone, Jacob’s
youngest son was his only living link with his beloved
Rachel, and the old father wasn’t about to lose the sec-
ond of his two favorite sons (v. 38).

What Jacob and his sons didnt know was that the
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sovereign God was at work making sure the ten broth-
ers went to Egypt and bowed down before Joseph. In
the accomplishing of His divine purposes, God can use
a famine, a kidnapping (2 Kings 5:2-3), a royal beauty
contest (Est. 2), a sudden death (Ezek. 24:15ff.), a
dream (Dan. 2), a plague (Joel 1), and even a govern-
ment census (Luke 2:1-7). “Our God is in heaven; he
does whatever pleases him” (Ps. 115:3).

Harsh words (vv. 6-14). As second ruler of the
land, Joseph certainly didn't participate in each individ-
ual grain transaction because he had many important
things to do. Furthermore, the food supply was stored
in several cities (41:46-49), and Joseph had commis-
sioners assisting him (vv. 34-36). No doubt he provided
for the resident Egyptians in a routine manner, while
the foreigners had to be screened carefully lest they had
plans for invading the land (vv. 56-57). In the provi-
dence of God, Joseph was on hand when his ten
brothers arrived to buy grain, and he recognized them.!

Even if they had expected to meet Joseph, which
they didn’t, the ten men wouldn’t have recognized their
brother. He was seventeen when they sold him, and in
the ensuing twenty years he would have changed in
appearance far more than his older brothers. Further-
more, he was now clean-shaven like an Egyptian, he
was dressed like an Egyptian, and he spoke to them in
the Egyptian language through an interpreter.

When the ten men bowed before him, Joseph knew
that the faithful God was beginning to fulfill the prom-
ises He had revealed in the two dreams (37:7, 9). It
must have been difficult for Joseph to control his emo-
tions as he spoke harshly to his brothers, because his
natural desire would have been to speak to them in
Hebrew and reveal who he was. But that would have
ruined everything, for he knew that a// eleven brothers
had to bow before him. This meant that Benjamin
would have to come with them on their next trip.
Furthermore, Joseph’s brothers had to be forced to face
their sins and come to a place of honest confession, and
that would take time.

Four times Joseph accused them of being in Egypt
under false pretense (42:9, 12, 14, 16), and each time
the ten brothers affirmed their innocence as “true
men.” Their statement “one is not” must have moved
Joseph deeply, but he rejoiced to hear that his father
and younger brother were both alive and well.

Confinement (v. 17). Joseph put his brothers in
confinement for three days, just to teach them what it
was like to be prisoners and to give them time to think.
The KJV translates the Hebrew word as “prison” in
verse 17, but “in custody” would be closer to the orig-
inal. The word translated “prison” in Genesis 39—40,
describing Joseph’s experiences, means a prison and not
just being under guard or house arrest. Joseph suffered
as a prisoner in a real prison, while his brothers were
only confined under guard. But it taught them a les-
son. When they were released three days later, the ten
men were beginning to sense that God was dealing
with them because of their sins (42:21).

125



Genesis 42

Surety (vv. 15-16, 18-20). Since the ten brothers
insisted that they were honest men, Joseph gave them
an opportunity to prove it. He ordered them to send
one of their number to Canaan to bring Benjamin to
Egypt. He would keep the other nine brothers in con-
finement until Benjamin arrived in Egypt to prove that
their story was true.2

But then Joseph changed the “test.” He would keep
only one brother as security while all the others
returned home to get Benjamin and bring him to
Egypt. Joseph wisely concluded that the men would
eventually have to return to Egypt for more grain and
would be forced to bring Benjamin with them or else
go hungry.3 Furthermore, it was much safer for a group
of men to travel than for only two men to make the
journey, and the men did have many sacks of grain to
carry.

Joseph was genuinely concerned about his family in
Canaan and didnt want them to starve. At the same
time, he wanted to see God’s promises fulfilled so he
could be reconciled with his brothers and his father. He
had God’s assurance that all eleven brothers would
eventually bow before him, but he wanted to motivate
his brothers to act. Thats why he kept Simeon as
hostage.

Confession (vv. 21-24). This whole experience
brought the ten men to the place where conviction was
starting to germinate in their hearts. Without knowing
that Joseph could understand them, they discussed his
pleas and tears and their own hardness of heart.
Reuben didn’t solve the problem by saying, “I told you
not to do it,” but unwittingly he informed Joseph of
his kindness in trying to rescue his helpless brother
(37:21-22). But now Reuben was sure that Joseph was
dead and that divine judgment was imminent, for he
said, “Now comes the reckoning for his blood” (42:22
NASB).

At this point, Joseph’s pent up emotions simply had
to come out, so he left the room and wept privately.
This is the first of six such experiences, for Joseph also
wept when he saw his brother Benjamin (43:29-30),
when he revealed himself to his brothers (45:2), when
he met his father in Egypt (46:29), when his father
died (50:1), and when he assured his brothers that they
were truly forgiven (v. 17). What makes a person weep
is a good test of character.

Why did Joseph select Simeon to be the hostage
when Reuben was the firstborn? Probably because he
appreciated Reuben’s attempt to rescue him from his
brothers, and Simeon was Jacob’s number two son.
Simeon was also known to be a cruel man (34:25;
49:57), and perhaps Joseph hoped to teach him a les-
son. We don’t know how many family secrets Jacob
shared with his favorite son Joseph or what part they
played in this decision.

When I think of the way Joseph behaved toward his
brothers, the verse that comes to mind is Romans
11:22: “Behold therefore the goodness and severity of
God” (“Consider therefore the kindness and sternness
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of God,” N1v). Joseph was certainly kind to his broth-
ers in spite of the severity of his speech and some of his
actions, and what he did was for their good. His moti-
vation was love and his purpose was to bring them to
repentance and reconciliation. We need to remember
this the next time we think God is treating us unjustly.

A time of tension (42:25—43:15)

When the nine brothers prepared to leave Egypt,
Joseph graciously provided food for their journey. It
wasn't easy for them to leave Simeon behind, but they
were sure theyd return for more grain and be able to
bring Benjamin with them. It seemed that the clouds
were starting to lift, but they didn’t realize the tensions
that were yet to come in their family in the days ahead.

Fear and perplexity (vv. 25-35). At Joseph’s
command, his steward replaced the brothers’ money
in their sacks, but later the steward said he had
received their silver and he gave credit to the Lord
(43:23). Either the steward was lying, which is doubt-
ful, or Joseph paid for the grain himself so that he
could care for his father and the relatives he hadn’t
seen in over twenty years. The money in the sacks was
also part of his plan to test his brothers and prepare
them for their next trip to Egypt.

But there are some problems relating to the discov-
ery of the money. When one brother found the silver
in his sack (42:27-28), all the men must have searched
through their sacks and found the rest of the silver. At
least that’s the story they told Joseph’s steward when
they arrived in Egypt on their second visit (43:21). But
if that's what happened, why did the brothers act sur-
prised and frightened when they opened their sacks on
arriving home? (42:35)

To say that their account to the steward was merely
a “condensed report” of what had happened is to
accuse them of having very poor memories. They
specifically stated that it was at “the lodging place”
(“the inn,” KJv), and not at home, that they discovered
the money in the sacks. We assume that this statement
is correct because they had no reason to lie to Joseph’s
steward, the one man whose help they desperately
needed. And why lie when they were returning all the
money?

What are the possible solutions? Perhaps the stew-
ard put some of the money in the provision sacks and
some in the grain sacks. The money in the provision
sacks was found when they camped for the night, but
the rest of the money wasn’t discovered until they emp-
tied the other sacks at home. But the writer clearly
stated that each man found all his money at the first
stopping place (43:21; “the exact weight,” N1v), which
means that the nine brothers had done a quick search
immediately and found all the silver.

If that’s true, then perhaps the brothers replaced the
money in the sacks with the intention of deceiving
their father by acting surprised when the money was
discovered at home. But 42:35 is written as though
their surprise and fear were genuine responses to find-



ing the money. And why deceive their father about the
money? They hadn't stolen it, and they could take it
back on their next trip. Anyway, Jacob didn’t seemed
worried about it; his only comment was “Perhaps it was
a mistake” (43:12).

Whatever the explanation, the experience put fear
and perplexity into the hearts of the brothers. “What is
this that God has done to us?” they asked (42:28 Nkjv).
They knew that they were innocent concerning the
money, but could they convince the Egyptians? Their
lives could be in danger (43:18).

Their report to their father only made the old man
feel worse, especially when he heard the news about
Simeon’s confinement and the future involvement of
Benjamin. The whole episode should have led Jacob
and his sons to some heart-searching and confessing of
sin, but apparently it didn’t. It would have been a good
time for them to seek the Lord and pray for His help
and direction. However, in spite of their failures, God
was still at work and His purposes would be fulfilled.

Despair (vv. 36—38). It was all too much for Jacob.
“It is always me that you bereave,” he cried (v. 36),4
thus hinting that he suspected his sons were behind
Joseph’s mysterious disappearance. “All these things are
against me!” was a valid statement from a human point
of view, but from God’s perspective, everything that
was happening was working for Jacob’s good and not
for his harm (Rom. 8:28).

It’s sad to see Jacob again expressing his special love
for Joseph and Benjamin, something that must have
hurt the other sons. Hadn't the ten boys made the dif-
ficult trip to Egypt to help preserve the family? Was it
their fault that the Egyptian officer asked too many
personal questions, called them spies, and took Simeon
as hostage? Were they responsible for the return of the
money? Jacob could have been more understanding,
but he was still grieving the loss of Joseph (Gen.
37:35); and the loss of Simeon and the possible loss of
Benjamin were more than he could bear.

Considering that Reuben was out of favor with his
father (35:22), Reuben should have kept quiet, but
perhaps he felt obligated to act like a leader since he
was Jacob’s firstborn son. His suggestion was ridicu-
lous. What right did he have to offer his sons’ lives as
compensation for the loss of Benjamin? Did he discuss
this idea with his wife and sons? Furthermore, how
would the death of two innocent boys offset the loss of
one of Jacob’s two favorite sons? Was Reuben offering
to sacrifice one son for Joseph and one for Benjamin?
How would this make matters better in the home?

Jacob would have nothing to do with Reuben’s sug-
gestion or with any suggestion that threatened
Benjamin’s safety. The statement “he is left alone”
(42:38) means “Benjamin alone is left of Rachel’s two
sons.” It was another selfish statement from Jacob that
made the other sons feel they were second-class mem-
bers of the family. Benjamin must be protected even if
the whole family starves! A crisis doesn’t make a man;
it shows what a man is made of. Jacob was revealing his
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true affections, just as he had done when he had met
Esau (33:2).

Delay (43:1-10). Week by week, the family
watched their food supply diminish, but knowing their
father’s feelings, none of the sons dared to bring up the
subject of a second trip to Egypt. The tension in the
home must have been unbearable, especially for
Benjamin. While Jacob was protecting his preferred
son, who was voicing concern for Simeon in Egypt and
his family in Canaan? Unwilling to face reality, Jacob
was living in a private dream world and making others
suffer.

When the supplies were gone, Jacob told his sons to
go “buy a little food”; and that was the opportunity for
Judah to step forward and take command of a delicate
situation.’ Jacob’s blindness to his unhealthy relation-
ship with Benjamin and his selfish nurturing of grief
over Joseph (37:35), plus his hidden suspicions about
his sons, all combined to make him a man difficult to
deal with.

Judah reminded his father that they couldn’t return
to Egypt without taking Benjamin along. Jacob tried to
put the blame on the boys for even mentioning their
youngest brother, again trying to make them feel guilty
because of his sorrows. “Why did you bring this trou-
ble on me?” (43:6)

Judah wisely sidestepped debating with his father
concerning issues that had come up before about mat-
ters that couldn’t be changed. Judah offered to become
surety for Benjamin to guarantee his safe return home.
This generous offer indicates that Judah had experi-
enced a change of heart since the sale of Joseph
(37:26-27). Perhaps his experience with Tamar had
taught him some lessons (chap. 38). Judah made it
clear that this was a matter of life and death (43:8, 10)
and even reminded Jacob of his own words (42:2).

Unbelief (vv. 11-15). There’s a difference between
surrendering to God’s loving providence and bowing to
blind fate, and Jacob’s statements show where he stood.
“If it must be so. ... If T am bereaved of my children, I
am bereaved” (vv. 11, 14). This kind of response cer-
tainly doesn’t sound like the Jacob of Bethel who
claimed the promises of God and had angels caring for
him! Nor is it the Jacob who led his family back to
Bethel for a new beginning with the Lord. His feelings
of grief and despair had almost extinguished his faith.

Always the controller, Jacob told his sons exactly
what to do. Of course, there had to be a present for the
Egyptian ruler who could release Simeon (see
32:13f£.)%; and they had to take twice the amount of
money so they could return the money they found in
their sacks as well as purchase more food. It’s interest-
ing that Jacob said, “Take your brother also” (43:13)
and not “Take also my son.” Was he emphasizing their
personal responsibility to take care of their own flesh
and blood?

He sent them off with his blessing (v. 14), asking
that E/ Shaddai (God Almighty, the All-Sufficient One)

change the heart of “the man” so he would show mercy
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by releasing Simeon and not hurting Benjamin. But his
final statement didn’t give evidence of much faith or
hope: “If T be bereaved of my children [Joseph,
Benjamin, and Simeon], I am bereaved.” Perhaps he
wanted those pathetic words to echo in his sons’ minds
as they journeyed to Egypt.

A time of transition (43:16-34)

The nine brothers had enough to think about on their
trip without pondering their father’s chronic grief. In
fact, they faced three difficult problems for which they
had no answers: (1) Explaining to the officials why they
had the money; (2) effecting Simeon’s release from con-
finement; and (3) protecting Benjamin. But by the
time they were heading back home, they thought all
these problems had been solved.

The problem of the money (vv. 16-23a). It’s
likely that some of Joseph’s servants saw the brothers
entering the city and quickly informed him of their
arrival. He arranged for a banquet at his house, but the
brothers concluded that they were going to his house
because they were in trouble. Somebody knew about
the money, and they would be arrested and punished,
perhaps even enslaved or killed.

In a situation like that, you look for the nearest
mediator, and they wisely turned to Joseph’s steward. If
they could convince him of their innocence, then he
could present their case to Joseph, who might excuse
them. They were in for another surprise, because the
steward knew more about the money than they did,
and he assured them that they had nothing to fear (v.
23).

Simeon’s release (v. 23b). The steward then went
to get Simeon, and he brought him to his brothers. It
must have been a time of great rejoicing, and Simeon
was especially grateful that Benjamin had come along
to rescue him. How did the steward know that
Benjamin was present and that Simeon should be
released? Joseph told him. Did Simeon learn anything
from his time in confinement? If Jacob’s words on his
deathbed are any indication, he probably didn't
(49:5-7). It’s tragic when we waste our suffering and
don’t use it as an opportunity to grow.

Benjamin’s protection (vv. 24—34). The last thing
the brothers expected was to be entertained at a ban-
quet in the home of the second ruler of the land, the
man who had dealt so severely with them during their
first visit. When Joseph arrived, the brothers bowed
and gave him their gifts, and they bowed again when
they replied to his question about their father. Now all
eleven brothers bowed before him, and now the dreams
were fulfilled.

Seeing his own full brother Benjamin caused Joseph
to weep (see 42:24), so he left the room until he could
get control of himself. Joseph’s sensitive heart was a
miracle of God’s grace. For years dead Egyptian idols
and the futile worship given to them had surrounded
Joseph, yet he had maintained his faith in God and a
heart tender toward his own people. He could have
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hardened his heart by nursing grudges, but he preferred
to forgive and leave the past with God (41:50-52).

The eleven brothers were in for more perplexing
surprises. For one thing, they were seated according to
their birth order, and there was no way the Egyptians
could have acquired this information. Also, Joseph sent
special plates of food to his guests, making sure that
Benjamin got five times more than the others. Instead
of worrying about Benjamin’s safety, the brothers real-
ized that the Egyptian ruler had taken a liking to their
youngest brother, and this was a great encouragement
to them.

This was a time of transition as the brothers moved
from fear to peace, for punishment because of the
money was no longer an issue; from bondage to free-
dom, for Simeon had been released; and from anxiety
to joy, for Benjamin was not in danger. So Joseph’s
brothers ate and drank as if there were no famine in the
land, and they rejoiced at the generosity of the ruler at
the head table.

However, this was a false and transient joy, because
the brothers had not yet dealt with their sins. It’s one
thing to be relieved and quite something else to be for-
given and reconciled. They needed to ask Joseph’s
forgiveness for the way they had abused him, and they
owed their father an apology for deceiving him and
grieving his heart.

To experience false joy and peace is a perilous thing,
and to think that we're right with God because life is
casier and problems less threatening is to court disaster.
As it was in the days of Noah and the days of Lot, so
shall it be in the day when Jesus returns (Luke
17:26-30). People will be self-confident as they carry
on their daily activities and cultivate their sins, but
judgment will fall, and there will be no escape.

Anything short of humble repentance and confes-
sion will not bring about reconciliation with God or
with one another. “There is a way that seems right to a
man, but in the end it leads to death” (Prov. 14:12).
Like the wealthy farmer in Christ’s parable, people have
false confidence because they think everything is secure
for years to come, only to discover that they have left
God out of their lives (Luke 12:16-21).

The next act in the drama will bring these matters
to a head, and, oddly enough, the activity will center
around Benjamin, the young man whom his brothers
thought was above suspicion and beyond danger.

Notes

1 "Recognition” is a minor theme that runs through the story.
The brothers recognized Joseph at a distance and began to plot
(37:18); Jacob was asked if he recognized Joseph’s blood-
stained garment (vv. 32-33); and Tamar asked Judah if he
recognized his personal possessions (38:25).

2 Later, when the brothers looked back at their experiences, they
would see that this “test” was a hint that this Egyptian official
would recognize Benjamin when he saw him! After all, the
brothers could bring any Jewish man of the same age as
Benjamin, and the Egyptians wouldn’t know the difference.



Also, the fact that the official questioned them closely about
their father and brother was another hint that he was more
than interested in their family (43:7).
3 The ominous statement “that you may not die” in verse 20
refers to their starvation if they didn't return to Egypt for more
food. There is also the hint thart the brother held hostage might
be executed.
The Torah (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society,
1962), 79.
5 Judah’s increasing leadership in the family begins to emerge
(44:14, 16, 18-34; 46:28), and his descendants would become
the royal tribe, out of which the Messiah would come
(49:49:8-12).
These delicacies couldn’t be obtained in Egypt.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Genesis 44—45

TRUTH AND CONSEQUENCES

There is ground for declaring that modern man has
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become a moral idiot.”

Those words were published in 1948 on
page 1 of Ideas Have Consequences by Dr. Richard M.
Weaver, then Professor of English in the College of the
University of Chicago. His book dropped like an
atomic bomb on the post-war academic community
and was called by one reviewer “a profound diagnosis
of the sickness of our culture.” The message of the
book was simple: If you don't live according to the
truth, then you must suffer the consequences.

Dr. Weaver should see the moral situation today!
Not only has society rejected truth, but also it no longer
believes in consequences. In today’s world, truth is what-
ever you want to believe, and if you believe the wrong
thing, you don’t have to worry about the consequences.
There are none. Since moral absolutes simply don’t
exist, you can do whatever you please and get away
with it. “Be sure your sin will find you out” (Num.
32:23) no longer applies. No truth—no consequences.

For twenty-two years, Joseph’s brothers had fol-
lowed that philosophy and carefully covered their sins.
They hadn’t told the truth and apparently had reaped
no serious consequences. Furthermore, they weren't
afraid of being exposed because the only person who
could witness against them was Joseph, and they were
sure he was dead (Gen. 44:20). But the truth had to
come out, both for their good and the success of God’s
plan of salvation for the world. There are four scenes in
this moving drama that begins with bad news and cli-
maxes with good news.

Confrontation: false confidence destroyed
(44:1-13)

Joseph had one more stratagem in his wise plan for
bringing his brothers to repentance, and this one
involved his own beloved full-brother Benjamin.
Once Jacob’s sons had faced their sins and repented,
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Joseph could reveal who he was, and they could be
reconciled.

Overjoyed. When the eleven brothers left Joseph’s
house, they had every reason to be joyful (v. 34). They
hadnt been arrested for stealing the grain money,
Simeon had been released, Benjamin was safely travel-
ing with them, and they were going home at last. They
had also been honored guests at a wonderful feast, and
the generous ruler had sent them on their way with
their sacks full of grain. It was indeed a happy day.

But their joy was only a mirage. Authentic joy and
peace can never be based on lies; they must be founded
on truth. To build on lies is to build on the sand and
invite certain judgment. Apart from righteousness,
there can be no real peace, but only a fragile truce that
eventually erupts into war. “The work of righteousness
will be peace, and the effect of righteousness, quietness
and assurance forever” (Isa. 32:17 NKJV).

Overtaken (vv. 1-6). The brothers must have been
surprised when they saw Joseph’s steward and his guard
following them, little realizing that their sins were
about to catch up with them. The brothers were cer-
tainly stunned when the steward accused them of
rewarding evil for good. But the biggest shock came
when he announced that one of the brothers was a thief
who had stolen his master’s special silver cup.!

Overconfident (vv. 7-12). So sure were the broth-
ers of their innocence that they defended themselves
passionately. For one thing, they argued; they weren
the kind of men who went around stealing things.
Hadn't they proved their honesty by telling the steward
about the money they found in their grain sacks? If
they were thieves, they would have kept the money and
said nothing.

In their defense, however, they went too far, for
they offered to have the guilty party slain and them-
selves put into servitude. In doing this, they were
imitating their father, for Jacob had made a similar
statement when dealing with Laban (31:32). But the
steward rejected that offer and made another proposal:
The culprit would become his servant, and the rest of
the men could return home.

When the steward searched the sacks, he height-
ened the tension by working his way from the eldest
brother to the youngest (44:12). This was the second
time the brothers wondered how the Egyptians knew
their birth order (43:33). Once again, each man’s
money was found in his sack, but nothing special is
said about this in the text. While the steward was look-
ing for the silver cup, the presence of their money in
the sacks must have frightened the men. When the cup
was found in Benjamin’s sack, the brothers were sure
that this was the end.3

Overwhelmed (vv. 13). The brothers showed gen-
uine grief and distress by tearing their garments as if
someone had died. Imagine the thoughts that raced
through their minds as they traveled back to the city.
How could they prove their innocence? Did Benjamin
really do it? Would he be made a slave or possibly be
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slain? Why did they make such a foolish offer in the
first place? What would Judah say to his father when he
returned home without his youngest brother? Since
their money was found in their sacks, would all of
them be condemned as thieves?

Since he was responsible for Benjamin, no doubt
Judah was preparing his appeal and perhaps praying
that the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob would
give him success. His speech indicates that Judah
decided to tell the truth and confess his sins and the
sins of his brothers.

Confession: brotherly concern displayed
(44:14-34)

The phrase “Judah and his brothers” (v. 14) alerts us
that Judah was now the spokesman for the family. True,
it was Judah who suggested they sell Joseph
(37:26-27), and it was Judah who unwittingly com-
mitted incest with his daughter-in-law (chap. 38), but
by the grace of God, people can change and make new
beginnings. Let’s remember Judah for his courageous
and compassionate speech and not for his foolish sins.

Submission (vv. 14-17). Joseph was on hand to
meet his brothers, for this was the occasion he'd been
anticipating for years. When they arrived, his brothers
didn’t merely bow before him; they prostrated them-
selves on the ground, eleven frightened and broken
men. This was the third time they had bowed before
him (42:6; 43:26); so Joseph’s prophetic dreams had
more than been fulfilled.

In his opening words, Judah made it clear that he
wouldn’t even try to defend himself and his brothers,
for what could he say? It's when guilty sinners’ mouths
are shut and they stop defending themselves that God
can show them mercy (Rom. 3:19).

The phrase “God has found out the iniquity of your
servants” (Gen. 44:16 Nkjv) doesn’t refer only to the
discovery of the grain money or to the silver cup. The
statement also refers to their hidden sins, the way they
had treated Joseph and their father years before. On
their first visit to Egypt, they had expressed this feeling
of guilt and had moved Joseph to tears (42:21-24).

Before telling them who he was, Joseph wanted to
discover their attitude toward Benjamin. Thus he
announced that Benjamin would remain in Egypt as
his slave while the rest of the men returned home. It
was then that Judah came to Benjamin’s defense in the
longest speech by a human found in the book of
Genesis, and one of the most moving speeches found
anywhere in the Bible. Eight times in this defense,
Judah called Joseph “my lord,” and thirteen times he
used the word “father.” Little did Judah realize that
each time he used the word “father,” or referred to his
brother Benjamin, he was reaching the heart of the
man who held their future in his hands.

Surety (vv. 18-34). Judah reviewed their recent
family history and reminded Joseph of facts he knew as
well as they did, perhaps better. Judah’s aim was to
make a case for the release of Benjamin so he could go
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home to his aged father. To begin with, Benjamin was
there only because Joseph had required him to come.
The families back in Canaan would starve to death if
the brothers had left Benjamin at home. The sugges-
tion perhaps is that, if Benjamin hadn’t come along,
perhaps none of this trouble would have happened.

Judah then made it clear that if Benjamin remained
in Egypt, their father would die, and he even quoted
Jacob’s own words to prove it (v. 29; see also 42:38).
Jacob and Benjamin were so bound together in the
bundle of life (1 Sam. 18:1; 25:29) that Jacob couldn’t
live without his youngest son. Did Judah know that
this powerful Egyptian ruler before him had two young
sons of his own, and was he hoping that his story
would touch a father’s heare?

Judal’s final appeal was to offer to remain in Egypt
as the substitute for Benjamin. That Judah should
declare himself surety for his youngest brother (Gen.
43:8-10) and willingly offer to take his place surely
touched Joseph’s heart. Judah was certain he'd been the
cause of Joseph’s death, and he didn’t want to be the
cause of Jacob’s death. Over twenty years before, Judah
had seen his father’s deep grief at the loss of Joseph, and
he had no desire to see this repeated.

This poignant speech certainly revealed Judah’s
concern for both his aged father and his youngest
brother. In fact, Judah almost begged to become
Josephs slave! “Now then, please let your servant
remain here as my lord’s slave in place of the boy”
(44:33). It was indeed a new Judah who stood before
Joseph, a man whom Joseph knew could be trusted.
The time had now come for Joseph to reveal himself to
his brothers.

We need to remind ourselves that Jesus Christ is the
Surety for those who have trusted Him (Heb. 7:22).
He has assumed the responsibility for us to make sure
that we will come to the Father (John 14:1-6). Jesus is
“bringing many sons to glory” (Heb. 2:10 Nkjv), and
He will see to it that each of them arrives safely. Judah
was willing to take Benjamin’s place and separate him-
self from his father, but Jesus actually took our place
and died for us on the cross, crying, “My God, my
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). He is
our Surety and He cannot fail.

Compassion: gracious forgiveness demonstrated
(45:1-15)

Since this was an official meeting, other Egyptian offi-
cers were present, but now that he was about to settle a
long-standing family matter, Joseph wanted his broth-
ers all to himself. His interpreter, and perhaps other
officials present, would understand their conversation
in Hebrew, and everybody would be able to witness the
brothers’ tears and expressions of love. It was time for
family privacy.

Recognition (vv. 1-4). The simple statement “I
am Joseph” exploded like a thunderclap in their ears
and brought terror to their hearts. All kinds of con-
fused thoughts suddenly began to tumble about in



their minds. How could this Egyptian ruler know the
name of their deceased brother? Why is he claiming to
be somebody they know is dead? But if he truly is
Joseph, why has he been treating them this way and
what will he do to punish them for their sins? They
were speechless. Every mouth was stopped as they
stood guilty before their judge (Rom. 3:19).

But two things should have encouraged them: He
was asking them to come closer, something Egyptians
didn’t do with the Hebrews (Gen. 43:32), and he was
weeping uncontrollably. This is now the third time
Joseph has wept because of his brothers, but this is the
first time publicly. He spoke to them again and not
only identified himself as Joseph but also told them
what they had done to him! The family secret was a
secret no more.

Reassurance (vv. 5-8). Since Joseph could see his
brothers’ mixed responses of fear and bewilderment, he
encouraged them with words that came from a loving
and forgiving heart. Yes, they had done wrong and were
guilty, yet he told them not to dwell on their sins but
on what God had done for all of them. God overruled
the brothers’ hateful attitude and cruel actions and
worked it all out for good. (See Joseph’s words in
50:20, which is the Old Testament version of Romans
8:28.) His brothers were responsible for Joseph’s suffer-
ings, but God used them to accomplish His divine
purposes.

The story of Joseph and his brothers encourages us
to recognize the sovereignty of God in the affairs of life
and to trust His promises no matter how dark the day
may be. “There are many plans in a man’s heart, never-
theless the Lord’s counsel—that will stand” (Prov.
19:21 nxyv). God sent Joseph to Egypt so that Jacob’s
family could be preserved and the nation of Israel be
born and ultimately give the Word of God and the
Savior to the world. Without realizing it, Joseph’s
brothers were helping the Lord fulfill His covenant
with Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3).

Relocation (vv. 9-13). Since Joseph was “lord of
all” (v. 8; see also Acts 10:36), why should his family
live in destitution in Canaan? Five more years of
famine were ahead of them, and it would be foolish
to make repeated trips to Egypt to obtain food.
Joseph instructed his brothers to hurry home, give
the good news to his father that he was alive, pack
whatever belongings they needed, and come to Egypt
to live permanently. He promised to protect them
and provide for them. The land of Goshen was a fer-
tile area of Egypt where Jacobs family and their
descendants could live close to one another without
fear.

The news was too good to be true, and perhaps
some of the brothers exhibited skepticism and hesita-
tion (Luke 24:41). Was this offer just another clever
trap, like the hidden grain money and the “stolen” cup?
But Joseph was speaking to them in their own Hebrew
tongue and not through an interpreter (Gen. 45:12; see
42:23); and though they hadn’t seen him for twenty-
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two years, surely they could recognize their own
brother’s voice and manner of speech. At least
Benjamin would recognize his own full brother!

Reconciliation (vv. 14-15). It wasn’t a time for
explanations and excuses but for honest expressions of
love and forgiveness. Joseph embraced his brothers and
kissed them, especially Benjamin, and they all wept
together. Because hidden sin had been exposed and
dealt with, and forgiveness had been granted, mercy
and truth met together, and righteousness and truth
kissed each other (Ps. 85:10).

But keep in mind that this reconciliation was possi-
ble only because Joseph had suffered and triumphed,
and its a beautiful picture of what the Lord Jesus
Christ did for sinners in His death on the cross and His
resurrection. Like Jesus, Joseph went from suffering to
glory, from the prison to the throne, and was able to
share his wealth and glory with others. In his defense
before the Jewish council, Stephen took pains to point
out that Joseph revealed himself to his brothers “the
second time” (Acts 7:13). This too is a picture of
Christ’s experience with His own people Israel: They
rejected Him when He came the first time (John 1:11;
5:43), but they will recognize Him and receive Him
when He comes the second time, and they will weep
and repent (Zech. 12:10—13:1).4

“Afterward his brothers talked with him” (Gen.
45:15) is a simple sentence that speaks volumes in what
it doesn’t report. When Joseph was a teenager at home,
his brothers so hated him that they couldn’t even speak
to him (37:4), but now that they've been reconciled
and forgiven, communication is possible. We have
every reason to believe that they apologized for the way
they treated him, and certainly they updated Joseph on
the family news, especially news about their father. The
reconciliation of estranged brothers and sisters ought to
lead to restored fellowship and joyful communion (2
Cor. 2:1-11). Joseph didn’t put his brothers on proba-
tion; he freely forgave them and welcomed them into
his heart and his home.

You can’t help but contrast the way Joseph dealt with
his brothers’ sins and the way King David dealt with the
sins of his sons (2 Sam. 13—19). Joseph was loving but
firm; he knew that his brothers must be brought to the
place of repentance and confession before they could be
forgiven and trusted with responsibility. David, however,
forgave his sons without asking for evidence of real
repentance, and his abnormal affection for Absalom
almost cost him the devotion of his people.

Like Amnon and Absalom, David had been guilty
of sexual sin, and this may have affected his ability to
deal with their crimes. Joseph was a man of purity and
integrity, and his approach to dealing with his brothers’
sins was much more mature and Godlike. It isn’t nec-
essary for us to wallow in the mud in order to
sympathize with the needs of sinners or help them
clean up their lives. Jesus was the friend of sinners
(Matt. 11:19; Luke 7:34) and yet was “holy, harmless,
undefiled, separate from sinners” (Heb. 7:26).
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Celebration: good news declared (45:16-28)

The Egyptians whom Joseph had asked to leave the
room probably lingered close to the door so they could
be the first to find out what was going on and report
it to Pharaoh. When they heard Joseph and his broth-
ers weeping and understood why, they carried the
news to Pharaoh who rejoiced that Joseph’s brothers
were now with him. After all, Joseph was the savior of
the nation and a “father” to Pharaoh (45:8), and the
ruler of Egypt wanted to give a royal welcome to
Joseph’s family.

Promises (vv. 16-21). Joseph had already told
his brothers to relocate in Egypt. So it’s likely that he
and Pharaoh had previously discussed this idea and
that Pharaoh had approved. Pharaoh’s words not only
verified what Joseph had promised, but also they
promised even more. He promised them “the fat of
the land” to enjoy and wagons for carrying their fam-
ilies and whatever goods they wanted to bring with
them to Egypt. Because of Joseph, Jacob and his fam-
ily had the great ruler of Egypt working for them and
providing what they needed!

Gifts (vv. 22-23). The brothers had taken Joseph’s
robe from him when they sold him to the merchants
(37:23), but he gave each of them new clothes to wear.
In Scripture, a change of clothes is often the sign of a
new beginning (35:1-7; 41:14), and this was certainly
a new beginning for Jacob’s eleven sons.

Joseph’s brothers had sold him for twenty pieces of
silver, but Joseph gave Benjamin fifteen times that
amount.” He also provided the men with extra food
and ten extra animals to carry the food and to draw the
carts for their return to Egypt with their families. It
would take a great deal of food to feed Jacob and sixty-
five members of his family as they traveled to Egypt.

Knowing human nature in general and his brothers
in particular, Joseph gave them one final admonition:
“Don'’t quarrel on the way!” (45:24).6 During their first
meeting with Joseph, Reuben had already expressed the
Hebrew equivalent of “I told you so” (42:21-22), and
Joseph didnt want that to happen again. The matter
had been settled once and for all and there was no need
to discuss it or to try to fix the blame or measure the
guilt. “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for
brethren to dwell together in unity” (Ps. 133:1)!

Revival (vv. 25-28). Jacob was happy to see his
sons safely home again, especially Benjamin about
whom he had been particularly concerned. But Jacob
wasn't prepared for the incredible report that (1) Joseph
was alive; (2) he was the second ruler of Egypt; (3) he
wanted the whole family to move to Egypt; and (4) he
would care for all of them. How much good news can
an old man handle in one day?

“Jacob’s heart fainted” (v. 26) literally means his
heart “grew cold” or “grew numb.” He almost had a
heart attack! The news was too good to believe, but he
couldn’t deny the presence of the carts that Joseph had
sent and the extra animals to carry the burdens and
draw the carts. His spirit revived as he contemplated
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seeing Joseph and having his united family around him
until he died. He was 130 years old when he went to
Egypt (47:9) and died at 147, which means he had sev-
enteen years in which to enjoy the family, especially
Joseph and the two grandchildren he had never seen
before (v. 28).

The brothers surely told their father the truth about
what they had done to Joseph, and they certainly asked
Jacob to forgive them for causing him twenty-two years
of grief. It’s likely that the old man wasn’t too surprised
at their confession, for hedd been suspicious all along
that his sons carried a dark secret in their hearts
(42:36). Seventeen years later, on his deathbed, Jacob
would have his day in court when he would gather his
sons around him and tell them the truth about them-
selves and God’s plans for their future (chap. 49).

The sovereign God has overruled the plots of sin-
ners and accomplished His will for Jacob, Joseph, and
his brothers. For the next four centuries, the Jews will
be in Egypt, first as honored guests and then as suffer-
ing slaves, but through it all, God will mold them into
the nation they needed to be in order to do what He
wanted them to do.

“O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judg-
ments, and his ways past finding out” (Rom. 11:33).

Notes

1 A godly man of faith like Joseph wouldn’t use any form of div-
ination, nor did he need to. God could never approve then
what He later prohibited in the law (Lev. 19:26; Num. 23:23;
Deut. 18:10). Divination was only a part of the plot. By now,
the men were sure that his master knew everything!

2 The “God forbid” statement in verse 7 of the Authorized
Version is better translated “Far be it from your servants to do
such a thing.” Jewish people were careful not to invoke God’s

name carelessly in oaths.

W

The word “found” is repeated eight times in this chapter (vv.
8,9, 10, 12, 16 [twice], 17, 34) The phrase “come on my
father” [KJV] is “find my father” in the Hebrew.

4 Stephen also pointed out that the Jews rejected Moses the first
time he offered to help them (Acts 7:23-29), but accepted his
leadership when he came the second time (vv. 30-306).

wn

Perhaps this money was a kind of “redemption payment” from
an offended party to say that everything was now forgiven and
the matter was never to be brought up again (see Gen.
20:14-16). Both the clothing and the money were certainly
left with Joseph in Egypt and claimed later when the family
arrived in their new home. There was no need to carry either
gift to Canaan and then back to Egypt.

N

The Hebrew word translated “fall out” in the KJv means “to
shake, to tremble.” While the word could describe personal
agitation that might lead to a family argument, it could also
refer to the brothers” lack of peace in their own hearts. About
what might they be disturbed? (1) Their aged father’s response
to the news that Joseph was alive. It might shock him so much
that he'd die. (2) Their obligation to tell Jacob the truth about
what they had done to Joseph. (3) And how this confession
would affect Jacob and their relationship with him. (4)



Concern whether Joseph might change his mind and decide
not to forgive them (see 50:15-21).

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Genesis 46—48

GRANDFATHER KNOWS BEST

A]ewish proverb says, “For the ignorant, old age is

as winter; but for the learned, it is a harvest.”

Jacob was now 130 years old; and during those
years, he had learned many important lessons about
God, himself, and other people, especially his sons.
Some of those lessons in the school of life had been dif-
ficult to learn, and Jacob hadn’t always passed every test
successfully. But now, thanks to God’s goodness and
Joseph’s faithfulness, Jacob would reap a rich harvest in
Egypt during the next seventeen years. His closing
years wouldn't bring winter with its cold and storms.
Jacob’s sunset years would be as the autumn, with the
warm golden sunshine of peace and the bounties of
God’s gracious harvest.

A pilgrim’s confidence (46:1-3)

Change is something most elderly people fear and
resist, and we can't blame them. Familiar surroundings
and furnishings, and the presence of family and long-
time friends, all give older folks a feeling of confidence
and control that makes life feel safer and happier. Jacob
had lived with his family in Hebron for many years,
but now the time had come for all of them to move.

God’s promise (vv. 1-4). Jacob and his family left
Hebron (37:14) and traveled for about a week until
they came to Beersheba, the southernmost town in
Canaan (Josh. 15:21, 18).1 Beersheba was a very spe-
cial place to Jacob, for there Abraham had dug a well
(Gen. 21:30) and there Abraham lived after offering
Isaac on Mount Moriah (22:19). Isaac had also lived at
Beersheba (26:23, 32-33), and it was from the home
in Beersheba that Jacob left for Laban’s house to find a
wife. At Beersheba, God had appeared to Hagar
(21:17) and to Isaac (26:23-24), and now He would
appear to Jacob.

Since Jacob was about to leave his own land and go
into a strange country, he paused to build an altar and
worship the Lord. It’s good to ask for God’s special help
and blessing when we're about to enter a new phase in
life. I recall seeing an entire family come to the front of
the church at the close of a worship service and kneel
to pray. Since the father was in the armed forces and
was being transferred to another base, the whole family
joined him in committing themselves to the Lord for
this new venture.

But why should Jacob worry about going to Egypt?
Didn't his son Joseph instruct him to come? Wasn it
the wisest thing to do in light of the continued famine
in the land? Perhaps Jacob was fearful because he
remembered that his grandfather Abraham had gotten
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into serious trouble by going to Egypt (12:10ff.). And
when Jacob’s father Isaac started toward Egypt, the
Lord stopped him (26:1-2). Egypt could be a danger-
ous place for one of God’s pilgrims.

But the Lord came to Jacob at night and assured
him that it was safe for him and his family to relocate.2
“Jacob, Jacob!” reminds us of “Abraham, Abraham”
(22:11), “Samuel, Samuel” (1 Sam. 3:10), “Martha.
Martha” (Luke 10:41), and “Saul, Saul” (Acts 9:4). It’s
encouraging to know that the Lord knows our names
and our personal needs (John 10:3, 14, 27). Jehovah
wanted to remind Jacob that He wasn’t limited to the
land of Canaan, for He’s the Lord of all the earth,
including Egypt (Josh. 3:11, 13; Ds. 83:18). God
would go with Jacob to Egypt and be with him to bless
him, just as He had been with Joseph and blessed him
(Gen. 39:2, 21). Jacob had nothing to fear, because the
Lord would keep the promises He had made to him at
Bethel (28:15).

Why did God want Jacob’s family to live in Egypt?
Because in Egypt He would multiply Jacob’s descen-
dants and make them into a great nation (12:2). The
Jews would begin their sojourn in Egypt under the pro-
tection of Pharaoh, enjoying the best of the land.
Centuries later, however, the Jews would be suffering
cruel bondage in Egypt and crying out to God for
deliverance (Ex. 1; 2:23-25). But God would use their
suffering to mold them into a mighty nation under the
leadership of Moses.

God gave Jacob the added assurance that he would
die in Egypt and that his beloved son Joseph would see
to it that his funeral would be an honorable one.3
Jacob’s body would be brought back to Canaan and
buried in the cave where Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and
Rebekah, and Leah had been buried (49:30-31). On
the basis of these promises, Jacob left Canaan and
moved to Egypt.

God’s blessing (vv. 5-27). Pharach had told them
not to bother to bring their possessions since the
wealth of all Egypt was at their disposal (45:20), but it
would have been cruel to abandon their livestock dur-
ing a famine, and no doubt they brought some of the
personal possessions they treasured. In typical Semitic
fashion, the males are named in this list but not the
females, except for Jacob’s daughter Dinah (46:15).
“Daughters” in verse 7 must refer to daughters-in-law,
since we know of no other daughters born to Jacob.

It must have encouraged Jacob to see how God had
multiplied his descendants, protected them, provided
for them, and kept them together for this important
move. Some of the family may not have realized it, but
they were a very special people to the Lord because He
had important work for them to do in the years ahead.
That little band of migrants would eventually bring
blessing to the whole world (12:1-3).

The record lists first the sons, daughter, and grand-
sons of Leah (46:8-15), followed by the families of
Zilpah (vv. 16-18), Rachel (vv. 19-22), and Bilhah (vv.
23-25), a total of seventy people.4 Jacob’s words at
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Jabbock come to mind: “With my staff I passed over
this Jordan; and now I am become two bands” (32:10).
His descendants would become as numberless as the
sand of the sea and the stars of the heaven (15:5; 22:17;
26:4; 32:12), because the Lord keeps His promises.

God’s goodness (vv. 28-30). The eleven brothers
had already been reunited with Joseph, but now Jacob
would meet him after a separation of twenty-two years.
That Jacob chose Judah to be their guide indicates that
he trusted his son, which suggests that the men had
told their father everything and were in his good graces
again. Now Jacob could see the hand of God in all that
had happened. In spite of his past failures, Judah now
proved himself faithful, and his descendants were even-
tually named the royal tribe (49:8-12).

The land of Goshen was located in the northeast
part of the Nile delta, an area of about nine hundred
square miles, very fertile and excellent for grazing cat-
tle. It was there that Joseph and his father met each
other, Joseph waiting in his royal chariot and Jacob rid-
ing in one of the wagons Pharaoh had provided. For
the fifth time, we find Joseph weeping, although there’s
no specific statement that Jacob wept. Perhaps Jacob
was so overcome with joy and thanksgiving to God at
seeing Joseph again that he was unable to shed tears.

Jacob’s statement in verse 30 reminds us of Simeon’s
words when he beheld the infant Jesus: “Lord, now You
are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to
Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation” (Luke
2:29-30 NKJv). Jacob seemed to be preoccupied with
sorrow and death rather than with the joys of spending
his latter years with his family and especially Joseph.>

Joseph’s dreams had all come true. Now it was time
to share the joys and sorrows of life with his extended
family.

A ruler’s benevolence (46:31—47:27)

Although Joseph was a “father” to Pharaoh (45:8), it
was still necessary for Joseph’s family to be officially
presented at court as new “resident aliens” in Egypt.
Since Joseph and Pharaoh had already agreed to settle
his family in Goshen, the brothers” appearance at court
was a formality, but an important one.

Pharaoh and Joseph’s brothers (46:31—47:6).
Joseph was careful to brief his family on what it meant
to be a shepherd in Egypt. The fact that Jacob’s sons
had brought their flocks and herds along indicated
clearly that they were planning to stay in Egypt and
continue their occupation. Knowing that the Egyptians
were prejudiced against shepherds, Joseph’s emphasis
was on the herds of cattle and not the flocks of sheep.
However, they didn’t lie about their occupation but
were honest and aboveboard in all their dealings with
Pharaoh.

We don’t know which five of his brothers Joseph
selected to represent the family or why they were cho-
sen. A keen student of human nature and a discerning
man, Joseph knew which of his brothers could best
meet Pharaoh and make a good appearance. But
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Pharaoh kept his promises and gave them the best of
the land for their families and their flocks and herds,
and he requested that they care for his herds as well.
This was quite a promotion for the eleven sons of
Jacob. One day they were ordinary resident aliens, and
the next day they were Pharaoh’s official herdsmen!
Joseph had been kind to Pharaoh, and now Pharaoh
showed kindness to Joseph’s family.

Pharaoh and Joseph’s father (vv. 7-10). Pharaoh
must have been anxious to meet the aged father who
meant so much to Joseph. The first thing Jacob did was
to bless Pharaoh in the name of his God, and he also
blessed Pharaoh at the close of their interview. In this,
Jacob was a good example of how a true believer is to
relate to those who are outside the family of God (see
1 Peter 2:11-17). In spite of his failings, and we all
have them, Jacob brought God’s blessing wherever he
went.

Everybody has some metaphor to describe life—a
battle, a race, a trap, a puzzle—and Jacob’s metaphor
was that of a pilgrimage. The patriarchs were pilgrims
and strangers on the earth (Heb. 11:13-16), but so are
all of God’s people (1 Chron. 29:15; 1 Peter 1:1; 2:11).
We agree with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob that this
world is not our home. Our time here is brief and tem-
porary, and we're eagerly looking for our permanent
home, the city of God in heaven.

“My years have been few and difficult,” Jacob told
Pharaoh (Gen. 47:9), who probably thought that 130
years was far from “few.” But Isaac had died at 180
and Abraham at 175, so comparatively speaking,
Jacob’s pilgrimage was a short one. The word “evil”
(xyv) doesn’t imply wickedness, but rather “misery” or
“distress.” Jacob’s life had been a difficult one, but
now it would close with seventeen years of peace and
happiness.

We can’t help but admire Joseph in the way he han-
dled the relocation of his family and their presentation
to Pharaoh. He was surely a gifted administrator. In a
land devoted to the worship of numerous gods and
goddesses, it was important that Joseph’s family bear
witness by their conduct to the true and living God.
Peter called this “having your conduct honorable
among the Gentiles” (1 Peter 2:12 NKJV).

Pharaoh and Josephs people (47:11-27).
Pharaoh allowed Joseph’s family to settle in the best
part of the land of Egypt, where they were more than
adequately cared for, and yet the native Egyptians had
to pay dearly to sustain their lives. As the remaining
five years (45:6) of the famine came and went, the
Egyptian people became poorer and poorer, until
finally they had to sell themselves into slavery in order
to live. To make food distribution easier, many of the
farm workers were moved into the cities until such
time as seed would be available for planting.

By the time the famine ended and farming could
begin again, Pharaoh possessed all the money in Egypt
and owned all the people and all their property, except
the land of the priests, and the farmers had to pay a



fifth of the harvest to Pharaoh as an annual tax. Not
only had Joseph saved the nation from starvation, but
also he had set up an economic system that enabled
Pharaoh to control everything.

And what were the people of Israel doing?
Multiplying! (See Ex. 1:7.) By the time Moses led the
nation out of Egypt, the Jews numbered at least 2 mil-
lion people.® God had promised that He would make
them a great nation, and He kept His promise.

Pharaoh was a pagan ruler who worshipped a mul-
titude of false gods, and yet the Lord worked in his
heart and used him to care for Jacob and his family
(Prov. 21:1). Too many Christian believers today think
that God can use only His own people in places of
authority, but He can work His will even through
unbelieving leaders like Pharaoh, Cyrus (Ezra 1:1ff;
Isa. 44:28), Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 25:9; 27:6), and
Augustus Caesar (Luke 2:1fF).

A grandfather’s inheritance (47:28—48:22)

Jacob had enjoyed Joseph for seventeen years in
Hebron (37:2), and now he would enjoy Joseph and
his sons for seventeen years in Egypt (48:28). It was
tragic that the sins of his sons had robbed their father
of twenty-two years of Joseph’s life, but even in this sac-
rifice, God had beautifully worked out His plan and
cared lovingly for His people.

Jacob plans his burial (47:28-31). Since Jacob
had rejected Reuben, Joseph was now performing the
duties of the firstborn son, including the burial of the
father. Jacob knew that his days were numbered, and
he wanted to be sure that he would be buried in the
Promised Land and not in Egypt. Someone might
argue that Jacob was making a mistake, because the
Egyptians were experts at interring bodies, but that
wasn't the issue. Jacob was one of God’s pilgrims, and
he wanted to be buried with his family in the land that
would one day be home for his descendants (49:29-32;
23:1#t).

Jacob’s desire was that his funeral would be a clear
witness that he was not an idol-worshipping Egyptian
but a believer in the true and living God. When you
stop to think that your funeral and burial are the last
public testimonies you will ever give, it makes you
want to plan carefully. Making your last will and testa-
ment is important, but don’t neglect your last witness
and testimony.

During my pastoral ministry, I've seen professed
Christians make all kinds of ill-advised plans for their
funerals, including selecting songs and readings that
had no relationship to the Bible or the Christian life.
Some of these choices were out-and-out pagan, and the
only reason given was that they were favorites of the
deceased. It hasn’t been easy to preach the gospel after
such performances. Lets follow the example of Jacob
and carefully plan our funeral to the glory of God.
Joseph not only promised to fulfill his father’s wishes,
but later he also asked his brothers to make the same
promise to him that he made to their father (50:24-26).

Genesis 47—48

Jacob adopts his grandsons (48:1-20). Jacob was
bedfast, his sight was failing (v. 8), and he knew that
the end was near. But when Joseph walked into the
room, Jacob mustered enough strength to sit up on the
side of his bed and talk with his son about matters that
were too important to delay. He didnt talk about the
difficulties of his life; he spoke about God Almighty
(vv. 3, 11, 15, 20-21) and what He had done for His
servant.

When Abraham was nearing death, his desire was to
find a wife for Isaac and transfer to him the blessings of
the covenant (chap. 24). Sad to say, when Isaac thought
he was going to die, he wanted to eat his favorite meal
and then bless his favorite son, who was not God’s
choice to bear the covenant blessings (chap. 27). Jacob’s
concern was to bless Joseph, whom he had made his
firstborn, and then adopt Joseph’s two sons as his own
and make them “sons of Israel.” It’s a good thing to be
able to end your life knowing you've completed God’s
business the way He wanted it done.

Jacob reviewed some of the experiences of his pil-
grimage with God, beginning with the promises God
had given him at Bethel (vv. 3—4; see 12:1-3) and
including the death of his beloved Rachel, Joseph’s
mother (48:7). Jacob assured Joseph that God would
multiply their number and one day take them out of
Egypt into their inheritance in the land of Canaan.
Joseph’s two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, would have
an inheritance in that land, because their grandfather
was adopting them.

As we've seen, Joseph replaced Reuben, Jacob’s first-
born (49:3-4; 1 Chron. 5:2), and now Joseph’s sons
would replace Simeon and Levi (Gen. 49:5-7), Jacob’s
second and third sons. The Levites were given no
inheritance in the Promised Land but lived in forty-
four cities scattered throughout Israel (Num. 18:20;
Deut. 18:2; Josh. 13:33; 14:4; 21:1ff.); and Simeon
was eventually absorbed into the tribe of Judah (Judg.
19:1-9). In this way, God punished Levi and Simeon
for their anger and violence at Shechem (Gen. 34).

Not only did Jacob adopt his two grandsons, but he
also gave them his special blessing. Jacob was probably
sitting on the side of the bed and the boys were stand-
ing before him, while Joseph was bowed down with his
face to the ground.” Whether the boys realized it or
not, it was indeed a solemn occasion.8

For the fifth time in the book of Genesis, we meet
a reversal of the birth order. God had chosen Abel, not
Cain; Isaac, not Ishmael; Jacob, not Esau; and Joseph,
not Reuben;? and now He would choose Ephraim over
Manassch. Joseph was upset with what his father did
and tried to change his hands, but Jacob was guided by
God and knew what he was doing. (This is the only
recorded instance of Joseph being displeased with his
father or anybody else.)!0

In blessing Joseph’s sons, Jacob also blessed Joseph,
for the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh became strong
leaders in Israel. Jacob gave all the glory to God, the
God who called his fathers and blessed them, who
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shepherded him all his life and cared for him, and who
saved him from evil and harm even though he had
experienced great difficulty.

Jacob shares his wealth (vv. 21-22). Joseph
received an unexpected gift that day, a piece of land
that Jacob had taken in battle from the Amorites. This
is the only evidence we have that Jacob was an accom-
plished warrior. This victory may have occurred during
the painful Shechem affair (34:25-29).11 Jesus would
meet the woman of Sychar there and lead her to saving
faith (John 4:15). Being now the firstborn, Joseph was
eligible for a double portion of the blessing (Deut.
21:15-17), and Ezekiel 47:13 indicates that in the
future kingdom, Joseph will have two portions of land.

Jacob had now blessed Joseph’s sons, and now it was
time to meet all his sons and bless them.

Notes

The familiar phrase “from Dan to Beersheba” meant “from the

—_

northernmost border of Israel to the southernmost border”
(Judg. 20:1; 1 Sam. 3:20; 2 Sam. 3:10; etc.).

God had revealed Himself to Jacob and spoken to him when
he left home to go to Haran (28:10ff.) and when he left Haran
to go back to Bethel (35:91f.).

3 The nearest relative had the task of closing the loved one’s eyes

[SS)

at the time of death. Thus this statement is the first hint that
Joseph would be named Jacob’s firstborn in the place of
Reuben (1 Chron. 5:1-2).

Leah’s 33 + Zilpahs 16 + Rachel’s 14 + Bilhah’s 17 = 70, and
Dinah makes 71. But Er and Onan had died (v. 12), and
Joseph and his two sons were already in Egypt; so the number
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of people who went with Jacob was 71-5 = 66, as stated in
verse 26. When you add Jacob, Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons,
you have a grand total of seventy (see Ex. 1:1-5). In his address
before the Jewish council, Stephen said there were seventy-five
persons in the company (Acts 7:14), a number found in the
Greek translation of the Old Testament known as the
Septuagint, which was popular among Hellenistic Jews in that
day. The Septuagint text included the three sons of Ephraim
and the two sons of Manasseh (Num. 26:28-37; 1 Chron.
7:14-15, 20-25).

Jacob often mentioned his bereavement and spoke of his death
and burial (42:36, 38; 37:35; 44:22, 29, 31; 45:28; 46:30;
47:29; 48:21; 49:29-32). Perhaps he inherited this disposition
from Isaac, who announced his “imminent” death many years
before it occurred (27:1-4). Yet Isaac lived to be 180 years old,
longer than either Abraham or Jacob.

At the time of the Exodus, there were 600,000 adult males in
the nation (Ex. 12:37). So when you add women and children,
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the total population would be 2 million or more.
7 The mentioning of the knees in 48:12 reminds us that to “bear
a child upon one’s knees” is a phrase referring to adoption
(30:33). Later, Joseph would adopt the children of his grand-
son Machir to replace Ephraim and Manasseh (50:23).
Joseph was married at age thirty (41:45-52) and was thirty-
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nine years old when he was reunited with Jacob, who was 130
when he came to Egypt. Joseph was then fifty-six years old
when his father died at 147. His sons were both young men at

the time and not little children.
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9 In so doing, God was replacing Leah (the elder) with Rachel
(the younger). It was another reversal of birth order.

10 While we have no biblical grounds for doing it, one is tempted
to see the cross pictured in the crossing of Jacob’s hands. The
sinner’s birth order is reversed when he or she trusts Jesus
Christ, for it’s the second born whom God receives, not the
firstborn. All of this is made possible because of our Lord’s sac-
rifice on the cross.

11 This piece of property must not be confused with the one that
Jacob had purchased (33:19) and where he was finally laid to
rest (Josh. 24:32).

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Genesis 49

THE FAMILY WITH A FUTURE

enesis 49 is usually titled “Jacob Blesses His

Sons,” but Jacob used the word “bless” only with

reference to Joseph (vv. 25-26). Three times in
verse 28 we're told that Jacob’s words were “a blessing”
upon the sons, and in a prophetic sense, they certainly
were, for Jacob announced what the Lord had in store
for them in the future.! But Jacobs “blessing” was
much more than that.

For one thing, Jacob’s words were a revelation of
human character and conduct as well as of divine pur-
poses. Three of the sons learned that their past conduct
had cost them their future inheritance (vv. 3—7), for we
always reap what we sow. But something else was true:
Jacob’s prophetic words must have given great encour-
agement to his descendants during their difficult time
of suffering in Egypt, as well as during their unhappy
years wandering in the wilderness. Jacob assured each
tribe of a future place in the Promised Land, and that
meant a great deal to them.

But even more, you find in Jacob’s “last witness and
testimony” a beautiful revelation of the gracious Lord
who had cared for His servant for so many years.
There’s also a revelation of the Messiah, who had been
promised to Jacob’s people. In these words of Jacob,
you meet Shiloh (v. 10), Salvation (Yeshua, v. 18), the
Mighty One, the Shepherd, and the Stone (v. 24), and
the Almighty (v. 25), all of which point to our Savior,
Jesus Christ.

As he addressed them, Jacob followed the birth
order of the sons, beginning with Leah’s six sons? and
closing with Rachel’s two sons, Joseph and Benjamin.

The sons of Leah (49:3-15)
God gave Jacob six sons by Leah, the wife whom he
didn’t want (Gen. 29:31-35; 30:14-21). She was dis-
tinguished by being the mother of Levi, who founded
the priestly tribe, and Judah, the father of the royal
tribe.

Reuben (vv. 3—4). Jacob spoke directly to Reuben,
his eldest son, but what he had to say wasn’t very com-
plimentary. An old sin hed committed finally caught



up with Reuben (35:22; Num. 32:23), and he lost his
privileges as the firstborn son. Jacob gave that blessing
to Joseph and his two sons (1 Chron. 5:1-2). As Jacob’s
firstborn son, Reuben should have been a strong man
with dignity, who brought honor to his father and fam-
ily, but he turned out to be a weak man, who disgraced
his family by defiling his father’s bed.

“Unstable as water” (Gen. 49:4) speaks of both tur-
bulence and weakness. Reuben’s arrogant attitude and
reckless way of life weren't fitting for a firstborn son.
Water is certainly weak in itself, but turbulent water
can be very destructive. It’s difficult to find in Scripture
any member of the tribe of Reuben who distinguished
himself as a leader. The tribe declined in numbers
between the Exodus and the entrance into the
Promised Land (Num. 1:20-21; 2:11; 26:7), moving
from seventh to ninth place.3 Dathan and Abiram were
Reubenites who gave leadership in the rebellion of
Korah (Num. 16:1), which led to the deaths of thou-
sands of people.

The tribe of Reuben settled on the east side of
Jordan with the tribe of Gad and the half tribe of
Manasseh, because the land there was good for their
flocks and herds. The army of Reuben didn’t heed the
call of Deborah and Barak when they fought the
Canaanites (Judg. 5:15-16). Apparently they didn’t
have the resolute courage to enter the battle, but years
later they did send soldiers to assist David at Hebron (1
Chron. 12:37).

Simeon and Levi (vv. 5-7). Reuben’s costly sin was
lust, but Simeon and Levi were guilty of anger and vio-
lence in their unrestrained massacre of the Shechemites
(Gen. 34:25-31). It was right to avenge the raping of
their sister Dinah, but it wasn’t necessary to wipe out
innocent people just to gratify their own desire for
revenge.

Since it was dangerous to be “in their assembly,”
God arranged that the two tribes would not be able to
assemble or do anything together. The tribe of Simeon
was eventually absorbed into the tribe of Judah (Josh.
19:1, 9), and the tribe of Levi was given forty-cight
towns to live in, scattered throughout the land (chap.
21). Indeed, the brothers were “divided in Jacob and
scattered in Israel.”

Judah (vv. 8-12). Jacob had paraded the sins of
Reuben, Simeon, and Levi, but he said nothing about
Judah’s suggestion that the brothers sell Joseph as a
slave (37:26-27). Jacob realized now that what Judah
did at least saved Joseph’s life and got him to Egypt,
where God had a work for him to do. Jacob also said
nothing about Judah’s sin with Tamar (Gen. 38).

Jacob’s estimation of Judah had gradually risen
higher, especially since Judah had offered himself as
surety for Benjamin, and surely Joseph had told Jacob
about Judah’s compassionate plea on behalf of his
youngest brother. When Jacob and the family moved
to Egypt, it was Judah whom Jacob sent ahead to make
things ready (46:28). Judah had made some mistakes,
but he had also made some things right with his father
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and his family, and that was the difference between
him and his three elder brothers.

The name Judah and the Hebrew word for “praise”
are very similar (29:35), and Judah did live up to his
name.> He founded the royal tribe that gave Israel their
kings, some of whom were godly leaders, and that ulti-
mately brought Jesus Christ into the world (Heb.
7:14). Judah was a conquering tribe and a ruling tribe,
and it stayed faithful to the Davidic line when the
nation divided.

Since God appointed Judah to be the royal tribe, it
was logical to associate the tribe with the lion, the king
of the beasts.6 (See also Num. 24:9; Ezek. 19:1-7; Mic.
5:8; Rev. 5:5.) Jacob compared Judah to a lion’s cub, a
lion, and a lioness (Gen. 49:9). Who would dare rouse
a lion when he’s resting after feeding on the kill, or a
lioness while she’s guarding her cubs?

The name “Shiloh” in verse 10 has given rise to
many interpretations and speculations, but the most
reasonable is that it refers to the Messiah (Num.
24:17). The phrase could be translated “until he comes
whose right it is [the scepter, i.e, the rule],” because the
word Shiloh means “whose it is.” The ancient rabbini-
cal scholars took Shiloh to be a name of the promised
Messiah, who alone had the right to claim rule over
God’s people Israel.

The description in verses 11-12 certainly goes
beyond Judah’s time and speaks of the blessings of the
kingdom age when the Messiah shall reign over Israel.
Nobody in Old Testament times would use a choice
vine for a hitching post for his donkey, because such an
act would certainly ruin the vine and probably cause
the loss of the animal. Nor would the man’s wife waste
their precious wine by washing clothes in it! This is the
language of hyperbole. It describes a land so wealthy
and a people so prosperous that they can do these out-
rageous things and not have to worry about the
consequences. During the Kingdom Age, when the
Messiah reigns, people will enjoy health and beauty (v.
12), because the devastating enemies of human life will
have been removed.

Zebulun (v. 13). While not directly on the
Mediterranean coast, the tribe of Zebulun was assigned
land close enough to the sea to make the transport of
goods profitable for the people. Zebulun was located
on an important route that carried merchandise from
the coast to the Sea of Galilee and to Damascus. Moses
said, “For they shall partake of the abundance of the
seas” (Deut. 33:19 Nkjv; see Josh. 19:10-16). For the
most part, the Jews weren't a seafaring people, but the
tribe of Zebulun did business with the Phoenicians east
of them and provided imported goods to the people
west of them.

However, they were also a brave people whose war-
riors had excellent reputations (1 Chron. 12:33).
Deborah and Barak praised the men of Zebulun for
rallying to the cause and fighting Sisera (Judg.
5:14-18). Elon, one of the judges, was from this tribe
(12:11-12).
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Isaachar (vv. 14-15) was situated at the eastern
end of the fertile Jezreel Valley (Josh. 19:17-22), sand-
wiched between Zebulun and the Jordan River. The
judge Tola was from Isaachar (Judg. 10:1-2); the men
of Isaachar fought against Sisera (5:15); and David had
soldiers from that tribe who understood the times and
knew what Israel should do (1 Chron. 12:32). Many of
the men of this tribe were valiant in battle (7:5).

We today think of a donkey as an ignoble beast of
burden, but in Old Testament times, kings rode on
donkeys (1 Kings 1:38ff). The image in Genesis
49:14-15 is that of a strong people who weren't afraid
to carry burdens. The people of Isaachar were hard
working and devoted to the soil. They were content
with their lot and made the most of it. This tribe pro-
duced no great heroes, but their everyday labor was a
help to others. After all, not everybody in Israel was
called to be a Judah or a Joseph!

Of Leah’s six sons, three lost God’s best blessings
because of their sins: Reuben, Simeon, and Levi. They
remind us that purity and self-control are essential to
godly character. Zebulun and Isaachar were “everyday
people” whose tribes served others but werent especially
known for their exploits. We need farmers and merchants
if the machinery of life is to run smoothly. Finally, only
one son—]Judah—was preeminent among his brothers,
the royal tribe that conquered enemies and produced
kings, including the King of kings, Jesus Christ.

The sons of Bilhah (49:16-18, 21)

Bilhah, Rachel’s maid, was given to Jacob to bear him
children because Rachel was at that point childless
(30:1-8).

Dan (vv. 16-18). The name Dan means “to judge”
(30:6), and his tribe produced one of the most famous
judges, Samson (Judg. 13—16). The tribe of Dan was
given a fertile land bordering the Mediterranean Sea in
Philistine territory (Josh. 19:40-48), but they werent
able to drive out the Philistines. In order to gain more
land, they moved north and conquered the people of
Laish and took their land (v. 47; Judg. 18:1-29).

By associating Dan with the serpent, Jacob revealed
his crafty nature and his habit of making sudden attacks
on his enemies. The tribe’s conquest of the defenseless
people of Laish is an example of their subtle tactics, and
their setting up an image in their territory shows that
they weren't wholly devoted to the Lord (v. 20). Two
centuries later, King Jeroboam set up one of his idola-
trous golden calves in Dan (1 Kings 12:28-30).

Dan is left out of the genealogies in 1 Chronicles
2—10 and in the tribal listing in Revelation 7:1-8. Is
this because of their idolatry? However, when Ezekiel
described the placing of the tribes during the kingdom
age, he had a place for Dan (Ezek. 48:1-2).

The exclamation, “I have waited for your salvation,
O Lord!” (Gen. 49:18 Nxjv) suggests that Jacob was in
communion with the Lord while he was speaking to his
sons. Was he asking God for special strength to finish
what he had to say? Or was he announcing that the Lord
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would soon call him into eternity? The word translated
“salvation” is yeshua, which gives us the name Joshua,
“Jehovah is salvation.” The Greek form is “Jesus.”

Naphtali (v. 21). For some reason, Jacob spoke to
Gad and Asher, the sons of Zilpah, before he spoke to
Dan’s brother, Naphtali. This tribe’s location was north
of Zebulun and Isaachar and contained the Sea of
Galilee. Zebulun and Naphtali were a part of the dis-
trict called “Galilee of the Gentiles,” which was spoken
of by the prophet Isaiah (Isa. 9:1-2) and where Jesus
ministered (Matt. 4:12—16). Note that Zebulun and
Naphtali were distinguished for their bravery in battle
(Judg. 5:18).

The image of “a hind [doe] let loose” suggests a
free-spirited people, not bound to tradition. The tribe
was located in the hill country. So this image was cho-
sen wisely. Moses said they were “satisfied with favor,
and full of the blessing of the Lord” (Deut. 33:23
NKJV). The last clause—"he gives goodly [beautiful]
words” (NKJv)—suggests that they were a poetic people
who could express themselves well. Possessing the abil-
ities to run like does and speak beautiful words, the
people of Naphtali would make ideal messengers.

The descendants of Bilhah’s two sons seem to be
contrasting peoples. Dan turned away from faith in the
true God and trusted in idols. They became a deceptive
people who exploited others to get what they wanted.
But Naphtali has no judgment against it. When the
Assyrians invaded the northern kingdom of Israel,
Naphtali was one of the first tribes to be taken and
deported (2 Kings 15:29).

The sons of Zilpah (49:19-20)

Zilpah was Leah’s maid, given to Jacob to bear him
more children after Leah had ceased bearing (30:9-13).
However, later Leah gave birth to Isaachar, Zebulun,
and Dinah (vv. 14-21).

Gad (v. 19). His name can mean both “good fortune”
(30:11) and “a troop.” Because of the tribe’s location on
the east side of the Jordan, enemy troops could easily
invade their territory. Jacob assured the Gadites that no
conquest would be final, but that they would eventually
conquer their enemies. This verse literally reads, “Troop
[Gady], a troop will troop upon him, but he will troop on
their heels.” An old man on his deathbed, Jacob could
still make a clever wordplay out of his son’s name. The
Gadites were great warriors (Josh. 22:1-6). Moses com-
pared them to a brave lion that could rend the arms and
heads of its enemies (Deut. 33:20).

Asher (v. 20). The name means “blessed” or
“happy” (30:13). Since the tribe of Asher wasn’t able to
drive out the inhabitants of their territory (Judg.
1:31-32), they settled down to be an agricultural peo-
ple, taking advantage of the fertile land God gave them
(Josh. 19:24-30). Moses said that Asher was “most
blessed,” referring to its wealth of olive oil and the
security of its cities (Deut. 33:24-25). Indeed, Asher’s
food was rich, and the tribe even provided special deli-
cacies “fit for a king.”



The sons of Rachel (49:22-27)

Jacob didn’t hesitate to make it known that Rachel was
his favorite wife and that her two sons were his favorite
children. This kind of favoritism caused a great deal of
trouble in the family, and yet God overruled it to
accomplish His own purposes. Jacob said more about
Joseph than about any of the other sons, but he didn’t
have much to say about Benjamin.

Joseph (vv. 22-26). Jacob used the word “bless” at
least six times in his speech to and about Joseph. He
compared Joseph to a fruitful vine (or bough of a fruit
tree), drawing water from a spring (Ps. 1:3) and grow-
ing over the wall. It was Joseph who was taken from
home and lived in Egypt, and the word “fruitful”
points to his son Ephraim (Gen. 41:52), founder of a
tribe that grew greatly and expanded its territory (Josh.
17:14-18).7 Neither Joseph nor his sons could be
hemmed in!

Jacob used the image of “archers” to describe the
suffering that Joseph experienced at the hands of his
brothers and his master in Egypt. In Scripture, shoot-
ing arrows is sometimes an image of telling lies and
speaking hateful words (Ps. 57:4; 64:3—4; Prov. 25:18;
26:18-19; Jer. 9:8). Joseph’s brothers couldn’t speak to
him in a civil manner (Gen. 37:4), and they lied about
him to their father, and Potiphar’s wife falsely accused
Joseph and helped put him into prison. Indeed, the
archers shot mercilessly at the innocent young man.

But Joseph didn't shoot back! God strengthened him
so that his words were always true, and it was this
integrity that eventually led to his release from prison
and his elevation to being second ruler of the land. But
the reference to bows and arrows goes beyond the image
of lies; it also reminds us of the military skill of the men
of Ephraim (Judg. 8:1ff; 12:1ff; Josh. 17:17-18).

Jacob used three more special names of the Lord:
the Mighty [One] of Jacob, the Shepherd, and the
Stone [Rock]. Jehovah deigns to be called “the God of
Jacob,” and as “the mighty God,” He cared for Jacob’s
needs, helping him with his difficult work (31:36-42),
and delivering him from danger (v. 24).

Jacob had already referred to the Lord as “the God
who shepherded me [looked after me]” (48:15). Since
Jacob himself was a shepherd, he knew what was
involved in caring for sheep. The concept of God as the
Shepherd is found often in Scripture (Ps. 23:1ff., 80:1;
100:3; Isa. 40:11; Ezek. 34) and culminates in Jesus
Christ, the Good Shepherd who gave His life for the
sheep (John 10).

The Stone [Rock] is another familiar image of the
God of Israel (Deut. 32:4, 15, 18, 31; 1 Sam. 2:2; 2
Sam. 22:32) and also points to Christ (Ps. 118:22;
Matt. 21:42; Acts 4:11; 1 Cor. 10:4; 1 Peter 2:7).
When you think of a stone, you think of strength, sta-
bility, and security, and God provided all of that and
more to Jacob during his difficult earthly pilgrimage.

Jacob promised Joseph that God would give his
descendants blessings on the soil that they farmed by
sending the rains from heaven above and providing the
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streams in the earth beneath (see Deut. 33:13-16). He
also promised fertility to the people so that the tribe
would increase to God’s glory (Hos. 12:8). Ephraim
and Manasseh were important tribes in Israel. In fact,
the northern kingdom was frequently called “Ephraim”
(Isa. 7:1-2; Hos. 13:1).

God had blessed Abraham richly (Gen. 13:6), and
Abraham had shared his wealth with Isaac (25:5), who
in turn gave it to Jacob. But Jacob’s hard work had gen-
erated even more wealth.

Thus, from generation to generation, the wealth
increased because of the blessing of the Lord, like fill-
ing the land up to the very mountains. But the number
of heirs had also increased, and now there were twelve
sons. But Joseph was the firstborn, and his two sons
would share the inheritance of their father.

Benjamin (v. 27). You would expect Jacob to say
more to and about his youngest son Benjamin, the “son
of his right hand,” but his words were few and puzzling.
Why compare Benjamin to a “ravenous wolf”?8 The
men of Benjamin were brave and helped defeat Sisera
(Judg. 5:14), but when you read Benjamin’s tribal his-
tory in Judges 19 and 20, you see the ravenous wolf in
action. Saul, the first king of Israel, was from Benjamin.
During his career, he more than once tried to kill David
(1 Sam. 19:10), and he ruthlessly murdered everybody
in the priestly city of Nob (22:6ff.). Other Benjamites
known for their ferocity were Abner (2 Sam. 2:23),
Sheba (chap. 20), and Shimei (16:5-14). Saul of Tarsus,
a Benjamite (Rom. 11:1; Phil. 3:5) was like a wild ani-
mal? when he persecuted the church and tracked down
Christians to imprison them.

It’s remarkable that Moses” words about Benjamin
say nothing about the ferocious behavior of an animal
(Deut. 33:12). Instead, Moses called him “the beloved
of the Lord” and promised him constant protection
from God. In fact, Benjamin shall “dwell between His
shoulders” (Nxyv), which suggests either being carried
on his back or over his heart. When the nation divided
after Solomon’s death, the tribe of Benjamin remained
faithful to the Davidic line and stayed with Judah.
Together they formed the southern kingdom of Judah.

All of the sons together (49:28-33)

The statements that Jacob made to each of his sons
would be remembered by them and repeated to the
members of their family for years to come. As time
passed, they would see new and deeper meanings in
these pronouncements, and they would treasure the
assurances Jacob had given them from the Lord.

But the old man’s last statements were about him-
self, not about his sons, for he wanted them to
guarantee that they would bury him in the cave of
Machpelah where the bodies of five members of his
family were now resting. Abraham had purchased the
cave as a burial place for Sarah (Gen. 23), but over the
years Isaac, Rebekah, and Leah had been buried there,
and now Jacob would join them. He had already spo-
ken about this matter to Joseph (47:27-31), so he
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knew his requests would be followed, but he wanted all
his sons to know they had the responsibility of obeying
his last commands and showing respect for their father.

Jacob’s long and difficult life was over. He had made
his last journey, given his last blessing, and shared his
last request. His work was done, and he breathed his last
and died. With only his staff, he had crossed over
Jordan many years before; and now he had his staff with
him (Heb. 11:21) as he crossed to the other side.

He was a pilgrim to the very end.

Notes

1 The phrase “in the last days” (v. 1 KJV) means “in the days to
come.” Sometimes in Scripture “the last days” refers to the days
prior to the return of Jesus Christ, but not in this case.
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Isaachar and Zebulun were Leah’s fifth and sixth sons, but they
were born after Bilhah and Zilpah each had delivered two sons.
Jacob included Isaachar and Zebulun with Leah’s first four
sons (vv. 13—15), but for some reason reversed their birth
order.

3 Moses must have been concerned about the future of the tribe
of Reuben, for he prayed, “Let Reuben live, and not die, nor
let his men be few” (Deut. 33:6 NKJV).

The statement about Simeon and Levi crippling oxen (v. 6)

o~

shows how cruel the two brothers were, for the dumb animals
certainly weren't responsible for what had happened to Dinah.
God has a special concern for animals, and we'd better be care-
ful how we treat them. (See Lev. 22:26-28; Deut. 22:6-7; Ps.
36:6; 104:10-30; Jonah 4:11.)

5 Judas Iscariot bore the same name but disgraced it by his sins.

Who today would call a son “Judas”?

Five tribes are associated in some way with animal life: Judah

(=)

the lion (v. 9), Isaachar the donkey (v. 14), Dan the serpent (v.
17), Naphtali the deer (v. 21), and Benjamin the wolf (v. 27).
Heroes like Deborah, Joshua, and Samuel came from the tribe

~

of Ephraim, and Gideon and Jephthah came from Manasseh.

[oe}

One of Benjamins most famous descendants was Ehud, the
judge who killed Eglon (Judg. 3:12-30). Benjamin means “son
of my right hand,” but Ehud the Benjamite was left-handed!
(See Judg. 20:15-16.)

Luke said that Saul “made havoc of the church” (Acts 8:3), a

word that describes an animal mangling its prey. Jesus said that

o

Saul was “kicking against the goads” (9:5), a reference to the
farmer proding an animal in order to control it. (For Pauls
own statements about his preconversion behavior, see Acts
22:3-4,19; 26:9-10; 1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:13, 22-24; Phil. 3:6;
1 Tim. 1:12-13.)

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Genesis 50

THREE COFFINS

once asked a friend what the death rate was in his
I city, and he replied quietly, “One apiece.” That’s the
ratio everywhere.
Death isn’t an accident, it’s an appointment (Heb.
9:27). “It’s not that 'm afraid to die,” wrote Woody
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Allen. “I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”
But he'll be there, and you and I will be there when it
happens to us. Nobody has yet figured out how to peek
into God’s appointment book and erase the date.

This chapter records three burials, two of them lit-
eral and one figurative, and all of them important.

A coffin for a beloved father (50:1-14)

The scene was a solemn one. Jacob had nothing more
to say. So he drew himself into the bed, lay down, and
went to sleep with his sons standing around him and
his God waiting for him. He left behind the nucleus of
a great nation and the testimony of what a great God
can do with an imperfect man who sought to live by
faith. He exchanged his pilgrim tent for a home in the
heavenly city (Heb. 11:13-16).

Grief (vv. 1, 10-11). “Old men must die,” wrote
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “or the world would grow
moldy, would only breed the past again.”

Perhaps. But when old people die, those who love
them feel the loss deeply. The longer you have someone
in your life that you really love, the deeper the roots go
into your heart and the more wrenching is the experi-
ence of having those roots pulled up. Yes, grief is a
normal part of life, and believers dont grieve “as others
who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13 Nkjv). But death is
still an enemy, and when he slinks in and robs us of
someone dear, we feel the pain for a long time.

This is the sixth time we see Joseph weeping, and it
wasn't a quiet affair. He “fell upon” his father as he had
done Benjamin and his brothers at their family reunion
(Gen. 45:14-15). Semitic peoples aren’t ashamed to
express their emotions openly; and Joseph didn’t let his
important office smother his true feelings of grief.
Later, when the funeral cortege approached Canaan,
Joseph led the people in a week of public mourning for
Jacob (50:10).

When somebody we love dies, God expects us to
weep. That's why He gave us the ability to shed tears.
Normal tears are a part of the healing process (Ps.
30:5), while abnormal grief only keeps the wounds
open and prolongs the pain. In my pastoral ministry,
I've learned that people who suppress their grief are in
danger of developing emotional or physical problems
that are difficult to heal. The Anglican poet and pastor
John Keble called tears “the best gift of God to suffer-
ing man.”

Preparation (vv. 2-6). Jacob had prepared both
himself and his family for his death, and this is a good
example for us to follow. He had privately instructed
Joseph concerning his burial (47:27-31) and then had
repeated the instructions to all the sons publicly
(49:29-32). There could be no disagreements about
the matter because everything had been settled in
advance.

Its strange how many people insist on detailed
preparation for a vacation or a business trip but ignore
making careful preparation for the last and most
important journey of all. Jacob told his sons where he



wanted to be buried, and he put Joseph in charge of
carrying out his wishes. Previous instruction plus a
dependable person in charge kept everything running
smoothly.

Joseph had his father’s body properly prepared for
burial, a skill the Egyptians had mastered.! To do the
work, he chose the physicians and not the official
embalmers, probably to avoid the pagan religious ritu-
als that accompanied the Egyptian embalming process.
Jacob was a believer in the true and living God and
didn’t need the help of the gods of the Egyptians.
Centuries later, Moses would call down plagues on the
land and show how weak the Egyptian gods and god-
desses really were.

Pharaoh commanded the Egyptians to observe an
official mourning period for Jacob. After all, Jacob
was the father of the second ruler in the land. This
kind of recognition was usually reserved for impor-
tant people like Pharaoh himself or members of his
family. The forty days of the embalming period and
the seventy days of the official mourning were proba-
bly concurrent.

Why did Joseph use the court officials to take his
message to Pharaoh instead of speaking to him person-
ally himself? Perhaps Joseph was considered defiled
because of his father’s death, or there may have been an
Egyptian tradition that prevented mourners from
approaching the king (Est. 4:2). As a “father” to
Pharaoh, Joseph had to get permission to leave the
country, and he also had to assure Pharaoh that he and
his family would return. In quoting his father’s words
(Gen. 50:5), Joseph was careful not to mention that
Jacob specifically requested not to be buried in Egypt
(47:29-30).

Respect (vv. 7-13). Except for the smallest chil-
dren (v. 8), the whole family traveled from Egypt to
Canaan to pay their last respects to the founder of the
family. The trip was perhaps inconvenient for some
and difficult for others, but it was the right thing to do.
In our modern society, it's becoming less and less pop-
ular for people to take time to express their sympathy
or pay their respects when somebody dies whom they
know. In fact, we now have “drive-through mortuaries”
that make it convenient for people to view the body
and sign the guestbook without having to leave their
cars.

The period of mourning at Canaan made a great
impression on the local residents. Joseph selected a
threshing floor for the week-long observance, because
threshing floors were outside the city, elevated, and
offered a large clear space for many people to gather at
one time.

Verse 13 suggests that the whole company didn’t go
into the land of Canaan to the cave of Machpelah, but
that Jacob’s twelve sons served as pallbearers and car-
ried his body to its final resting place. Since we're all on
the way to the grave together, death and sorrow ought
to bring people together. Isaac and Ishmael were
brought together when they buried Abraham (25:9),
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and so were Esau and Jacob when they buried Isaac
(35:29).

This was Joseph’s first trip back to his homeland in
thirty-nine years, and it’s too bad it had to be for his
father’s burial. But he didn’t linger in Canaan, for God
had given Joseph a job to do in Egypt, and that’s where
he belonged with his family.

A coffin for a painful past (50:15-21)

When death invades a family, and you've done all you
can to honor the deceased and comfort the sorrowing,
there comes a time when you have to return to life with
its duties. This doesn’t mean we forget the deceased,
but it does mean that we put our grief into perspective
and get back to the business of living. After all, the best
way to honor the dead is to take care of the living.
Prolonged mourning may bring us more sympathy, but
it won't develop more maturity or make us more useful
to others. Joseph and his family returned to Egypt and
went back to work, Joseph serving in Pharaoh’s court
and his brothers caring for Pharaol’s cattle.

Alarm (v. 15). When did this event occur? Was it
after the family returned home from burying Jacob in
Canaan, or was it during the period of official mourn-
ing in Egypt? The position of the narrative in the text
suggests that it happened after the return from Canaan,
but it could well have taken place during the long
period of mourning prior to that trip. One day the
eleven brothers became aware of the fact that their
father’s death left them without anyone to mediate
with Joseph, the second most powerful man in Egypt,
and they were afraid.

We who read this account centuries later want to
say, “Men, what’s the problem? Didn’t Joseph forgive
you, kiss you, weep over you, and give you every evi-
dence of his love? Didn’t he explain that God had
overruled for good all the evil that you had done to
him? Didn’t Joseph make every provision to bring you
to Egypt and take care of you? Then why are you
alarmed?”

The answer is simple: They didnt believe their
brother. The gracious way he spoke to them and the
loving way he treated them made no impact on their
hearts. But Joseph’s brothers are no different from some
professed Christians today who are constantly worry-
ing about God’s judgment and whether or not He’s
really forgiven them and made them His children.

“I feel the Lord has abandoned me,” a church mem-
ber said to me one day. “I'm sure I'm heading for
judgment, and I'm just not saved at all.” “What would
you like God to do to assure you?” I asked. “Do you
want Him to perform a miracle?”

“Oh, no, that wouldnt work. Satan can perform
miracles.”

“Would you like to hear Him speak to you from
heaven?”

“Well, some personal message from God would be
helpful.”

“Fine. Let’s open His Word and see what He has to
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say about your sins and His forgiveness. After all, when
we open the Bible, God opens His mouth and speaks
to us.” We looked into the Scriptures together, and as
she laid hold of God’s promises, the Lord gave her
peace.

After all that Joseph had done to encourage them,
it was cruel of his brothers to say, “Joseph will perhaps
hate us and pay us back for what we did to him.” (We
often suspect in others what we'd do ourselves if we had
the opportunity!) When you doubt God’s Word, you
soon begin to question God’s love, and then you give
up all hope for the future, because faith, hope, and love
go together. But it all begins with faith: “So then faith
comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God”
(Rom. 10:17 NKjv).

What the men should have done was to sit down
and calmly review all that Joseph had said to them
and done for them. In many tangible ways, Joseph
had demonstrated his love and forgiveness and had
given them every reason to believe that their past sins
were over and forgotten. They really had nothing to
fear.

How did we know God loves us and forgives those
who put their faith in Christ? His unchanging Word rells
us so. “These things I have written to you who believe
in the name of the Son of God, that you may know
that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13 nkjv). How we
feel and what God says are two different things, and we
must never judge God’s eternal Word by our transient
emotions. “Who shall separate us from the love of
Christ?” asked Paul, and then he proceeded to answer
the question: Nothing (Rom. 8:35, 38-39).

Appeal (vv. 16-17). Afraid to approach Joseph
personally, they sent a message to him, hoping to con-
vince him. Did Jacob actually speak the words they
quoted? Probably not. If Jacob had wanted to intercede
for the guilty sons, he could easily have done it when
he was alone with Joseph. And he had seventeen years
in which to do it! It’s likely that the brothers concocted
this story, hoping that Joseph’s love for his father would
give him a greater love for his brothers.

How did Joseph respond to their message? “When
their message came to him, Joseph wept” (v. 17). He
was deeply hurt that his own brothers didn’t believe his
words or accept his kind deeds at face value as true
expressions of his love and forgiveness. What more
could he have done to convince them? Charles Wesley
may have had Joseph and his brothers in mind when he
wrote his hymn “Depth of Mercy”:

Depth of mercy! Can there be
Mercy still reserved for me?

Can my God His wrath forbear—
Me, the chief of sinners, spare?

Now incline me to repent;

Let me now my sins lament;
Now my foul revolt deplore,
Weep, believe and sin no more.
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There for me the Saviour stands,
Holding forth His wounded hands;
God is love! I know, I feel,

Jesus weeps and loves me still.

Assurance (vv. 18-21). Joseph must have sum-
moned his brothers to his home, for it’s not likely they
would go there on their own. When they arrived, they
fell prostrate before him in fear, their last bow in fulfill-
ment of Joseph’s prophetic dreams. Like the Prodigal
Son, they couldn’t accept free forgiveness. That was
expecting too much! The brothers offered to become
servants and work their way to the place where Joseph
could forgive them and accept them (Luke 15:19). If
that’s your approach to forgiveness, read Ephesians
2:8-9 and claim it.

The only people God can forgive are those who
know they’re sinners, who admit it and confess that
they can’t do anything to merit or earn God’s forgive-
ness. Whether it’s the woman at the well (John 4), the
tax collector in the tree (Luke 19:1-10), or the thief on
the cross (23:39—43), all sinners have to admit their
guilt, abandon their proud efforts to earn salvation,
and throw themselves on the mercy of the Lord.

How does God assure His children that He has
indeed forgiven them and forgotten their sins? The
same way Joseph assured his frightened brothers: He
speaks to us from His Word. Twice Joseph said, “Don’t be
afraid!” He comforted them and spoke kindly to them.
This is what God does for His own if they will read His
Word, receive it into their hearts, and trust it com-
pletely. “Behold, God is my salvation; I will trust, and
not be afraid” (Isa. 12:2).

Some Christians think it’s a mark of humility and
special sanctity to be fearful and insecure about their
salvation. Actually, an attitude of fearful indecision and
anxiety is only evidence of unbelief and a refusal to take
God at His Word. It’s nothing to brag about! Can God
be trusted? Does He lie? Are His promises true? Then
why do people waver in unbelief?

Joseph didnt minimize their sins, for he said, “You
intended to harm me” (Gen. 50:20). He knew that
there had been evil in their hearts, but he also knew
that God had overruled their evil deeds to accomplish
His good purposes. This reminds us of what happened
on the cross. Peter said, “Him [Jesus], being delivered
by the determined counsel and foreknowledge of God,
you have taken by lawless hands, have crucified, and
put to death; whom God raised up” (Acts 2:23-24
NKJV). Out of the greatest sin ever committed by
humankind, God brought the greatest blessing that
ever came to humankind.

Joseph not only forgave his brothers, but he also
assured them of his constant care. “I will nourish you,
and your little ones” (Gen. 50:21). He gave them
homes to live in, work to do, food to eat, and provi-
sion for their needs. Once again, we see here a picture
of our Savior, who promises never to leave us or for-

sake us (Matt. 28:20; John 6:37; 10:27-29; Heb.



13:5-6) and to meet our every need (Rom. 8:32; Phil.
4:19).

For seventeen years Joseph’s brothers lived under a
cloud of fear and apprehension all because they didn’t
really trust him. As long as their father was alive, they
trusted in human ties to protect them, but when Jacob
died, their only defense was gone. Had they believed
Joseph, they could have enjoyed those years with him
and their father, and there wouldn’t have been clouds of
fear to rob them of joy.

As God’s children through faith in Christ, let’s
rejoice that our sins are forgiven and forgotten, buried
in the depths of the sea (Mic. 7:19), cast behind God’s
back (Isa. 38:17), blotted out and remembered no
more (Isa. 43:25, 44:22; Heb. 8:12, 10:17). Let’s
believe what God says! The old life has been buried and
we can walk in newness of life (Col. 2:13; 3:1-11).

A coffin for a special brother (50:22-26; Heb.
11:22)

Whether you look at Joseph as a son, a brother, or an
administrator, he was certainly an exceptional man.
Because of Joseph, many lives were saved during the
famine, including his own family, and therefore the
future of the people of Israel was guaranteed. If the
family of Jacob had died out, the world would have
been deprived of the Word of God and the Son of God.
So we owe a lot to Joseph.

Family (vv. 22-23). Joseph was seventeen years
old when he was taken to Egypt (37:2), and he lived
there ninety-three years, fifty-one of them with his
beloved family near him. During those years, he saw
to it that the Jewish people were cared for and pro-
tected, for God had a special work for them to do. He
became a grandfather and then a great-grandfather!
Joseph adopted Manasseh’s grandchildren just as
Jacob had adopted Joseph’s children. How this
affected their future isn’t explained.

Faith (vv. 24-25). “By faith Joseph, when he was
dying, made mention of the departure of the children
of Israel, and gave instructions concerning his bones”
(Heb. 11:22 ~nkjv). God’s promises to Abraham (Gen.
15:13-16) were passed along to Isaac and Jacob, and
Jacob shared them with Joseph (48:21). Faith isnt a
shallow emotion that we work up by ourselves, or an
optimistic “hope-so” attitude of “faith in faith.” True
faith is grounded on the infallible Word of God, and
because God said it, we believe it and act upon it.

True faith always leads to obedient action (James
2:14-26). Joseph knew what he believed and where he
belonged. Therefore, he didnt want his coffin to
remain in Egypt when God delivered his people. He
made his brothers swear that they would instruct their
descendants, who would then pass the word along to
future generations, and they kept their promise. Moses
took Josephs remains with him when the Jews left
Egypt (Ex. 13:19), and Joshua buried him in Shechem
(Josh. 24:32; see also Gen. 33:19). Since Shechem
became the “capital” for Ephraim and Manasseh, the
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tribes founded by Joseph’s two sons, that was the ideal
place for him to be interred.

When you stop to consider the matter, it’s really
remarkable that Joseph had any faith at all. He had
lived apart from his family for many years, and a pow-
erful false religion in Egypt surrounded him. There was
nobody in Egypt that we know of who could encour-
age his faith. If Joseph had resorted to the excuses
people use today for rejecting God’s promises, he
would have ended up a pagan himself.

His “believing” brothers had treated him cruelly,
the Lord had caused him to experience severe trials,
and the people he helped forgot about him in his hour
of need. “If that's what a life of faith is all about,” he
might have argued, “then I'm not interested.” But
Joseph’s faith, though tested, didn’t falter. All he had to
go on were his dreams, but he clung to the promise that
one day his brothers would bow before him, and the
Lord didn’t disappoint him.

Future (50:26). Fifty-one years after Jacob’s death,
at the age of 110, Joseph died. He probably outlived his
older brothers, but his own grandsons knew their
grandfather’s wishes regarding his mortal remains.
Joseph’s coffin in Egypt was a constant reminder to the
Jewish people to have faith in God. When their situation
changed in Egypt and the Jews found themselves slaves
instead of resident aliens (Ex. 1:8ff.), they could look at
Joseph’s temporary burial place and be encouraged.
During their wilderness wanderings, as they carried
Joseph’s remains from place to place, he ministered to
them and urged them to trust God and never give up.

“A coffin in Egypt” may appear to be a discourag-
ing way to close a book, but from the viewpoint of
faith, it couldnt be more encouraging. After all, even
though Joseph was dead, his witness was still going on.
As John Wesley said, “God buries His workman, but
His work goes on,” and the apostle John wrote that “he
who does the will of God abides forever” (1 John 2:17
NKJV). G. Campbell Morgan said:

Commit your life to God, see vision, do
the work that’s nearest, the work He
appoints, truly and well and faithfully, and
die knowing that you have started delicate
influences, dynamic forces which will pro-
ceed through every succeeding generation
until they gather up the harvest of glorious
result about the throne of the Eternal. The
man of God has not finished his work in
the world when they put him in a coffin.2

Yes, Joseph is still blessing us today even as we study

his life!

Notes

1 Old Testament Jews didnt embalm the dead but merely
wrapped the corpse with cloths and spices and laid it in the
tomb or grave without a coffin. They rejected cremation, since
the body is destined to return to dust and not to ashes.
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Furthermore, they wanted nothing to do with the funeral
pyres of the pagan peoples around them.

2 26 Sermons by G. Campbell Morgan (Joplin, MO: College
Press, 1969), Vol. 3, 158-9.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
BE AUTHENTIC:

A Survey and a Summary

e've been getting acquainted with Isaac, Jacob,
Wand Joseph, and some of the people in their

family; and we've made some interesting discov-
eries about what it means to be an authentic believer.

Authentic believers are all made of clay
Lets begin with a confession from the famous
American evangelist Dwight L. Moody.

There was a time when I used to be trou-
bled a good deal about these Bible
characters. I used to think that, because
they were saints, everything they did was
right; and I could not understand how it
was that God would permit them to do
such things and not be punished. ... But
when we come to a character like Jacob,
and we find that God had grace enough to
save him, I think there is hope enough for
almost any of us.!

Anybody who takes the Bible seriously identifies
with Mr. Moody’s concern. Too often we think that the
important characters in Scripture are angelic, not
human, always obedient and above reproach, never
stumbling or resisting God’s will. Then we discover
that these famous people in the Bible drama are frail
and flawed, made out of the same clay as we are, and
yet the Lord used them to accomplish His purposes!

Gideon was a frightened farmer until God turned
him into a courageous general. Rachel and Leah were
scheming wives who competed for Jacob’s affection; yet
they helped build the nation of Israel. Moses was a
fugitive from justice, and wanted for murder in Egypt,
but he turned 2 million slaves into a mighty nation and
wrote the first five books of the Bible. Jeremiah occa-
sionally went off by himself and wept before God,
offering to resign his prophetic calling, yet he faithfully
stayed on the job during forty difficult years of Jewish
history.

If T believed some of the sermons I've heard and
books I've read, I could easily come to the mistaken
conclusion that God calls and uses only perfect people,
people who are never discouraged and who never want
to quit, but the facts are otherwise. Moses and Elijah
became so discouraged that they asked God to take
their lives (Num. 11:14-15; 1 Kings 19); and both Job
(Job 3) and Jeremiah (Jer. 20:14ff.) cursed their birth-
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days and wished theyd never been born. So much for
perfection.

I find it liberating to realize that God can use frail,
flawed people to get His work done on earth, people
who make mistakes, people who want to do better but
rarely feel they've achieved their goal. The important
thing about these authentic people that made them
what they were was simply that they accepted them-
selves and were themselves, and that they dared to trust
God to use them in spite of themselves. Though the
Lord didn’t approve of their disobedience, these people
were precious to God, and He kept every promise that
He ever made to them.

Frederick Buechner calls these saints “peculiar treas-
ures,” and the name fits.2

Authentic believers depend on the grace of God.
Now let’s balance the ledger with a second obvious fact:
Authentic people pay for their sins and mistakes and
learn from them because they depend on the grace of
God. For them, life is a school; the lessons are hard,
and grace is the teacher (Titus 2:11-12). Struggle as
they must, they make progress and learn more about
themselves, their peers, and their God because they
learn from God’s grace.

If you were God, would you have met Jacob at
Bethel, shown him the angels going up and down the
ladder, and given him those marvelous promises?
Remember, Jacob had deceived his brother and his
father, and Scripture makes it clear that God desires
truth in the inner person (Ps. 51:6). If God had con-
sulted you about His plan to appear to Jacob at Bethel,
would you have agreed with Him? Probably not.

Authentic people depend on and experience the
grace of God. They know they aren’t worthy of the
least of God’s mercies (Jacob said that—Gen. 32:10),
but they also know that there would be no blessings at
all apart from the good pleasure of the Lord. Don't mis-
understand me: I'm not suggesting that we “do evil that
good may come” (Rom. 3:8). 'm only suggesting that
we adopt the outlook of Joseph who said, “You meant
evil against me; but God meant it for good” (Gen.
50:20 NKJV).

I have a suspicion that the apostle Paul may not
have been an easy man to work with in Christian min-
istry. He was trained as a Pharisee, which suggests a
love for precision, an orderly life, an emphasis on obe-
dience and will-power, and a high standard of
perfection. Because he was single, he'd never been tem-
pered by the demands of marriage and parenthood.
Was he wrong in the way he treated Barnabas and John
Mark? (Acts 15:36—41) Probably. At least 2 Timothy
4:11 suggests that he changed his mind.

But with all his angular character traits—and we all
have some—Paul was an authentic servant of God
because he depended on the grace of God. “But by the
grace of God I am what I am ... but I laboured more
abundantly than they all: yet not I, but the grace of
God which was with me” (1 Cor. 15:10). To live by



God’s grace means to depend on Him to enable us. We
aren’t striving in our own power to do something for
Him. Rather, He’s working in and through us to
accomplish the good pleasure of His will. It’s the differ-
ence between legalism and life.

The enemy wants God’s people to concentrate on
their imperfections and failures, because that keeps
them from getting lost in the greatness and grace of
God. Yes, there’s a time for godly introspection and
confession, but the Christian life isnt a perpetual
autopsy. It’s a feast! So after we've washed ourselves, let’s

enjoy the feast to the glory of God (5:7-8).

Authentic believers aren’t all alike.

One of the major differences between a church and a
cult is that cults turn out cookie-cutter followers on an
assembly line, while churches model a variety of indi-
vidual saints on a potter’s wheel. The Christian faith
thrives on unity in diversity, “one body, many mem-
bers” (1 Cor. 12:12ff).

Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph were all believers, but they
were all different from each other. Isaac made a great
beginning as a young man when he obeyed his father
and willingly put himself in the place of death on the
altar. He showed spiritual sensitivity in the way he
accepted Rebekah, God’s choice to be his wife, and the
way he prayed about their family situation.

But Isaac’s life of faith reached a plateau and then
began to decline, and in the end, he was more con-
cerned with his dinner menu than in doing the will of
God. Not all authentic people end well.

Jacob’s spiritual experience was up one day and
down the next, like a cork in the ocean during a storm.
“A double minded man is unstable in all his ways”
(James 1:8). He would earnestly pray about his prob-
lems and beg for God’s help, and then go out and
engineer a scheme to get things done his own way. He
was a master of using bribes that were wrapped up like
gifts. It wasn’t until God wrestled with Jacob and broke
him that he became Israel, a prince with God.

As for Joseph, his life of faith seemed to be steady
and even, and each new trial lifted it only higher. Yes,
he had his times of suffering when he wondered
whether the Lord would ever hear; but as far as we
know, his faith never wavered. Joseph was a forgiving
man and a man who remembered to forget the evil
things others did to him. He lived by faith and he died
by faith, and his faith brought about the salvation of
the Jewish nation.

So, here are three important men, servants of the
Lord, and yet all of them different. In the church today,
we still have the Isaacs who make glorious beginnings
in their youth but gradually decline into respectable
worldliness. We have many like Jacob who always seem
to be fighting a battle or trying to get out of a predica-
ment, and yet they somehow get things done for God
and end up blessing everybody.

There are some steady solid Josephs, men and
women who end up in places of significant leadership
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and help many people. The church probably has more
Josephs than we realize, people who just do their jobs
faithfully, put up with misunderstanding and criti-
cism, and glorify God. And, like the Old Testament
Joseph, even after death they encourage us to trust
God.

When Jesus called His twelve apostles, He selected
a variety of men. Matthew had worked for the Roman
government while Simon the Zealot had worked to
destroy the Roman government. Peter appeared to be a
type-A activist, willing to try anything once, but
Thomas seemed to be a pessimist who had a hard time
believing even when he heard the evidence. Each of the
men was authentic, occasionally blundering, some-
times even opposing, not always able to get along with
the other apostles, but always in love with Jesus and
wanting to be more like Him.

God wasn’t ashamed to call Himself “the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex.
3:6), nor is Jesus ashamed to call us His brethren (Heb.
2:11-12). He knows our weaknesses and failures, and
yet He stays with us and helps us run the race with
endurance for the goal He’s chosen just for us. God’s
authentic people are originals, not imitations.

Authentic believers know that life is a pilgrimage.
According to Hebrews 11:13-16, the patriarchs con-
fessed that they were “strangers and pilgrims on the
carth.” A vagabond has no home; a fugitive is running
from home; a stranger is away from home; but a pil-
grim is heading home. They had their eyes on the
future, the glorious city that God was preparing for
them, and they passed that heavenly vision along to
their descendants.

Living like a pilgrim isn’t a matter of geography but
of attitude: You feel like a traveler and not a settler. You
tend to feel “temporary,” wondering if you really
belong here; and your eyes have that faraway look.

Pilgrims make progress. If you stand still in your
life of faith, youve ceased to be a pilgrim. There are
always new promises to claim, new enemies to fight,
and new territories to gain. Pilgrims have many privi-
leges, but one privilege they dont have is that of
standing still and taking it easy.

The famous Scottish Presbyterian preacher
Alexander Whyrte said that the victorious Christian life
is a series of new beginnings. We never arrive, and if we
think we have, it’s proof that we haven’t. Martin Luther
said it best:

This life, therefore, is not righteousness
but growth in righteousness; not health
but healing; not being but becoming; not
rest but exercise. We are not yet what we
shall be, but we are growing toward it. The
process is not yet finished, but it is going
on. This is not the end, but it is the road.
All does not yet gleam in glory, but all is
being purified.3
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Authentic believers become like Jesus Christ.

To be “conformed to the image of his Son” is the goal
of the work of God’s grace in our lives (Rom. 8:29),
and nobody reveals that better than Joseph.

Like Jesus, he was beloved by his father but rejected
by his brothers. He was punished for crimes he hadn’t
committed, and he took it without fighting back. He
thought of others and served them, though they forgot
him and his kindnesses. He was separated from his
father so that he might save his brethren, and he went
from the prison to the throne, from suffering to glory.

He forgave those who wronged him and never
again held their evil deeds against them. He wept over
them because he loved them. He graciously provided a
home for them and met all their needs. We could go
on, but the point is obvious: What Joseph experienced
as an authentic believer made him more and more like
Jesus Christ. That's what the pilgrim life is all about.
But Jacob too experienced the work of grace in his life
and ended his life on a much higher plane. As he grew
older, he matured in his faith and sought to be a better
spiritual leader to his growing family. It’s never too late
to get back on the upward pilgrim path.

Authentic believers make a difference in their
world.

The important thing in life is not what we drag along
but what we send ahead and what we leave behind. We
came into this life owning nothing, and we'll leave this
life taking nothing with us. Between the joys of birth
and the sorrows of death, were only stewards of all that
God gives us, and God wants us to be faithful stewards.
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Life itself is a stewardship, and as such it should be
invested, not merely spent or wasted. When we accept
our lives as God’s gift and our opportunities as a stew-
ardship, then we can make a lasting difference in our
world. We may not climb the heights that Joseph
climbed, but we'll still make the contribution that God
has assigned to us (Eph. 2:10). What Mary of Bethany
did for Jesus became a blessing around the world (Mark
14:9), which is the last thing she expected.

So, the challenge comes to us today: Will we be dull
copies or exciting originals? Will we take the safe route
of the tourist or the dangerous route of the pioneer? By
the grace of God, will we allow trials and suffering to
be our servants to help make us more like the Master?
When we come to the end of our lives, will it make any
difference to our world that we have lived?

“Work out your own salvation with fear and trem-
bling” (Phil. 2:12) is the call of God to be authentic, to
become one of God’s “peculiar treasures,” a special per-
son to do His special work.

Notes

1 The Gospel Awakening: Sermons and Addresses of D. L. Moody
(Chicago: J. Fairbanks and Co., 1879), 620.

2 Peculiar Treasures, by Frederick Buechner (New York: Harper

and Row, 1979) is a collection of short but insightful essays on

some of the major characters of the Bible. The author’s

approach is unique and not without humor.

See What Luther Says, compiled by Edwald M. Plass (St. Louis,

MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1959), vol. 1, 234-5.

There are several different English translations of this famous

(S

quotation but the total message is the same.
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Judges Ezra Solomon
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Jeremiah
Lamentations
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Hosea
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he Lord counsels His leader—18

. GOVENANT: THE LORD CLAIMS HIS PEOPLE

(19—2)
“I will take you to Me for a people” (6:7)
A. The people prepare—19
B. The Lord declares His law—20—23
C. The covenant confirmed by blood—24

WORSHIP: THE LORD DWELLS WITH HIS

PEOPLE (25—40)

“I will be to you a God” (6:7)

A. Instructions about the tabernacle—25—
27; 30—31

B. Consecration of the priests—28—29

C. Disobedience of the people—32—34

D. Construction of the tabernacle—35—39
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Pharaoh—5—10
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Note the balance in the spiritual experi-
ence of the Jewish people: God delivered
them from bondage (1—18), but free-
dom should lead to obedience (19—24),
and obedience results in worship to the
glory of God (25—40). Apart from wor-
ship, freedom becomes lawlessness and
obedience becomes oppression.
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CHAPTER ONE
Exodus 1—4

WANTED: A DELIVERER

he litdle girl who defined “radio” as “television
Twithout pictures” didn’t know what she was talk-

ing about. I grew up in the Golden Age of Radio,
and I can assure you that as I listened, I saw many vivid
and exciting pictures—right in my own imagination.
Television doesn’t let you do that. And the stories on
radio went on and on, day after day, always leaving us
wondering, “What will happen next?”

The Old Testament is God’s “continued story” of
His great program of salvation that He announced to
Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:15) and to Abraham (12:1-3).
That explains why the Hebrew text of Exodus begins
with the word “and,” for God is continuing the story
He started in Genesis.! God’s wonderful story finally
led to the coming of Jesus to earth and His death on
the cross, and it won't end until God’s people go to
heaven and see Jesus on the throne. What a story!

The theme of Exodus is deliverance, and you can’t
have deliverance without a deliverer. That's where
Moses comes in, the great liberator, legislator, and
mediator.

The deliverer needed (1:1-22)

The Jewish rabbis call Exodus “the Book of Names” (or
“These Are the Names”) because it opens with a list of
the names of the sons of Jacob (Isracl) who brought
their families to Egypt to escape the famine in Canaan
(Gen. 46).2 God used Israel’s experiences in Egypt to
prepare them for the special tasks He gave them to
accomplish on earth: bearing witness to the true and
living God, writing the Holy Scriptures and bringing
the Savior into the world.

Blessing (vv. 1-7). During the years Joseph served
as second ruler in Egypt, his family was greatly
respected, and even after Joseph died, his memory was
honored in the way the Egyptians treated the Hebrews.
God kept His covenant promise to Abraham by bless-
ing his descendants and causing them to multiply
greatly (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:5; 17:2, 6; 22:17). By the
time of the Exodus, there were more than 600,000
men who were twenty years and older (Ex. 12:37;
38:26), and when you add the women and children,
the total could well be nearly 2 million people, all of
whom descended from the original family of Jacob.
God certainly kept His promise!

But a new Pharaoh wasn't happy with the rapid

148

Exodus 28—29; 30:22-33; 39 196
The Holy Priesthood
Exodus 32—34; 40 200

A Broken Heart and a Shining Face

multiplication of the Jewish people, so he took steps to
control it.

Step #1—Afflicting the adults (vv. 8-14). God
had told Abraham that his descendants would go to a
strange country and there be enslaved and mistreated,
but He had promised that He would set them free by
His power at the right time (Gen. 15:12-14). God
compared Egypt to a smoking furnace (v. 17; see Deut.
4:20) where His people would suffer, but their experi-
ence in that furnace would transform the Israelites into
a mighty nation (Gen. 46:3).

During the centuries the Jews had been in Egypt
(15:13; Ex. 12:40-41), they had seen many Egyptian
dynasties come and go, but who was the new king who
was ignorant of Joseph and his family and tried to
destroy “the people of the children of Israel’?3 The
17th Dynasty, the Hyksos,4 were foreigners and
“strangers” in the land as were the Jews, so they were
probably sympathetic with Israel, but the 18th
Dynasty was Egyptian and their rulers expelled foreign-
ers from the land. This may have been the dynasty that
began the persecution of the people of Israel.

Why would the Egyptians want to make life miser-
able for the Jews? Israel was a source of blessing in the
land, as Joseph had been before them (Gen. 39:1-6),
and they weren't causing trouble. Pharaoh’s stated rea-
son was that the presence of so many Jews was a
security risk: since the Jews were outsiders, if there were
an invasion, they would no doubt ally themselves with
the enemy. However, whether Pharaoh realized it or
not, the real cause was the conflict announced in 3:15,
the enmity between the people of God and the children
of Satan, a conflict that still goes on in the world today.

No people in recorded history have suffered as the
Hebrew people have suffered, but every nation or ruler
that has persecuted the Jews has been punished for it.
After all, God’s promise to Abraham was, “I will bless
those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses
you” (12:3 Nkjv). God kept that promise in the way He
dealt with Egypt and Babylon in ancient days and Stalin
and Hider in modern times. God is longsuffering as He
sees nations persecute His chosen people, but eventually
His hand of judgment falls on the oppressors.

The Egyptian taskmasters “worked them ruthlessly”
(Ex. 1:13 N1v), forcing the Jewish slaves to build cities
and work in the fields. But the blessing of God caused
the Israelites to continue to multiply, and this fright-
ened and enraged their captors even more. Something
else had to be done to keep Israel under control.

Step #2—XKilling the Jewish boys at birth (vv.
15-21). If this plan had succeeded, Pharach would have
wiped out the Hebrew people. The future generation of



men would be dead and the girls would eventually be
married to Egyptian slaves and absorbed into the
Egyptian race. But Genesis 3:15 and 12:1-3 said that
God would not permit such a thing to happen, and He
used two Jewish midwives to outwit Pharaoh.>

This is the first instance in Scripture of what today
we call “civil disobedience,” refusing to obey an evil law
because of a higher good. Scriptures like Matthew
20:21-25; Romans 13; and 1 Peter 2:11 admonish
Christians to obey human authorities, but Romans
13:5 reminds us that our obedience must not violate
our conscience. When the laws of God are contrary to
the laws of man, then “[w]e ought to obey God rather
than men” (Acts 5:29). You see this exemplified not
only in the midwives but also in Daniel and his friends
(Dan. 1; 3; 6) and the apostles (Acts 4—S5).6

Were the midwives lying to Pharach? Probably
not.” The babies were born before the midwives arrived
because Shiphrah and Puah had told their assistants to
be late! God blessed the two leading midwives for put-
ting their own lives on the line in order to save the
Jewish nation from extinction. However, He honored
these two women in a strange way: He gave them chil-
dren at a time when it was dangerous to have children!
Perhaps all their children were daughters, or perhaps
God protected their sons as He protected Moses.
However, this blessing from God shows how precious
children are to the Lord: He wanted to give these two
women His very best reward, so He sent them children
(Ps. 127:3).

Step #3—Drowning the male babies (v. 22).
When Pharaoh discovered hed been deceived, he
changed his plan and commanded all his people to see
to it that the Jewish male babies were drowned in the
sacred Nile River. Pharaoh’s police couldn’t check up
on every Jewish midwife, but the Egyptian people
could keep their eyes on the Jewish slaves and report
when a boy was born. But one boy would be born that

Pharaoh couldn’t kill.

The deliverer born (2:1-10)8

Amram and Jochebed were Moses’ parents (6:20), and
while the Exodus text emphasizes the faith of the
mother, Hebrews 11:23 commends both the father and
the mother for trusting God. Certainly it took faith for
them to have normal marital relations during that dan-
gerous time when Jewish babies were being killed.
Moses became a great man of faith, and he learned it
first from his godly parents. Amram and Jochebed
already had two children: Miriam, who was the oldest,
and Aaron, who was three years older than Moses (Ex.
7:7).

From the very first, Moses was seen to be “no ordi-
nary child” (Acts 7:20 N1v; see Heb. 11:23),2 and it was
evident that God had a special purpose for him.
Believing this to be true, the parents defied Pharaoh’s
edict and kept their son alive. This wasn’t easy to do
since all the Egyptians were now Pharaoh’s official spies,
watching for babies to be drowned (Ex. 1:22).

Exodus 1—2

Jochebed obeyed the letter of the law when she put
Moses in the waters of the Nile, but certainly she was
defying Pharaoh’s orders in the way she did it. She was
trusting the providence of God and God didn’t fail her.
When the princess came to the Nile to perform her reli-
gious ablutions, she saw the basket, discovered the baby,
and heard him cry, and her maternal instincts told her to
rescue the child and care for him.

God used a baby’s tears to control the heart of a
powerful princess, and He used Miriam’s words to
arrange for the baby’s mother to raise the boy and get
paid for it! The phrase “as weak as a baby” doesn’t apply
in the kingdom of God, for when the Lord wants to
accomplish a mighty work, He often starts by sending
a baby. This was true when He sent Isaac, Joseph,
Samuel, John the Baptist, and especially Jesus. God can
use the weakest things to defeat the mightiest enemies
(1 Cor. 1:25-29). A baby’s tears were God’s first
weapons in His war against Egypt.

The princess adopted Moses as her own son, which
means that Moses had a favored position in the land
and was given a special education for service in the gov-
ernment (Acts 7:22). In the Egyptian language, Moses
means “born” or “son” and sounds like a Hebrew word
that means “to draw out” (of the water). Years later, his
name would remind Moses of the God who rescued
him and did great things for him in Egypt. On more
than one occasion, Moses would rescue his people
because he trusted the Lord.

The deliverer prepared (2:11-25)

Moses spent his first forty years (Acts 7:23) serving in
the Egyptian bureaucracy. (Some students think he was
being groomed to be the next pharaoh.) Egypt seems
the least likely place for God to start training a leader,
but God’s ways are not our ways. In equipping Moses
for service, God took several approaches.

Education. “And Moses was learned in all the wis-
dom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and
deeds” (Acts 7:22 Nkjv). What did that involve? Egypt
had a highly developed civilization for its time, partic-
ularly in the areas of engineering, mathematics, and
astronomy. Thanks to their knowledge of astronomy,
they developed an amazingly accurate calendar, and
their engineers planned and supervised the construc-
tion of edifices that are still standing. Their priests and
doctors were masters of the art of embalming, and their
leaders were skilled in organization and administration.
Visitors to Egypt today can’t help but be impressed
with the accomplishments of this ancient people. The
servant of God should learn all he can, dedicate it to
God, and faithfully serve God.

Failure (vv. 11-14). Though some people were
confused about his racial identity (v. 19), Moses knew
that he was a Hebrew and not an Egyptian, and he
couldn’t help but identify with the plight of his suffer-
ing people. One day he made a courageous decision to
help his people, even if it meant losing his noble posi-
tion as the adopted son of the royal princess (Heb.
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11:24-26). The pleasures!® and treasures of Egypt
faded from view as he saw himself helping to liberate
God’s chosen people.

It’s possible that the Egyptian officer wasnt just dis-
ciplining the Jewish slave but was beating him to death,
because the Hebrew word can mean that, so when
Moses interfered, he was probably saving a man’s life.
And, if the Egyptian officer turned on Moses, which is
likely, then Moses was also defending his own life.

But if Moses was planning to free the Hebrews by
killing the Egyptians one by one, he was in for a shock.
The next day he discovered that the Egyptians were
only part of the problem because the Jews couldn’t even
get along with each other! When he tried to reconcile the
two Jews, they rejected his help! Even more, he learned
that his secret was out and that Pharaoh was after his
life. There was only one thing to do and that was to flee.

These two incidents reveal Moses as a compassion-
ate man who was sincere in his motives but impetuous
in his actions. Knowing this, you would never suspect
that later he would be called “the meekest man on the
earth” (Num. 12:3). Moses’ failure to help free the Jews
must have devastated him. That’s why God took him
to Midian and made him a shepherd for forty years. He
had to learn that deliverance would come from God’s
hand, not Moses’ hand (Acts 7:25; Ex. 13:3).

Solitude and humble service (vv. 15-25). Moses
became a fugitive and fled to the land of the
Midianites, relatives of the Jews (Gen. 25:2). True to
his courageous nature, he assisted the daughters of
Reuel, the priest of Midian (Ex. 2:18), and this led to
hospitality in their home and marriage with one of the
daughters, Zipporah, who bore him a son.!! Later, she
would bear another son, Eliezer (18:1-4; 1 Chron.
23:15). Reuel (“friend of God”) was also known as
Jethro (Ex. 3:1; 18:12, 27), but Jethro (“excellence”)
may have been his title as priest rather than his given
name.!2

The man who was “mighty in word and deed” is
now in the lonely pastures taking care of stubborn
sheep, but that was just the kind of preparation he
needed for leading a nation of stubborn people. Israel
was God’s special flock (Ps. 100:3) and Moses His cho-
sen shepherd. Like Joseph’s thirteen years as a slave in
Egypt and Paul’s three years” hiatus after his conversion
(Gal. 1:16-17), Moses forty years of waiting and
working prepared him for a lifetime of faithful min-
istry. God doesn’t lay hands suddenly on His servants
but takes time to equip them for their work.

God’s delays aren’t evidence of unconcern, for He
hears our groans, sees our plight, feels our sorrows, and
remembers His covenant. What He has promised, He
will perform, for He never breaks His covenant with
His people. When the right time comes, God immedi-

ately goes to work.

The deliverer called (3:1—4:17)
Moses spent forty years serving as a shepherd in Midian
(Acts 7:23; Ex. 7:7), and during those many days and
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nights in the field, he no doubt meditated on the
things of God and prayed for his people who were suf-
fering in Egypt. Its significant that God calls people
who are busy: Gideon was threshing grain (Judg. 6),
Samuel was serving in the tabernacle (1 Sam. 3), David
was caring for sheep (17:20), Elisha was plowing (1
Kings 19:19-21), four of the apostles were managing
their fishing business (Mark 1:16-20), and Matthew
was collecting taxes (Matt. 9:9). God has nothing good
to say about laziness (Prov. 24:30-34; Matt. 25:26-27;
2 Thess. 3:10-12).

What Moses saw (vv. 1-4). God can take an
insignificant bush, ignite it, and turn it into a miracle,
and that’s what He wanted to do with Moses. Some see
in the burning bush a picture of the nation of Israel:
they are God’s light in the world, persecuted but not
consumed. But the burning bush was also a picture of
what God had planned for Moses: he was the weak
bush but God was the empowering fire (19:18; 24:17;
Deut. 4:24; Judg. 13:20; Heb. 12:29), and with God’s
help, Moses could accomplish anything.

What Moses heard (vv. 5-10). God spoke to
Moses and assured him that He was the God of his
fathers and that He felt the suffering of the Jews in
Egypt. He was now ready to deliver them out of Egypt
and lead them into the Promised Land, and Moses
would be His chosen leader.!3 God’s statement
“Behold, I will send you” must have astonished Moses.
Why would God choose a failure?

What Moses did (3:1—4:17). Moses should have
rejoiced because God was at last answering prayer, and
he should have submitted to God’s will saying, “Here I
am! Send me!” But instead, he argued with the Lord
and tried to escape the divine call to rescue Israel from
slavery. In Egypt, forty years before, Moses had acted
like the impetuous horse and rushed ahead of God, but
now he is acting like the stubborn mule and resisting
God (Ps. 32:9). Moses gave five reasons why he
couldn’t accept God’s call.

(1) “m a nobody” (3:11-12). What Moses
thought of himself, or what others thought of Moses,
really wasn’t important. God had spoken and that was
all Moses needed for assurance that he was the right
man for the job. Had forty years of shepherding so
extinguished the fire in his soul that he didn’t think he
could serve the Lord? Why was he looking at himself
instead of looking by faith to the Lord? “I will be with
you” is all the assurance God’s servants need in order to
succeed (Josh. 1:5; Isa. 41:10; 43:5).

(2) “I don’t know your name” (vv. 13-22). As the
representative of God, Moses had to be able to disclose
His character to the Jewish people. Of course, God’s
name “Jehovah” had been known centuries ago (Gen.
4:26) and was familiar to the patriarchs (14:22; 15:1;
25:21-22; 28:13; 49:18). What Moses asked was,
“What does Your name mean? What kind of a God are
You?” God explained that the name Jehovah is a
dynamic name, based on the Hebrew verb “to be” or
“to become.” He is the self-existent One who always



was, always is, and always will be, the faithful and
dependable God who calls Himself “I AM.”14
Centuries later, Jesus would take the name “I AM” and
complete it: “T am the bread of life” (John 6:35), “I am
the light of the world” (8:12), “I am the true vine”
(15:1), and so on.

The eternal God knows the end from the begin-
ning, so He was able to tell Moses exactly what would
happen when he returned to Egypt (Ex. 3:16-22). The
elders of Israel would accept Moses as their leader and
believe that God was about to deliver them. The king
of Egypt would resist God’s message and suffer the ter-
rible judgments of God. The people of Israel would be
delivered from the land and spoil the Egyptians and
thus receive the wages they hadn’t been paid during
their years of slavery.

(3) “The elders won’t believe me” (4:1-9). “They
will not believe” really means “I do not believe.” Moses
was concerned about his credentials before the Jewish
elders, so God gave him three signs to convince the eld-
ers that he was truly God’s chosen servant. “The Jews
require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). From now on, Moses will
experience God’s power and work miracles.

(4) “I'm not a fluent speaker” (4:10-12). Moses
completely missed the message of God’s name and
God’s miraculous power. “I AM” is all that we need in
every circumstance of life, and it’s foolish for us to
argue, “I am not.” If God can turn rods into serpents
and serpents into rods, if He can cause and cure lep-
rosy, and if He can turn water into blood, then He can
enable Moses to speak His Word with power.1> Moses
was making the mistake of looking at himself instead of
looking to God (6:12). The God who made us is able
to use the gifts and abilities Hes given us to accomplish
the tasks He assigns to us.

Was Moses manifesting an attitude of pride or true
humility? Forty years before, he felt perfectly adequate
to face the enemy and act on behalf of his people, but
now he’s backing off and professing himself to be a
worthless failure. But humility isn’t thinking poorly of
ourselves; it’s simply not thinking of ourselves at all but
making God everything. The humble servant thinks
only of God’s will and God’s glory, not his or her own
inadequacy, success, or failure. Moses was clothing his
pride and unbelief in a hollow confession of weakness.

(5) “Somebody else can do it better” (4:13-17).
“O Lord, please send someone else to do it” (v. 13 N1v).
Moses calls Him “Lord” and yet refuses to obey His
orders (Luke 6:46; Acts 10:14). Most of us understand
that attitude because we've made the same mistake. If
God isn’t Lord of all, He isn’t Lord at all.

In His anger, God appointed Aaron to be the
spokesperson for Moses, but Aaron wasn't always a help
to his brother. It was Aaron who cooperated with the
people in making the golden calf (Ex. 32), and Aaron
and his sister Miriam were critical of Moses and his
wife and brought trouble to the camp (Num. 12).
There’s the suggestion in Exodus 4:14 that in accepting
Aaron, Moses was confusing the Old Testament min-
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istries, for Aaron was to be the priest and Moses the
prophet. When God in His anger gives us what we self-
ishly want, that gift rarely turns out to be a blessing
(Num. 11:33; Hos. 13:11). One of the most painful
judgments God can send is to let His people have their
own way.

Subsequent events proved that Moses was very
capable of speaking God’s words with mighty power,
both to his own people and to the king of Egypt. As the
history of Israel unfolds, you find Moses delivering
some eloquent messages in the power of the Lord. The
book of Deuteronomy records his magnificent farewell
speech.

The lesson is plain: God knows us better than we
know ourselves, so we must trust Him and obey what
He tells us to do. When we tell God our weaknesses, we
aren’t sharing anything He doesn't already know (Judg.
6:15; 1 Sam. 9:21; Jer. 1:6). The will of God will never
lead you where the power of God can't enable you, so
walk by faith in His promises.

The deliverer sent (4:18-31)

When you've lived in a place for forty years, how do
you go about packing up and moving elsewhere, espe-
cially when you're going to a place of danger? The text
describes five encouragements God gave Moses as he
sought to obey the will of God.

His father-in-law’s blessing (v. 18). Moses
couldn’t leave without first informing his father-in-law
and receiving his permission and blessing. However,
there’s no record that Moses told Jethro of his meeting
with Jehovah and his call to deliver the people of Israel
from bondage. All he told Jethro was that he wanted to
visit Egypt to see if his family was still alive.

The promises of God (vv. 19-23). As Moses
stepped out by faith, God spoke to him and encour-
aged him. God told Moses not to be afraid to return to
Egypt because his enemies were dead. Then He assured
Moses that He would enable him to do the miraculous
signs but that Pharaoh would only harden his heart and
thereby invite more judgments from the Lord. Before
Moses even arrived in Egypt, he knew he had a battle
on his hands. It wouldn’t be easy to convince Pharach
to let his Jewish slaves go free.

God also assured Moses of His special love for
Israel, His firstborn son (Jer. 31:9; Hos. 11:1). In the
ancient world, the firstborn in every family had special
rights and privileges, and God would see to it that
Israel, His firstborn, would be redeemed and rewarded,
while the firstborn of Egypt would be slain. God was
reminding Moses that he was the servant of a great
God who knew what He would do. The key to victory
was faith in the Lord.

Zipporah’s obedience (vv. 24-26). Moses had neg-
lected to circumcise his second son, Eliezer, and God
struck Moses down with an illness that could have taken
his life. We get the impression that when Moses had cir-
cumcised Gershom, his firstborn, Zipporah had been
appalled by the ceremony and therefore had resisted
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having Eliezer circumcised. Moses let her have her way
and this displeased the Lord. After all, Moses couldn’t
lead the people of Israel if he was disobedient to one of
the fundamental commandments of the Lord (Gen.
17:10-14). Even if the Jews didn’t know it, God knew
about his disobedience, and He was greatly displeased.

The servant of the Lord must be careful to “manage
his own family well” (1 Tim. 3:4 N1v) if he expects to
enjoy the blessings of the Lord; for “[i]f anyone does
not know how to manage his own family, how can he
take care of God’s church?” (v. 5 N1v)

Aaron’s arrival (vv. 27-28). At Horeb (another
name for Mount Sinai; 19:10-11; Deut. 4:10), Moses
met his elder brother Aaron who would be his compan-
ion and associate for the next forty years. When it comes
to serving the Lord, two are better than one (Eccl. 4:9).
Jesus sent out His disciples in pairs (Mark 6:7) and God
called Paul and Barnabas together to take the gospel to
the Gentiles (Acts 13:2). In spite of his faults, and we all
have a few, Aaron ministered along with Moses and
became the founder of the priesthood in Israel.

The nation’s faith (vv. 29-31). Moses had
expressed fear that the Jewish elders wouldn’t believe
his message or accept his leadership, but they did, and
so did the rest of the nation when they saw the demon-
stration of God’s power in the signs. On hearing that
God was concerned for them and was about to rescue
them, they bowed in grateful worship. Worship is the
logical response of God’s people to God’s grace and
goodness.

This was the lull before the storm. God was about
to declare war on Egypt and Pharaoh, and life for the
Jews would become more difficult before it would get
better.

Notes

There are fourteen Old Testament books that begin with “and”

—_

in the original text: Exodus, Leviticus, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1
and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Esther,
Ezekiel, and Jonah. Most English translations either ignore the
“and” or translate it “now.”

8]

See my book Be Authentic (Cook) for an exposition of the life
of Joseph and the last days of Jacob. The Hebrew word trans-
lated “name” is shem, and Shem was the son of Noah through

whom the Hebrew nation came (Gen. 11:10).

(S8

Exodus 1:9 is the first instance in the Bible of the phrase “the
children of Israel.”

'S

The word “Hyksos” means “rulers of foreign countries.” The
Hyksos were outsiders who infiltrated Egypt as servants and
slaves and gradually took over the government, ruling during
the fifteenth and sixteenth dynasties (1700-1542 BC). Being
Semitic in origin, they would certainly identify with the Jews
living in Egypt.

wn

With so many Jewish women bearing so many children, it’s
likely that Shiphrah and Puah were “chief midwives” and had
other women working under their supervision. The Egyptians
were masters of organization and probably had a Bureau of
Resident Alien Obstetrics.

6 These examples teach us that when Christians disobey the law
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because of conscience, their decisions must be based on the
clear laws of God found in Scripture and not simply on per-
sonal prejudice. Note too that the midwives, Daniel and his
friends, and the apostles were courteous in the way they dealt
with the civil authorities and used the experience to bear wit-
ness of the truth of God. Jesus is the supreme example (1 Peter
2:13-25).

7 God’s law is clear that it's wrong both to murder and to lie, but
there are times in this evil world when we may have to choose
between greater and lesser evils, and we need the wisdom of
God to direct us (James 1:5). The legalist simply obeys the let-
ter of the law, and the pragmatist does what seems safe and
right at the time, but the spiritually minded person seeks the
mind of Christ. As long as this world is in the travail of sin
(Rom. 8:22), we will face difficult decisions.

8 Many conservative Bible scholars date the Exodus at about

1445 BC If Moses was eighty years old at the time of the

Exodus (Ex. 7:7), then he was born about 1525 BC

Both Acts 7:20 and Hebrews 11:23 literally read “fair in the

sight of God.” Since the parents acted by faith, and faith comes

through the Word (Rom. 10:17), Amram and Jochebed must
have had some communication from the Lord that Moses was

o

special to Him.

10 We shouldn't infer from the word “pleasures” that Moses was
enjoying carnal delights in the palace. Rather, it was the pleas-
ure enjoyed by a successful man of position. As a prince and “a
man mighty in words and deeds,” he had authority, respect,
and security and needed nothing.

11 The name Gershom means “alien, stranger.” Stephen points
out in Acts 7:13, 35-36 that, like Jesus, both Joseph and
Moses were rejected by their brethren at their first encounter
but accepted at the second. Also, like Jesus, each man took a
bride during the period of alienation from his people.

12 In Numbers 10:29 you find Raguel as an alternate spelling of
Reuel and learn that his son’s name was Hobab. However,
Judges 4:11 names Hobab as the “father-in-law of Moses.” The
Hebrew word means “a husband’s male relative by marriage”
and can refer to either a brother-in-law or a father-in-law and
should be translated “brother-in-law.”

13 God’s promises to Abraham had been passed down from gen-
eration to generation, so that Moses would be able to connect
God’s words in Exodus 3:18 with the promises in Genesis
15:13-21. It was all part of God’s “continued story” of
redemption.

14 The older versions of the Bible transliterate the Hebrew name
for God as “Jehovah,” but modern scholars prefer “Yahweh.”

15 In Egypt, Moses had been “mighty in word” (Acts 7:22), but

his years of shepherding seemed to have silenced him.

CHAPTER TWO
Exodus 5:1—8:19

WAR IS DECLARED

f Moses and Aaron had been privileged to listen to
Jonathan Edwards preach his famous sermon
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” they prob-
ably would have shouted “Amen!” when Edwards said:



All the kings of the earth, before God, are
as grasshoppers; they are nothing, and less
than nothing: both their love and their
hatred is to be despised. The wrath of the
great King of kings, is as much more terri-
ble than theirs, as his majesty is greater.!

Hearing those words, Moses and Aaron would have
recalled the day they stood before the ruler of one of
the greatest kingdoms of the ancient world.2 They were
sent by God to inform Pharaoh that if he didnt release
the Jewish people, Jehovah would declare war on him
and his gods and wouldnt stop attacking Egypt until
the people of Israel were set free. God’s two ambassa-
dors had one message from the Lord: “Let My people
go—or else!”3 Pharaoh’s responses to Moses and Aaron
were predictable: he rejected God’s command, dis-
dained the miracles Moses and Aaron performed, and
deliberately hardened his heart against the Lord.

Pharaoh rejects God’s Word (5:1—6:27)

Their request was a simple one: Moses and Aaron
wanted permission to take the Jewish people three-
days’ journey into the desert to a place where they
could worship the Lord.4 Six days of travel and one day
of worship would add up to a week away from their
work, but Moses said nothing about how long they
would be gone or when they would return. This omis-
sion made Pharaoh suspicious, and he wondered if the
purpose of their journey was escape rather than wor-
ship. Three questions are involved in this episode.

Pharaoh: “Why should I obey the Lord?”
(5:1-3). This was a reasonable question because the
Egyptian people considered Pharaoh to be a god, and
why should their king obey a strange god that neither
Pharaoh nor the Egyptians knew? Furthermore, what
right did this new god have to call the Israelites “My
people” when the Jews were the slaves of Pharaoh? If
Pharaoh obeyed the edict, he would be acknowledging
a deity greater than himself, and he wasn't about to do
that. In his pride and false security, Pharaoh wouldn’t
listen to the words of the living God.

Moses mentioned that the Israelites might be in
danger of being killed if they failed to obey the Lord.
Why bring that up? Perhaps Moses was hinting that
Pharaol’s stubbornness might cost him his slaves and
that he'd be better off to give the Jews a week off and
thereby protect his cheap labor. However, there’s
another factor involved: Moses was telling Pharach
that the God of the Hebrews was a powerful God who
could kill the Egyptians as well as the Jews. Pharaoh
needed to understand that the demands Moses and
Aaron were making were not to be taken lightly, for
this was a matter of life and death.

Pharaoch: “Why should the work stop?” (vv.
4-21). The enslavement of the Israelites was a great
boost to the economy of Egypt, and Pharaoh wasnt
about to give up a good thing. As dictators have done
for centuries, Pharaoh exploited a captive people and
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was unconcerned about their welfare. Unknown to the
king, God was working out His perfect plan to free His
people and glorify His great name, and nothing
Pharaoh could do would prevent God’s plan from suc-
ceeding.

Instead of giving the Jews relief from their toil,
Pharaoh made their labor even harder. He refused to
give them the straw they needed for the manufacturing
of the clay bricks, but he demanded that they still reach
their assigned daily quotas. “If they have so much time
on their hands that they can take a week off,” he
argued, “then let them find their own straw. The extra
work will take their minds off such foolish ideas.”
God’s message to Pharaoh through Moses and Aaron
was only “vain words” as far as the king was concerned
(v. 9; “lies,” N1V).

When their work became unbearable because of the
new rules, the Hebrews sent their foremen to protest to
Pharaoh. It’s unusual that slaves would have access to
the king, but Pharaoh knew what he was doing. He
told them what Moses and Aaron had demanded of
him, and this turned the Jewish foremen against the
leaders God had given them. The foremen told Moses
and Aaron what they thought of them and then slan-
dered them among the Jews. This wouldn’t be the last
time Moses would be opposed by his own people who
didn’t understand what the Lord was doing.

Instead of going to Pharaoh to complain, the fore-
men should have gone to Moses and Aaron and
suggested that they summon the elders and have a
prayer meeting. They should have reminded them-
selves of the promises God had given Israel and claimed
them by faith. What a difference that would have made
for them and for their leaders! Alas, during the next
forty years, complaining about God’s will and criticiz-
ing God’s leaders would be characteristic of the people
of Israel, but are God’s people much different today?

Moses: “Why have You sent me2” (5:22—6:27).
Moses did what all spiritual leaders must do when the
going is tough: he took his burden to the Lord and
honestly talked to Him about the situation. It’s easy to
see that Moses was disappointed and distressed. He
blamed God for the way Pharaoh was mistreating the
Jews, and he accused Him of doing nothing. “Is this
why You sent me?” he asked (5:22 N1v). In other words,
“Are You going to keep Your promises to me or not?”

God’s chosen servants must expect opposition and
misunderstanding, because thats part of what it means
to be a leader; and leaders must know how to get alone
with God, pour out their hearts, and seek His strength
and wisdom. Spiritual leaders must be bold before peo-
ple but broken before God (see Jer. 1) and must claim
God’s promises and do His will even when everything
seems to be against them.

How did the Lord encourage His struggling ser-
vant? To begin with, God spoke to him and gave him
great promises (Ex. 6:1-8). Today we have the written
Word of God, but it’s likely that Moses heard God
speak in an audible voice (33:11; Deut. 34:10). Four
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times in this speech, God reminded Moses, “I am the
Lord” (Ex. 5:2, 6, 7, 8)5 and used His covenant name
“Jehovah”; and seven times, God said, “I will.” When
we know that God is in control and we claim His
promises, then we can experience peace and courage in
the battles of life. God promised to bring Israel out of
Egypt, free them from bondage, and take them into
their Promised Land. At the heart of the seven “I will”
promises is “And I will take you to Me for a people” (v.
7), which is the basis for all that God did for the Jews.

God also reminded Moses of His covenant name
“Jehovah” (6:3). One way to get to know God better is
to pay attention to His names. The patriarchs knew
God as “God Almighty,”® which in the Hebrew is “El
Shaddai—the all-sufficient and all-powerful God,” and
they knew that God’s name was “Jehovah” (Yahweh),
but they didn’t understand the full implications of the
name. God had explained the name “Jehovah” to
Moses when He called him in Midian (3:13-14), but
now He associated His name with the covenant He
would make with His people (6:4). Jehovah is the spe-
cial name of God that links Him with Israel and His
covenants, and it is so sacred to Jews even today that
they will not speak it when they read the Scriptures in
the synagogue. Instead, they substitute “Adonai”
(Master) or simply say “the Name.”

Third, the Lord assured Moses that He felt the bur-
dens of His people and was working on their bebalf (v. 5;
see 2:24). God wasn't ignorant of their need or uncon-
cerned about their suffering, nor was He adding to their
problems by delaying their deliverance. Everything was
working according to His plan and nothing God had
planned would fail. Whenever we feel the Lord has
abandoned us and doesnt really care, we need to
remember His assuring words, “Casting all your care
upon Him, for He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7).

Fourth, the Lord commanded Moses to speak ro
Pharaoh again (Ex. 6:9—13). Moses reached the depths
of discouragement when the Jewish elders wouldn't even
listen to him. They had forgotten the signs and promises
that Moses and Aaron had given them (4:29-31) and in
their anguish were convinced that the situation was
hopeless. Moses and the elders had given up, but God
hadn’t given up on Moses. Moses was still God’s servant,
and He commissioned him to return to the palace and
confront Pharaoh again. In times of despair, it’s best to
ignore our feelings and simply do what God tells us to
do, leaving the consequences with Him.

The genealogy (6:14-27) isn’t there by accident, for
its the Lord’s way of reminding us, the readers, that
God had prepared Moses and Aaron for their ministry in
Egypr. Their arrival in Jacob’s family was part of His
providential working. Reuben was Jacob’s firstborn,
then Simeon, and then Levi, the ancestor of Moses and
Aaron. “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you;
before you were born I sanctified you; and I ordained
you a prophet to the nations” (Jer. 1:5 Nkjv). God’s
calling means God’s enabling, and what He begins He
always completes (Eph. 2:10; Phil. 1:6).
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Pharaoh belittles God’s miracles (6:28—8:7)

Up to this point in their confrontation with Pharaoh,
Moses and Aaron had simply delivered God’s ultima-
tum. Now the time had come for them to reveal God’s
power and perform the miraculous signs that proved
they were truly sent by God. Still somewhat discouraged,
Moses maintained that he wasn't a competent speaker, so
God reminded him that Aaron could be his spokesman
(6:26—7:2; 4:15-16). However, the Lord advised
Moses and Aaron that it would take more than one or
two miracles to accomplish His purposes, for He would
multiply His signs and wonders in the land of Egypt.

Before we study this remarkable series of miracles,
we must focus on the reasons why the Lord took this
approach in dealing with Pharaoh and sent these sign
judgments to the land of Egypt. The ultimate purpose,
of course, was to bring Pharaoh and the Egyptians to
their knees so they'd be willing for the Jews to leave the
land. But at the same time, the Lord was revealing
Himself to both the Israelites and the Egyptians and
proving that He alone is God (7:5).

The miracles and plagues were also God’s way of
judging the gods of Egypt and proving them false and
futile. “Against all the gods of Egypt I will execute
judgment: T am the Lord” (12:12; and see 18:11 and
Num. 33:4). More than eighty different deities were
worshipped in Egypt, but they could do nothing to
deliver the land and the people from the terrible judg-
ments Jehovah sent. If nothing else, the Egyptians
learned that Jehovah was the true and living God.

But the people of Israel also needed to learn this
lesson. According to Ezekiel 20:1-9, some of the Jews
had begun to worship the Egyptian gods, and when
they were delivered from Egypt, they took their gods
with them! Did they compromise their faith in an
attempt to please their captors and receive better
treatment? But how could they forsake Jehovah after
seeing all the demonstrations of His power? “Our
fathers in Egypt did not understand Your wonders;
they did not remember the multitude of Your mer-
cies” (Ps. 106:7 NKjV).

The sign of the serpent (Ex. 7:8-13). God gave
this sign to Moses when He called him in Midian
(4:1-5), but now it was Aaron who performed it in
Pharaoh’s palace. The serpent was one of the special
creatures in Egyptian religion, particularly the cobra,
which was a symbol of immortality. Aaron’s rod
became a serpent by the power of the Lord, and his ser-
pent ate up the serpents that the magicians produced.

The three sign miracles that we're considering—the
staff turned into a serpent, the water turned to blood,
and the invasion of the frogs—have in common the
fact that all of them were duplicated by Pharaoh’s court
magicians. Perhaps “counterfeited” is a more accurate
word, because what they did was more likely deceptive
sleight of hand. However, Satan can empower his peo-
ple to perform “lying wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9-10; Matt.
24:24; Rev. 13:11-15), and that may have been the
source of their power.



The apostle Paul used these Egyptian magicians to
teach an important truth: in the last days, Satan will
attack God’s truth and God’s people by imitating the
works of God. Paul even named two of the court magi-
cians: “Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so
also these men oppose the truth” (2 Tim. 3:8 NIv). As
Jesus taught in the parable of the tares (Mart.
13:24-30, 36-43), Satan is a counterfeiter who
“plants” imitation Christians in this world. Paul called
them “false brethren” (2 Cor. 11:26). Satan has an imi-
tation gospel (Gal. 1:6-9), a counterfeit righteousness
(Rom. 10:1-3), and even counterfeit ministers who
spread his lies (2 Cor. 11:13-15). Satan will one day
produce a false Christ who will deceive the whole
world (2 Thess. 2:1-12).

Pharaoh’s magicians turned rods into snakes and
water into blood, and were also able to produce frogs
in the land. Satan opposes God’s work by imitating it,
and in this way he minimizes the power and glory of
God. Pharaol’s attitude was, “Anything Jehovah can
do, we can do better!” Of course, he couldn’t, but that
was enough to bolster his pride and keep him from
submitting to the Lord.

The sign of water turned to blood (7:14-25).
This miracle was the first of the ten “plagues” God sent
to Egypt, the last of which (the death of the firstborn
at Passover) led to the departure of the Jews from
Egypt.” The word “plague” (9:14; 11:1; 12:13) means
“a blow, a stroke,” and indicates that the hand of the
Lord was punishing the Egyptians.

The longer Pharaoh resisted God, the more serious
the judgments became. The first three plagues were dis-
tressful (water to blood, frogs, gnats); the second three
were painful and costly (flies, death of the livestock,
boils); and the last four were dangerous and destructive
(hail, locusts, darkness, and the death of the firstborn).
The longer sinners resist God’s will and refuse to hear
His Word, the “louder” He has to speak to them
through His judgments.

Not only did the water of the Nile River turn into
blood, but so did the other waters in the land and
even the water stored in vessels of wood and stone.
This was a judgment on the Nile River itself, which
was treated like a god, and on Hapi, the god of the
Nile, and Isis, the goddess of the Nile. The Nile River
was the nation’s major source of life-giving water for
the people and their crops, so taking away their water
supply was a devastating judgment. The people dug
wells near the river in order to get pure water, but the
fish in the river died and their decay produced a ter-
rible stench. The plague and its consequences lasted a
week (7:25).8

The magicians used some of the pure well water
and duplicated the miracle. But if they had true magi-
cal powers, why didn’t they reverse the miracle? That
would have shown them to be more powerful than
Jehovah and would have endeared them to Pharaoh
and the people. The answer, of course, is that they
didn’t have the power to reverse what Moses and Aaron
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did; the magicians achieved their results by legerde-
main and not by any supernatural power.

The sign of the invasion of frogs (8:1-7). Once
more Moses and Aaron commanded Pharaoh, “Let my
people go!” and warned him that another plague was
coming. “Their land brought forth frogs in abundance,
in the chambers of their kings” (Ps. 105:30). In Egypt,
the frog was a fertility symbol, and Heqet, the goddess
of resurrection, fertility, and childbirth, had the head of
a frog.

The Lords warning was very specific. He told
Pharaoh that the frogs would go into their houses,
beds, ovens and cooking utensils, and would even cling
to the bodies of the people. Of course, the magicians
again counterfeited the miracle, when the smartest
thing they could have done was to nullify it.

Pharaoh hardens his heart against God (8:8-19)
Pharaoh began to harden his heart when Moses and
Aaron performed the first miraculous sign before him,
just as God said he would do (7:3, 13-14). He hard-
ened his heart further when his magicians
counterfeited the signs (v. 22) and even when they
couldnt duplicate what Moses and Aaron had done
(8:19). When Moses succeeded in stopping the plague
of frogs, Pharaoh’s heart again hardened (v. 15). This
hardening continued throughout the entire series of
plagues (v. 32; 9:7, 34-35; 13:15).

What does it mean to harden your heart? It means
to see clear evidence of the hand of God at work and
still refuse to accept His Word and submit to His will.
It means to resist Him by showing ingratitude and dis-
obedience and not having any fear of the Lord or of
His judgments. Hardhearted people say with Pharaoh,
“Who is the Lord that I should obey His voice?” (5:2).

But the narrative also makes it clear that by sending
these various judgments, God was hardening Pharaoh’s
heart (4:21; 7:3; 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8, 17).
Does this mean that God was unfair and that Pharaoh
shouldn’t be held responsible for what he did? No, for
the same sun that melts the ice also hardens the clay. It
all depends on the nature of the material.

To the very end of the contest (14:5ff.), Pharaoh
was a proud, unrepentant sinner who refused to hear
God’s Word, do God’s will, or even keep his own
promises to the Jewish people. The Lord gave him
more than enough evidence to convince him that the
gods of Egypt were false and the God of the Hebrews
was the true and living God. Pharaoh sinned against a
flood of light, and though God used him to accomplish
His own purposes, Pharaoch made his own decisions
and hardened his own heart against God.”

He hardened his heart to God’s mercy (vv. 8-15).
Life was miserable for the Egyptians because of the
invasion of the frogs, so much so that Pharaoh asked
Moses and Aaron to remove the pests. He even admit-
ted that the frogs had been sent by the Lord. So
anxious was he to be rid of the frogs that he offered to
let the Jewish people go on their worship trip if Moses
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and Aaron complied with his request. This was only a
stratagem to remove the plague, but Moses and Aaron
cooperated with him.

Why did Moses let Pharaoh select the time for the
frogs to leave? To prove to him and the nation that
Jehovah was the living God who heard their words and
responded to the prayers of His servants. The plague
wasn’t a freakish accident; God was in control. But why
didn’t Pharaoh ask for immediate deliverance from the
frogs? Why postpone recovery until the next day?
Perhaps he was gambling on the chance that the frogs
would leave of themselves, and then he wouldn’t have
to keep his bargain and release the people for their
journey. Or, he may have wanted the word to spread
that deliverance was coming so that the expectation of
the people would be high. The next day the crowds
would be waiting and watching, and if Moses failed,
Pharaoh was the winner and Jehovah and His servants
were discredited.

But Moses wasn't about to fail, for he and Aaron
prayed to God that the plague would end. God
answered, not by causing the frogs to return to the rivers
and ponds, but by killing the frogs and thus forcing the
people to carry away the dead bodies and dispose of
them. But how do you get rid of piles and piles of dead
frogs? It wasn’t easy, and the stench only reminded the
Egyptians of their king’s rebellion against God.

Moses and Aaron kept their promise, and so did the
Lord, but Pharaoh refused to keep his word and let the
Jewish people go. He really wasn't interested in helping
the Israelites; he only wanted to get relief from the
awful plague of frogs. Many sinners aren’t interested in
repenting and receiving God’s grace; they want only to
be delivered from God’s judgment. However, this was
only a temporary respite; the greatest judgments were
yet to come.

In my pastoral ministry, 've met people who were
in trouble in one way or another, who begged me to
pray that the Lord would deliver them. They made all
kinds of promises to me and to the Lord, telling what
theyd do if He would help them. But when He did
graciously help them, they forgot their promises and
even forgot the Lord. I never saw them again. They
were quite unlike the psalmist who wrote: “I will come
to your temple with burnt offerings and fulfill my vows
to you—vows my lips promised and my mouth spoke
when I was in trouble” (Ps. 66:13—-14 N1v).

He hardened his heart to God’s power (Ex.
8:16-19). In stopping the plague of frogs, God was
merciful to Pharaoh, but instead of surrendering to
God’s mercy, the king only further hardened his heart.
So, the Lord sent a third plague and caused the dust of
the ground to become gnats.!0 Pharaoh’s court magi-
cians couldn’t duplicate this miracle and had to admit
it was “the finger of God.” But even in the face of this
evidence, Pharaoh refused to submit to the Lord and
only hardened his heart even more. Neither God’s
mercy nor God’s power caused him to repent and obey

the Word of the Lord.
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The fact that the desert dust became gnats was a
judgment against Set, the Egyptian god of the desert.
Jehovah was so great that He could give life to insignif-
icant dust and use that life to punish the people who
revered Set. But something else was involved. The
Egyptians in general, and the priests in particular, were
fanatical about cleanliness, and the priests frequently
washed and shaved their bodies in order to be accept-
able to their gods. Imagine the chagrin and discomfort
of the priests when their bodies were invaded by
unclean gnats that made life miserable for them! And
their gods could do nothing to deliver them!

The defeated magicians saw “the finger of God” in
this miracle when it was actually God’s “strong hand”
(6:1) and “outstretched arm” (v. 6). In Scripture, the
“finger of God” is also associated with the giving of the
law (31:18; Deut. 9:10), the creation of the heavens
(Ps. 8:3), and the casting out of demons (Luke 11:20).
All of these are demonstrations of God’s authority and
power.

But God wasn’t through with speaking to Pharaoh
or judging the gods of Egypt. Jehovah had seven more
plagues to send, and when they were finished, the
nation of Egypt would be bankrupt.

“It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the liv-
ing God” (Heb. 10:31).

Notes

1 The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Banner of Truth Trust edition,
1976; vol. 2, 10. This is probably the most famous, least read,
and most criticized sermon ever preached in America. Edwards
preached it at Enfield, Massachusetts, on July 8, 1741, and
God used it to begin a powerful spiritual awakening in New
England.
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Many scholars believe that the Pharaoh of the Exodus was
Amenhotep II, son of Thutmose III, the Pharaoh of the
oppression, whose death opened the way for Moses to return
to Egypt.

“Let My people go” is found seven times in the pre-Exodus
narrative: 5:1; 7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3.

4 The Lord had promised that the nation would worship Him at

(53]

Mount Sinai (3:12), but they could never reach Sinai in three
days (19:1). However, Moses knew that Pharaoh wouldn’t let
the people go (3:12-22); therefore, his words, though sincere,
were but the first “volley” in God’s war against Pharaoh. God’s
command gave Pharaoh an opportunity either to submit to the
Lord or to reveal the sinfulness of his own proud heart.

God reminded the Jews that He was Jehovah (6:2, 6-8, 29;
10:2; 16:12; 20:2; 29:46; 31:13), but He also wanted the
Egyptians to know that He was the Lord (7:5, 17; 8:22; 14:4,
18). The name “Jehovah” is translated as lord (all capitals) in

N

most English translations of the Bible. It is used 6,823 times in
the Old Testament.

See Genesis 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; 49:3. “El Shaddai”
(God Almighty) is used thirty times in the book of Job and
eight times in the book of Revelation. Both of these books
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empbhasize the greatness of God’s power.
7 The first nine plagues divide into three triads, each triad cli-
maxing with a plague that wasnt announced. The third



(gnats), sixth (boils), and ninth (darkness) plagues came with-
out warning; all the others were preceded by an
announcement. Pharaoh had no right to complain because
God told him what He was going to do.
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The fact that there were still frogs in the river indicates that the
water was again normal (8:11). If the water were still blood,

the frogs would have died.

o

Since the Lord is holy, just, and good, and His ways are per-
fect, nobody has to defend what He does or try to explain why
He does it (Rom. 9:14-21). God gave Pharaoh many oppor-
tunities to repent and yet he hardened his heart by the way he
responded to God’s clear revelation of Himself. What more
could Moses and Aaron have done?

10 The Hebrew word is translated “lice” in the KJV and NKJV, and
“gnats” in the NIV and NASB. Some scholars think it might
have been a plague of mosquitoes. God sent swarms of little, fly-
ing, biting creatures that made life miserable for the Egyptians.

CHAPTER THREE
Exodus 8:20—10:29
“THE LORD, MIGHTY IN BATTLE”

od is gracious and longsuffering, but there comes a

time when He will no longer tolerate the disobedi-

ence and arrogance of defiant sinners. “To the
faithful you show yourself faithful, to the blameless you
show yourself blameless, to the pure you show yourself
pure, but to the crooked you show yourself shrewd” (Ps.
18:25-26 N1v). If we walk contrary to Him, He will walk
contrary to us (Lev. 26:23-24).

“God shows Himself to each individual according
to his character,” wrote Charles Spurgeon, and no indi-
vidual in Scripture illustrates this truth better than the
king of Egypt. For months, Moses and Aaron had dealt
with Pharaoh, but the king was unwilling to obey
God’s command or even acknowledge God’s authority.
The water courses in Egypt had been turned into
blood, slimy frogs had invaded the land, and swarms of
pesky gnats had irritated the people, but Pharaoh had
refused to bend.

What did God do? He declared all-out war on both
the ruler of Egypt and the gods of Egypt. The Lord sent
six painful and destructive plagues to the land, and
then a seventh plague which brought the death of every
firstborn son. As you study Pharaoh’s responses to these
plagues, you see the moral and spiritual deterioration
of a man who wouldnt submit to God and paid a ter-
rible price for his rebellion.

Let’s consider Pharaols responses to the judgments of
God but, at the same time, let’s examine our own hearts
to learn whether or not we are responding positively to

the will of God.

Bargaining (8:20-32)

At certain times of the year, Pharaoh would go to the
sacred Nile River to participate in special religious rites,
and it certainly must have irritated him on that partic-
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ular holy occasion to see Moses and Aaron waiting for
him. In Pharaol’s eyes, these two men were national
nuisances. Actually, Pharaoh was the cause of the
nation’s troubles, but he would not admit it. God was
dealing with Pharaoh in mercy, wanting to bring him
into submission, for it’s only when we obey God that
we can truly enjoy His blessings. With one blow, God
could have wiped out Pharaoh and the nation (9:15),
but He chose to give them opportunity to repent.

God’s warning (vv. 20-21). We've already noted
that before sending seven of the ten plagues, God
warned Pharaoh what was coming but, of course, he
refused to believe the Word of God and persisted in his
disobedience. The fact that each plague occurred just as
God described it, at the time announced, should have
convinced Pharaoh and his officers that the God of
Israel was in control of these spectacular events. They
weren't caused by Pharaoh’s magicians, who could nei-
ther prevent them nor reverse them, nor were they
mere coincidences. The hand of the Lord was against
the land of Egypt.

God’s grace (v. 22). The Lord added a new feature
to this plague by announcing that the Jews in the land
of Goshen! would escape the plague completely. Only
the great God of Israel could control the flight pattern
of tiny flies and keep them from entering the land of
Goshen. But God’s providential care of Israel was evi-
dent in all these seven last plagues, because the Jews
escaped each one of them (vv. 22-23; 9:4, 11 [“all the
Egyptians”], 26; 10:6 [“all the Egyptians], 23; 11:7).

Often in Scripture, the land of Egypt symbolizes
the world system with its pride and bondage, while the
Exodus of Israel from Egypt pictures the deliverance of
God’s people through the blood of the lamb (John
1:29; Gal. 1:4; 1 Peter 1:18-19). During the time
when Joseph was in Egypt, Pharaoh had given the land
of Goshen to the Jews, and now God set it apart for
His people. In this way God made a “division” between
His people and the Egyptians. The word translated
“division” in Exodus 8:23 means “a redemption, a ran-
som, a deliverance.” Because they belonged to God in
a special way, the Jews were “different” from the
Egyptians, but Pharaoh wouldnt acknowledge this
fact.2

God’s wrath (v. 24). Just as God promised, the
next day great swarms of flies invaded the land, enter-
ing the homes of the people and even the palace of the
king. But the flies were more than just an immediate
nuisance to the people, for their coming caused some
long-range problems as well. The swarms of insects no
doubt carried disease germs that affected the people,
and it’s possible the insects deposited their eggs on the
vegetation and the larva that came out ate the plants
and thus ruined the land. Some students think that the
fly was especially sacred to the Egyptian god Uatchit,
so the plague was also God’s way of dishonoring
another one of the false gods of Egypt.

Pharaohb’s offers (vv. 25-32). During the time of
the plagues, Pharaoh offered four compromises to
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Moses and Aaron. The first two are recorded here, dur-
ing the plague of the flies (vv. 25, 28); the third came
during the locust plague (10:7-11); and the fourth
occurred during the three days of darkness (vv. 24-26).
The fact that Pharaoh even thought he could bargain
with God is another evidence of his pride. What is
mortal man, even the king of a great nation, that he
should dare to negotiate the will of God? These offers
were all part of Pharaoh’s hypocritical scheme to outwit
Moses and Aaron, for his heart was still stubborn and
unyielding. He wasnt interested in either the will of
God or the welfare of the Jews; all he wanted was to
stop the plagues.

God’s people face similar “Egyptian compromises”
today as we seek to serve the Lord. The enemy tells us
we don't have to be separated from sin because we can
serve God “in the land.” God’s reply is found in 2
Corinthians 6:14-18. “Don’t go too far away,” the
enemy whispers, “or people will call you a fanatic.”
James 1:27 and 4:4 demolish that proposal. True serv-
ice to God means giving Him authority over all our
possessions and all the people in our family for whom
we're responsible. Not to do so is to disobey Mark
10:13-16; Ephesians 6:4; and Deuteronomy 6:6-13.
Once we start to negotiate the will of God and see how
close we can get to the world, we have already dis-
obeyed Him in our hearts.

In his first proposal, Pharaoh offered to let the Jews
hold their worship feast in the land of Egypt (Ex.
8:25), an offer Moses and Aaron rejected. They knew
that some of the animals the Jews would sacrifice were
sacred to the Egyptians,3 and what began as a meeting
for solemn worship would quickly turn into a riot. The
Jews were a separate people, living in Goshen, a land
that had been set apart by God, and they had to sepa-
rate themselves a three days’ journey from Egypt in
order to please the Lord.

Pharaoh’s second offer was that Israel leave the land
but not go too far away (v. 28). The appendix to his
offer (“Now pray for me!” N1v) shows that his real con-
cern was to get rid of the swarms of flies. On the
surface, it looks like Moses and Aaron accepted this
second offer, because Moses promised to get rid of the
flies. Perhaps they thought they could travel farther
once they got out of the land, but surely they both
knew that Pharaoh wouldn’t keep his word. Pharaoh
had a habit of begging for help when he needed it (v.
8; 9:28; 10:16-17) and then changing his mind once
the plague was removed (8:15, 32; 9:34-35; 10:20).
God answered Moses’ prayer and removed the flies, but
Pharaoh only hardened his heart even more.

Resisting (9:1-12)

As you study the account of the plagues of Egypt, keep
in mind the purposes God was fulfilling through these
momentous events. First of all, He was manifesting His
power to Pharaoh and his officials and proving to them
that He alone is the true and living God. At the same
time, the Lord was exposing the futility of the Egyptian
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religion and the vanity of the many gods they wor-
shipped, including Pharaoh himself. All that God did
to Egypt was a reminder to His people that their God
was fighting for them and they didn’t have to worry or
be afraid.

The fifth plague (vv. 1-7). Moses announced to
Pharaoh that unless he released the Israelites within
twenty-four hours, all the livestock in the Egyptian
fields would be the next target for the demonstration of
Jehovah’s power. God would send a terrible pestilence
upon the horses, donkeys, camels, cattle, sheep, and
goats in the fields, and they would die. We don’t know
what this pestilence was and it’s useless to speculate.
One thing is sure: God sent the plague and the live-
stock in the fields perished.4 Since some of the gods of
Egypt were identified with bulls, cows, rams, and other
livestock, this judgment was another successful attack
on the Egyptian religion.

But God also kept His promise and protected the
livestock that belonged to the Jews living in the land of
Goshen. When Jacob and his family came to Egypt
during the time of Joseph, they brought their flocks
and herds with them (Gen. 45:10; 47:1; 50:8). During
their time of bondage, the Jews were allowed to keep
livestock, for at the Exodus, they took their flocks and
herds with them (Ex. 12:37-38).

How did Pharaoh respond to this terrible plague?
He hardened his heart and resisted the authority of the
Lord. “How blessed is the man who fears always, but
he who hardens his heart will fall into calamity” (Prov.
28:14 NasB). The opposite of a hard heart is a heart
that fears God, and that reverential fear motivates us to
obey the Lord’s commands. “The fear of the Lord is the
beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10), but the hard-
hearted person is ignorant of God and His truth (Eph.
4:18).

The sixth plague (vv. 8-12). There was no warn-
ing given this time. Moses and Aaron simply went to
one of the lime-kilns, filled their hands with soot,
threw the soot into the air, and trusted God to do the
rest. God kept His promise, for wherever the soot
landed on the Egyptians and their cattle, it produced
painful festering ulcers and boils. Once again, the Jews
in Goshen were protected (v. 11).5

Pharaoh summoned his court magicians, but they
weren't able to go to the palace. The boils had caught
up with them and they could do nothing about it! The
experience was not only painful but also embarrassing,
because the Egyptians were obsessed with physical
cleanliness. They took frequent baths, but the festering
sores would make that difficult.

The nation of Egypt was being devastated and the
people were in great pain, but Pharach would not
yield. He continued resisting the Lord and His ser-
vants, and each act of disobedience only hardened his
heart more. “He who is often reproved and hardens his
neck, will suddenly be destroyed, and that without
remedy” (Prov. 29:1 Nkjv). For Pharaoh, the worst was
yet to come.



Deceiving (9:13-35)

It didn’t look like Moses was achieving his purpose, for
each new plague only made the situation worse. But
God was in control and He knew what He was doing.
The Lord always has a new word for His servants; all
they have to do is listen, believe, and obey.

A fifth warning (vv. 13-21). This is the longest
warning so far, perhaps because it introduced the most
destructive plague God had sent thus far. Moses again
gave God’s command that Pharaoh allow the Jewish
people to leave the country for a special meeting with
the Lord, but this time the Lord added a special warn-
ing: the God of the Hebrews was about to release “the
full force” of His plagues on Pharaoh, the people, and
the land (v. 14 N1v). Pharaoh’s heart had become
harder, so God’s disciplines had to become more severe.

Moses reminded the king of the Lord’s mercy: “For if
by now I had put forth my hand and struck you and
your people with pestilence, you would then have been
cut off from the earth” (v. 15 NasB). Simply by speak-
ing the word, God could have wiped out the entire
Egyptian nation, but God in His mercy doesn’t give
sinners all that they deserve. How grateful Pharaoh
should have been, and yet he continued to resist the
Lord.

Moses also reminded Pharaoh of Gods sovereign
grace (v. 16), a lesson more than one dictator has had to
learn the hard way (Dan. 4:28-33; Acts 12:20-24).
Apart from the sovereign will of God, Pharaoh would
not have been the ruler of Egypt. Each time Pharaoh
resisted God, the Lord used the situation to reveal His
power and glorify His name. If Pharaoh exalted himself
against God, then God exalted Himself through
Pharaoh (Ex. 9:17). Paul quoted verse 16 in Romans
9:17 as part of his explanation of the justice and mercy
of God with reference to Israel.6

The next day, God would send “the worst hailstorm
that has ever fallen on Egypt” (Ex. 9:18 N1v), so Moses
advised the people to gather into a safe place all the cat-
tle that had not been in the fields and had survived the
fifth plague. Even some of Pharaoh’s servants now
believed God’s Word and obeyed it, but the king con-
tinued to harden his heart.

The seventh plague (vv. 22-26). The next day,
Moses stretched his rod toward heaven, and God sent
thunder,” rain (v. 33), hail, and lightning that ran
along the ground. Any person or animal that wasn't
under cover was killed, and the plants and trees in the
fields were destroyed. Since the flax and barley were
ready for harvest (v. 31), the plague must have come in
January or February. Once again, the Lord protected
His people in the land of Goshen and the plague didn’t
touch them.

Another royal lie (vv. 27-35). Secing the devasta-
tion of his land, Pharaoh quickly summoned Moses
and Aaron, something he had done before (8:8) and
would do again (10:16). However, this time the proud
king acknowledged the justice of God and admitted
that he had sinned! (He would do that again. See
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10:17.) However, his confession was insincere because
it didn’t lead to obedience.8 Moses knew that the king
didn’t really fear the Lord. All he and his officials
wanted to do was stop the terrible hailstorm.

God in His grace answered Moses prayer and
stopped the plague. Pharaoh in his duplicity reneged
on his promise and wouldn’t let Israel go. When would
he ever learn that you can't fight against God and win?

Appealing (10:1-20)

When God gave Moses the instructions for his next
meeting with Pharaoh, He added another reason for
the great display of His wonders in the plagues: that the
Jews might be able to tell the generations to come
about the awesome power of their great God.

This purpose was also written into the Passover
Feast (12:26-27; 13:8, 14-15). Whether in the family
or the local church, it’s good for each new generation
to learn and appreciate the way God has worked on
behalf of previous generations. Recalling and giving
thanks for God’s wonderful deeds is one of the basic
themes of the book of Deuteronomy, including what
the Lord did to Pharaoh (Deut. 4:34; 7:18-19; 26:5-8;
29:1-3).

Interrogation (Ex. 10:3-11). Three questions
summarize this confrontation with Pharaoh. First,
Moses and Aaron asked Pharaoh how long he was
going to persist in his pride and refuse to humble him-
self before God. It took a great deal of courage to tell
any ancient ruler that he was proud, but especially the
king of Egypt who was honored as a god. However,
Moses and Aaron knew that the Lord would protect
them and fulfill His word. They warned Pharaoh that
if he failed to obey, vast swarms of locusts would come
into the land and destroy everything that hadn’t already
been destroyed by the hailstorm. Moses and Aaron
didn’t wait for an answer or another false promise; they
delivered their message and walked out of the palace.

The second question came from Pharaoh’s officers,
“How long shall this man be a snare to us?” (v. 7) They
suggested that Pharaoh had been wrong in not letting
the Jews go, and they even dared to remind him that
his anti-Jewish policy had ruined the land of Egypt.
The officers certainly were brave to talk this boldly to
Pharaoh, but the nation was in desperate straits and
somebody had to do something. What harm could
come from the Jewish people temporarily leaving their
work and going on their journey?

Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron back to the
palace and asked the third question: “Who are the ones
that are going?” (v. 8 NasB) Moses made it clear that
God wanted everybody to take this three-day journey.
This included all the men, women, and children, the
young and the old, and also the flocks and herds that
would be needed to provide sacrifices for the Lord.
Pharaoh offered to let only the men go on the journey,
knowing that he could hold their families hostage and
guarantee their return to Egypt, but it was a compro-
mise that Moses and Aaron rejected.
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In his angry response (vv. 10-11), Pharaoh blas-
phemed the name of God. Literally, he said, “May the
Lord be with you if I ever let you and your children go!”
The Living Bible paraphrases it, “In the name of God I
will not let you take your little ones!” Pharaoh interpreted
their request as an evil plot to secure their freedom from
Egyptian bondage. If all the Jewish men left with their
families and livestock, they'd never have to return!

That was the end of the interview, and Pharaoh
commanded his officers to drive Moses and Aaron out
of the palace. As far as he was concerned, he was fin-
ished with Moses and Aaron and would never again
listen to their messages from the Lord. However, God
had other plans, and before long, Pharaoh would again
be appealing for deliverance and relief.

Invasion (vv. 12-15). God had seen and heard the
entire interview and was prepared to respond to
Pharaoh’s blasphemy and disobedience. When Moses
lifted his rod toward heaven, God sent an east wind
that blew for the rest of that day and all through the
night. It brought vast swarms of locusts into the land,
and they began to devour all the vegetation that had
survived the previous plague (9:32). Since the creatures
attacked “all the Egyptians” (10:6), the inference is that
Israel escaped this devastating plague.

If vocabulary is any indication of significance, then
the locust was a significant creature in the Old Testament
world, for there are at least eleven different Hebrew
words in Scripture referring to it. The Jews were permit-
ted to eat certain species of locusts (Lev. 11:20-23; Deut.
14:19-20; see Matt. 3:1-4), but for the most part, they
hated the creatures because of their ability to strip the
vegetation from an area with incredible speed. The
Israelites used the locust swarm to describe anything that
quickly invaded and devastated their land (Judg. 6:5;
7:12; Isa. 33:4; Jer. 46:23; 51:14, 27), and the prophet
Joel compared the locusts to an invading army (Joel 1-2;
see Amos 7:1-3).

Intercession (vv. 16-19). If Pharaoh’s officers
thought that Egypt was already ruined (v. 7), then what
was their opinion of the situation after the locusts
arrived? Within a brief time, no vegetation was left
anywhere in the land, and the creatures were invading
the houses as well as the fields (v. 6). It was the most
devastating natural calamity to hit the land of Egypt in
all Egyptian history. In destroying the vegetation, God
not only left the land bankrupt, but He triumphed
over Osiris, the Egyptian god of fertility and crops. He
also proved that He had control over the wind.

Once again Pharaoh sought for relief without
repentance, and God mercifully granted his request.
God proved His greatness by reversing the winds and
carrying all the locusts into the Red Sea. Within a short
time, He would put Pharaoh’s army into the Red Sea,
and then the Israelites would be free to march to their
Promised Land.

Threatening (10:21-29)
We dont know how long after the locusts left Egypt that
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God sent the ninth plague, but the darkness over the
land for three days proved that Jehovah was greater than
Ra (or Re) and Horus, both of whom the Egyptians
revered as sun gods. The darkness wasnt the natural
result of a sandstorm but was a miracle from the hand of
the God of the Hebrews. There was light for the
Israelites in the land of Goshen, just as there would be
light for them as they marched out of Egypt (14:19-20).
The people of the world (Egypt) walk in the darkness,
but the people of God walk in the light (John 3:19-21;
1 John 1:5-10).

Always ready to call for help when he was in trou-
ble, Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron and made
one more offer. The Jews could go on their journey to
worship the Lord, but they couldn’t take their flocks
and herds with them. Pharaoh’s plan was to confiscate
all their livestock to replace what he had lost in the
plagues, and then send his army to bring the Jews back
to Egyptian slavery. Moses and Aaron rejected the offer,
not only because they saw through his crafty plan, but
because they knew that Israel had to obey all the will of
God.

Pharaoh was a proud man, and proud people don't
like to be outwitted by those whom they consider their
inferiors. Moses and Aaron had refused his four offers
and had insisted that he let the Israelites go. These two
humble Jews had proved themselves more powerful
than the exalted Pharaoh of Egypt, a son of the gods.
By His mighty judgments, the God of the Hebrews
had brought the great nation of Egypt to its knees, and
both the leaders and the common people in the land
held Moses in high regard (Ex. 11:3).

Pharaoh was a beaten man, but he wouldn’t admit
it. Instead, he used his authority to try to intimidate
Moses. He warned Moses that if he came back into the
palace to see Pharaoh, he would be killed. There were
to be no more official audiences before Pharaoh.

But before Moses left the throne room, he delivered
God’s final warning about the last plague, the death of
the firstborn (v. 4). There’s an unfortunate chapter
division here, for it’s likely that Moses delivered his
final speech between 10:28 and 29, and then he left the
throne room in great anger.” Pharaoh had threatened
to kill Moses, but God was going to slay every firstborn
son in the land of Egypt and then drown Pharaoh’s
crack troops. In spite of what Pharaoh said about not
seeing Moses, on Passover night, Pharaoh would once
again call for Moses and plead for his help (12:31).

The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is a warning to all
of us. If the sinful human heart doesn’t respond by faith
to God’s Word, it cannot be transformed by the grace
of God (Ezek. 36:26-27; Heb. 8:7—13). Instead, it will
become harder and harder the longer it resists God’s
truth. No matter how often God may send affliction, it
will only provoke more disobedience. In the last days,
when God sends His terrible judgments on the world
(Rev. 6—16),10 people will curse God and continue in
their sins, but they will not repent (6:15-17; 9:20-21;
16:9, 11). There will be a whole world full of men and



women like Pharaoh who will behold God’s judgments
and still not repent.

“Today, if you will hear His voice, do not harden
your hearts” (Heb. 3:7 Nkjv).

“It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the liv-
ing God” (10:31).

Notes
Pharaoh had given the land of Goshen to Joseph’s family in

—

appreciation for all Joseph had done for the land of Egypt. See
Genesis 45:10 and 50:8.
See Exodus 19:5-6 and Deuteronomy 32:8-9; 33:16. Balaam

recognized the distinctiveness of Israel as a nation when he

)

called the Jews “a people who live apart and do not consider
themselves one of the nations” (Num. 23:9 N1V). In Romans
9:1-5, Paul lists the special blessings God gave to the people of
Israel. The fact that the Jews are God’s chosen people doesn’t
mean they’re better than any other people (Deut. 7:6-11) but
that they belong to God in a special way, have special tasks to
perform in this world, and are held accountable in a special
way because of these privileges (Amos 3:2).

»

The goddess Hathor was pictured having the head of a cow,
the god Apis the head of a bull, and Khnum the head of a ram.
The cow was sacred to Isis and the ram to Amon. If the
Egyptians had seen the Israelites sacrificing these animals to
Jehovah, they would have protested violently and probably
attacked the Jews who, after all, were nothing but slaves in the
land.

Inasmuch as there were still livestock in Egypt that were

o~

affected by the next two plagues (9:9, 19-21), the word “all”
in verse 6 should be interpreted in a relative sense. Note too
that the livestock killed by the fifth plague were in the fields,
not in sheds (vv. 19-21).
5 God warned Israel that if they disobeyed Him after entering
the Promised Land, He would send them the same painful
boils with which He had afflicted the Egyptians (Deut. 28:27,
35).
The fact that God allowed Pharaoh to be the ruler of Egypt,

was longsuffering toward him, and mercifully spared his life,

(=)

doesn't imply that God was to blame for Pharaoh’s decisions.
When God isn’t allowed to rule, then He overrules and always
accomplishes His purposes. However, He doesn’t deprive peo-
ple of the privilege of choice nor does He deny human
responsibility. The Jews couldnt blame God for what Pharaoh
did, nor could Pharaoh absolve himself of responsibility.

7 The Jews considered thunder to be the voice of God (Ps. 29;

John 12:29), and thunder often accompanied the great works

of God (Ex. 19:19; 20:18; 1 Sam. 7:10; 12:17).

Pharaoh is one of six people in Scripture who said, “I have

oo

sinned” but gave no evidence of true repentance: Balaam
(Num. 22:34), Achan (Josh. 7:20), King Saul (1 Sam. 15:24,
30; 26:21), Shimei (2 Sam. 19:20), and Judas (Matt. 27:4).
Those who said it and proved their repentance by their obedi-
ence were David (2 Sam. 12:13; 24:10, 17; 1 Chron. 21:8, 17;
Ps. 51:4) and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:18, 21).

It is this incident that is referred to in Hebrews 11:27. Moses

o

wasn't afraid of the wrath of Pharaoh as he organized the
Jewish people and led them out of Egypt, for he knew that
God would defeat Pharaoh and his army.

Exodus 10—11

10 The parallels between the plagues of Egypt and the judgments
in the book of Revelation are worth noting: water turned to
blood (8:8; 16:4-6), frogs (16:13), painful sores (16:2), hail
and fire (8:7), locusts (9:1), and terrible darkness (16:10).

CHAPTER FOUR
Exodus 11:1—13:16

ONE MORE PLAGUE

his section of the book of Exodus focuses on an
Tunpopular subject: death. King Jehovah (Ps. 95:3)
was about to confront King Pharaoh with another
king—death, the “king of terrors” (Job 18:14). The last
enemy, death (1 Cor. 15:26), would visit Egypt with one
last plague and deliver one last blow to the proud ruler of
the land. In one solemn night, all the firstborn sons and
all the firstborn livestock in Egypt would die, and there
would be a great cry throughout the land (Ex. 11:6;
12:30). Only then would Pharaoh let God’s people go.
However, death wouldn’t visit the Jews and their
livestock in the land of Goshen, because the Israelites
belonged to the Lord and were His special people. In
the land of Goshen, all that would die would be inno-
cent yearling lambs, one for each Jewish household.
This night would mark the inauguration of Passover,
Israel’s first national feast. In this chapter, we want to
examine five different aspects of the Passover event.

Passover and the Egyptians (11:1-10)

The people of Egypt had been irritated by the first six
plagues, and their land and possessions had been dev-
astated by the next two plagues. The ninth plague, the
three days of darkness, had set the stage for the most
dreadful plague of all, when the messengers of death
would visit the land. “He unleashed against them his
hot anger, his wrath, indignation and hostilitcy—a band
of destroying angels” (Ps. 78:49 N1v).

Moses heard God’s Word (vv. 1-3). These verses
describe what happened before Moses was summoned
to the palace to hear Pharaoh’s last offer (10:24-29).
Moses’ speech (11:4-8) was delivered between verses
26 and 27 of chapter 10, and it ended with Moses leav-
ing the palace in great anger (10:29; 11:8).

God told Moses that He would send one more
plague to Egypt, a plague so terrible that Pharaoh would
not only let the Israelites go but would command them
to go. Pharaoh would drive them out of the land and
thus fulfill the promise God had made even before the
plagues had started (6:1; see 12:31-32, 39).

Moses told the Jewish people that the time had
come for them to collect their unpaid wages for all the
work they and their ancestors had done as slaves in
Egypt. The Hebrew word translated “borrow” in the
Authorized Version simply means “to ask or request.”
The Jews didn’t intend to return what the Egyptians
gave them, for that wealth was payment for an out-

standing debt that Egypt owed to Isracl. God had
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promised Abraham that his descendants would leave
Egypt “with great substance” (Gen. 15:14), and He
repeated that promise to Moses (Ex. 3:21-22). God
had given His servant Moses great respect among the
Egyptians, and now He would give the Jews great favor
with the Egyptians, who would freely give their wealth
to the Jews (12:36-37).

Moses warned Pharaoh (Ex. 11:4-10). This was
Moses’ final address to Pharaoh, who rejected it just as
he did the other warnings. Pharaoh had no fear of God
in his heart, therefore, he didn’t take Moses” words seri-
ously. But in rejecting God’s word, Pharaoh caused the
finest young men in the land to die and therefore
brought profound sorrow to himself and to his people.

Two questions must be addressed at this point:
(1) Why did God slay only the firstborn? (2) Was He
just in doing so when Pharaoh was the true culprie? In
answering the first question, we also help to answer the
second.

In most cultures, firstborn sons are considered spe-
cial, and in Egypt, they were considered sacred. We
must remember that God calls Israel His firstborn son
(Ex. 4:22; Jer. 31:9; Hos. 11:1). At the very beginning
of their conflict, Moses warned Pharaoh that the way
he treated God’s firstborn would determine how God
treated Egypt’s firstborn (Ex. 4:22-23). Pharaoh had
tried to kill the Jewish male babies, and his officers had
brutally mistreated the Jewish slaves, so in slaying the
firstborn, the Lord was simply paying Pharaoh back
with his own currency.

Compensation is a fundamental law of life (Matt.
7:1-2), and God isn't unjust in permitting this law to
operate in the world. Pharaoh drowned the Jewish
babies, so God drowned Pharaoh’s army (Ex.
14:26-31; 15:4-5). Jacob lied to his father Isaac (Gen.
27:15-17), and years later, Jacob’s sons lied to him
(37:31-35). David committed adultery and had the
woman’s husband murdered (2 Sam. 11), and David’s
daughter was raped and two of his sons were murdered
(2 Sam. 13; 18). Haman built a gallows on which to
hang Mordecai, but it was Haman who was hanged
there instead (Est. 7:7—10). “Do not be deceived, God
is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will
also reap” (Gal. 6:7 NKJV).

As to the justice of this tenth plague, who can pass
judgment on the acts of the Lord when “righteousness
and justice are the foundation of [His] throne™? (Ds.
89:14 N1v) But why should one man’s resistance to God
cause the death of many innocent young men? However,
similar events happen in our world today. How many
men and women who died in uniform had the opportu-
nity to vote for or against a declaration of war? And as to
the “innocence” of these firstborn sons, only God knows
the human heart and can dispense His justice perfectly.
“Shall not the Judge of all the earth do righ??” (Gen.
18:25).

When you read the book of Genesis, you learn that
God often rejected the firstborn son and chose the
next son to carry on the family line and receive God’s
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special blessing. God chose Abel, and then Seth, but
not Cain; He chose Shem, not Japheth; Isaac, not
Ishmael; and Jacob, not Esau.

These choices not only magnify God’s sovereign
grace, but they are a symbolic way of saying that our
first birth is not accepted by God. We must experience
a second birth, a spiritual birth, before God can accept
us (John 1:12-13; 3:1-18). The firstborn son repre-
sents humanity’s very best, but that isn’t good enough
for a holy God. Because of our first birth, we inherit
Adam’s sinful nature and are lost (Ps. 51:5-6), but
when we experience a second birth through faith in
Christ, we receive God’s divine nature and are accepted
in Christ (2 Peter 1:1-4; Gal. 4:6; Rom. 8:9).

Pharaoh and the Egyptian people sinned against a
flood of light and insulted God’s mercy. The Lord had
endured with much longsuffering the rebellion and
arrogance of the king of Egypt as well as his cruel treat-
ment of the Jewish people. God had warned Pharach
many times, but the man wouldn’t submit. Jehovah
had publicly humiliated the Egyptian gods and god-
desses and proved Himself to be the only true and
living God, yet the nation would not believe.

“Because the sentence against an evil work is not
executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of
men is fully set in them to do evil” (Eccl. 8:11 Nkjv).
God’s mercy should have brought Pharaoh to his
knees; instead, he repeatedly hardened his heart.
Pharaoh’s officials humbled themselves before Moses
(Ex. 3; 8); why couldn’t Pharaoh follow their example?
“Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit
before a fall” (Prov. 16:18 NKjv).

Passover and the Israelites (12:1-28, 43-51)
Passover marked a new beginning for the Jews and
bound them together as a nation.! When the Lord lib-
erates you from bondage, it’s the dawning of a new day
and the beginning of a new life. Whenever you meet
the words “redeem” or “redemption” in the New
Testament, they speak of freedom from slavery. (There
were an estimated 60 million slaves in the Roman
Empire.) Jewish believers would immediately think of
Passover and Israel’s deliverance from Egypt through
the blood of the lamb.

The Jewish nation in the Old Testament had two
calendars, a civil calendar that began in our
September—October, and a religious calendar that
began in our March—April. New Year’s Day in the civil
year (“Rosh Hashana”—“beginning of the year”) fell in
the seventh month of the religious calendar and ush-
ered in the special events in the month of Tishri: the
Feast of Trumpets, the day of Atonement, and the Feast
of Tabernacles. But Passover marked the beginning of
the religious year, and at Passover, the focus is on the
lamb.

Isaac’s question “Where is the lamb?” (Gen. 22:7)
introduced one of the major themes of the Old
Testament as God’s people waited for the Messiah. The
question was ultimately answered by John the Baptist



when he pointed to Jesus and said, “Behold! The Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world” (John
1:29 Nkjv). That the Passover lamb is a picture of Jesus
Christ is affirmed in the New Testament by the evan-
gelist Philip (Acts 8:32-35; Isa. 53:7-8) as well as by
the apostles Paul (1 Cor. 5:7), Peter (1 Peter 1:18-20),
and John (Rev. 5:5-6; 13:8).2

The lamb was chosen and examined (vv. 1-6a)
on the tenth day of the month and carefully watched
for four days to make sure it met the divine specifica-
tions. There is no question that Jesus met all the
requirements to be our Lamb, for the Father said,
“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”
(Matt. 3:17). During the days preceding Passover, our
Lord’s enemies questioned Him repeatedly, waiting for
Him to say something they could attack. During His
various trials and interrogations, Jesus was repeatedly
questioned, and He passed every test. Jesus knew no sin
(2 Cor. 5:21), did no sin (1 Peter 2:22), and in Him
there was no sin (1 John 3:5). He’s the perfect Lamb of
God.

On the fourteenth day of the month, at evening,3
the lamb was slain (Ex. 12:6b-7, 12—13, 21-24) and
its blood was applied to the lintel and side posts of the
doors of the houses in which the Jewish families lived.
It wasn't the /ife of the lamb that saved the people from
judgment but the death of the lamb. “Without shed-
ding of blood there is no remission” (Heb. 9:22; Lew.
17:11). Some people claim to admire the life and
teachings of Jesus who don’t want the cross of Jesus,
yet it's His death on the cross that paid the price of our
redemption (Matt. 20:28; 26:28; John 3:14-17;
10:11; Eph. 1:7; 1 Tim. 2:5-6; Heb. 9:28; Rev. 5:9).
Jesus was our substitute; He died our death for us and
suffered the judgment of our sin (Isa. 53:4-6; 1 Peter
2:24).

However, to be effective, the blood had to be
applied to the doorposts; for God promised, “[W]hen
I see the blood, I will pass over you” (Ex. 12:13). It isn’t
sufficient simply to know that Christ was sacrificed for
the sins of the world (John 3:16; 1 John 2:2). We must
appropriate that sacrifice for ourselves and be able to
say with Paul, “The Son of God loved me, and gave
himself for me” (Gal. 2:20), and with Mary, “My spirit
has rejoiced in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46 Nkjv). Our
appropriation of the Atonement must be personal:
“My Lord and my God” (John 20:28).

The Jews dipped flimsy hyssop plants into the
basins of blood and applied the blood to the doorposts
(Ex. 12:22). Hyssop was later used to sprinkle the
blood that ratified the covenant (24:1-8) and that
cleansed healed lepers (Lev. 14:4, 6, 49, 51-52). Our
faith may be as weak as the hyssop, but it’s not faith in
our faith that saves us, but faith in the blood of the
Savior.

The lamb was roasted and eaten (vv. 8-11, 46),
and the eating was done in haste, each family member
ready to move out when the signal was given. The meal
consisted of the roasted lamb, unleavened bread, and
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bitter herbs, each of which symbolized an important
spiritual truth.

In order that the lamb might be kept whole, it was
roasted in the fire and not boiled in water. It’s not likely
that the Jews had vessels large enough for boiling a
whole lamb, but even if they did, it was forbidden. The
bones would have to be broken and the meat in cook-
ing would separate from the bones. The bones were not
to be broken nor were pieces of meat to be carried out-
side the house (v. 46; John 19:31-37; Ps. 34:20). It was
important to see the wholeness of the lamb.

We trust Christ that we might be saved from our
sins by His sacrifice, but we must also feed on Christ in
order to have strength for our daily pilgrim journey. As
we worship, meditate on the Word, pray, and believe,
we appropriate the spiritual nourishment of Jesus
Christ and grow in grace and knowledge.4

Along with the lamb, the Lraclites ate bitter herbs
and unleavened bread (Ex. 12:14-20, 39; 13:3-7).
Tasting the bitter herbs would remind the Jews of their
years of bitter bondage in the land of Egypt. However,
when circumstances became difficult during their
wilderness journey, the people usually recalled “the
good old days” and wanted to go back to Egypt (16:3;
17:1-3; Num. 11:1-9; 14:1-5). They forgot the bitter-
ness of their servitude in that horrible iron furnace.

Their bread was unleavened (without yeast) for two
reasons: there wasnt time for the bread to rise (Ex.
12:39), and leaven was a symbol of impurity to the
Jews. For a week after Passover, they were required to
cat unleavened bread and to remove every trace of
leaven from their dwellings.

Yeast is an image of sin: it’s hidden; it works silently
and secretly; it spreads and pollutes; and it causes
dough to rise (“puffed up”—1 Cor. 4:18-5:2). Both
Jesus and Paul compared false teaching to yeast (Matt.
16:6-12; Mark 8:15; Gal. 5:1-9), but it’s also com-
pared to hypocrisy (Luke 12:1) and sinful living (1
Cor. 5:6-8). Paul admonishes local churches to purge
out the sin from their midst and present themselves as
an unleavened loaf to the Lord.

If any meat was left over from the feast, it had to be
burned. The lamb was so special that it couldn’t be
treated like ordinary food. In a similar way, the manna
was special and couldnt be hoarded from day to day,
except for the day before the Sabbath (Ex. 16:14-22).

They ate as families and as a congregation (vv.
25-28; 13:8-10). The meal was prepared for the fam-
ily (see 12:3-4) and was to be eaten by the family
members. God’s concern is for the entire family and
not just for the parents. If the precious Jewish children
were not protected by the blood and strengthened by
the food, they couldn’t be delivered from Egypt, and
that would be the end of the nation.’

Though there were many Jewish households in the
land of Goshen, God saw all of them as one congrega-
ton (vv. 3, 6). When local Christian congregations
today meet to celebrate the Lord’s Supper, God sees
each individual assembly as part of one body, the
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church. That’s why Paul could write about “the whole
building ... the whole family ... the whole body” (Eph.
2:21; 3:15; 4:16 NKjV). Israel was one nation because of
the blood of the lamb, and the church is one fellowship
because of Jesus Christ.

Not only was the Passover supper an ordinance to
be obeyed (Ex. 12:14, 17, 24, 43), but it was also a
“memorial” to be celebrated to keep alive in Israel the
story of the Exodus (v. 14; 13:8-10). After Israel had
entered and conquered the Promised Land, it would be
easy for the people to settle down and forget the great
acts of God on their behalf. The annual observance of
Passover would give Jewish parents another opportu-
nity to teach their children the meaning of their
freedom and what God did for them. The adults were
to be “living links” with Israel’s past so that each new
generation would understand what it meant to be a
member of God’s chosen nation. (See Deut. 6:1-15;
11:18-21; Ps. 34:11; 78:1-7; 145:4.)

In later years, orthodox Jews took Exodus 13:8-9
and 16 literally, along with Deuteronomy 6:8-9 and
11:18. Moses said that Passover was to be “like a sign”
(see Ex. 13:9 N1v), that is, a reminder to them of what
the Lord had done. Instead, the orthodox interpreted
this to mean that the Jewish men were to wear the
Scriptures on their person. So, they wrote Scripture
passages on parchment and put them into little boxes
which they wore on the left arm and the forehead. In
the New Testament, they are called “phylacteries” (see
Matt. 23:5).6

Eating the feast was forbidden to those outside the
covenant (Ex. 12:43-51). Not only did a “mixed multi-
tude” join with Israel when they left Egypt (v. 38), but
the Jews would encounter many different nations on
their march and when they reached Canaan.

Israel might be tempted to let their Gentile neigh-
bors join with them in celebrating Passover, their
“national independence day,” but the Lord prohibited
this practice. Later, He would forbid the Jews from
joining with their neighbors in their pagan religious
ceremonies, for Israel was to be a separated people
(Deut. 7:1-11).7

Who were these “foreigners” whom God said the
Israelites couldn’t invite to the Passover celebration?
They were non-Israclites who had never been circum-
cised and therefore were not children of the covenant.
They might be slaves in the camp of Israel or simply
strangers (resident aliens) living among the Jews. Any
stranger or servant could submit to circumcision and
become a part of the nation and share the covenant priv-
ileges, but they also had to accept the responsibilities.

Passover and the Lord (12:29-42, 51)

We usually call this event “the Jewish Passover,” but the
Bible calls it “the Lord’s Passover” (vv. 11, 27; Lev.
23:5; Num. 28:16). The observance was more than an
“Independence Day” celebration, because the feast was
kept “unto the Lord” (Ex. 12:48; Num. 9:10, 14). “It
is the sacrifice of the Lord’s passover” (Ex. 12:27). The
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focus of attention is on the Lord because what occurred
that special night was because of Him. At least seven-
teen times in Exodus 12 “the Lord” is mentioned
because He was the one in charge.

God revealed His power (vv. 29-30). After the
Jews held their Passover feast “between the evenings,”
they waited for God’s signal to depart. At midnight, the
Lord struck the firstborn, death visited every Egyptian
household, and a great cry arose throughout Egypt
(11:6; 12:30). Death is no respecter of persons, and
that night it touched the family of the lowest Egyptian
prisoner as well as Pharaoh himself. However, not a sin-
gle death occurred among the Jewish people in the land
of Goshen. The lesson here is obvious: Unless you're
protected by the blood of Christ, when death comes,
you'll be completely unprepared, and you dont know
when death is coming.

God kept His promises (vv. 31-36). God told
Moses what was going to happen and Moses
announced it to Pharaoh (11:1-8), but Pharaoh didn’t
believe it. However, God’s word didn’t fail. Just as He
said to Moses, the firstborn in Egypt died, there was a
great cry in Egypt, Pharaoh told the Israelites to leave,
and the Egyptian people freely gave them of their
wealth. Promises were fulfilled that night that were
made to Abraham centuries before (Gen. 15:13-14).
“There has not failed one word of all His good prom-
ise, which He promised through His servant Moses” (1
Kings 8:56 NKJv).

God delivered His people (vv. 37-42, 51). The
Israelites marched boldly out of Egypt in full view of
the Egyptians who were busy burying their dead
(Num. 33:3-4). If there were about 600,000 Jewish
men taking part in the Exodus, then the total number
of Jews must have been about 2 million. Like an army
with its divisions (Ex. 12:17, 51), they marched
quickly in orderly fashion, with their flocks and their
herds. Not one Jew was too feeble to march, and the
Egyptians were glad to see the Jews get out of their land
(Ps. 105:37-38).

Two different words are used to describe what the
King James Version calls “the mixed multitude” that
left Egypt with the Jews. In Exodus 12:38, the word
is simply a “swarm” or “multitude,” while in Numbers
11:4, it’s “rabble” (see N1v). This suggests that the
“mixed multitude” originated most of the complain-
ing in the camp that created so many problems for
Moses. Some of this crowd may have been Egyptians
who had married Jews, contrary to God’s law; others
were probably Egyptians who were frightened,
impressed with Jehovah’s power (Ex. 9:20), and
wanted to benefit from being with God’s chosen peo-
ple. Perhaps they thought more judgments might fall
on the land and they wanted to escape them.

Whoever they were, this “mixed multitude” repre-
sents those in this world who outwardly identify with
God’s people but inwardly are not truly the children of
God. They might be church members and even reli-
gious leaders, but their attitudes and appetites are



radically different from those who truly belong to the
Lord. Jesus warned, “Not everyone who says to Me
‘Lord, Lord,” shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he
who does the will of My Father in heaven” (Matt. 7:21
NKJv). Great multitudes followed Jesus during His
earthly ministry, but He wasn't impressed with these
crowds. See Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23; Luke 14:25-35;
and John 6:60-71.

God’s promises are never in error and His timing is
never wrong (Ex. 12:40-41). The exodus took place
480 years before the fourth year of Solomon’s reign (1
Kings 6:1), which was the year 966 BC That means
that the date of the Exodus was 1446 BC and that
Jacob’s descendants had been in Egypt since 1876 BC
Both Genesis 15:13 and Acts 7:6 give “four hundred
years,” which is a round figure, but Galatians 3:17
specifies “430 years.” Most conservative biblical schol-
ars accept 1446 as the date of the exodus.

Israel’s exodus from Egypt is mentioned many
places in Scripture as the greatest demonstration of
Jehovah’s power in the history of Israel. The prophets
point to the exodus as proof of God’s love for Israel
(Jer. 2:1-8; Hos. 11:1). They also refer to the exodus
when they speak about the Jews deliverance from
Babylonian captivity (Jer. 16:14; 23:7-8). Isaiah prom-
ises a future regathering of Israel to their land and
compares it to the exodus (Isa. 11:15; 43:14-21;
51:9-11). Frequently, Isaiah mentions a “highway”
that will facilitate this future exodus of the Jews from
the Gentile nations (11:16; 19:23; 35:8; 62:10).

Passover and the firstborn (13:1-16)

This section explains the significance of the firstborn in
the nation of Israel. Not only once a year at Passover
were the Jews reminded of God’s grace and power, but
each time a firstborn male, man or beast, came into the
world, that firstborn issue had to be redeemed. Because
of God’s mighty acts in protecting and redeeming His
people and saving the firstborn of humans and live-
stock from death (12:12-13), all the firstborn belonged
to God. They were sanctified, that is, set apart for
God’s exclusive possession.

This ordinance of redemption would take effect
when the Jews were in the Promised Land, and later
Moses explained how to do it (Lev. 12; Num.
18:14-19). The firstborn of an ass, being an unclean
animal, could not be sacrificed to God, so it was
redeemed by a lamb. Being a valuable work animal, the
ass was spared only in this way, but if the animal was
not redeemed, then it had to be killed. Parents would
bring their firstborn sons to the Lord and offer the
appropriate sacrifice (Lev. 12:6-8). When Mary and
Joseph came to the temple to redeem the Redeemer,
they brought the humble sacrifice of the poor (Luke
2:21-24).

When a firstborn son was redeemed, or a firstborn
animal, it gave adults the opportunity to explain how
God had rescued the firstborn in the land of Goshen
on Passover night, and how He had slain all the
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Egyptian firstborn, both humans and livestock. Even
though he had nothing to do with the birth order in
the home, each firstborn son in a Jewish family was
very special to the parents and to the Lord.

Passover and Moses (Heb. 11:27-29)

We must never forget that it was the once timid and
excuse-making Moses who, with his brother Aaron,
confronted Pharaoh time after time and finally con-
quered Pharaoh and all the power of Egypt. Hebrews
11 reminds us that Moses accomplished all of this by
faith in the living God. Passover and the Exodus are
memorials to the power of faith.

Hebrews 11:27 refers to Exodus 10:28-29 when
Pharaoh threatened to kill Moses if he came to see him
one more time. Moses believed God’s promises and had
no fear of what the king might do. Faith simply means
that we rely on God and obey His Word, regardless of
feelings, circumstances, or consequences. By faith,
Moses kept the Passover, even though slaying the lambs
and putting the blood on the doors looked ridiculous
to the Egyptians and was certainly offensive to them.
At any time, Pharaoh could have sent his officers to
Moses and killed him, but God kept him safe.

It was faith in God’s word that had brought Moses
back to Egypt to lead his people; it was faith that took
him out of Egypt; and it was faith that separated him
and his people from Egypt as they crossed the Red Sea.
No matter what our circumstances may be, we can
trust God to bring us out and take us through.

Jesus established the Lord’s Supper after He had led
His disciples in celebrating Passover, for He is the ful-
fillment of the Passover as the Lamb of God who died
for the sins of the world. Each time we share in the
Lord’s Supper, we look back and remember His death,
but we also look ahead and anticipate His coming
again. When Jesus returns, a wonderful exodus will
take place! The dead in Christ will be raised and the liv-
ing believers will be caught up with them and taken to
heaven to be with the Lord (1 Thess. 4:13—18).

Hallelujah, what a Savior!

Notes

1 The phrase “all the congregation of Israel” (v. 3) is found here
for the first time in the Bible and indicates that God was now
looking upon His people as one nation. Passover united the
people around the killing of the Lamb (12:6), the putting away
of the leaven (v. 19), and the eating of the feast (v. 47). See also
16:1-2, 9-10, 22 and 17:1.

2 In the book of Revelation, Jesus Christ is called “the Lamb”
twenty-eight times, and the Greek word used means “a little
pet lamb.” God’s judgment is “the wrath of the Lamb” (6:16);
the bride is “the wife of the Lamb” (21:9); and the throne is
“the throne of the Lamb” (22:1, 3). The lamb is a type of Jesus
Christ because the New Testament makes this clear. That is the
ultimate and important mark of a type. Not everything that
people call “types” of Christ really meet the New Testament
qualification.

3 Keep in mind that the Jewish day was reckoned from evening
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to evening. The Passover lamb was slain “between the
evenings” on Friday the fourteenth of Nisan, before the arrival
of the next day. Israel left Egypt on the fifteenth of Nisan, at
night.

4 John 6:51-59 compares our spiritual communion with Christ
to feasting on Him. The literally minded Jews misunderstood
this image and thought that Jesus was telling them to eat
human flesh and drink blood, but He explained that He was
speaking about feeding on His Word (6:63). Peter got the mes-
sage and expressed it clearly (vv. 66-68). To call John 6 a
sermon on the Lord’s Supper (Communion, Eucharist) is to
miss the point completely. Why would Jesus discuss a “family
matter” like the Lord’s Supper with an unbelieving Jewish
crowd when He hadn’t even mentioned the subject to His own

disciples?

wn

“And your house” in Acts 16:31 doesn’t mean that the father’s
faith would automatically save his children, but that the chil-
dren could claim the same promise as their father and be saved.
However, the statement reveals God’s special concern for fam-
ilies. He wants the children to believe and be saved.

()

This practice started about the second century before Christ.
The four passages copied were Exodus 13:1-10, 11-16;
Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 11:13-21. The English word “phylac-
tery” is a transliteration of the Greek word phulakterion
meaning “an amulet, safeguard, means of protection.” It is the
Greek equivalent of the Hebrew word for these little boxes—
tephillin—which means “prayers.”

7 When Israel got too friendly with the Midianites, it led to
divine judgment and 24,000 people died. See Numbers 25.

CHAPTER FIVE
Exodus 13:17—15:21

REDEEMED AND REJOICING

istory does not long entrust the care of freedom to
H the weak or the timid.” President Dwight D.
Eisenhower spoke those words in his first inaugu-
ral address, January 20, 1953. As the man who helped
lead the Allies to victory in World War II, General
Eisenhower knew a great deal about the high cost of
victory as well as the heavy burden of freedom that
always follows. British novelist Charles Kingsley rightly
said, “There are two freedoms—the false, where a man
is free to do what he likes; and the true, where a man is
free to do what he ought.” Throughout their history,
the nation of Israel struggled with both of these free-
doms, just as God’s people struggle with them today.
It’s a mark of maturity when we learn that freedom
is a tool to build with, not a toy to play with, and that
freedom involves accepting responsibility. Israel’s exo-
dus experience taught them that their future success lay
in fulfilling three important responsibilities: following
the Lord (13:17-22), trusting the Lord (14:1-31), and
praising the Lord (15:12-21).

Following the Lord (13:17-22)

Israel’s exodus from Egypt wasn't the end of their expe-
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rience with God; it was the new beginning. “It took
one night to take Israel out of Egypt, but forty years to
take Egypt out of Israel,” said George Morrison.! If
Israel obeyed His will, God would bring them into the
Promised Land and give them their inheritance. Forty
years later, Moses would remind the new generation,
“He [the Lord] brought you out of Egypt ... to bring
you in, to give you [the] land as an inheritance” (Deut.
4:37-38 NKJV).

The same thing can be said of the redemption we
have in Christ: God brought us out of bondage that He
might bring us into blessing. A. W. Tozer used to
remind us that “we are saved o as well as saved from.”?
The person who trusts Jesus Christ is born again into
the family of God, but that’s just the beginning of an
exciting new adventure that should lead to growth and
conquest. God liberates us and then leads us through
the varied experiences of life, a day at a time, so that we
might get to know Him better and claim by faith all
that He wants us to have. At the same time, we come
to know ourselves better; we discover our strengths and
weaknesses, and we grow in understanding God’s will
and trusting His promises.

God plans the route for His people (vv. 17-18).
Nothing takes God by surprise, for in His providence
He plans the best way for His people to take. We may
not always understand the way He chooses, or even
agree with it, but His way is always the right way. We
may confidently say, “He leads me in the paths of righ-
teousness for His name’s sake” (Ps. 23:3 NKjv), and we
should humbly pray, “Show me Your ways, O Lord;
teach me Your paths. Lead me in Your truth and teach
me” (25:4-5 NKJV).

If there had been any military strategists in Israel
that night, they probably would have disagreed with
the evacuation route God selected because it was too
long.3 Israel’s immediate destination was Mount Sinai,
but why take several million people the long way
instead of using the shorter and easier route? The
answer is: because there were Egyptian military posts
along the shorter route, and the soldiers stationed there
would have challenged the Jews. Furthermore, crossing
the Philistine borders would have invited their army to
attack, and the last thing Israel needed was a war with
the neighbors. God knew what He was doing when He
chose the longer way.

If you permit the Lord to direct your steps (Prov.
3:5-6), expect to be led occasionally on paths that may
seem unnecessarily long and circuitous. Remind your-
self that God knows what He’s doing, He isnt in a
hurry, and as long as you follow Him, you're safe and
in the place of His blessing. He may close some doors
and suddenly open others, and we must be alert (Acts
16:6-10; 2 Cor. 2:12-13).

God encourages His people’s faith (v. 19). Before
he died, Joseph made his brothers promise that, when
God delivered Israel from Egypt, their descendants
would take his coffin with them to the Promised Land
(Gen. 50:24-25; Heb. 11:22). Joseph knew that God



would keep His promise and rescue the children of
Israel (15:13-16). Joseph also knew that he belonged
in the land of Canaan with his people (49:29-33).

What did this coffin mean to the generations of Jews
who lived during the years of terrible bondage in Egypt?
Certainly the Jews could look at Joseph’s coffin and be
encouraged. After all, the Lord cared for Joseph during
his trials, and finally delivered him, and He would care
for the nation of Israel and eventually set them free.
During their years in the wilderness, Israel saw Joseph’s
coffin as a reminder that God has His times and keeps
His promises. Joseph was dead, but he was bearing wit-
ness to the faithfulness of God. When they arrived in
their land, the Jews kept their promise and buried
Joseph with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Josh. 24:32).

Is it idolatrous to have visible reminders of God’s
faithfulness? Not necessarily, for you find several signif-
icant monuments in the book of Joshua. When Israel
crossed the Jordan River, they put up a monument of
stones on the farther shore to commemorate what God
had done (Josh. 4). They also put stones on Mount
Ebal and Mount Gerizim to remind them of God’s law
(Ex. 8:30-35). A heap of stones bore witness of Achan’s
treachery (Josh. 7:25-26), and a “witness stone” was a
reminder of Israel’s rededication after the conquest of
the land (24:24-28). Samuel set up a stone to com-
memorate Israel’s victory over the Philistines and called
it “Ebenezer, the stone of help” (1 Sam. 7:12).

As long as we keep obeying the Lord, such
reminders can encourage our faith. The important
thing is that they point to the Lord and not to a dead
past, and that we continue to walk by faith and obey
the Lord today.

God goes before His people to lead the way (vv.
20-22). The nation was guided by a pillar (column) of
cloud by day that became a pillar of fire by night. This
pillar was identified with the angel of the Lord who led
the nation (14:19; 23:20-23; see Neh. 9:12). God
occasionally spoke from the pillar of cloud (Num.
12:5-6; Deut. 31:15-16; Ps. 99:7), and the pillar of
cloud also shielded the people from the hot sun as they
journeyed by day (105:39). When the cloud moved,
the camp moved; when the cloud waited, the camp
waited (Ex. 40:34-38).

We don’t have this same kind of visible guidance
today, but we do have the Word of God which is a light
(Ps. 119:105) and a fire (Jer. 23:29). Its interesting to
note that the pillar of fire gave light to the Jews but was
darkness to the Egyptians (Ex. 14:20). God’s people are
enlightened by the Word (Eph. 1:15-23), but the
unsaved can’t understand God’s truth (Matt. 11:25; 1
Cor. 2:11-16).

The Spirit of God, who is the Spirit of Truth,
guides us by teaching us the Word (John 16:12-13).
Just as God spoke to Moses from the pillar, so the Lord
communicates with us from the Scriptures by making
them clear to us. There are times when we aren’t sure
which way God wants us to go, but if we wait on Him,
He will eventually guide us.

Exodus 13—14

How foolish it would have been for the Jews to
pause in their march and take a vote to see which route
they should take to Mount Sinai! Certainly there’s a
place for community counsel and referendum (Acts
6:1-7), but when God has spoken, there’s no need for
consultation. On more than one occasion in Scripture,
the majority has been wrong.

Trusting the Lord (14:1-31)

“He [God] made known His ways to Moses, His acts
to the children of Israel” (Ps. 103:7 Nkjv). The Jewish
people were told what God wanted them to do, but
Moses was told why God was doing it. “The secret of
the Lord is with them that fear Him” (25:14). The
leadership of Moses was a key ingredient in Israel’s
success.

Egypt’s pursuit (vv. 1-9). It dawned on Pharaoh
and his officers that, by allowing their Jewish slaves to
escape, they had threatened, if not destroyed, Egypt’s
whole economy, so the logical thing was to go after the
Jews and bring them back. Now we're given another
reason why the Lord selected this route: the reports
would convince Pharaoh that the Jews were wandering
like lost sheep in the wilderness and therefore were fair
game for his army to pursue and capture. The Lord was
drawing the Egyptians into His trap.

What seemed like an easy victory to Egypt would
turn out to be an ignominious defeat, and the Lord
would get all the glory. Once again He would triumph
over Pharaoh and the gods and goddesses of Egypt.
Pharaoh commandeered all the chariots of Egypt,
mounted his own royal chariot, and pursued the peo-
ple of Israel.

Israel’s panic (vv. 10-12). As long as the Israelites
kept their eyes on the fiery pillar and followed the
Lord, they were walking by faith and no enemy could
touch them. But when they took their eyes off the Lord
and looked back and saw the Egyptians getting nearer,
they became frightened and began to complain.

These verses introduce the disappointing pattern
of Israel’s behavior during their march from Egypt to
Canaan. As long as everything was going well, they
usually obeyed the Lord and Moses and made
progress. But if there was any trial or discomfort in
their circumstances, they immediately began to com-
plain to Moses and to the Lord and asked to go back
to Egypt. However, before we criticize the Jews, per-
haps we'd better examine our own hearts. How much
disappointment or discomfort does it take to make us
unhappy with the Lord’s will so that we stop believing
and start complaining? “For we walk by faith, not by
sight” (2 Cor. 5:7).

When you forget God’s promises, you start to imag-
ine the worst possible scenario. The Jews were sure that
they and their children would die in the wilderness as
soon as Pharaoh’s army caught up with them. The
frightened people reminded Moses that they had told
him to leave them alone (Ex. 5:20-23), but he had per-
sisted in challenging Pharaoh. Israel was now in a
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terrible predicament, and Moses was to blame.
Unbelief has a way of erasing from our memory all the
demonstrations we've seen of God’s great power and all
the instances we know of God’s faithfulness to His
Word.

God’s power (vv. 13-31). Moses was a man of
faith who knew that Pharaoh’s army was no threat to
Jehovah. He gave several commands to the people, and
the first was, “Fear not” (v. 13).4 Sometimes fear ener-
gizes us and we quickly try to avoid danger, but
sometimes fear paralyzes us and we don’t know what to
do. Israel was tempted to flee, so Moses gave his second
command: “Stand still, and see the salvation of the
Lord” (v. 13). By faith the Jews had marched out of
Egypt, and now by faith they would stand still and
watch God destroy the Egyptian charioteers.

Moses not only told them to stand still, but also to
“be still” (v. 14). How easy it would have been to weep,
complain, and keep criticizing Moses, but none of
those things would have helped them out of their
predicament. Unbelief complains, but faith obeys and
brings glory to the Lord. “Be still, and know that I am
God” (Ps. 46:10). What is there to complain about
when we have the wonderful promise, “The Lord shall
fight for you” (Ex. 14:14)? Later in their journey, the
Lord would help Joshua and the Jewish army fight
their battles (17:8); but this time, God would defeat
the Egyptians without Israel’s assistance.

The next order came from God to Moses, “Go for-
ward” (14:15). The fact that Israel was facing the sea
was no problem to God, and He told Moses exactly
what to do. When Moses lifted up his rod, the waters
would part, and Israel would be able to walk across on
dry land and escape the Egyptian army. At Moses’ sig-
nal, the waters would then flow back, drown the
Egyptian soldiers, and prevent Israel from returning to
Egypt. In the years that followed, each time the Jews
expressed a desire to return to Egypt, they should have
remembered that God closed the waters and locked the
door.

Why did God perform this series of miracles for the
Jewish people? They certainly didn’t deserve it as they
stood there cringing in fear and complaining that God
didn’t seem to know what He was doing. To begin
with, He was keeping His promise that He would
deliver Israel and take them as His people (3:7-8). In
years to come, pious Jews would measure everything by
the demonstration of God’s great power at the exodus.
But God had another purpose in mind: revealing once
more His power and glory in the defeat of the Egyptian
army. “And the Egyptians shall know that I am the
Lord” (14:18).

The pillar moved between the Israelites and the
Egyptians, indicating that God had become a wall of
protection between His people and their enemies.
The pillar gave light to Israel but darkness to the
enemy, for the faithless people of Egypt couldn’t
understand the ways of God. When Moses stretched
out his hand, the Lord sent a powerful wind that
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drove the sea waters back and opened the way for the
Jews to cross. Psalm 77:16-20 indicates that a severe
rainstorm accompanied the high winds, and after
Israel had crossed, the rain turned Israel’s dry pathway
into a muddy road. When the Egyptian soldiers tried
to follow, the mud disabled their chariots and
impeded their progress, and when the waters
returned, all the Egyptian soldiers were drowned. It
was indeed a night to be remembered.

Knowing that the enemy was in pursuit, and hear-
ing the wind blowing all night, the Israelites must have
wondered what was going to happen and why God was
taking so long. But when we have faith in God’s prom-
ises, we have peace in our hearts. “Why are you so
fearful?” Jesus asked His disciples after He had calmed a
storm. “How is it that you have no faith?” (Mark 4:40
NKJV). Faith and fear cant live together in the same
heart, for one will destroy the other. True faith depends
on what God says, not on what we see or how we feel.
It has well been said that faith is not believing in spite
of evidence—that’s superstition—but obeying in spite of
consequence.

This series of divine miracles was certainly a rev-
elation of the greatness and power of God, His
faithfulness to His promises, and His concern for
His people. Future psalmists would extol the Lord
for His mighty works at the Red Sea (Ps. 66; 78;
80—=81; 105—106; 136), and the prophets would
use the exodus to encourage the Jewish exiles in their
return to their land after the Babylonian captivity
(Isa. 43:1-7; 52:11-12; 55:12-13; Jer. 16:14-15;
23:7-8), as well as to motivate the backslidden
nation to return to the Lord (Jer. 2:2-3; Ezek. 20;
Hos. 2:14-23; Amos 3; Mic. 6:3-4).>

Moses’ position (v. 315 1 Cor. 10:1-2). Paul saw
Israel’s march through the sea as a “baptism,” for the
water was on either side like a wall and the cloud of
God’s presence was behind them and over them. As it
were, Israel was “immersed” as they quickly crossed the
dry bed of the sea. Their deliverance was certainly the
act of God, but it was accomplished through the obe-
dient leadership of Moses. As a result, “the people ...
believed the Lord and His servant Moses” (Ex. 14:31).
They were now constituted as a nation with Moses as
their leader. Through this “baptism,” the people of
Israel were identified with Moses, just as in water bap-
tism God’s people today are identified with Jesus
Christ. The miracle of the exodus became a part of
Israel’s confession of faith when they brought their gifts
to the Lord (Deut. 26:1-11).

Praising the Lord (15:1-21)

With their enemies drowned and their freedom secure,
the people of Israel burst into song and praised the
Lord. We don’t read that they praised God while they
were enslaved in Egypt, and while they were going out
of the land, they were complaining to Moses and ask-
ing him to let them go back. But it takes maturity for
God’s people to have a “song in the night” (Job 35:10;



Ps. 42:8; Matt. 26:30; Acts 16:25), and the Jews were
very immature in their faith at that time.

This hymn of praise has four stanzas: God’s victory
is announced (Ex. 15:1-5), God’s weapons are
described (vv. 6-10), God’s character is extolled (vv.
11-16a), and God’s promises are fulfilled (vv. 16b—18).

God’s victory is announced (vv. 1-5). The Lord is
mentioned ten times in this hymn as Israel sang to the
Lord and about the Lord, for true worship involves
faithful witness to who God is and what He has done
for His people.

God’s victory was a glorious victory, for it was
wholly the work of the Lord. The Egyptian army was
thrown into the sea (vv. 1 and 4), and the soldiers sank
like stones (v. 5) and like lead (v. 10). They were con-
sumed like burning stubble (v. 7). Pharaoh had ordered
the Jewish boy babies to be drowned, so God paid him
back in kind and drowned his troops.

The statement “The Lord is a man of war” (v. 3)
may upset people who feel that anything relating to
warfare is alien to the gospel and the Christian life.
Some denominations have taken the “militant” hymns
out of their hymnals, including “Onward Christian
Soldiers.” But Moses promised the people, “The Lord
shall fight for you” (14:14; see Deut. 1:30), and one of
God’s names is “Jehovah-Sabaoth,” which means “Lord
of hosts, Lord of armies,” a title that’s used 285 times
in the Old Testament. Martin Luther wrote in his
Reformation hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God™:

Did we in our own strength confide,
Our striving would be losing,

Were not the right Man on our side,
The Man of God’s own choosing.
Dost ask who that may be?

Christ Jesus, it is He;

Lord Sabaoth His name,

From age to age the same,

And He must win the battle.

If there is in this world an enemy like Satan, and if
sin and evil are hateful to God, then He must wage war
against them. “The Lord will march out like a mighty
man; like a warrior he will stir up his zeal; with a shout
he will raise the battle cry and will triumph over his ene-
mies” (Isa. 42:13 N1v). Jesus Christ is both the Lamb
who died for our sins and the Lion who judges sin (Rev.
5:5-6), and one day He will ride forth to conquer His
enemies (19:11). To emphasize only “God is love” (1
John 4:8, 16) and eliminate “God is light” (1 John 1:5)
is to rob God of His attributes of righteousness, holiness,
and justice.

On three special occasions recorded in Scripture,
the Jews sing, “The Lord is my strength and song, and
he is become my salvation” (Ex. 15:2): when God
delivered Israel from Egypt, when the Jewish remnant
laid the foundation of the second temple (Ps. 118:14),0
and when the Jews are regathered and return to their
land to enjoy the blessings of the kingdom (Isa. 12:2).7
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In each instance, the Lord gives strength, salvation, and
a song.8

God’s weapons are described (vv. 6-10). “The
Lord is a man of war” who doesnt fight with conven-
tional weapons. Using human characteristics to
describe divine attributes,? the singers declare that His
right hand is glorious in power, His majesty throws His
opponents down, and His anger consumes them like
fire eats up stubble. The breath from His nostrils is the
wind that blew back the waters and congealed them so
they stood like a wall. When the overconfident
Egyptian soldiers thought to catch up with the Jews,
God simply breathed and the waters returned and
drowned the army. What a mighty God is He!

God’s character is extolled (vv. 11-16a). In the
ten plagues that He sent on the land, the Lord had
already proved Himself greater than the gods and god-
desses of Egypt. No wonder His people sang, “Who is
like unto thee, O Lord, among the gods?” (v. 11; see
Mic. 7:18). The answer, of course, is nobody, for no
other being in the universe is “majestic in holiness,
awesome in glory, working wonders” (Ex. 15:11 N1v).
This stanza goes on to praise God for His power (v.
12), His mercy to deliver, His wisdom to guide (v. 13),
and the awesomeness of His person to bring fear to the
hearts of His enemies (v. 14).

The nation anticipated their march to the Promised
Land, knowing that the news of the exodus would
travel quickly to the other nations and bring fear to the
hearts of their enemies (vv. 14-16a). When the spies
entered Jericho, they discovered that the people of the
land were indeed paralyzed with fear as Israel arrived
on the scene (Josh. 2:8-13, 24; see Num. 22:3; Ds.
114). The heathen nations knew that the true and liv-
ing God was more powerful than their gods and would
give Israel the victory.

God’s promise is fulfilled (vv. 16b-18). This
stanza looks forward to Israel’s conquest of Canaan and
points out that God purchased Israel and they are His
people. The nations in Canaan would be as still and
dead as stones as the Jewish army conquered the land
and the tribes claimed their inheritance. God brought
them out of Egypt that He might bring them into
Canaan and plant them in their own land (Ps. 44:2;
80:8, 15; Isa. 5). God would put His sanctuary among
His people and dwell with them in glory. “The Lord
shall reign forever and ever” (Ex. 15:18) is the climax
of the song, emphasizing that God is sovereign and
eternal.

When you read verse 19 in the Authorized Version,
you get the impression that Pharaoh himself accompa-
nied his army and led them into the sea where they all
drowned, but the NASB clears up this misunderstand-
ing. It reads, “For the horses of Pharaoh with his
chariots and his horsemen went into the sea.” Pharaoh
was apparently on the scene (14:6), but he certainly
wasn't leading the army.

Not only did Moses lead the men in the singing of
this anthem of praise (15:1), but Miriam!0 formed a
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special choir of Jewish women who assisted her as she
repeated the first words of the song. Their joyful enthu-
siasm was expressed as they sang, played their
tambourines, and danced before the Lord (see 1 Sam.
18:6; 2 Sam. 1:20). Miriam is called “the prophetess,”
which explains why later she had the courage to criti-
cize Moses (Num. 12:1-2).11

“And the waters covered their enemies; there was
not one of them left. Then believed they his words;
they sang his praise” (Ps. 106:11-12). However, that
isn’t the end of the story, for the nation’s singing soon
turned into complaining as they entered the wilderness
and headed toward Mount Sinai. “They soon forgot his
works; they waited not for his counsel, but lusted
exceedingly in the wilderness, and tempted God in the
desert” (Ps. 106:13—-14).

It wasn't easy for them to carry the burden of free-
dom, and God had to teach them how to live a day at
a time.

Notes

George Morrison, Sunrise: Addresses from a City Pulpit

(London: Hodder and Stoughton), 66.

2 A. W.Tozer, That Incredible Christian (Christian Publications:
1964), 44-46.

If you consult more than one Bible atlas, you'll discover that
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Old Testament scholars don’t agree on the exact route of the
Exodus. For one thing, they aren't sure where some of the cities
were located that are mentioned in the text (14:2). A second
factor is that the Hebrew yam suph, usually translated “Red
Sea” can also be translated “sea of reeds,” that is, one of the
smaller bodies of water north of Succoth. One of the best dis-
cussions is found in The Moody Atlas of Bible Lands by Berry J.
Beitzel (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 85-93.

Starting with Genesis 15:1 and ending with Revelation 1:17,

B~

the “fear not” statements of the Bible are a profitable study.

wn

In the New Testament, the word “exodus” describes our Lord’s
passion and work of redemption on the cross (Luke 9:31;
“decease” in KJV) as well as the death and homegoing of the
believer (2 Peter 1:15). Jesus saw His suffering as a “baptism”
(Luke 12:50), when “all the waves and billows” of God’s judg-

ment went over Him (Ps. 42:7).

(=)

Some Bible students believe that Psalm 118 was sung at the
laying of the foundation of the second temple, as recorded in
Ezra 3:8-13. Compare verse 11 with Psalm 118:1—4, and note
how the entire psalm parallels the experiences of the Jewish
remnant in the land, especially verses 10—~14 and verses 18-23.
7 The emphasis in Isaiah 11—12 is on the future regathering of
Israel to their land and the glorious kingdom of Messiah.
Isaiah 11:15 even pictures a “second exodus” and a drying up
of the sea to allow the Jews to cross. It will be a happy time
for Israel, and they will sing to the Lord as they did at the Red
Sea.

o]

In heaven, the tribulation saints will sing “the song of Moses

. and the song of the Lamb” (Rev. 15). Israel sang by an
carthly sea, but they will sing by the heavenly “sea of glass,
mingled with fire.” Israel sang affer seeing God’s judgments
poured out on one nation, but the heavenly saints sing before

the angels pour out the seven bowls of wrath on the whole
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world. In both instances, God’s power is revealed and God’s

name is glorified.

o

Of course, God is spirit and as such doesn’t have a body, so the

mentioning of His hand and His nostrils is simply figurative

poetic language. Theologians call this “anthropomorphism,”
the use of human characteristics to describe divine attributes
and actions.

10 Why Miriam is called “the sister of Aaron” rather than “Moses
and Aaron” is a puzzle. Both Aaron and Miriam were older
than Moses and had no doubt been together in Egypt while
Moses was in Midian, and therefore were close to each other.
Perhaps phrasing it like this was one way Moses had to show
that his sister in her leadership was identified with Aaron the
priest, perhaps as a director of praise, and not with Moses the
prophet. When she and Aaron stepped out of line, God chas-
tened them (Num. 12). This is the only place in Exodus where
she is mentioned by name, although we assume it was Miriam
who guarded the baby Moses (Ex. 2:1-10).

11 For other biblical prophetesses, see Judges 4:4; 2 Kings 22:14;

Nehemiah 6:14; Isaiah 8:3; Luke 2:36; and Acts 21:9. In his

Pentecostal sermon, Peter quoted Joel 2:28-32 and affirmed

that the coming of the Spirit would enable their sons and

daughters to prophesy (Acts 2:17-18). Not all Bible students
agree that the gift of prophecy is still in the church, especially
now that we have the completed Word of God. The danger in

the church is not false prophets but false teachers (2 Peter 2:1;

1 Tim. 4:1-2).

CHAPTER SIX
Exodus 15:22—16:36

THE SCHOOL OF LIFE

o not pray for easy lives. Pray to be stronger men
and women. Do not pray for tasks equal to your
powers. Pray for powers equal to your tasks.”
That wise counsel comes from American preacher
and Episcopal bishop Phillips Brooks (1835-1893).
When he spoke those words to his Boston congrega-
tion, perhaps he had the people of Israel in mind, for
whenever the going got tough, the Israelites began
grumbling and talking about returning to Egypt. It was
one thing for the Jews to stand by the Red Sea and joy-
fully sing praises to the Lord, and quite something else
to trust God in their daily wilderness walk. They were
no different from God’s people today. Life is still a
school, and the painful experiences of life teach us
some of the most important lessons.
As we trace the activities of the Israelites, we learn
some important truths to help us in our own walk of

faith.

Expect trials to come (15:22—16:3)

“Let us be as watchful after the victory as before the
battle,” wrote saintly Andrew Bonar. It’s possible to
win the battle and yet lose the victory, which is what
the Jews did as they left the Red Sea and began to
march toward Mount Sinai. They forgot that life is a



pilgrimage during which we must learn new lessons
and fight new battles. One great victory doesnt settle
everything; we need challenging new experiences that
will help us mature and glorify God. Yes, life is a
school, and the Lord knows just when to give us an
examination.!

“What shall we drink?” (15:22-27). Uppermost
in the minds of the Israelites wasn’t how to please God
but “What shall we eat?” and “What shall we drink?”
According to Jesus, these questions reveal an anxious
heart, not a trusting heart (Matt. 6:21, 25-33), and
this can lead to all kinds of problems.

A single day in the wilderness without water would
be tolerable, two days would be difficult, but three days
would be impossible, especially for the children and
animals. And then to be disappointed by finding bitter
water would only make the situation worse. (The word
“Marah” means “bitter” and is related to the word
“myrrh.”) But God was testing His people, not because
He didn’t know their hearts, but because they didn’t
know their own hearts. People often say, “Well, I know
my own heart,” but they forget that “the heart is deceit-
ful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can
know it?” (Jer. 17:9).

The Lord tests us to encourage spiritual growth and
bring out the best in us, but the devil tempts us to
bring out the worst in us and to encourage spiritual
immaturity. The attitude that we take toward our diffi-
culties determines which direction life will go, for what
life does to us depends on what life finds in us. If we
trust God and obey His Word, we'll pass the test and
grow, but if in unbelief we complain and disobey the
Lord, we'll fail the test and remain immature (James
1:12-18; Heb. 12:1-11).

The people of Israel were experts when it came to
murmuring and complaining (Ex. 16:1-12; Num.
14:2, 27-29; 16:41; 17:1-10; Deut. 1:27; Ps. 78:171f;
106:14). While God was testing them, they were tempt-
ing Him by their attitude and their words. To tempt
God means to deliberately adopt a disobedient posture
and dare Him to do anything about it. On more than
one occasion in their wilderness wanderings, the
Israelites invited the judgment of God by their obstinate
attitude and their persistent grumbling. Our Heavenly
Father is lon-suffering and gracious, but sometimes He
has to “spank” His children to teach us how to behave.

Complaining doesn’t solve problems, and if we try
to run away from a difficult situation (“Back to
Egypt!”), we'll meet the same problems in the new
place and still have to solve them. Of course, the heart
of every problem is the problem in the heart, and the
hearts of many of the Jews were not right with God.
They remembered the food they ate in Egypt but for-
got the wonders God had performed (Ps. 106:7), and
some of them had begun to worship the gods of Egypt
that Jehovah had humiliated and judged (Josh. 24:14;
Ezek. 20:6-9; 23:8). Imagine worshipping idols and
then complaining to God about your problems!

Moses took the right approach, the way of faith: he
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cried out to the Lord and then followed God’s orders.
God can solve our problems by changing things (like
making the bitter waters sweet), by giving us some-
thing else (like the wells of water at Elim), or by giving
us the grace we need to bear with our difficulties and
not complain. The third approach is what produces
lasting spiritual growth (2 Cor. 12:7-10).

To make “the tree” a picture of the cross of Christ is
to go beyond what this passage teaches. Certainly
God’s children find victory in their trials by identifying
with Christ in His death (Rom. 6) and resurrection
(Rom. 8), but that isn’t the lesson of this passage. The
emphasis is on trusting God and obeying Him, know-
ing that the will of God will never lead us where the
grace of God can’t keep us. When we experience trials,
our complaining is evidence of unbelief, but our obe-
dience is evidence of faith.

From this difficult experience, the Jews not only
learned something about themselves and about life, but
they also learned something about their God, that He
is “Jehovah Ropha, the Lord who heals” (Ex. 15:26).2
God promised Isracl abundant physical blessings if
they would obey Him, but physical afflictions if they
disobeyed (Deut. 7:12-15; 28). These promises were a
part of the old covenant with Israel and aren’t repeated
in the new covenant for believers today. If it is His will,
God is certainly able to heal every disease except the last
one, but our attitude must always be, “Not my will but
Thy will be done.”

If life were nothing but tests, we would be discour-
aged. If life were all pleasure, we would never learn
discipline and develop character. The Lord knows how
to balance the experiences of life, for He brought His
people to Elim where they found plenty of water and
opportunity for rest. Let’s be grateful that the Lord
gives us enough blessings to encourage us and enough
burdens to humble us, and that He knows how much
we can take.

“What shall we eat?” (16:1-3). The Wilderness of
Sin lay on the eastern shore of the Red Sea and must
not be confused with the Wilderness of Zin which lay
south of Palestine and east of Edom (Num. 13:21;
33:11-12). The word “Sin” should not be interpreted
in its English meaning, as though Israel were traveling
through a “sinful” place. The word “Sin” is related to
“Sinai” but the meaning is uncertain.

The whole congregation complained because they
were hungry. They had been away from Egypt only a
month and still remembered the “flesh pots” of Egypt
and the food they had eaten “to the full.” But for some
reason, they'd forgotten the bondage, the beatings, and
the misery of their forced labor as slaves. They accused
Moses and Aaron of deliberately leading them into the
wilderness to kill them. They said they wished the Lord
had killed them in Egypt when they were full rather
than in the desert when they were empty! Little did
these Israelites know that they would one day get their
request, for the entire older generation would die in the
wilderness and never get to the Promised Land.
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Trust God to supply the need (16:4-18)

God heard their murmurings and in His grace and
mercy met their needs. He told them that in the
evening, they would have flesh to eat (v. 8), and in the
morning He would rain bread from heaven (v. 4). By
giving them these special provisions, He was also test-
ing them to see if they would believe and obey.

God’s promise (vv. 4-5, 8, 11-12). In our pilgrim
journey through life, we live on promises and not
explanations. When we hurt, it’s a normal response to
ask “Why?” but that is the wrong approach to take. For
one thing, when we ask God that question, we're
assuming a superior posture and giving the impression
that we're in charge and God is accountable to us. God
is sovereign and doesn’t have to explain anything to us
unless He wants to. Asking “Why?” also assumes that if
God did explain His plans and purposes to us, we'd
understand everything perfectly and feel better.

As you read the book of Job, you see Job frustrated
with God and repeatedly saying, “I'd like to meet God
and ask Him a few things!” But when God finally
comes to Job, Job is so overwhelmed he doesnt ask God a
thing! (See Job 40:1-5.) Can we begin to understand
the ways and plans of God when His ways are far above
us and His wisdom unsearchable (Isa. 55:8-9; Rom.
11:33-36)? Explanations dont heal broken hearts, but
promises do, because promises depend on faith, and
faith puts us in contact with the grace of God.

God’s glory (vv. 67, 9-10). The important thing
was that Israel focus on the glory of God and not on
their own appetites. If they walked by faith, they would
glorify the Lord and bring honor to His name. It isn't
important that we're comfortable in life, but it is
important that God is glorified.

When circumstances are difficult, were prone to
pray, “Lord, how can I get out of this?” when we ought
to be praying, “Lord, what can I get out of this?” It isn’t
important that we get our way, but it is important that
God accomplishes His purposes and receives all the
glory (Matt. 6:33). God permits trials so that He can
build godly character into His children and make us
more like Jesus. Godliness isn’t the automatic result of
reading books and attending meetings; it also involves
bearing burdens, fighting battles, and feeling pain.

God’s faithfulness (vv. 13-15). That evening, the
quail flew over the camp of Israel and the people
caught them, dressed them, and cooked them. They
had asked for fresh meat, and God provided it. The
Jews had seen wild fowl before, but what happened the
next morning was altogether new, for the manna
appeared on the dew on the ground. God prepared a
table in the wilderness and shared “the bread of angels”
with His people (Ps. 78:17-25).

The word “manna” comes from the question the
Jews asked that first morning: “What is it?” (In
Hebrew, man hu.) Manna was to be their food for the
next forty years, until the new generation entered the
Promised Land and the manna ceased (Ex. 16:35; Josh.
5:11-12). Each morning the Jews participated in a
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miracle as they emerged from their tents to find all the
nourishment they needed waiting on the dew. The
manna was small, like a seed, but it tasted sweet like
honey (Ex. 16:31).

God’s Son (John 6:22-59). The day after He fed
more than 5,000 people with five barley loaves and two
small fish, Jesus preached a sermon about “the bread of
life” to a crowd in the synagogue in Capernaum. They
wanted Him to prove He was the Messiah by duplicat-
ing the miracle of the manna (vv. 30-31), but instead,
He declared that He was “the true bread” that came
down from heaven. The Old Testament manna was a
type3 or picture of God’s Son who came to give
Himself as the Bread of Life for hungry sinners.

The Jews in the synagogue were following Jesus
mainly because He gave them food for the body, but
what they needed even more was food for the soul (Isa.
55:2). Jesus is the Bread of Life, and the only way to
be saved is to receive Him into our inner being just as
the body receives food. God gave the manna only to
Israel, but He sent Jesus for the whole world. The
manna only sustained their physical life in the wilder-
ness, but God’s Son gives eternal life to the whole
world. Just as the Jews had to stoop and pick up the
manna, and then eat it, so sinners must humble them-
selves and receive Jesus Christ within. The Jews ate the
manna and eventually died, but whoever receives Jesus
Christ will live forever.

There’s a second application to the miracle of the
manna: each day, you and I must “feed on Jesus Christ”
by reading the Word, meditating on it, and obeying
what it says. The Jews in the synagogue thought that
Jesus was speaking about literally eating His flesh and
blood (John 6:52-56), something that was contrary to
Jewish law.4 Jesus made it clear that He was speaking in
spiritual language and referring to receiving His Word
(vv. 61-63). However, Peter got the message (vv.
67-68), and so must we. God’s Word is the heavenly
food that nourishes our spiritual life, and we must feed
on it daily (Job 23:12; Jer. 15:16; Matt. 4:4; 1 Peter
2:2; Heb. 5:12-14).

Obey God’s instructions (16:16-31)

Since God is not the author of confusion (I Cor.
14:33), whenever He starts something new, He always
gives the instructions necessary to make the venture
successful. If we obey His instructions, He will bless,
but if we disobey, there will be disappointment and dis-
cipline. The principle is still, “Let all things be done
decently and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40).

The gathering of the manna (vv. 18, 21). To
begin with, the Jews were instructed to gather their
manna daily, but only as much as each person in the
family could eat (v. 16). An omer was a Hebrew dry
measure equivalent to about two quarts. The manna
was especially nutritious because eating it sustained an
adult for a day’s march in the wilderness. It appears that
the members of each family pooled their supply each
day and never lacked for sufficient food.> Since the



Jews marched and camped by tribes (Num. 1—2), no
doubt each clan and family pooled the manna theyd
gathered and saw to it that everybody was adequately
fed.

It was important that the Jews got up early to gather
the manna, because the hot desert sun would melt it
(Ex. 16:21). There was no place in the camp of Israel
for the sluggard who stayed in bed while others gath-
ered his food. There’s a lesson here for believers today:
we must start the day with the Lord, gathering spiritual
food from the Word, because if we wait too long to
meet God, the day will become cluttered, we'll get dis-
tracted, and we'll suffer from spiritual malnutrition.
The “early risers” of the Bible include Abraham (Gen.
19:27; 21:14; 22:3), Jacob (28:18), Moses (Ex. 8:20;
9:13; 24:4), Joshua (Josh. 3:1, 6), Samuel (1 Sam.
15:12), Job (Job 1:5), David (Ps. 57:8; 108:2), and our
Lord Jesus Christ (Mark 1:35).

The keeping of the manna (vv. 19-21). Lazy
Israelites might plan to save some manna so they could
sleep in the next morning, but Moses warned them not
to do so. Some of the Jews did it anyway, and their
manna soured, smelled, bred maggots, and had to be
thrown away. Not only were these people disobedient
to God’s instructions, but they were living contrary to
God’s own practice, for the Lord arranged for the sun
to melt the manna that sdll lay on the ground. It
doesn’t pay to rebel against what God says in His Word
and the example He sets in His creation.

Again, there’s a personal warning here for God’s
people today: We can’t hoard His Word and try to live
on yesterday’s spiritual nourishment. It’s good to hear
the Bible preached and taught on the Lord’s Day, but
we need fresh manna each day if we want to be healthy
Christians. There’s no substitute for a daily time alone
with God, gathering fresh nourishment from His
Word.

Manna for the Sabbath (vv. 22-31). In verse 23,
the Sabbath is mentioned by name for the first time in
Scripture. It’s called “the seventh day” in Genesis 2:1-3
and commemorated the Lord’s rest after six days of cre-
ation. It seems obvious that the Jews were taught to
observe the Sabbath even before God gave Moses the
Ten Commandments.

While many sincere people call Sunday the
Sabbath, this isn’t biblical, for the Sabbath is the sev-
enth day and Sunday is the first day of the week. The
Sabbath was a day given especially by the Lord to the
Jewish people as a reminder of His covenant with them
(Ex. 20:8-11; 31:12-17; Neh. 9:13-15). The word
“sabbath” in Hebrew means “to cease working, to rest”
and is related to the Hebrew word for “seven.”

So they didn’t have to work on the Sabbath, the
Jews were supposed to prepare their meals in advance,
and this included the gathering of the manna. They
were permitted on the sixth day to gather twice as
much manna, and whatever they saved up would not
become rancid. Not only was the giving of the manna
a miracle six days a week, but the preserving of the
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manna for the seventh day was an additional miracle.
There are always some people who don’t really get the
message. Some of the Jews went out on the Sabbath,
looking for manna, and they found none. They didnt
obey Moses’ instructions! Remember, the gathering of
the manna was a test from God to see if His people
would obey the law He was about to give them (Ex.
16:4). If they wouldn’t obey a simple thing like gather-
ing manna six days a week, how would they ever obey
the statutes and laws that Moses would bring down
from Mount Sinai! It was a privilege to eat “the bread
of angels,” sent from heaven, and it was an insult to the
Lord to disobey the instructions He had given.

Remember the lessons God teaches you (16:32-36)
The instructions in verses 33—34 anticipate the giving
of the law (or “testimony”; 31:18; 32:15) and the mak-
ing of the ark of testimony (25:16, 22; 26:33) and the
construction of the tabernacle. The information in
16:35 was added years later to complete the account.
At that time, Moses wouldnt have known how many
years Israel would march in the wilderness.

As we shall see later, the ark of the testimony was
the throne of God in the camp. It stood in the Holy of
Holies in the tabernacle, where the glory of God dwelt,
and within the ark were the two tablets of the law,
Aaron’s rod, and the golden jar of manna (Heb. 9:4).
Only the high priest could enter the Holy of Holies,
and that only once a year, but the Jewish people knew
what was in the ark and taught this truth to their chil-
dren. Each of these items reminded the nation of an
important truth: that He is King and Lawgiver; that
He established the priesthood; and that He fed His
people because He cared for them.

God gave the law to Israel because He loved His
people. They needed a light to guide them, and God’s
law is a lamp and a light, and obeying the law means
life (Prov. 6:23). When the people disobeyed, they
needed a priest to help them be forgiven and reconciled
to God. They also needed to be reminded that it was
God who provided food for them, and that they didn’t
live by bread alone but by the Word of God (Deut.
8:1-3).

Most people are prone to forget the way God has
dealt with them, and they have to learn again the les-
sons they've forgotten. Some keep a journal and review
it regularly, while others keep a “spiritual diary” in the
margins of their Bible, noting special verses and expe-
riences related to them. A photograph that may mean
little to us conveys treasures of spiritual truth to the
owner who knows why the photo is on the shelf.
However we do it, we need to “nail down” the impor-
tant lessons of life and permit them to influence us to
walk with God and obey Him.

When by faith we walk with the Lord, then life is a
school, and the successful pilgrim/students pray with
Moses: “So teach us to number our days, that we may
apply our hearts unto wisdom” (Ps. 90:12).

Are you among them?
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Notes

Often after a great victory of faith, the Lord permits a trial to

—_

come to test us. When Abraham arrived in the Promised Land,
he discovered a famine (Gen. 12:10), and after the glorious
occasion of His baptism, our Lord was tempted by Satan in the
wilderness (Matt. 3:13—-4:11). Elijah won a great victory on
Mount Carmel, but after that faced a trial of faith (1 Kings
18—19).

This is one of several “compound names” of the Lord found in
the Old Testament. See Genesis 22:13—14; Exodus 17:15;
Judges 6:24; Jeremiah 23:6; Ezekiel 48:35.

3 A type is an Old Testament person, object, institution, ritual,

8]

or event that points to a spiritual truth yet to be revealed.
There are many Old Testament “illustrations” of New
Testament spiritual truth, but in order to be true types, those
illustrations must be authorized by the New Testament. For
example, the relationship between Ruth and Boaz illustrates
the love between Christ and the church, but nowhere does the
New Testament call this a type. The same is true of Joseph,
who in many ways reminds us of Jesus Christ. Some scholars
call these “inferred types” because they parallel so many New
Testament truths. Besides the manna, other types of Christ
include Adam (Rom. 5:14), Melchizedek (Gen. 14; Heb. 5—
7), the lamb (Ex. 12; John 1:29), and the brazen serpent
(Num. 21:8-9; John 3:14). The Jewish sacrificial system is a
type of the sacrifice of Christ (Heb. 10:1-18), as are the ritu-
als and furnishings of the tabernacle and temple (Heb. 8).

4 Jesus wasn’t speaking about the Communion (Lord’s Supper,
Eucharist) when He spoke about eating His flesh and drinking
His blood. He hadn'’t even instituted the Lord’s Supper for His
disciples, so why would He discuss it with a congregation of
rebellious unconverted Jews? He was using metaphorical lan-
guage to explain spiritual truth, and the people took it literally,
as they often did (John 2:19-21; 3:4; 4:11, 32; 8:30-36;
11:11-13).

Paul used the gathering of the manna as an illustration of

w

Christian giving (2 Cor. 8:13-15). Each person in the
Corinthian church would bring what God had directed him to
give, and when it was all put together, it met the needs.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Exodus 17—18

“THE LORD OF HOSTS IS WITH US”

n April 18, 1874 the body of missionary/explorer

David Livingstone was laid to rest in a grave in

the center of the nave in Westminster Abbey.
During the funeral service, the congregation sang a
hymn by Philip Doddridge and John Logan that’s
based on Genesis 28:20-21.

O God of Bethel, by whose hand
Thy people still are fed;

Who through this earthly pilgrimage
Hast all our fathers led:

Through each perplexing path of life

Our wandering footsteps guide;
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Give us each day our daily bread,
And raiment fit provide.

During his difficult and demanding years in Africa,
Livingstone rested his faith and his future on the part-
ing words of Jesus, “Lo, I am with you alway, even unto
the end of the world” (Matt. 28:20). Concerning this
verse, Livingstone had written in his journal on
January 14, 1856: “It is the word of a gentleman of the
most strict and sacred honor, so there’s an end of it!”
He knew that his Lord’s word could be trusted!

It was the presence of the Lord that gave Moses the
strength and confidence he needed as he led the people
of Israel during their wilderness wandering. He had a
difficult task, leading a thankless army of former slaves
whom he was trying to build into a nation, but he per-
severed because the Lord was with him. The events
recorded in these two chapters reveal to us what the
presence of the Lord means to God’s people and their
leaders as they are on their pilgrim journey.

God directs our steps (17:1-7)

As they moved toward Mount Sinai, the people of
Israel were still being led by the pillar of cloud by day
and the pillar of fire by night. But the Lord was still
directing Israel into difficult and trying situations in
order to prove His power and build their faith and
character. After all, life’s journey involves much more
than merely reaching a destination. If we aren’t grow-
ing in faith, in the knowledge of God, and in godly
character, we're wasting our opportunities.

An old test repeated (vv. 1-3). Isracl had a long
way to go before they would qualify as a godly nation.
So far, every new trial they experienced only brought
out the worst in them. When they arrived in
Rephidim, in the Wilderness of Sinai, they again found
themselves without water. They had failed this test
once before, so God had to test them again. He had
proved that He was able to provide water and food for
them, so why were they quarreling with Moses? Because
their hearts were still in Egypt! They were guilty of
ingratitude and unbelief, wanting to go back to the old
life, and as a result, they again failed to pass the test.

Every difficulty God permits us to encounter will
become either a test that can make us better or a temp-
tation that can make us worse, and 75 our own attitude
that determines which it will be. If in unbelief we start
complaining and blaming God, then temptation will
trap us and rob us of an opportunity to grow spiritu-
ally. But if we trust God and let Him have His way, the
trial will work for us and not against us (Rom. 8:28;
James 1:12-15) and help us grow in grace.

When people are out of fellowship with the Lord,
and are angry and bitter, they usually want to do unrea-
sonable things that could only make the situation
worse. In this instance, the people wanted to stone
their leader (Ex. 17:5)! How that would have changed
their situation is difficult to discern, but disobedient
people often look for a scapegoat.!



An unfailing resource (vv. 4-7). Moses did what
he frequently had to do as a leader: he called on the Lord
for help (15:25; 32:30ff; Num. 11:1-2; 12:13;
14:13ff). “God is our refuge and strength, a very pres-
ent help in trouble” (Ps. 46:1). The Lord instructed him
to take some of the elders with him, plus the rod that
symbolized God’s power (Ex. 7:20), and to smite the
rock in the sight of the people. When Moses obeyed, the
water gushed forth from the rock and met the needs of
the people and the livestock (Ps. 78:15-16; 105:41;
114:8; Isa. 48:21). A gracious God met the needs of a
complaining people.2

The rock is a type of Jesus Christ smitten for us on
the cross (1 Cor. 10:4),3 and the water is a type of the
Holy Spirit whose coming was made possible by
Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension to heaven
(John 7:37-39). This explains why Moses was wrong
to smite the rock when he should have spoken to it
(Num. 20:1-13), because “[Christ] died to sin once for
all” (Rom. 6:10 NKjv, and see Heb. 7:27; 9:26-28).

“Massah” means “to test,” and “Meribah” means
“contention, quarreling.” The Jews had not yet learned
that God tests His peaple in the everyday experiences of
life. He uses the difficult experiences of life to
strengthen our faith and mature our character. But
Israel’s faith in God was very weak, for they thought
their God had led them to a place where He couldn’t
care for them! The trouble with the Israelites was that
they had hard hearts that wouldn’t submit to the Lord,
so they rebelled against His will. In fact, the older gen-
eration had unbelieving hearts throughout their entire
journey from Egypt to Canaan (Ps. 95:6-11; Heb. 3).4
They complained about water at the beginning of their
pilgrimage and also forty years later at the end (Num.
20:1-13).

On the map of our lives, how many places ought to
be named “Testing and Quarreling” because of the way
we've complained about our circumstances and failed
to trust God? I’s one thing to sit comfortably in church
and sing “All the way my Savior leads me, what have I
to ask beside?” and quite something else to be con-
fronted with distress and disappointment and meekly
say, “Not my will but Thine be done.” Corrie ten
Boom used to say, “Don't bother to give God instruc-
tions; just report for duty.”

God defeats our enemies (17:8-16)
On the journey of faith, we not only experience trials
involving the necessities of life, such as bread and
water, but we also face battles when our enemies attack
us. We're pilgrims who are also soldiers, and that means
we must occasionally endure hardship as we follow the
Lord (2 Tim. 2:3-4).

The enemy (v. 8). The devil is our greatest enemy
(1 Peter 5:8), and he uses the world and the flesh to
oppose us (Eph. 2:1-3). Just as Israel was delivered
from Egypt by the power of God, so God’s people
today have been delivered from “this present evil world

[age]” (Gal. 1:3-4) through the victory of Christ. We
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are in the world physically but not of the world spiri-
tually (John 17:14-16), and therefore must not
become conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2). We
renounce the things of the flesh (Gal. 5:16-21) and
resist the attacks of the devil (James 4:7; 1 Peter 5:8-9).

The Amalekites were the descendants of Jacob’s
brother Esau (Gen. 36:12, 16) who was “a profane per-
son” (Heb. 12:16). The word translated “profane”
(“godless,” N1v) comes from a Greek word that means “a
threshold”; it refers to somebody who is accessible and
can be “walked on” by anybody or anything. The
English word “profane” comes from the Latin and means
“outside the temple,” that is, unhallowed and common.
Esau lived for the world and the flesh and despised spir-
itual things (v. 17). Esau opposed his brother Jacob and
threatened to kill him (Gen. 27:41), and Esau’s descen-
dants opposed the children of Jacob (Israel) and
threatened to annihilate them.

There’s no record that the Jews ever had to fight any
battles in Egypt, but once they were delivered from
bondage, they discovered they had enemies. So it is in
the Christian life. When we identify with Jesus Christ,
then His enemies become our enemies (Luke
12:49-53) and we must “fight the good fight of faith”
(1 Tim. 6:12). But we need the battles of life to help
balance the blessings of life; otherwise, we'll become
too confident and comfortable and stop trusting the
Lord.

The strategy (Deut. 25:17-19). The Amalekites
attacked Israel suddenly from behind, at the weakest
place in the camp, for they struck those Jews who were
weary and feeble and were at the rear of the march.
Amalek attacked after Israel had experienced a great
blessing in the provision of the water from the rock.
Satan and his demonic army (Eph. 6:10-12) know
what our weakest point is and when we're not ready for
an assault. That's why we must “watch and pray, lest
[we] enter into temptation. The spirit truly is ready,
but the flesh is weak” (Mark 14:38 NKjv).

The enemy often attacks God’s people after they've
experienced special blessings, but the Lord can use
those attacks to keep us from trusting the gifts instead
of the Giver. It was after his victory over the four kings
that Abraham was tempted to take the spoil, (Gen.
14:17-24), and after the victory over Jericho, Joshua
became overconfident and was defeated at Ai (Josh. 7).
After Elijah defeated the priests of Baal, he became dis-
couraged and was tempted to quit (I Kings
18:41—19:18), and it was after the blessings at His
baptism that our Lord was led into the wilderness to be
tempted (Matt. 3:13—4:1). “Therefore let him who
thinks he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12).

The victory (vv. 9-13). There’s no evidence that
Israel fought any battles in Egypt. Even on the night of
their deliverance from Egypt, they didn’t have to fight
the attacking Egyptian army, because the Lord fought
for them. “Stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord
which he will show to you today” (Ex. 14:13). But now
that they were on their pilgrim journey, Israel would
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have to enter into battle many times and trust the Lord
for victory. “And this is the victory that overcomes the
world, even our faith” (1 John 5:4).

This is the first mention of Joshua in the Bible, but
he will be named 200 more times before Scripture
ends.> He was born in Egypt and named Hoshea,
which means “salvation.” Later, Moses changed his
name to “Joshua—TJehovah is salvation” (Num. 13:8,
16), which is the Hebrew equivalent of “Jesus” (Matt.
1:21; Heb. 4:8). He knew the rigors of Egyptian slav-
ery and must have had an aptitude for military
leadership for Moses to make him general of the army.
He became Moses™ servant (Ex. 24:13; 33:11; Josh.
1:1), for God’s policy is that we first prove ourselves as
faithful servants before we can be promoted to being
leaders (Matt. 25:21, 23). Joshua had only one day to
rally his army and get them ready for the attack, but he
did it.

Israel’s great victory over Amalek involved three ele-
ments: the power of God in heaven, the skill of Joshua
and the army on the battlefield, and the intercession of
Moses, Aaron, and Hur® on the top of the hill. God
could have sent angels to annihilate the enemy (Isa.
37:38), but He deigns to use human instruments to
accomplish His purposes. Joshua and his army would
trust God and fight, Moses and his associates would
trust God and intercede, and God would do the rest.
In this way, God’s people would grow in faith and
God’s name would be glorified.

It was customary for the Jews to lift up their hands
when they prayed (Ps. 28:2; 44:20; 63:4; 134:2; 1
Kings 8:22, 38, 54; 1 Tim. 2:8), and since Moses held
the staff of God in his hands, he was confessing total
dependence on the authority and power of Jehovah. It
wasn't Moses who was empowering Joshua and his
army; it was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
“the Lord of Hosts.” As long as Moses held the rod up
in his hands, Israel prevailed, but when he brought his
hands down, Amalek prevailed.

We can understand how Joshua and the army
would grow weary fighting the battle, but why would
Moses get weary holding up the rod of God? To the
very day of his death, he didn’t lose his natural strength
(Deut. 34:7), so the cause wasn’t physical. True interces-
sion is a demanding activity. To focus your attention on
God and “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17) can
weary you as much as strenuous work. Like Epaphras,
we must be “always laboring fervently” in our prayers
(Col. 4:12)7 and not just casually mentioning our
requests to the Lord. Samuel M. Zwemer, missionary
to the Muslim world, used to call prayer “the gymna-
sium of the soul,” and John Bunyan wrote, “In prayer
it is better to have a heart without words than words
without heart.” To put your full heart into intercessory
prayer will cost you, but it will also bless you.

Joshua couldn’t have succeeded without Moses, but
Moses couldnt have prevailed without the support of
Aaron and Hur. Not everybody can be a Moses or
Joshua, a D. L. Moody or Billy Graham, but all
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Christians can be like Aaron and Hur and help hold
their hands as they obey God. God is looking for people
who will share in the battle and the victory because they
continue steadfastly in prayer (Rom. 12:12; Isa. 59:16).

There’s also a reminder here that our Savior ever
lives in heaven to make intercession for us as we fight
the battles of life, and His strength never fails (Heb.
7:25). Furthermore, the Holy Spirit within also inter-
cedes for us and guides us in our praying (Rom.
8:26-27). God promises victory to those who will pray
and wield the sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17-18).

The testimony (vv. 14-16). Moses didnt build a
monument to himself or to Joshua, or even to the vic-
torious army of Israel. Instead, he was careful to give all
the glory to God for Israel’s victory by building an altar
and naming it “The Lord is my Banner.” In Egypt, he
had probably seen the various divisions of the army,
each identified with one of their many gods, so he
lifted a banner to honor the only true God. Moses also
gave the reason for this memorial: “For hands were
lifted up to the throne of the Lord” (v. 16 N1v), refer-
ring to Moses’ intercession on the hill.8 God had
answered prayer and helped His people, and Moses
wanted to praise His name.

But Moses also put an entry into the official book
of records? that Israel should contend with Amalek
until that nation was completely destroyed. Israel
fought them again at Kadesh-Barnea but was defeated
(Num. 14:45); Gideon conquered them along with
the Midianites (Judg. 6:33). King Saul failed to obey
God and exterminate the Amalekites, so he lost his
crown (1 Sam. 15) and was himself killed by an
Amalekite (2 Sam. 1:1-16). David defeated the
Amalekites who raided his camp (1 Sam. 30), and
when he became king, finally subdued them (2 Sam.
8:11-12). During the reign of Hezekiah, his armies
annihilated the few Amalekites who still remained.
God’s judgment of the Amalekites teaches us that you
can't attack the throne of God and get away with it.

God deserves our praise (18:1-12)

After reading about the trials, complaints, and battles
of the Israelites, it’s a relief to move into a chapter that
describes the camp of Israel as a quiet place of family
fellowship and daily business. Life isn’t always hunger
and thirst and warfare, although those are often the
things we usually remember. Charles Spurgeon said
that God’s people are prone to engrave their trials in
marble and write their blessings in the sand, and per-
haps he was right.

But the best thing about this paragraph is that
everybody is praising the Lord for all He did for His
people. Praising God is much better than complaining
to God; in fact, praise is a good antidote for a com-
plaining spirit. “There is a great deal more said in the
Bible about praise than prayer,” said evangelist D. L.
Moody, “yet how few praise-meetings there are!”

Jethro’s message (vv. 1-6). We met Moses’ father-
in-law in 2:11-22, but his presence here raises two



important questions: (1) How did Jethro hear about
the wonderful works of God in Egypt? and (2) When
did Moses” wife and two sons return home?

Its possible that Moses sent his family back to
Midian before the Lord declared war on Egypt. Then,
after the exodus, Moses sent a messenger to Jethro ask-
ing him to bring Zipporah and the two boys and meet
him at Sinai. Some students reject this scenario since
Moses would certainly want his family to see the Lord’s
judgment of Egypt and to be a part of Israel’s great
deliverance. What kind of leader would want his fam-
ily to be comfortable back in Midian while the people
were suffering in Egype?

If the family was with him in Egypt, then sometime
after the exodus, Moses may have sent Zipporah and
their two sons back to Midian to give the good news to
her family. Zipporah and her party could travel much
faster than the entire nation with their children and
livestock, so the family would have reached Midian
before Israel arrived in the region of Sinai. Having
heard the good news, Jethro then sent a message to
Moses saying that he was coming to the camp with
Zipporah and her sons.

Jethro’s arrival (vv. 7-8). In the East, family mem-
bers and friends spend a great deal of time greeting one
another when they meet (Luke 10:4), especially if they
haven't seen each other for a long time (Gen. 29:9-14;
33:1-7; 45:1-15). Moses showed respect for his father-
in-law by going out to meet him, but its strange that
nothing is said about Zipporah and the two sons.10

Hospitality is the first law of the East, and Moses
invited Jethro and the rest of the visitors to join him
in his tent. There he rehearsed for them again the
wonderful things God had done for His people.
Jethro knew some of the facts about the defeat of
Egypt, but Moses gave him the details and answered
his questions. It wasn’t a report of what Moses had
done but what the Lord had done!

Jethro’s worship (vv. 9-12). Like Melchizedek
(Gen. 14:17-24), Jethro was a Gentile priest (Ex. 2:16)
whose testimony indicates that he knew the true and
living God. He also knew the importance of Israel in
the plan of God, because he said that the Lord had
punished the Egyptians because they had “treated Israel
arrogantly” (Ex. 18:11 N1v).

The priesthood had not yet been officially established
in Israel, so there was nothing wrong with Moses, Aaron,
and the Jewish elders joining Jethro in offering sacrifices
to God and then enjoying a fellowship feast. During the
years Moses had lived in Midian, he had no doubt partic-
ipated in many sacrificial feasts with his father-in-law. This
kind of fellowship anticipated the time when Messiah
would die for the sins of the whole world and make
redemption available to people of all nations. “For from
the rising of the sun, even to its going down, My name
shall be great among the Gentiles” (Mal. 1:11 NKjv).

God distributes our burdens (18:13-27)

Moses could have taken a week off and enjoyed his
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family and entertained his father-in-law, but being a
faithful shepherd, he was back the next day helping his
people with their problems.

The task (vv. 13-16). The nation already had eld-
ers (v. 13; 4:29), but they weren't assisting Moses in the
day-by-day affairs of the camp, or if they were, there
were matters they couldn’t settle that had to go to
Moses. There were basic regulations for the manage-
ment of the camp (Ex. 18:16), since 2 million people
couldn’t very well live together and travel together
without obeying some kind of code. The phrase
“statutes and laws” in verse 16 can refer to the will of
God in general as well as to specific ordinances from
the Lord. Long before the law was given, God blessed
Abraham for obeying His commandments, statutes,
and laws (Gen. 26:5).

Judicial codes are necessary for order and security in
society, but they always have to be interpreted, even if
they come from the Lord. Later, the priests would assist
in this task (Mal. 2:4-7), but the priesthood hadn’t yet
been established. From the time of Ezra (Ezra 7:10),
the scribes became the students and interpreters of the
law.

The danger (vv. 17-18). Jethro knew that Moses’
leadership was crucial for the future success of Israel
and that any activity that drained his energy or wasted
his time was bound to hurt the nation. Also, he didn’t
want his son-in-law to wear himself out and leave
Zipporah a widow and his two grandsons without a
father. No one man could minister personally to 2 mil-
lion people and last very long. Even after the new
arrangement had been established, Moses had to con-
fess that the work was too much for him (Num.
11:14), so what must the burden have been like under
the old system? The Hebrew word translated “easier” in
Exodus 18:22 means “to take cargo from a ship.”
(“That will make your load lighter,” N1v.)

The suggestion (vv. 19-27). Jethro’s suggestion
was a good one. Moses should organize the camp so
that every ten people had somebody to talk to about
their civil problems. If a ruler of ten couldn’ solve the
problem, it could be referred to the ruler of fifty, then
one hundred, and then one thousand.l! After that, it
would be referred to Moses himself. D. L. Moody may
have had this in mind when he said, “I would rather
put ten men to work than do the work of ten men.”

A system such as this would separate the simple
problems from the more complex matters so that
Moses wouldn’t be wasting his time on trivial matters.
(If the people of Israel were anything like people today,
everybody thought his or her problem was the most
important!) The arrangement would also test the seri-
ousness of the people, for not all of them would be
willing to let the ruler “take their case to a higher
court.”

But Jethro wasnt advising Moses to “pass the
buck.” No, Moses was to teach the people the regula-
tions, no doubt assisted by the chosen rulers, so they
could make wise decisions. He was also to represent the
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people before God, which probably meant praying for
them and seeking God’s direction in the difficult cases.
Moses was God’s chosen leader, and nobody could take
his place until his work was done, but he didn’t have to
do all the work alone.

There are those who say that Jethro was a meddler
and should have minded his own business, because
God could have enabled Moses to get the job done
each day. “If the Lord had wanted Moses to have
help,” they argue, “He would have told Moses person-
ally.” But Jethro didn’t command Moses to follow his
orders. He urged Moses to talk to the Lord about the
problem and obey whatever God said (v. 23). Since
Moses did adopt his father-in-law’s suggestion, he
must have consulted the Lord and gotten God’s
approval.

Moses didn't ask Jethro how to build the tabernacle
or how to offer the sacrifices, because those matters were
revealed to him from the Lord. But in matters of organ-
ization and management, God’s people can learn from
outsiders, for “the children of this world are in their gen-
eration wiser than the children of light” (Luke 16:8). Of
course, we never adopt a practice or policy until we
understand the principle behind it and make sure it’s in
agreement with Scripture (James 3:13-18).

The important thing about delegating responsibili-
ties is that you have leaders who have ability and
character, “able men, such as fear God, men of truth,
hating covetousness” (Ex. 18:21).12 These qualifica-
tions remind us of the experience of the early church in
finding people to assist the apostles and relieve them of
lesser duties (Acts 6:1-7). These assistants had to have
good reputations, be full of the Spirit and wisdom, and
approved by the people.

According to Deuteronomy 1:9-18, Moses shared
Jethro’s counsel with the people, admitted his own
weakness and weariness, and asked them to select lead-
ers to assist him. They approved of the plan and
selected the officers whom Moses then charged with
the responsibilities of their offices. When Israel moved
into the Promised Land, they appointed officers in
each town to assist in the settling of cases (Ex.
16:18-20). God is a God of order, and He wanted all
of His people to enjoy security and justice in the camp
and in the land.

Whenever ministry and structure collide, and min-
istry is being hindered, God’s people must adjust the
structure so ministry can grow. When the Jerusalem
church gave the apostles the help they needed, the
work expanded and many people were converted (Acts
6:7). In this rapidly changing world, Christian min-
istries must be flexible if they are to solve their
problems and seize their opportunities. The emphasis
in the Bible isnt on organization as such but on the
kind of organization that involves qualified people who
get the job done. Self-defeating organizations embalm
their structure and refuse to change. The ministries
that God blesses are open to change, so long as the
principles of God’s Word are obeyed.
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Notes

1 David’s men thought of stoning him when they all came
home and found their families and possessions gone (1
Sam. 30:1-6). How this would have solved the problem is
a mystery. The Jewish people wanted to stone Jesus (John
8:59; 10:31), and they actually did stone Stephen (Acts
7:58).

This miracle must not be confused with a similar one

8]

described in Numbers 20:1-13, even though the name
“Meribah” is used in both accounts (Ex. 17:7; Num. 20:13).
The Israelites caused contention on more than one occasion!

The rabbis had a tradition that the rock that Moses smote

accompanied the Jews throughout their wilderness journey

(53]

and provided water, but there’s no biblical basis for this. In 1
Corinthians 10:4, Paul said that it was the spiritual rock that
accompanied them, not a literal rock, and that Christ was that
spiritual Rock.

4 The book of Hebrews uses the experiences of the people of
Israel to illustrate the important spiritual truth that it is by
faith that we enter into our inheritance and enjoy what God
has planned for us. At Kadesh-Barnea, Israel refused to obey
God and enter the land, so they stayed in the wilderness for
thirty-eight more years until that unbelieving older generation
died. It’s because of unbelief that God’s people today miss
God’s best for their lives. Our task is to hear His voice (the
Word), believe what He says, and obey His will. He will take
care of the rest.

w

For an exposition of the book of Joshua, see my book Be
Strong, published by Cook.

This is probably not the Hur whose son constructed the taber-
nacle (31:2; 35:30; 38:22; 1 Chron. 2:19-20). See Exodus
24:14. Jewish tradition says he was married to Miriam and

AN

therefore was brother-in-law to Moses and Aaron, but there’s
no biblical evidence for this.

7 The Greek verb gives us our English word “agonize” and was
applied to athletes striving for victory (1 Cor. 9:25) and sol-
diers fighting a battle (1 Tim. 6:12). The NIV translates it
“wrestling in prayer for you.”

e}

The niv margin reads “Because a hand was against the throne
of the Lord,” referring to the attack of the Amalekites. The
ASV margin agrees, “Because there is a hand against the throne
of Jehovah.” This would explain why God declared perpetual
war on the Amalekites, for they had arrogantly attacked the
God of Israel. The nrsvb translates the phrase “a hand upon the
banner,” suggesting that the Jews “lay hold of God” by faith
whenever they find themselves attacked. Banners were used to
rally the troops (Isa. 13:2), declare war (31:9), alert the army
(Jer. 51:12, 27), and declare victory (Ex. 17:15).

See 24:4, 7; 34:27; Numbers 33:1-2; Deuteronomy
25:17-19; 31:9, 24.

10 We have met Gershom (“stranger, alien”) in 2:22, but 18:4 is
the first time the younger son Eliezer (“my God is my help”) is

o

mentioned in the Bible. Like the names Joseph gave to his two
sons (Gen. 41:50-52), the names of Moses’ sons reflected his
own experience: an alien in the land, but with God’s help, a
conqueror.

11 Numbers 31:14, 28 indicate that the army was organized on a
similar plan. See 1 Samuel 22:7; 1 Chronicles 12.

12 Since Israel was a strong patriarchal society, the emphasis is on



men, but throughout Scripture, the Lord called and used many

gifted women to serve Him and His people.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Exodus 19:1—20:21

HEAR THE VOICE OF GOD

hen God spoke to Moses at the burning bush,
W He gave him an encouraging promise: “When

you have brought the people out of Egypt, you
shall serve God on this mountain” (3:12 Nkjv). That
promise had now been fulfilled. The Jews were at
Mount Sinai, “the mount of God” (v. 1; 4:27; 18:5;
24:13), and would remain camped there for the next
eleven months.! God had redeemed His people (Ex.
1—18), and was now going to claim them as His own
and enter into a covenant relationship with them (Ex.
19—24), just as He promised (6:6-7).

At least eight times,2 Moses had asked Pharaoh’s
permission to lead the people into the wilderness where
they could worship Jehovah, and each time, Pharach
had refused. But now Israel would meet their God at
the holy mount and worship Him. Many wonderful
things occurred at Sinai that day, but the greatest was
that God’s people heard God’s voice speaking to them
personally. “Has anything so great as this ever hap-
pened, or has anything like it ever been heard of? Has
any other people heard the voice of God speaking out
of fire, as you have, and lived?” (Deut. 4:33; 5:23-27)

When God spoke to His people, by His grace He
called them to a very special life.

A life of maturity (19:1-4)

If freedom doesn’t lead to maturity, then we end up
imprisoned in a bondage worse than what we had
before, a bondage from within and not from without.
It’s bad enough to be enslaved by an Egyptian taskmas-
ter, but it’s even worse to enslave yourself and become
your own taskmaster.

Moses went up to meet God on the mountain, and
what God told him he came down and shared with the
people.3 The image of maturity that God used was that
of the eagle, bearing its young on its wings and teach-
ing them the glorious freedom of flight. Moses used the
same image in the song he taught Israel at the close of
his life. Read carefully Deuteronomy 32:10-12. What
do eagles teach us about the life of maturity?4

At a certain stage in the development of their
young, the parent eagles break up the comfortable nest
and force the eaglets to fly. The young birds may not be
anxious to leave the security of the nest, but they must
learn to fly if they’re going to fulfill their purposes in
life. The adult birds stay near the fledglings and, if they
fall, carry them on their strong wings until the young
birds learn how to use their wings, ride the air currents,
and enjoy the abilities God gave them.

The eaglets illustrate three aspects of freedom: free-
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dom from (they are out of the nest, which to us is
redemption), freedom 77 (they are at home in the air,
which to us is maturity), and freedom 7o (they can ful-
fill their purpose in life, which to us is ministry). True
freedom means that we're delivered from doing the
bad, we’re able to do the good, and we're accomplish-
ing God’s will on the earth.

From God’s point of view, Egypt was a furnace of
affliction for Israel (Deut. 4:20; 1 Kings 8:51; Jer. 11:4),
but the Jews often saw Egypt as a “nest” where they at
least had food, shelter, and security (Ex. 16:1-3; Num.
11:1-9). God delivered them from Egypt because He
had something better for them to enjoy and to do, but
this meant that they had to “try their wings” and experi-
ence growing pains as they moved toward maturity.

When were maturing in the Lord, life becomes a
series of open doors that lead to more and more oppor-
tunities for responsible freedom. But if we refuse to let
God mature us, life becomes a series of confining iron
bars that limit us. A baby is safe and comfortable in the
mother’s womb, but at some point the baby must be
born and enter a new and demanding world of growth
and maturity. From birth to death, the “turning points”
of life usher in new freedoms that bring with them new
privileges and new responsibilities: walking, instead of
being carried; riding a bicycle and then driving a car;
working at a job and earning money; learning to use
that money wisely; making friends; getting married;
raising children; retiring. At each “turning point,” we
lose something as we gain something, and this is the
way the maturing process works.

Whenever the Jews complained about God’s deal-
ings with them and yearned to go back to Egypt, they
were acting like little children, so God had to discipline
them. The statement I quoted earlier from George
Morrison needs to be quoted again: “It took one night
to take Israel out of Egypt, but forty years to take Egypt
out of Israel.” How long is it taking the Lord to get us
to fly, or are we nestlings who don’t want to be dis-
turbed?

A life of dignity (19:5-8)

In Egypt, the Jews were nothing but weary bodies,
slaves who did their masters’ bidding, but the Lord
had better things planned for them. They were to be
His special people, and He would use them to be a
blessing to the whole world (Gen. 12:3).

God’s treasured possession (v. 5 N1v). All the
nations of the earth belong to the Lord, because He's
their maker and their sustainer (9:29; Ps. 24:1; 50:12;
Acts 14:15-17; 17:24-28), but He’s chosen Israel to be
His treasured possession (Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18; Ds.
135:4; Mal. 3:17). This choice was not because of
Israel’s merits, because they had none (Deut. 26:5-11),
but because of God’s love and sovereign grace (7:6-8).

That the Jews are God’s chosen people doesn’t mean
they’re better than any other nation, only that they’re
different, set apart by the Lord for His special work.
Romans 9:4-5 reminds us of some of the spiritual
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treasures God has given Israel that they might be a
blessing to the whole world, for “salvation is of the
Jews” (John 4:22). Because Israel has these treasures
and privileges, they also have a greater responsibility to
love and obey God; for “from the one who has been
entrusted with much, much more will be asked” (Luke
12:48 N1v).5

A kingdom of priests (v. 6). Aaron and his sons
would be consecrated later to serve as priests to the
nation (Ex. 28—29), but it was God’s intent that «//
Israel live as priests, manifesting His truth and sharing
His blessings with the world. Israel was to be God’s
“showcase” to the Gentiles, proving to them that there
is but one true and living God and that serving Him is
the way to fullness of blessing (Isa. 42:6; 49:6).
Unfortunately, instead of Israel influencing the nations
to worship Jehovah, the nations influenced Israel to
worship idols! The Jews adopted the religions and
lifestyles of the Gentiles and so desecrated themselves,
their land, and the temple that God had to chasten
them severely and send them into Babylonian captivity.
The day will come, however, when Israel will see her
Messiah, be cleansed of her iniquities (Zech.
12:10-13:1), and become a nation of holy priests to
serve the Lord (Isa. 61:6).

A holy nation (v. 6). “You are to be My holy peo-
ple” (22:31), that is, a people set apart for God, a
people who are different. “Be holy, for I am holy” is
found at least six times in Leviticus (11:44—45; 19:2;
20:7, 26; 21:8) and is repeated twice in 1 Peter
1:15-16. In every area of life, Israel’s activities were
governed by the fact that they belonged to God, and
that included what they ate, what they wore, who they
married, how they buried their dead, and especially
how they worshipped.

During the plagues in Egypt, God put a difference
between them and the Egyptians (Ex. 11:7), because
the Jews were not to live like the pagan Gentile nations.
The Jewish priests were to set the example and also
teach the people to “put a difference between holy and
unholy, and between clean and unclean” (Lev. 10:10;
11:47). The priests failed to do this (Ezek. 22:26; see
42:20; 44:23; 48:14-15), and their sin helped to lead
the nation into defilement and destruction (Lam.
4:13).

When Moses shared this good news with the peo-
ple, they enthusiastically promised to obey everything
God told them to do (Ex. 19:7-8). They may have
been sincere, but God knew that their hearts were
prone to do evil (Deut. 5:27-29). The fact that they
repeated this vow two more times didn’t change their
hearts or strengthen their wills (Ex. 24:3, 7), and it
wouldn’t be long before Israel would succumb to the
idolatry that lurked in their hearts and make a golden
calf and worship it (Ex. 32).

God’s people today (1 Peter 2:5, 9). Peter bor-
rowed the imagery of Exodus 19:6 and called the
church today “a holy priesthood ... a chosen genera-
tion, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special
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people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him who
called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1
Peter 2:5, 9 Nkjv). Like Israel of old, God’s people
today must point people to the Lord and reveal by their
words and deeds how wonderful He is. We're to be “liv-
ing advertisements” of the grace and power of God. Are
we?

A life of sanctity (19:9-25)

Moses had returned to the Lord on the mountain and
reported the people’s promise to obey His command-
ments. The fact that God spoke with Moses personally
should have given the people confidence in their leader,
but subsequent events proved differently. What a priv-
ilege it was for Israel to have a leader such as Moses,
and what a tragedy that they repeatedly made life diffi-
cult for him!

The emphasis in this chapter is on the sanctity of
the nation as the holy people of God, and three images
stand out: the changing of their clothes, the distance
set between the people and God, and the storm on
Mount Sinai.

Changing clothes and washing (vv. 10-11,
14-15). We today are accustomed to having soap and
water readily available, and extra clothes hanging in our
closets, but people in Bible days didn’t enjoy such lux-
uries. They couldn’t take showers daily, and only the
wealthy had stores of extra garments. That’s why
bathing and changing clothes often marked a new
beginning, such as when God restored Adam and Eve
(Gen. 3:21) or when Jacob and his family returned to
Bethel (35:2). Other examples are Joseph leaving
prison (41:14), healed lepers returning to society (Lev.
14:8-9), David turning back to God (2 Sam. 12:20),
and King Jehoiachin being shown mercy by his captors
(Jer. 52:31-34). Washing and changing clothes is the
Old Testament equivalent of 1 John 1:9 and 2
Corinthians 7:1.6

The distance between God and the people (vv.
12-13, 20-25). Staying away from Mount Sinai was a
matter of life or death, for the presence of God sancti-
fied the mountain. So Moses put up barriers to keep
the people at a distance. He also posted guards with
authority to kill from a distance anybody who broke
through the barriers, and nobody was to touch the
dead body. When the trumpet sounded, then Moses
ascended the mountain to meet God, but even then,
God sent him back to warn the people not to get too
close to Mount Sinai.

In a dramatic way, God was teaching the people the
distance between a holy God and sinful men and
women, as well as the danger of presumptuously rush-
ing into the presence of the Lord. Later, Nadab and
Abihu would forget this principle, and God would kill
them (Lev. 10). The structure of Old Testament wor-
ship emphasized man’s sinfulness and God’s
“otherness”: the fence around the tabernacle; the veil
before the Holy of Holies; the fact that only the priests
could minister in the tabernacle and only the high



priest could enter the Holy of Holies, and that but once
a year. The emphasis was always “Keep Your Distance!”

But the New Testament emphasizes the nearness of
God, for the Son of God became flesh and came to
dwell on earth (John 1:14), and His name is
“Immanuel—God with us” (Matt. 1:23). By His death
and resurrection, Jesus opened a new and living way
into the presence of God (Heb. 10:1-25), and the New
Testament banner reads: “Let us draw near!” This
doesn’t mean that we should get “chummy” with God
and act like we're His equals, but He is our Father and
He welcomes our love. See Hebrews 12:18-29.

The storm (vv. 16-19; 20:18-20). In Scripture, a
storm is often a symbol of the awesome presence and
power of God (Ps. 18:1-15; 29; Hab. 3:1-16). The
cloud and darkness, the thunder and lightning, and the
carthquake and fire, all manifested the greatness of
God (Deut. 5:22-23, 27) and produced a holy fear in
the hearts of the people. Even Moses trembled with
fear and admitted it (Heb. 12:21; Deut. 9:19)! God
was about to teach His people His law, and “the fear of
the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7).
The Jews had also seen the plagues in Egypt, and this
mighty demonstration of God’s power should have also
prepared their hearts to obey Him (Ps. 105:26-45).

The combination of washing themselves and
changing their clothes, witnessing the storm, and keep-
ing their distance from Sinai, couldn’t help but impress
the people with their own sinfulness and God’s majes-
tic holiness. They were called to be a sanctified people,
unlike the nations around them. Only as they obeyed
God could they truly enjoy the privileges of being a
kingdom of priests, God’s special treasure and His holy
nation.

A life of responsibility (20:1-17)7

The privilege of freedom brings with it the responsibil-
ity to use that freedom wisely for the glory of God and
the good of others. However, the Ten Commandments
were much more than laws for governing the life of the
nation of Israel. They are part of the covenant God
made with Israel when He took them to Himself to be
His special people (6:1-8; 19:5-8). In the Abrahamic
covenant, God gave the Jews the title deed to the
Promised Land (Gen. 12:3; 13:14-18), but Israel’s pos-
session and enjoyment of that land depended on their
obedience to the Mosaic covenant. The tragedy is that
the nation disobeyed the law, defiled their land, and
grieved their Lord, so they had to be chastened.

The law was never given as a way of salvation for
either Jews or Gentiles, because “by the works of the
law shall no flesh be justified” (Gal. 2:16). Salvation is
not a reward for good works but the gift of God
through faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 4:5; Eph. 2:8-9).
The law reveals God’s righteousness and demands righ-
teousness, but it cant give righteousness (Gal. 2:21);
only Jesus Christ can do that (2 Cor. 5:21). The law is
a mirror that reveals where you're dirty, but you don’t
wash your face in the mirror (James 1:22-25). Only
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the blood of Jesus Christ can cleanse us from sin (1
John 1:7, 9; Heb. 10:22).

God doesn’t give His Spirit to us because we obey
the law (Gal. 3:2) but because we trust Christ
(4:1-7), nor does He give us our inheritance through
the law (3:18). The one thing the dead sinner needs is
life (Eph. 2:1-3), but the law can’t give life (Gal.
3:21). Then whats the purpose of the law? It’s God’s
way of showing us our sins and stripping us of our
self-righteousness so that we cry out for the mercy and
grace of God.% God gives His Holy Spirit to all who
believe on His Son, and the Spirit enables us to obey
God’s will and therefore fulfill the righteousness of the
law (Rom. 8:1-3).9

One of the main ministries of the law was to pre-
pare the way for the birth of Christ (Gal. 4:1-7). The
nation of Israel was like an immature child who needed
a “guardian” to care for him, to instruct and protect
him, the way slaves in Paul’s day cared for their masters’
children. But when children mature, the guardians
aren’t needed anymore. The Jewish ceremonial system
presented in Exodus and Leviticus was fulfilled by
Christ, but the moral content of God’s law still
remains, and nine of the Ten Commandments are
repeated in the New Testament epistles for the church
to honor and obey. The Sabbath commandment isn't
repeated, and we'll say more about that later.

While all the Ten Commandments deal with our
responsibilities toward God, the first four are particu-
larly Godward while the last six are manward. How we
relate to others depends on how we relate to God, for
if we love God and obey Him, we'll also love our neigh-
bors and serve them (Matt. 22:34—40; Rom. 13).

Recognizing one true God (vv. 1-3). The phrase
“the Lord thy God” is repeated five times in this section
(vv. 3, 5,7, 10, 12) to remind the people of the author-
ity behind these commandments. Moses isn't reporting
“ten opinions” that he heard from a friendly counselor,
but ten commandments spoken by Almighty God. The
Jews lived in a world of blind and superstitious nations
that worshipped many gods, something Israel beheld
for centuries in Egypt.10 Israel was to bear witness of
the true and living God (Ps. 115) and invite their
neighbors to trust Him.

The phrase “before Me” can mean “in opposition to
Me.” For the Jews to worship another god would be to
declare war on Jehovah and incur His wrath. Each
morning, the faithful Jew declares, “Hear, O Israel, the
Lord our God is one Lord” (Deut. 6:4).

Worshipping only the Lord (vv. 4-6).!1 An idol
is a substitute for God and therefore not a god, for
there is only one true and living God. Present-day reli-
gious pluralism (“You worship your god and Tl
worship mine, because both are right”) is both unbib-
lical and illogical, for how can there be more than one
god? If God is God, He is infinite, eternal, and sover-
eign and can’t share the throne with another being who
is also infinite, eternal, and sovereign.

“I am the Lord: that is my name; and my glory I
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will not give to another, neither my praise to graven
[carved] images” (Isa. 42:8). The idol worship of the
pagan nations was not only illogical and unbiblical, but
it was intensely immoral (temple prostitutes and fertil-
ity rites), inhuman (sacrificing children), and demonic
(1 Cor. 10:10-22). No wonder the Lord commanded
Israel to destroy the temples, altars, and idols of the
pagans when they invaded the land of Canaan (Deut.
7:1-11).

“Little children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 John
5:21) was the apostle Johns final admonition to
Christians in his day, and the admonition needs to be
heeded today. If an idol is anything that takes the place
of God, anything to which we devote our energy and
time, or for which we make sacrifices because we love
itand serve it, then John’s warning is needed today. The
idols that entice God’s people today are things like
money, recognition, success, material possessions (cars,
houses, boats, collectibles), knowledge, or even other
people.

God is a “jealous God,” not in the sense that He’s
envious of other gods, for He knows that all other
“gods” are figments of the imagination and don’ really
exist. The word “jealous” expresses His love for His
people because He wants the very best for them. Just as
parents are jealous over their children and spouses over
their mates, so God is jealous over His beloved ones
and will not tolerate competition (Zech. 1:14; 8:2). In
Scripture, idolatry is the equivalent of prostitution and
adultery (Hos. 1—3; Jer. 2—3; Ezek. 16; 23; James
4:4-5). God desires and deserves the exclusive love of
His people (Ex. 34:14; Deut. 4:24; 5:9; 6:15).

God is so serious about receiving exclusive worship
and love that He punishes those who refuse to obey
Him. God doesn’t punish the children and grandchil-
dren for somebody else’s sins (24:16; Ezek. 18:4), but
the sad consequences of ancestral sins can be passed
from generation to generation and innocent children
suffer because of what their parents or grandparents
have done. In Bible times, it wasn’t unusual for four
generations to live in the same extended family and
thus have greater opportunity to influence and affect
one another.

At the same time, the godliness of ancestors can
help to bring blessing to succeeding generations.
Abraham’s faith brought blessing to his descendants,
and David’s ministry helped people long after he had
died. My great-grandfather prayed that there would be
a preacher of the gospel in every generation of his fam-
ily, and God has answered that prayer!

Honoring God’s name (v. 7). Your name stands
for your character and reputation, what you are and
what you do (John 17:6, 26). When you say that some-
one has “a bad name,” youre not criticizing whats
written on his birth certificate. You're warning me that
the man can’t be trusted. If God is the greatest being in
the universe, then His name is the greatest name and
must be honored. The first petition in the Lord’s Prayer
is, “Hallowed be thy name” (Matt. 6:9). People blas-
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pheme God’s name by using vulgar language. But using
God’s name in making a promise or taking an oath,
and then not fulfilling the commitment, is cheapening
His name and blaspheming God (Lev. 19:12).

Honoring the Sabbath (vv. 8-11). The word “sab-
bath” means “rest.” The Sabbath tradition was already a
part of Israel’s life (16:23, 25), but now it became a part
of Israel’s law and their covenant relationship with God.
While the Sabbath was rooted in creation (Gen. 2:1-3),
it was also a special sign between Israel and the Lord (Ex.
31:12-17; Neh. 9:13-15; Ezek. 20:12, 20), and there’s
no biblical evidence that God commanded any Gentile
nation to observe the seventh day (Ps. 147:19-20). Later,
Moses associated the Sabbath with Israel’s deliverance
from Egypt (Deut. 5:12-15), a foretaste of the rest they
would enjoy in their promised inheritance (3:20; 12:10;
25:19).

When the Jews observed the Sabbath, it was not
only a mark of their devotion to the Lord, but it was
also a witness to their pagan neighbors to whom the
seventh day was just another day. By resting on the
seventh day, the Jews were promoting their own wel-
fare as well as that of their servants and farm animals,
acknowledging the lordship of Jehovah over time and
creation (Ex. 23:12). From earliest times, God’s people
assembled on the first day of the week to honor the
resurrection of Jesus Christ (John 20:19, 26; Acts
20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2), but the principle of one day in
seven still stands (Col. 2:16-17; Gal. 4:1-11; Rom.
14:1—15:7).

It’s unfortunate that the Israelites didnt honor the
Sabbath as God directed and had to be disciplined (2
Chron. 36:14-21; Ezek. 20; Isa. 58:13-14; Jer.
17:19-27). It’s also unfortunate that the scribes and
Pharisees added thirty-nine forbidden acts to this com-
mandment so that observing the Sabbath became a
burden instead of a blessing (Mark 2:23—3:5).

Honoring one’s parents (v. 12). In a world that
worships and imitates youth and uses “assisted suicide”
(euthanasia) to eliminate unwanted old people, this
commandment sounds like an echo from a time warp.
But the Jews were taught to respect age and to care for
their senior citizens (21:15, 17; Lev. 19:3, 32; Deut.
27:16; Prov. 1:8; 16:31; 20:20; 23:22; 30:17), a good
example for us to follow today (Eph. 6:1-3; 1 Tim.
5:1-2).12 Someone has said that the elderly are the
only outcast group that everybody expects to join,
because nobody wants the alternative. But how we treat
them today will help to determine how we're treated
tomorrow, because we reap what we sow.

Honoring human life (v. 13). Life is a gift from
God, and only He has the authority to take life.
Because we're made in God’s image, murder is an
attack against God (Gen. 1:26-27; 9:6). Protecting life
is the responsibility of every member of society, not just
the public officials (Rom. 13). The issue here is pre-
meditated murder, which Jesus said could have its
beginning in anger (Matt. 5:21-26). The Jews were
allowed to defend themselves (Ex. 22:2), and the law



made concessions for accidental death, but murder was
a capital offense (21:12-14).

Honoring marriage (v. 14). So serious was adul-
tery that it was considered a capital crime (Lev. 20:10;
Deut. 22:22). The family is the basic unit of the
nation, and faithfulness to the marriage contract is the
foundation for the family. Adultery is robbery (1 Thess.
4:1-8), but in the end, those who commit adultery rob
themselves (Prov. 6:20-35). While the Lord can forgive
the sin of adultery (1 Cor. 6:9-11; John 8:1-11), like
David, the adulterer and adulteress must live with the
sad consequences of forgiven sin (2 Sam. 12:13-14; Ps.
51). Adultery begins with the desire in the heart caused
by the second look (Matt. 5:27-30).

Respecting personal property (v. 15). God gave
Israel an elaborate set of laws to govern their use of the
land, because the land belonged to Him and they were
but stewards (Lev. 25:2, 23, 38). This fact is the basis
for a sane ecology. Ephesians 4:28 teaches that there are
only three ways to get wealth: work for it, have it given
to you, or steal it, and stealing is wrong,.

Speaking the truth (v. 16). Speaking the truth and
honoring promises is the cement that holds society
together. To tell lies in court is to undermine the very
law itself, which explains why Moses required the wit-
nesses to be the executioners in capital crimes (Deut.
17:6-13). It’s one thing to lie, but quite something else
to kill in order to protect your lie. This commandment
also prohibits slandering people (Ex. 23:1; Prov. 10:18;
12:17; 19:9; 24:28; Titus 3:1-2; James 4:11; 1 Peter
2:1).

Controlling desires (v. 17). The first and tenth
commandments deal with what’s in the heart, while the
other eight focus on outward actions that begin in the
heart. Covetous people will break all of God’s com-
mandments in order to satisfy their desires, because at
the heart of sin is the sin in the heart (Matt. 15:19). To
covet is to feed inward desires for anything that God
says is sinful. It was this commandment that “slew”
Saul of Tarsus and convicted this successful Pharisee
that he was a sinner (Rom. 7:1-14; see Luke 12:15,
Eph. 5:3, Col. 3:5).

The Ten Commandments end with an emphasis on
being a good neighbor, for the second greatest com-
mandment is to love your neighbor as yourself (Matt.
22:34-40; Lev. 19:18). If we love our neighbors, we
won't covet what they have, steal from them, lie about
them, or do any of the other things God prohibits in
His Word. This is why love is the fulfillment of the law
(Rom. 13:8-10). But only God can change our sinful
hearts (Heb. 10:14-18) and give us the love we need to
obey Him and to care for others (Gal. 5:22-26; Rom.
5:1-5).13

Notes

1 The biblical record from Exodus 19:1 through Numbers 10:10
tells what happened in the camp during the eleven months the
Jews were at Sinai. Moses received the law and shared it with

the people; the workers constructed the tabernacle and its fur-
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nishings; the priesthood was established and instructed; and
the people were numbered and the tribes organized for their
march to Kadesh-Barnea.

2 See Exodus 5:1; 7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:1, 13; 10:3, 26.

It seems that eight times Moses went up the mountain and met

W

with God and then descended to speak to the people. Some of
the ascents and descents are implied because you find Moses
addressing either God or the nation.

Ascended Descended

19:3 19:7(implied)
19:8 19:14

19:20 19:25

20:21 24:1-3 (implied)
24:9, 13, 15, 18 32:15

32:31 33:4 (inferred)
33:12 (inferred) 34:1-3 (inferred)
34:4 34:29

4 The eagle is identified with Israel not only in the matter of their
deliverance from Egypt (Ex. 19:4) and their maturity (Deut.
32:11-12), but also with reference to their release from
Babylonian captivity (Isa. 40:31) and their future safety during
the time of Jacobs trouble described in Revelation 6—19
(12:13-14).

5 Some students believe that the parable of the treasure (Matt.
13:44) refers especially to Israel, God’s treasure. On the cross,
Jesus purchased the field (“the world,” 13:38) and “hid” Israel
in it until that time when the promises will be fulfilled and the

nation will enter the Messianic Kingdom.

N

The admonition for the men not to have intercourse with their

wives (v. 15) does not in any way imply that the act is defiling.

Later, when Moses expounded the law, he would deal with this

matter (Lev. 15:16-18).

7 The section from Exodus 20:22—23:33 is known as “the book
of the covenant” and was ratified through sacrifices by Moses
and the people (24:1-8; Heb. 9:18-22). “The book of the
covenant” was an expansion and application of some of the
Ten Commandments to the life of the Jewish people.

8 Jesus didn't point the rich young ruler to the law to tell him
how to be saved, but to convince him that he needed to be
saved (Mark 10:17-31). The only person who perfectly kept
the law was Jesus Christ, and He did it for us.

9 The law is a yoke that burdens us (Gal. 5:1; Acts 15:10), but
the yoke of Christ gives us rest (Matt. 11:28-30). The law is a
debt that we can't pay, so Christ paid it for us (Luke 7:36-50;
Col. 2:14). Living under law means living in the shadows (Col.
2:16-17; Heb. 8:4-5; 10:1), but trusting Christ means living
in the light of reality (John 8:12; 1 John 1:5-10).

10 For the origin of polytheism and idolatry, read Romans
1:18-32.

11 The prohibition against making idols doesn't interfere with
mankind’s right to artistic creative expression. The Jews were
commanded to make a beautiful tabernacle and later a beauti-
ful temple, and in both of them there were objects patterned
after things in God’s creation. To create artistic things is one
matter; to worship them is quite something else.

12 The promise in verse 12 is initially for the nation, assuring the

Jews that obedience would keep them in their land a long
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time, but in Ephesians 6:1-3 Paul applied it to individual
believers.

13 We have barely scratched the surface in our study of this
important portion of Scripture. For further study, see: The Ten
Commandments, by RW. Dale (Hodder and Stoughton,
1910); The Ten Commandments for Today, by William Barclay
(Harper & Row, 1973); Playing by the Rules, by D. Stuart
Briscoe (Revell, 1986); Lifelines: The Ten Commandments for
Today, by Edith Schaeffer (Crossway, 1982); Foundations for
Reconstruction, by Elton Trueblood (Word paperback edition,
1972); The Ten Commandments, by Thomas Watson (Banner
of Truth, 1965); and The Eleven Commandments, by Lehman
Strauss (Loizeaux, 1955).

CHAPTER NINE
Exodus 20:22—24:8
THE BOOK OF THE COVENANT

his section of Exodus includes basic laws that deal
Tespecially with the protection of human life and

property. By accepting “the book of the covenant”
(24:3-8), the people entered into a special relationship
with Jehovah and obligated themselves to obey Him.
These laws were not arbitrary; they're based on the
character of God and the unchanging moral principles
expressed in the Ten Commandments.

Law is powerless to change human nature; it can
only protect life and property by regulating human
behavior. One of the most dangerous and disastrous
periods in Jewish history was the time of the judges
when “every man did that which was right in his own
eyes” (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). The enforcing of
good laws doesn’t guarantee a perfect society, but it
does promote order and prevent anarchy.

God is unseen: hear His Word (20:22-26)

Forty years later when Moses reviewed the law with the
new generation, he reminded them that their ancestors
had seen manifestations of God’s glory and power at
Sinai and heard His words, but they “Saw no form of any
kind” (Deut. 4:15 N1v). God didn’t reveal Himself in any
form lest the Jews turn the living God into a dead idol.
“To whom then will you liken God? Or what likeness
will you compare to Him?” (Isa. 40:18 Nxjv)

The Jews were called to be a people of the Word.
The success of the nation depended on hearing God’s
Word, believing it, and obeying it. The nations around
Israel built their religions on what they could see—
idols made by men’s hands, but Israel was to worship
an invisible God! and have nothing to do with idols.
“False gods are always gods one can see (and touch),”
wrote Christian philosopher Jacques Ellul, “and that
very quality demonstrates their falsity and their nonex-
istence as gods.”?

The Jewish scholar Abraham Joshua Heschel summa-
rized Israel’s theology of the Scriptures when he wrote,
“To believe, we need God, a soul, and the Word.”3
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God warned Israel not to manufacture idols and
not to build elaborate altars such as those used by the
heathen nations around them (see 2 Kings 16:10-20).
A simple altar of earth or unhewn stone would be
acceptable to the Lord. If the stones were chiseled, they
would become like idols, and the work of man would
become more important than the worship of God. The
natural stone provided by the Lord was all He would
accept.

Both nudity and intercourse with temple prosti-
tutes were a part of many pagan religious ceremonies,
and these were expressly forbidden by the Lord. God
commanded the Jewish priests to wear special garments
to cover their nakedness (Ex. 28:42—43; Lev. 6:10), and
if they failed to obey, they were in danger of being
killed (Ex. 28:35, 43).

In spite of their enthusiastic promises, Israel quickly
disobeyed these commandments. While Moses was
with God on the mountain, the people made a golden
calf and engaged in an idolatrous orgy that led to the
death of 3,000 men (32:1-6, 25-29). Anything in reli-
gious liturgy that encourages the sensual instead of the
spiritual cannot be from God or be blessed by God.

God is just: obey His laws (21:1—23:19)

Justice is the practical outworking of the righteousness
of God in human history, for “the Lord loves righteous-
ness and justice” (Ps. 33:5; see Isa. 30:18; 61:8). There
may be a great deal of injustice in our world today, but
the time will come when God will judge the world in
righteousness by the Savior that the world has rejected,
and His judgment will be just (Acts 17:31).

Laws about servants (21:1-11; see also Lew.
25:39-43; Deut. 15:12-18). Though the Jews were
permitted to own slaves from other nations, usually
prisoners of war, they were not allowed to enslave their
own people. Two scenarios are presented here: a man
who voluntarily becomes a servant (Ex. 21:1-7), and a
woman who is sold to be a servant (vv. 8-11).

If because of poverty, a Jew had to become an inden-
tured servant, his master had to treat him humanely and
release him after six years of service. If because of fam-
ily affection the man wanted to remain in service, and
the judges approved it, then he would be marked in the
earlobe and remain a servant the rest of his life.
However, he was never to be treated like a slave.

A female servant wasn't automatically set free after
six years. If a poor man sold his daughter to be a ser-
vant or a concubine,4 then the gitl’s father would
receive the sale price, the girl would get a better home,
and her husband wouldnt have to pay a costly dowry.
If after becoming the man’s concubine she didn’t please
him, somebody in her birth family could redeem her
and she would be set free.

If the man had chosen her for his son, and the son
came to dislike her and married another woman, then
the son’s father had to be sure she was treated like a
married daughter. That meant making sure she had
clothing, food, and her conjugal rights (1 Cor. 7:1-6).



If the father failed to do this, the woman was free to
return to her family home and was not considered a
slave.

Capital crimes (vv. 12-17). These laws are the log-
ical application of the sixth commandment, “Thou
shalt not kill” (20:13; Lev. 24:17). We're made in God’s
image, so to murder a fellow human being is to attack
the image of God (Gen. 9:6). If a person was found
guilty of murder on the testimony of two or more wit-
nesses (Num. 35:30-31), then the murderer was killed.

The law made a distinction between premeditated
murder and accidental manslaughter. If you killed
somebody accidentally, you could flee to God’s altar for
safety (1 Kings 2:29) until the elders had time to study
the matter. Once Israel was in their land, they set apart
six cities of refuge where the manslayer could flee and
be protected until the matter had been investigated
(Num. 35; Deut. 19; Josh. 20). Israel didnt have a
police force; the family of the victim was expected to
see that justice was done. But in the heat of anger, they
might be more interested in revenge than in justice, so
the law stepped in to protect the accused until he was
proved guilty.

Children and parents (vv. 21:15, 17). Having
dealt with murder in general, the law then dealt with
specific cases. The first deals with a man’s mistreatment
of his parents, abusing them physically and/or verbally,
which would be a violation of the fifth commandment
(vv. 15, 17; Lev. 20:9; Deut. 27:16). Its possible that
the “prodigal son law” (21:18-21) applies here and that
this son was desperately in need of discipline. Children
who have no respect for their parents usually have no
respect for any other authority and want only their
own selfish way. “Without natural affection” (2 Tim.
3:3) describes some people in these last days, but those
kind of people lived in Moses’ day.

Kidnapping is prohibited in Exodus 21:16
(Deut. 24:7). If its wrong to steal property (Ex.
20:15), then it’s an even greater crime to steal people
made in God’s image and to sell them as slaves.

Injuries (vv. 18-32). People aren’t supposed to
argue to the point of blows (Prov. 15:1; 25:15), but it
happens, and when it does, sometimes people are hurt.
If the victim died, the aggressor would pay with his life,
but if the victim convalesces and eventually is able to
walk about, the aggressor is cleared of further charges.
However, he had to reimburse the victim for his time
lost from work and for his medical expenses.

Slaves (vv. 20-21). This principle is now applied to
a master and his slaves. The Lord didnt want slaves to
be looked upon as pieces of property but as humans
made in God’s image and deserving of their human
rights. If in disciplining a slave (Prov. 10:13; 13:24),
the master went too far and killed the person, the mas-
ter was to be punished. We arent told what the
punishment was; it was probably determined by the
judges (see Ex. 21:22) and depended on whether there
was really intent to kill. (It’s hard to believe that a mas-
ter would want to destroy his own property and lose

Exodus 21

the income produced.) If after a few days the slave
recovered, his master wasn't punished, for he had
already lost income from the slave during the period of
recuperation.

A pregnant woman injured (vv. 22-23). Was she
the wife of one of the combatants, and her husband
was losing the fight? We don’t know. Scholars don’t
agree on the translation of verse 22. Is it “and she gives
birth prematurely” (N1v) or “and she has a miscarriage™
(N1v margin, NasB) The clause “but there is no serious
injury” (either to the mother or the child) would sug-
gest that the first translation is to be preferred, since a
miscarriage would certainly be a serious thing.

Even though there was no serious injury to the
mother or the child, the court was required to fine the
guilty man for his aggressive action against somebody
who wasn't a party to the fight. Regardless of the man’s
intent, what he did could have caused the death of the
child or the mother or both. But if there was serious
injury, that is, the mother and/or child was maimed or
killed, then the court would follow the lex talionis (vv.
23-25) which says, “The punishment must fit the
crime.”>

This principle has been severely criticized by some
as being “barbaric,” but it’s just the opposite. In an age
when the legal system was developing, this law made
sure that the punishment meted out by the judges was
equal to the seriousness and severity of the crime, not
more and not less. If the guilty aggressor blinded his
enemy’s eye, then his own eye was blinded. Nothing
could be fairer. If you broke your enemy’s finger and
the court ordered you to be blinded, that wouldn’t be
fair at all, because the sentence must fit the crime. The
only time this principle was not enforced was when a
master injured a slave, and the slave’s compensation
was his or her freedom (vv. 26-27).

When Jesus prohibited His disciples from retaliat-
ing against those who hurt them (Matt. 5:38-44; 1
Peter 2:19-21), He was dealing with personal revenge
(“Tll get even with you!”) and encouraging personal
forgiveness. He wasnt criticizing Moses or interfering
with the legal system, because He came to fulfill the
law and not to destroy it (Matt. 5:17-20). As believers,
we have the privilege of waiving our “legal rights” to
the glory of God and not demanding compensation (1
Cor. 6:1-8). However, a judge has to see that justice is
done and the law is respected.

Injured by an animal (vv. 28-32). The law is clear
that the owner was responsible to see that his animal
didn’t injure people. A dangerous bull with a record of
attacking people had to be kept penned up. If he wasn't
and he killed somebody, the owner was responsible,
and both the owner and the animal were put to death.
The animal was not eaten because it had been defiled
by its awful act. However, the court could fine the
owner and allow him to pay a ransom and go free (but
see Num. 35:31). Note that the law made no difference
between the death of a male or a female (Ex. 21:29,
31). There was a difference, however, when it came to
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slaves, for the owner of the animal could pay his mas-
ter thirty pieces of silver to compensate him for the loss
(see Matt. 26:14-16).

Property damage (21:33—22:15). In the
Promised Land, Israel would become an agricultural
society, and a farmer’s animals were important to him,
because without them he couldn’t work the land.

Animals injured or killed (21:33-34). If a man’s
carelessness and negligence caused an animal to be
injured or killed, then he had to pay the owner for the
animal, but the owner of the pit could claim the carcass
as his own. If one animal killed another, the two own-
ers divided both the carcass of the dead animal and the
money received from the sale of the living animal. This
law not only revealed God’s concern for justice but also
His desire that people be careful and not make it easy
for animals to be injured and therefore have to be
killed.

Stealing animals (22:1-4). The law made a differ-
ence between stolen animals that were killed or sold,
and stolen animals still in the possession of the thief.
When the thief was found guilty, in the first instance,
he had to repay five to one for oxen and four to one for
sheep. In the second instance, he had to restore two
animals for one. It was bad enough to steal an animal,
but to kill or sell that which wasn’t your own was to
assume rights that didn’t belong to you. If he couldn’t
pay, he was sold as a slave and the money given to the
man whose animals he stole.

This law also made a difference between the night
thief and the daylight thief. In the daylight, the owner
could identify the thief breaking into his pens and
could even call for help from his neighbors. To kill the
thief in daylight would be an unnecessary expression of
revenge. But at night, the owner might not be able to
identify the intruder, nor would he know if the man
was armed and therefore his own life was in danger. At
night it would also take longer to get help.

The law of restitution for stolen animals reminds us
of David’s words in 2 Samuel 12:6 and Zaccheus’
promise in Luke 19:8. The prophet Nathan saw King
David as a sheep stealer and Bathsheba as the stolen
lamb, for adultery is thievery (1 Thess. 4:1-7). David
did repay fourfold: the baby died, Amnon and
Absalom were both slain, and Tamar was raped (2 Sam.
12:15—13:33; 18:1-18).

Crops (vv. 5-6). The boundaries of fields were
marked by stones at the corners and not by fences
around the tract (Deut. 19:14; 27:17; Prov. 22:28;
23:10). Grazing animals wouldn’t know one field from
another anyway and would wander wherever the grass
was available. The owner was supposed to act like a
good neighbor and keep watch. If he didn’t and his ani-
mals ate in his neighbors field, he had to make
restitution in kind to his neighbor, being careful to give
him the best, for restitution shouldn’t be something we
get away with cheaply.

During the dry season, there was always the danger
of fire in the fields that could destroy the grain (Ex.
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22:6). It was only right that whoever caused the fire
should compensate the people who were deprived of
their grain. The words “restore” and “restitution,” used
six times in chapter 22 (vv. 1, 3-6, 12), are a transla-
tion of the Hebrew word “shalam” that means “to make
whole, to make complete” and is related to the familiar
Hebrew word “shalom” (“peace, health”). It takes more
than confession of guilt for an offender to make things
right; it also demands effort on his part to compensate
the people who were hurt. Only then can the torn fab-
ric of relationships be mended and society be made
whole.

Other people’s belongings (vv. 7-15). Honesty
and integrity form the adhesive that holds a healthy
and productive society together. If neighbors can’t trust
cach other, then life becomes difficult. If you ask me to
guard your money, material things, or animals, I
should faithfully do my job. In spite of my diligence, a
thief may break in and steal your possessions, but when
he’s caught, he has to restore double. If the thief isn't
caught, then I must be able to prove to the court that I
wasn't careless and that I'm not the culprit. That means
one of three things: presenting witnesses who can
vouch for my diligence; showing pieces of the animals
to prove they were killed by beasts (Gen. 31:39; Amos
3:12); or, lacking these, taking an oath of innocence
before the Lord, which is a serious thing. The judges,
being God’s representatives to the nation, would dis-
cern whether or not I was telling the truth. If it was
proved that my neighbor’s animals died, strayed, or
were stolen because of my negligence, then I'd have to
make proper restitution.

If I borrow one of your animals for doing my farm
work, and the animal is injured or dies while in my
care, then I must compensate you for your loss. If
you're with me at the time, guiding your own animal,
I’'m not obligated to pay anything. If T hired the animal
from you and paid you the fee, then the fee covers the
loss.

Miscellaneous laws (22:16—23:19). Most of
these laws need no special explanation, but we'll note
some of the truths inherent in these laws.

Rape (22:16-17). Unmarried girls belonged to
their father, and a girl who was not a virgin would not
be sought as a wife, so her loss of virginity meant a loss
in bridal price to her father. The offender was required
to marry the girl, but if the father didn’t want him as a
son-in-law, the man could pay the dowry and be set
free. If the girl were engaged, the rape was considered
adultery, and a different law applied (Deut. 22:23-29).

Sorcery (v. 18). What today is looked upon as a
harmless diversion was in Moses™ day rightly identified
as a dangerous demonic practice. The Jews were com-
manded to stay away from everything that was
associated with the occult (Lev. 20:6; Deut. 18:10, 14;
1 Sam. 28; Isa. 47:12—14). Galatians 5:20 associates
witchcraft with idolatry.

Bestiality (v. 19) was also part of the religious prac-
tices of the heathen nations and was condemned by the



Lord (Lev. 18:23; 20:15-16; Deut. 27:21). It was also
a perversion of the wonderful gift of sex.

Idolatry (v. 20; 23:13). They were not to sacrifice
to other gods under penalty of death, nor were they to
mention the names of these gods. Idolatry was Israel’s
greatest temptation during their wilderness journey
and after they entered the Promised Land, and the
Lord warned them to destroy the pagan temples and
altars (Deut. 4:14-24).

Selfishness (22:21-27; 23:9). These laws admon-
ish the Jews to be kind to strangers and aliens, widows
and orphans, and the poor. The Jews had been
strangers in Egypt and for many years were treated
kindly, and widows and orphans are the special concern
of the Lord (Lev. 19:9—10; Deut. 14:28-29; 16:11, 14;
24:19-21; 26:12-13; Ps. 10:14, 17-18; 68:5; 82:3;
146:9; Isa. 1:23; 10:2; Jer. 7:6; 22:3; Zech. 7:10; Mal.
3:5). The rich must not exploit the poor but give them
the help they need (Lev. 25:35-38; Deut. 15:7-11;
23:19-20; 24:6, 10-13; Prov. 28:8). God hears the
cries of the afflicted (Ex. 22:23, 27).

Reviling authority (22:28). They might blas-
pheme God with their lips but also by despising the
laws He gave for their good, especially the ones relating
to generosity to others (vv. 21-27). Blaspheming God
was a capital offense (Lev. 24:10-16). It was against the
law to speak evil of a ruler (Prov. 24:21-22; 1 Peter
2:17). Paul apologized when he inadvertently spoke
evil of the high priest (Acts 23:4-5; 2 Sam. 19:19; 1
Kings 21:10). God has established human government
(Rom. 13), and even if we don’t respect the officer, we
must respect the office.

Delay in obeying (vv. 29-30). The firstfruits
belong to the Lord, whether it’s a firstborn son, a first-
born male animal (Ex. 13), or the firstfruits of the field
and orchard (Prov. 3:9-10). If it's wrong to withhold a
man’s garment (Ex. 22:26-27) or wages (James 5:4),
how much worse is it to withhold from the Lord the
gifts that He gives us to return to Him?

Defiled meat (v. 31). The reason behind this law is
both religious and hygienic. The bodies of animals
slaughtered incorrectly would still contain blood, and
the eating of blood was forbidden (Lev. 22:8).
Furthermore, a carcass lying in the field could quickly
become spoiled and spread disease. “Free meat” could
be very expensive. A holy people wouldnt want to
touch it, let alone eat it.

Justice (vv. 1-8). This is an amplification of the
ninth commandment (20:16), a warning not to
endorse falschood and promote injustice because of
what the crowd is doing (Lev. 19:15-16; Deut.
22:13-19). Nor should God’s people be influenced by
the wealth or the poverty of the accused or by the
bribes people offer them for their support (16:18-20;
Isa. 1:23; Mic. 3:11). To condemn an innocent person
for personal gain is to become guilty before God, and
God doesnt acquit the guilty (Ex. 23:7 n1v).6 But
Moses also reminded them to be kind to their enemies
and to the enemies’ animals (vv. 4-5; Deut. 22:13-15).
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Our goodness should be the result of obeying laws but
practicing love.

Observing the feasts (vv. 10-17). God was in
charge of time and instructed the Jews to celebrate the
weekly Sabbath by refraining from work. Every seven
years they were to celebrate a Sabbatical Year during
which the land would be allowed to rest and the poor
people could avail themselves of the food that was
growing without cultivation (Lev. 25:1-7). The Jews
were given ecologically sound laws long ago. But this
special year would be a test of their faith as well as of
their obedience.

When the people were settled in their land, the men
were to gather to worship three times a year, at
Passover, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles. (See
Lev. 23 for the Jewish religious calendar.) The men
were usually accompanied by their families (see 1 Sam.
1 and Luke 2:40).

“Do not cook a young goat in its mothers milk”
(Ex. 23:19 N1v; 34:26; Deut. 14:21). The young goat
was a favorite food of the people, and cooking it in
milk was supposed to improve the taste. To use the
mother’s milk to cook her own offspring would reveal
an attitude of heart that could lead to all kinds of sin.
Furthermore, cooking a kid this way was a part of a
Canaanite pagan ceremony, and God didnt want His
people emulating the idolaters. Since this law is con-
nected with the Feast of Booths, the harvest festival,
perhaps this pagan ritual had something to do with
prosperity. The milk was then sprinkled on the trees
and fields to help promote fertility, a magical practice
that was forbidden to Israel.”

God is wise: follow His leading (23:20—24:8)

The Israclites would remain at Sinai about eleven
months, and then they would journey to Kadesh-
Barnea where they were to enter the land (Num.
10:11—14:45). Failing to trust God and claim their
inheritance, they were condemned to journey in the
wilderness until the generation twenty years old and
upward had all died, except for Caleb and Joshua. For
thirty-eight years, God would guide His people and
then bring them back to the borders of Canaan to enter
and claim the land.

The angel here is Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the
Angel of the Covenant (Ex. 14:19). Only He can par-
don transgressions and only in Him is the wonderful
name of the Lord. God had prepared a place for His
earthly people (23:20) just as Jesus is preparing a place
for His heavenly people (John 14:1-6). If they fol-
lowed the Lord, He would meet all their needs and
defeat all their enemies.

Once again, the Lord warned them about the sin of
idolatry, worshipping the false gods of the nations
around them, the nations that they would defeat. If
Israel devoted themselves wholly to the Lord, He would
go before them, confound their enemies, and enable
them to conquer the land. Indeed, the “terror of God”
did go before Israel and weaken the people in the land
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(Josh. 2:11; Ex. 15:16). The “hornet” in 23:28 could
well have been the insect that we know, because the
people of the East respect the hornet (Deut. 7:20; Josh.
24:12). The Hebrew word is similar to the word for
Egypt (zirah/mizraim), so some students believe that the
reference is to the Egyptian armies that frequently
invaded Canaan before the Jews arrived. In Isaiah 7:18,
Egypt is compared to a fly and Assyria to a bee.

It took Joshua and his army about seven years to
conquer the land, and the victory was followed by a
“mopping up” operation. God planned that they take
the land gradually so they could control things, but
some of the tribes never did fully conquer the territory
that was assigned to them (Judg. 1—2). God set the
boundaries of the land (Gen. 15:18-21), and they were
reached during the time of David and Solomon (2
Sam. 8:1-14; 1 Kings 4:20-25), but when the nation
divided, they began to lose territory to their enemies.

God is faithful: trust His covenant (24:1-8)

The first two verses connect with 20:21, when God
called Moses to ascend Sinai and bring with him the
seventy elders, Aaron, and Aarons sons Nadab and
Abihu. Moses shared the words of God with the peo-
ple, and once again they promised to obey everything
God told them to do (24:3; 19:8). He then wrote down
all that God had said, which means the Ten
Commandments and the book of the covenant.

But it would take more than promises to ratify the
book of the covenant, and Moses took care of that the
next morning. He built an altar to the Lord and then
set up twelve pillar-like stones to represent the twelve
tribes of Israel. The young men set aside to serve as
priests offered sacrifices to the Lord, because it was nec-
essary to seal the covenant with blood. Some of the
blood was sprinkled on the altar, signifying that God
had forgiven His people of their sins.

Moses then read the book of the covenant to the
people and they affirmed their willingness to obey.
Moses took the rest of the blood in the basins and
sprinkled both the Book and the people (24:8; Heb.
9:19-20), thus ratifying the covenant. Israel had to
realize their responsibility to obey the laws of the Lord.
The covenant was now ratified by blood, and God
would hold them to their promises. After all, they
expected God to keep His promises!

The promise of the Lord in Exodus 6:6-8 was
now about to move into its third phase. God had
redeemed His people (Ex. 1—18) and taken them to
Himself as His people (Ex. 19—24); and now He was
about to come and dwell among them and be their
God (Ex. 25—40). The last section of Exodus will
focus on the design, construction, and dedication of
the tabernacle, and it’s a section rich in spiritual truth
and practical lessons.

Notes

1 See John 1:18; 5:37; 6:46; Colossians 1:15; 1 Timothy 1:17;
6:16; Hebrews 11:27.
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2 Jacques Ellul, The Humiliation of the Word (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans, 1985), 86. The entire chapter (“Idols
and the Word”) is an insightful discussion of the dangers
involved in replacing hearing the Word with trying to “see”
something remarkable from God or about God. God is incom-
prehensible and “wholly other,” and we can’t begin to
understand His nature or His will apart from what He chooses
to say to us. An idol is not only a substitute for the person of
God but also for the Word of God.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, I Asked for Wonder: A Spiritual
Anthology, Samuel H. Dresner, editor (New York: Crossroad,
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1996), 73.Its unfortunate that, in Jesus’ day, some of the
scribes and Pharisees had made an idol of the Scriptures and
failed to know the God of the Scriptures (John 5:37-47).
4 Well-to-do men sometimes had concubines who were looked
upon as legal but “secondary” wives. The law protected them
from being classified as ordinary slaves and saw to it they were
given their rights (Deut. 21:10-14).
The Latin word zalis means “such like” and gives us the English

N

word “retaliate,” which means “to pay back in kind.” The /ex
talionis (law of retaliation) was a principle that kept people
from taking revenge and requiring more punishment than the

crime demanded, as it were, killing a mosquito with a cannon.
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As far as the criminal courts are concerned, the goal is to free
the innocent and condemn the guilty, but when it comes to
our relationship to God, there are no innocent people. “All have
sinned and come short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). But
in His grace, because of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, God can
declare righteous any guilty sinner who believes on Jesus Christ
(4:5). God justifies the wicked and so changes them that they
don’t live wicked lives anymore!

7 Because of this law, orthodox Jews will not have milk and meat
together at a meal.

INTERLUDE

s we begin our study of the tabernacle and the
Apriesthood, we must pause to consider a few pre-
liminary matters.

First, because the book of Exodus isn't arranged top-
ically, information about the tabernacle and the
priesthood is distributed throughout Exodus 25—39 as
well as Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Perhaps
God guided Moses to write it that way so the priests
(and believers today) would have to read all the material
in order to learn what God had to say. All Scripture is
inspired of God and all Scripture must be considered as
you study any topic. To make it easier to study these
chapters, I've collated the material in Exodus under sev-
eral major headings, and I'll also refer to the other three
books of Moses.

Second, it would be easy to get detoured by examin-
ing every detail of every part of the tabernacle and the
priestly garments, so I've focused on the major spiritual
truths I believe God wants us to learn. Once you grasp
these truths, you can study the other matters with more
spiritual perception.

Finally, the tabernacle was a portable tent; it was



not a place of assembly like a church building. Each
time Israel broke camp, the Levites dismantled the tent
carefully, wrapped the furnishings in their coverings,
and carried them until the Lord told the people to stop.
(The curtains and framework were carried on wagons.)
At the new location, the tabernacle was reassembled
and the furniture put into place (Num. 3—4). Each
piece of furniture had rings attached through which
poles were fitted so they could be carried in the wilder-
ness march. The poles on the ark were never to be
removed (Ex. 25:15; 1 Kings 8:8).

CHAPTER TEN

Exodus 24:9—25:40; 27:20-21; 30:11-16;
31:1-11; 35:4—36:38; 37:1-24; 38:21-31
THE PLACE WHERE GOD DWELLS—
PART |

aithful to His promises in Exodus 6:6-8, the Lord
Fdelivered His people from Egypt (Ex. 1—18) and

at Sinai “adopted” them to Himself as His special
treasure (Ex. 19—24; Rom. 9:4). Now He was about
to fulfill the rest of that promise by coming to the camp
of Israel to dwell with His people (Ex. 25—40).

In order to do this, the Lord needed two things: a
place for His glory to dwell and servants to minister to
Him in that place. Therefore, He commanded the Jews
to build the tabernacle and to set apart the tribe of Levi
to serve Him. The building of the tabernacle and the
ordaining of the priesthood are the two major themes
of Exodus 25—40.

Throughout the book of Genesis, the Lord had
walked with His people—Adam and Eve (3:8), Enoch
(5:22-24), Noah (6:9), and the patriarchs (17:1;
24:40; 48:15), but now He would dwell with them (Ex.
25:8, 45-46; 29:44-46). Having the Lord dwelling in
the camp was a great privilege for the nation of Israel
(Rom. 9:4-5), for no other nation had the living God
in their midst. But the privilege brought with it a great
responsibility, for it meant that the camp of Israel had
to be a holy place where a holy God could dwell.

These sixteen chapters record much more than the
historical events surrounding the construction of the
tabernacle and the inauguration of the priesthood.
What Moses wrote reveals some profound spiritual
truths about a holy God and how we should approach
Him in worship and serve Him “acceptably with rever-
ence and godly fear” (Heb. 12:28).

God summons us to worship Him (24:9-18)

Worshipping God is the highest privilege and the
greatest responsibility of the Christian life, because
God is the highest Being in the universe and the One
to whom we must one day give account. Everything
that we are and do flows out of our relationship with
the Lord. God created us in His image so we might
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love Him and have fellowship with Him, not because
we have to but because we want to. God is seeking
people who will worship Him “in spirit and in truth”
(John 4:23-24).

Climbing higher. At the base of the mountain,
taking care not to get too close, the people of Israel
waited for the words of the Lord. Moses, Aaron, Nadab
and Abihu, and the seventy elders ascended higher and
met with the Lord (Ex. 24:9-11), and then Moses and
Joshua moved even higher (vv. 13-14). Finally, Moses
alone went up higher and there saw the glory of the
Lord (vv. 15-17).

All of this is an illustration of the important truth
that we must grow in our worship experience with the
Lord, and we are the ones who decide how “high” we will
go. The people at the base of the mountain were afraid
to hear God’s voice and were satisfied to hear Moses
speak to them (20:18-19), but Moses not only heard
God’s voice but saw God’s glory! How tragic it is when
God’s people settle for the lowest level when there are
new heights of blessing for those who seek God with
their whole hearts.

Israel had to worship at a distance, because that was
God’s command, but God summons believers today to
enter into His presence through “the new and living
way” (Heb. 10:19-25). “Draw near to God and He
will draw near to you” (James 4:8). We don’t come fear-
fully to a stormy mountain but confidently to a
glorious heavenly city where our names are written
down as citizens of heaven (Heb. 12:18-24).

Communing with God (vv. 9-11). When the
Scripture says that the seventy-four men “saw God,”
this doesnt mean they beheld God in His essential
being, for this isnt possible (John 1:18). They saw
some of God’s glory and they probably saw the throne
of God on the sapphire pavement (see Ezek. 1:26), but
the invisible God was hidden from them. After this
vision of God, they shared a fellowship meal that cli-
maxed the ratifying of the covenant. To eat together
was a mark of friendship and agreement. God is glori-
ous and high and lifted up, but He also condescends to
fellowship with us!!

Tarrying with God (vv. 12-18). God called Moses
to go even higher so that He might give him the tables
of stone on which He had written the Ten
Commandments. This is the first mention of the tables
of the law in Scripture. The glory cloud “abode” on
Mount Sinai, and the Hebrew word translated “abode”
is shekinah, a word that both Jewish and Christian the-
ologians use to describe the presence of God. It’s
translated “dwell” in 25:8 and 29:45-46. The blazing
fire on the mount reminds us that “our God is a con-
suming fire” (Heb. 12:29). Moses remained on the
mount with God for forty days and forty nights (see
Matt. 4:1-2), and during that time, God gave him the
plans for the tabernacle and the priesthood.

God designs the plan (25:9, 40; 26:30)2
Whenever God does a work, He has a plan for that
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work, whether it’s building the tabernacle or the tem-
ple (1 Chron. 28:11-12, 18-19), a local church (Phil.
2:12-13), or the individual Christian life and ministry
(Eph. 2:10). God warned Moses to make everything
according to the pattern revealed to him on the mount
(Ex. 25:40; Heb. 8:5).

The earthly tabernacle was a copy of the heavenly
tabernacle where our Lord now ministers to and for
His people (Heb. 8:1-5; 9:1). The book of Revelation
mentions a brazen altar (6:9-11), an altar of incense
(8:3-5), a throne (4:2), elders/priests (vv. 4-5), lamps
(v. 5), a “sea” (v. 6), and cherubim (vv. 6-7), all of
which parallel the main furnishings of the earthly tab-
ernacle. It’s a basic principle of ministry that we follow
the pattern given from heaven, not the pattern of this
world (Rom. 12:2).

God provides the materials (25:1-9; 30:11-16;
35:4-29)

We can give to God only that which He has first given
to us, for all things come from Him. “Everything
comes from you,” said David in his prayer, “and we
have given you only what comes from your hand” (1
Chron. 29:14 N1v).

Not only did God create the materials that the peo-
ple brought to Him (Isa. 66:1-2), but He also worked in
their hearts so that they were willing to give generously
(see 2 Cor. 8:1-5, 12). In fact, the people brought so
much that Moses had to tell them to stop (Ex. 36:6-7)!

Several different kinds of materials were needed:
precious metals (gold, silver), bronze, fabrics (yarn, fine
linen, and goat’s hair), wood, skins, olive oil, spices,
and precious stones. It’s been estimated that a ton of
gold was used in the tabernacle as well as over three
tons of silver. Where did all this wealth come from? For
one thing, the Jews had “spoiled” the Egyptians before
leaving the land (12:35-36), and no doubt there were
also spoils from the victory over Amalek (17:8-16).
God saw to it that they had everything they needed to
build the tabernacle just as He had designed it.

According to 30:11-16, Moses collected a half a
shekel from each man of military age, and according to
38:21-31, all this silver amounted to 100 talents plus
1,775 shekels, a total of 301,775 shekels. (There are
3,000 shekels in a talent.) This came from 603,550
men who were twenty years of age and older. This sil-
ver was used to make both the sockets on which the
posts stood and the hooks for the curtains.

God equips the workers (31:1-11; 35:30—36:7)
Whether it’s for building the tabernacle in the Old
Testament, building the church in the New Testament,
or building our lives and ministries today, the Holy
Spirit of God must equip us and enable us to do the
job. God gave Bezalel and Oholiab the skill and wis-
dom they needed, but He also equipped the craftsmen
who worked under them, and led by the Spirit, in obe-
dience to the Word, they constructed the tabernacle
and its furniture.
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God appointed Bezalel and Oholiab to direct the
work, for without leaders there would be chaos, but He
called for craftsmen to volunteer to assist them (35:10).
We are born with different abilities, and at conversion,
we received different gifts from the Holy Spirit, to be
used for the good of the church and the glory of God (1
Cor. 12:1-13; Eph. 4:1-16; Rom. 12). “For it is God
who works in you both to will and to do for His good
pleasure” (Phil. 2:13 Nkjv). The Jews built a tent that
long ago turned to dust, but we're helping to build “a
habitation of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:22) that will
glorify God eternally.

God must be put first in everything (25:10-22;
37:1-9)

There were six special pieces of furniture associated
with the tabernacle and the ark of the covenant is men-
tioned first.3 A wooden chest forty-five inches long,
twenty-seven inches wide, and twenty-seven inches
high, it stood in the Holy of Holies where God’s “shek-
inah” presence rested. On it rested the golden mercy
seat which was God’s throne (Ps. 80:1; 99:1; 2 Kings
19:15, all N1v).

The ark had many names besides “the ark of the
covenant” (Num. 10:33). It was called “the ark of God”
(1 Sam. 3:3), “the ark of the Lord” (Josh. 3:15), “the
ark of the Lord God” (1 Kings 2:26), “the ark of the
testimony” (Ex. 25:22), because the tables of the law
were in it, “the holy ark” (2 Chron. 35:3), and “the ark
of [God’s] strength” (Ps. 132:8). The ark represented
the power and authority of God in the camp of Israel,
and this is why its named first. This is the Old
Testament illustration of Matthew 6:33.

The ark also teaches us about Jesus Christ. It was
made of wood, which speaks of His humanity, but was
completely overlaid with gold, which speaks of His
deity. According to Hebrews 9:4, within the ark were
the tables of the law (Ex. 25:16), a pot of manna
(16:32-34), and Aaron’s rod that budded (Num. 16—
17). These objects tell us that the law of God was in
Christ’s heart and He perfectly obeyed and fulfilled it
(Ps. 40:6-8; Heb. 10:5-9); He is the Bread of Life who
gives eternal life to all who receive Him (John 6:32);
and He lives by the power of an endless life so we can
be fruitful for God (Heb. 7:16).

The golden mercy seat upon the ark had a cherub
at each end and their wings overshadowed the ark.
Once a year, on the day of Atonement, the high priest
was permitted to enter the Holy of Holies, where he
sprinkled the blood of the sacrifices on the mercy seat
(Lev. 16). This made atonement for Israel’s sins for
another year (vv. 29-34). The fulfillment of this type
was when Jesus Christ died once for all for the sins of
the world and took away sin by the sacrifice of Himself
(Heb. 9:11—10:14).

Frequently in Scripture you find the image of find-
ing safety “under His wings.” Sometimes this refers to
the mother bird protecting her young (Ps. 57:1; 63:7;
Matt. 23:37; Luke 13:34), but it can also refer to being



under the wings of the cherubim in the Holy of Holies
(Ruth 2:12; Ps. 17:8; 36:7-8; 61:4; 91:1, 4).

Moses was permitted to enter the Holy of Holies
where God spoke to him from the mercy seat and
revealed His will for the people of Israel (Ex. 25:21-22;
29:42; 30:6, 36; Num. 7:89; see Ps. 91:1). God’s peo-
ple today have access into God’s presence through the
blood of Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:19-25), for He is our
“mercy seat” (propitiation, Rom. 3:25; 1 John 2:2).
Because of His blood shed for us, the throne of God is
for us a throne of grace.

The ark of the Lord and the pillar of cloud led the
way as the Jews marched from place to place (Num.
10:33-36). In their pilgrim journey, the people of God
get their directions from the throne of God and follow

the glory of God.

God is present to nourish His people (25:23-29;
37:10-16)

As the priest walked into the holy place from the outer
court, on the right he would see the table of “presence
bread,” on the left the golden lampstand, and ahead of
him the golden altar of incense standing before the
beautiful veil that separated the holy place from the
Holy of Holies.

The table was three feet long, a foot and a half wide
and twenty-seven inches high. Like the ark, it was
made of acacia wood covered with gold, another
reminder of our Savior’s humanity and deity. Jesus is
the Bread of Life who took upon Himself a human
body that He might come to this earth and die for our
sins (John 6:26).

Twelve loaves of bread were baked each week, fol-
lowing the recipe given in Leviticus 24:5-9. The text
doesn’t explain how big these loaves were, but from the
amount of flour required, they must have been quite
large.4 It’s likely that the flour was provided by the peo-
ple as a gift to the Lord. Each Sabbath, the old loaves
were removed and eaten by the priests in the holy
place, and the new loaves were put in their place.

When the bread was placed on the table, it was
always accompanied by incense, which was probably
burned in one of the special utensils (Ex. 25:29). The
use of incense suggests that the bread was actually a
“meal offering” to the Lord (Lev. 2:1-11) in thanksgiv-
ing to Him for “daily bread.” If the flour was a gift
from the people, it was their sacrifice of thanksgiving to
God for His provision for their needs.

The loaves are called “showbread” (Ex. 25:30) or
“presence bread,” literally “bread of faces.” The pres-
ence of twelve loaves of bread in the holy place couldn’t
help but remind the priests that they were serving the
twelve tribes of Israel, God’s chosen people. Through
these loaves, the twelve tribes were presented before
God and God was present with them in their camp,
beholding their worship and their daily walk. The
tribes were also represented by the jewels on the breast-
plate and the shoulders of the high priest (28:6-21).
When you combine the images of the jewels and the
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loaves, you learn that the Lord feeds His people, bears
them on His shoulders, and carries them over His
heart.

But there’s also a sense in which the loaves remind
us that Israel was called to feed a hungry world the spir-
itual bread the Lord had given them. They gave the
world the Word of God, which is bread (Matt. 4:4),
and Jesus who is the Bread of Life (John 6).
Unfortunately, they turned from the Lord and ate at
heathen altars, and God had to discipline them.

Paul compared the church to a loaf of unleavened
bread (1 Cor. 5:1-8; see 10:16—17), and our task is to
preach the Word and tell sinners about Jesus Chris,
the Bread of Life. Since the twelve loaves were consid-
ered a meal offering, there would have been no leaven
in the dough (Lev. 2:1-11), and God’s people must
keep themselves from all impurity. We aren’t here to
feed ourselves; we're here to feed a hungry world.

The loaves of bread were very special and were not
to be eaten carelessly, even by the priests. Any priest
who was defiled and ate the bread or any of the sacrifi-
cial meat that belonged to the priests, was in danger of

death (Lev. 22:3-9).

God enlightens our worship and service (25:31-40;
27:20-21; 37:17-24; Lev. 24:1-3)

The candlestick was hammered out of about seventy-
five pounds of gold, but we aren’t told its dimensions.
It was undoubtedly a beautiful work of art with its six
branches decorated with almond flowers, buds, and
blossoms. The six branches and the central shaft pro-
vided seven lamps which were fed by oil and kept
burning constantly (Ex. 27:20-21; Lev. 24:1-4).5

Since there was no way to let in natural light from
the outside, the golden lampstand was the only source
of light available in the holy place. Without it, the
priests couldn’t have carried on their various ministries.
God wants us to offer Him intelligent worship, not
ignorant worship (John 4:19-24; Acts 17:22-31;
Rom. 1:18-25), and to do that, we need the light of
the Word of God to guide us (Ps. 119:105, 130; Prov.
6:23).

Aaron and his sons were to trim the lamps each time
they offered the incense on the golden altar (Ex. 30:7--8).
We shall see later that the fragrant burning incense repre-
sents prayer ascending to God, and the Word of God and
prayer must go together (Acts 6:4): Prayer is enlightened
by the Word (John 15:7), and the Word is opened up to
us as we pray (Ps. 119:18; Eph. 1:15-23). Both the study
of the Word and the exercise of prayer must be energized
by the Holy Spirit, who is symbolized by oil (the lamp-
stand, Zech. 4:1-7) and fire (the altar, Acts 2:3-4).

But the candlestick also reminds us of the people of
Israel, chosen by God to be “a light to the Gentiles”
(Isa. 42:6; 49:6). However, the lampstand wasn’t in the
outer court of the tabernacle where everybody could
see it, but in the holy place where only God and the
priests could see it. How, then, does it symbolize
Israel’s witness to the Gentiles? Israels relationship to
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God in sacrifice and worship determined the strength
and extent of their witness. It was when they turned
from the worship of the true and living God and
began to worship idols that they lost their witness to
the Gentile nations.

Jesus Christ also came to be a “light to the Gentiles”
(Luke 1:79; John 8:12), and that light is spread
through the witness of the church (Acts 13:47-48;
Phil. 2:14—16; Matt. 5:14—16). In Revelation 1:9-20,
our Lord stands in the midst of seven lampstands
which represent the seven churches of Asia Minor in
John’s day. In the tabernacle, there was one lampstand,
beaten out of one talent of gold, representing the one
nation of Israel and its witness. Though the church is
one people, it spreads the light through many individ-
ual assemblies in many places in the world.

The lights in the seven lamps on the lampstand
were fed by oil that was especially prepared for that
purpose (Ex. 27:20-21). Just as the people brought the
fine flour for the baking of the loaves, so they brought
clear oil for the maintaining of the lights on the lamp-
stand (Ex. 25:27-28; 35:10, 14). Zechariah 4:1-4
informs us that this oil symbolizes the Holy Spirit of
God, without whose power we can’t glorify Christ
(John 16:14) or effectively witness of Him (Acts 1:8).
“Without Me,” said Jesus, “you can do nothing” (John
15:5 NKJV).

What was done by the priests in the sanctuary was
done for the Lord (Ex. 28:1, 3—4, 41; 29:1) and before
the Lord (27:21; 40:25; Lev. 24:4). It mattered not that
the people in the camp were ignorant of what the
priests were doing, because God saw it all, and their
task was to please Him. The most important part of a
Christian’s life is the part that only God sees. If God is
pleased by what He sees, and our conscience is clean
before Him, then we don’t have to worry about what
people think or say about us (1 Cor. 4:1-5). He will
accept our ministry and bless it.

Notes

God is both transcendent and immanent, high above us and

—_

close to us, and we must maintain a balanced outlook in our
theology and our worship. If we overemphasize the transcen-
dent, we may try to worship a God so far away that He's
beyond helping us, but if we stress only the immanent, we may
try to be so unduly familiar with God that we fail to honor His
greatness. The secret is balance.
2 The OId Testament tabernacle had many different names,
including; the tent of meeting (27:21), the tabernacle of the
Lord (Lev. 17:4), the tent/tabernacle of testimony (Num. 1:50;
9:15), the sanctuary of the Lord (19:20), the house of God
(Judg. 18:31), the house of the Lord (1 Sam. 1:7), and the
temple of the Lord (v. 9).
When the Jews entered the Promised Land, the ark was first
located in Gilgal (Josh. 4:19; 9:6), but then Shiloh became its
home (9:27; 18:1; 19:51; 22:12; Judg. 21:12; 1 Sam. 4-5).
The Philistines returned the ark to Kiriath-Jearim where it
stayed for twenty years (6:21—7:2). After David’s aborted
attempt to bring the ark to Jerusalem, it was placed in the
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house of Obed-Edom for three months (2 Sam. 6:1-11) and
then was brought to Jerusalem (vv. 12-19). David’s great desire
was to build a beautiful house for the ark, but God chose his
son Solomon instead (2 Sam. 7; 1 Chron. 17). The last time
we meet the ark in Scripture is in the heavenly temple (Rev.
11:19). In that context, it is a symbol of the faithfulness of
God to keep His covenant with His people, and an assurance
that His law will be vindicated and His glory revealed.
4 The Hebrew text doesn’t have the word “ephah” in verse 5, so
we really don’t know how much flour was used for each loaf. If
the measure was indeed an ephah, then each loaf was made
from about four quarts of flour—and that’s a large loaf! Could
two rows of six loaves that large fit on such a small table? Or
were the six loaves stacked on top of each other?
The Hebrew text of Exodus 27:20 reads “that they may be kept

burning continually.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Exodus 26:1-37; 27:1-19; 30:1-10, 17-21;
37:25-29; 38:1-20

THE PLACE WHERE GOD DWELLS—
PART Il

e have three more pieces of tabernacle furniture
W to study: the incense altar; the laver; and the

brazen altar. Then we want to look at the taber-
nacle structure itself, the framework, the coverings, and
the veils. As we study, our emphasis will continue to be
on the God of the tabernacle and what He does for His
people.

N

God hears the prayers of His people (30:1-10,
34-38; 37:25-29)

The altar of incense was made of acacia wood overlaid
with gold, and was a foot and a half square and three
feet high. It was the tallest piece of furniture in the holy
place. It had an ornamental gold rim (“crown”) around
the top and golden “horns” at each corner. It stood
before the veil that separated the Holy of Holies from
the holy place, and the priest burned incense on it each
morning and evening when he trimmed the lamps.

In the Bible, burning incense is often a picture of
prayer. “Let my prayer be set forth before thee as
incense,” David prayed (Ps. 141:2), and John saw the
elders in heaven with “golden bowls full of incense,
which are the prayers of the saints” (Rev. 5:8; see
8:3-4).1 Whenever the priest burned the incense, it
was a call to the people for a time of prayer (Luke
1:8-10).

The fire for burning the incense came from the
brazen altar where the sacrifices were offered to God
(Lev. 16:12-13; Num. 16:46). This suggests that true
prayer must be based on the work of Christ on the cross
and on our complete dedication to God. A true fervency
in prayer isn't a religious emotion we work up ourselves;
rather, its a blessing that God sends down as we yield



ourselves to Him. John Bunyan, author of The Pilgrim’s
Progress, said, “In prayer it is better to have a heart with-
out words, than words without a heart.” Coldhearted
praying is not effective praying (James 5:16).

In order to please God and not be in danger of
death, the priest had to use not only the right fire on
the altar but also the prescribed mixture of spices for
the incense (Ex. 30:34—38). Nadab and Abihu tried to
worship God with “false fire” and were killed (Lev. 10).
Any Israelite who tried to duplicate this special incense
for his own personal use would be cut off, which could
mean death.

Prayer isnt simply a jumble of words we mix
together with the hope they’ll be heard by God and
answered. The Bible names some of the “ingredients”
of prayer—adoration, confession, thanksgiving, peti-
tion, submission (1 Tim. 2:1; Phil. 4:6)—and even
gives us a pattern to follow (Matt. 6:5-15).2 You can be
sure that the priest didn’t rush into the tabernacle,
quickly burn the incense, and then rush out. No, he
prepared himself and reverently approached the altar,
knowing that he was in the presence of the holy God.

Because of the work of Christ on the cross, believ-
ers today can go through the veil into the very presence
of God, and there present their worship and petitions
in the name of Jesus (Heb. 10:19-25). Our living,
reigning Priest-King, Jesus Christ, is interceding con-
tinually for us in heaven (Rom. 8:33-34; Heb.
4:14-16; 7:19-28), and the Holy Spirit also intercedes
in our hearts (Rom. 8:26-27). While it’s good to open
and close the day with special prayer, as the priests did,
it’s also good to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17)
and stay in communion with the Lord all during the
day.

The priests were warned not to use this golden altar
for anything other than burning incense (Ex. 30:9), for
there are no substitutes for prayer. No amount of sacri-
ficing can take the place of true praying. The golden
altar wasn’t a place for making bargains with God or
trying to change His mind (James 4:1-4; 1 John
5:14-15). It was a place for adoring Him and praying,
“Thy will be done.”

It’s worth noting that the special incense had to be
“salted” (Ex. 30:35 N1v), for salt is a symbol of purity
and of a covenant relationship (Lev. 2:13). “If I regard
iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear” (Ps. 66:18
NKJv). We're commanded to lift up “holy hands” as we
pray, and to remove “anger or disputing” from our
hearts (1 Tim. 2:8 n1v). If God killed every believer
today who didn’t pray as He has ordered, how many of
us would survive a prayer meeting?3

Once a year, on the day of Atonement, the priest
had to apply blood to the incense altar in order to make
it ceremonially clean before God (Ex. 30:10). Even in
our praying we can sin!

God receives His people’s sacrifices (27:1-8;
38:1-7)

When a worshipper came to the tabernacle to offer a
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sacrifice, the first thing he met was a white linen fence,
150 feet long and seventy-five feet wide, that sur-
rounded the tabernacle and created a courtyard area
where the priests ministered. The tabernacle proper
stood at the west end of this courtyard, and at the east
end was a thirty-foot entrance to the enclosure. Here
the priests met the people who came to offer sacrifices
and examined each animal carefully to make sure it was
acceptable. The worshipper would put his hand on the
animal’s head to identify with the offering (Lev. 1:1-9),
and then the priest would slay the animal and offer it
on the brazen altar according to the regulations given
in Leviticus 1—7.4

There was only one entrance to the enclosure and
therefore only one way to get to the altar of God.
When God puts up a fence and assigns the way in,
nobody has the authority to question it or change it.
Jesus claimed to be the only door (John 10:9) and the
only way to God (14:6), which explains why Peter said,
“Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no
other name under heaven given among men by which
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12 Nxjv). In today’s plural-
istic society, many people like to think that every way
is acceptable to God, but that attitude leads to death
(Prov. 14:12; 16:25; Matt. 7:13-27).

The brazen altar was a hollow “box,” seven and a
half feet wide and four and a half feet high, made of
acacia wood covered with bronze. In Scripture, bronze
is often identified with judgment (Num. 21:4-9; Deut.
28:23; Rev. 1:15). Two and a half feet from the top,
inside the “box,” was a bronze grating on which the
priests kept a fire burning (Lev. 6:8-13) and through
which the ashes of the wood and the sacrifices fell.
Because they were part of offerings dedicated to God,
these ashes were considered ceremonially clean and
were collected on the east side of the altar. Regularly,
the priests carried these ashes outside the camp to a
clean place (1:16; 4:12; 6:10-11).

Unlike the golden altar of incense in the holy
place, the brazen altar was a place of bloodshed and
death, for “without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness” (Heb. 9:22 N1v). If a sinner could manage
to enter the tabernacle courtyard and wash in the laver,
that wouldn’t save him, nor would he be forgiven if he
entered the holy place and ate the bread or burned the
incense. The way into the presence of God began at the
brazen altar where innocent victims died for guilty sin-
ners. In short, the brazen altar takes us immediately to
Calvary where the Son of God died for the sins of the
world (Matt. 26:26-28; John 1:29; 3:14-16; Rom.
5:8; 1 Peter 2:24).

Each morning, the priests were to offer a burnt
offering on the brazen altar (Ex. 29:42-43), a picture
of total dedication to the Lord (Lev. 1). That would be
a good way for each of God’s children to begin the day,
presenting ourselves in total dedication to God as “liv-
ing sacrifices” (Rom. 12:1-2).

Preachers and evangelists sometimes invite people
in their congregations to “come to the altar,” but there

193



Exodus 24—40

are no altars on earth that are ordained of God or
acceptable to God. Why? Because the death of Jesus
Christ took care of the sin problem once and for all
(Heb. 9:25-28). No more sacrifices can be or should be
offered. The Lord’s Supper (Communion, Eucharist) is
a reminder of His sacrifice, not a repeat of His sacrifice.

The only “altar” believers have today is Jesus Christ
Himself who bears on His glorified body the wounds
of the cross (Heb. 13:10; Luke 24:39; John 20:20). As
a holy priesthood, believers “offer up spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5
NKJV, italics mine). We present to Him our bodies
(Rom. 12:1-2), our material wealth (Phil. 4:18), praise
and good works (Heb. 13:15-16), and a broken heart
(Ps. 51:17).

God wants His people to be clean ( 30:17-21; 38:8)
In the tabernacle courtyard, the laver stood between
the brazen altar and the tent, and the priests and
Levites had to stop there regularly to wash their hands
and feet. If they entered the tent or served at the brazen
altar without first washing, they were in danger of
death.

The Lord didn’t specify either the size or shape of
the laver, nor do the instructions say anything about
how it was carried when the nation was moving to a
new location. The size and shape of the laver wasn't the
important thing; it was the contents of the laver that
really mattered. It held clean water, and the supply was
replenished all day long by the Levites.

In Scripture, water for drinking is a picture of the
Spirit of God (John 7:37-39), while water for washing
is a picture of the Word of God (Ps. 119:9; John 15:3;
Eph. 5:25-27). The laver, then, typifies the Word of
God that cleanses the mind and heart of those who
receive it and obey it (John 17:17). The fact that the
laver was made out of the bronze mirrors of the Jewish
women (Ex. 38:8) is evidence that it typifies God’s
Word, for the Word of God is compared to a mirror
(James 1:22-26; 2 Cor. 3:18).

Under the Old Testament economy, there were
three ways to achieve ceremonial cleansing: by water,
by fire, or by blood. We are cleansed from the guilt of
sin by the blood of Jesus Christ shed for us on the
cross, and when we confess our sins, that blood
cleanses us (1 John 1:5—2:2). But when we disobey
God, our hearts and minds are defiled by sin (see Ps.
51), and it’s the “washing of the word” (Eph. 5:26) that
restores us.

But the Old Testament priests became defiled, not
by sinning against God but by serving God! Their feet
became dirty as they walked in the courtyard and in the
tabernacle (there was no floor in the tabernacle), and
their hands were defiled as they handled the sacrifices
and sprinkled the blood. Therefore, their hands and
feet needed constant cleansing, and this was provided
at the laver.

When He was with them in the Upper Room, our
Lord taught His disciples this same lesson by washing
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their feet (John 13:1-15).5 When we trust Christ to
save us, were “washed all over” (v. 10; 1 Cor. 6:9-11)
and don't require another bath, but as we go through
life, our feet get dirty and we need to be cleansed. If we
aren’t cleansed, we can’t have fellowship with the Lord
(John 13:8), and if were out of fellowship with the
Lord, we can’t enjoy His love or do His will. When we
confess our sins, He cleanses us, and when we meditate
on the Word, the Spirit renews us and restores us.

Twice David prayed, “Wash me” (Ps. 51:2, 7), and
God answered that prayer (2 Sam. 12:13). But Isaiah
told the sinners of his day, “Wash and make yourselves
clean” (Isa. 1:16 N1v), which suggests that we need to
clean up our own lives and put away the things that
defile us. Paul had this in mind when he wrote, “Let us
cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and
spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor.
7:1).

For the priests, washing in the laver wasn't a luxury;
it was a necessity. Keeping themselves clean was a mat-
ter of life and death!

God wants His people to appreciate and enjoy His
blessings (26:1-37; 27:9-19; 36:8-38; 38:9-20)
“Honor and majesty are before Him,” wrote the
psalmist; “strength and beauty are in His sanctuary”
(Ps. 96:6). The strength of His sanctuary is revealed in
its construction, and the beauty is revealed in its adorn-
ment.

Strength. The tabernacle proper was a solid struc-
ture over which the beautiful curtains were draped.
Twenty boards of acacia wood, fifteen feet high and
twenty-seven inches wide, overlaid with gold, formed
the north and south walls, and eight similar boards
formed the west wall. Each of these boards stood on
two silver bases made from the shekels (“redemption
money”) collected from the Jewish men of military age.
Since the structure stood on the uneven ground, these
bases were necessary for stability and security. God’s
sanctuary didn’t rest on the shifting sands of this world
but on the solid foundation of redemption. The forty-
cight boards were further strengthened by four long
rods (cross-bars) that ran through golden rings on each
board.

At the east end of the tabernacle stood five posts on
which a linen curtain hung, beautifully embroidered
with blue, purple, and scatlet yarn. This was the door
into the holy place. Some students believe that a rod
ran straight through the boards of the north and south
walls, connecting them to the end pillars and adding
even more stability to the framework.

Beauty. Gold, blue, purple, scarlet, and white are
the major colors used in the hangings and coverings of
the tabernacle.6 The linen fence around the sacred area
was white, reminding us of the holiness of God. The
thirty-foot gate at the east end of the tabernacle was
embroidered with blue, purple, and scarlet against the
white background. Blue is the color of the sky and
reminds us of heaven and the God of heaven. Purple is



the royal color that speaks of the King, and scarlet
makes us think of blood and the sacrifice of the Savior.

The holy place and Holy of Holies were covered
with four different coverings (curtains) that draped
over the walls and hung down to the ground. People
looking at the tabernacle would see the leatherlike out-
most covering composed of badgers’ skins (“sea cows,”
(~1v), which protected the other coverings as well as
the tabernacle proper and its furnishings. Beneath that
protective covering was a curtain of rams’ skins dyed
red, then a fabric woven of goats’ hair, which may well
have been black, and last of all a beautiful covering of
fine linen embroidered with cherubim in blue, purple,
and scarlet.

Between the holy place and the Holy of Holies, the
veil hung from golden clasps, supported by four pillars.
It was embroidered with cherubim in white, scarlet,
blue, and purple. Hebrews 10:20 says that this veil typ-
ifies the body of Christ, for when His body was offered
on the cross, the veil of the temple was torn from top
to bottom (Mark 15:38). Some students see a parallel
between the four gospels and the four pillars that sup-
ported the veil with the four colors. Purple speaks of
royalty—the gospel of Matthew, the Gospel of the
King. Scarlet reminds us of sacrifice—the Gospel of
Mark, the gospel of the Suffering Servant. White
speaks of the perfect Son of Man—the gospel of Luke,
and blue points to heaven—the gospel of John, the
gospel of the Son of God who came from heaven to die
for our sins.

Appreciation. No matter how common the taber-
nacle may have appeared to outsiders, everything
within the sanctuary was costly and beautiful, and it all
spoke of the Savior who the people of Israel would give
to the world.

Godly believers in the Old Testament realized the
treasures they possessed in God’s house. Listen to
David’s testimony:

One thing have I desired of the Lord, that
will T seek after: that I may dwell in the
house of the Lord all the days of my life, to
behold the beauty of the Lord, and to
inquire in his temple (Ps. 27:4).

Lord, I have loved the habitation of Your
house, and the place where Your glory
dwells (26:8 Nxjv).

We shall be satisfied with the goodness of
Your house, of Your holy temple (65:4
NKJV).

And the sons of Korah wrote:

How lovely is Your tabernacle, O Lord of
hosts! My soul longs, yes, even faints for
the courts of the Lord; my heart and my
flesh cry out for the living God. ... Blessed
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are those who dwell in Your house; they
will be still praising You (84:1-2, 4 NKjv).

What Old Testament believers had in the taberna-
cle, and later in the temple, God’s people today have in
Jesus Christ. The furnishings and the ceremonies point
to Christ and reveal the many glorious aspects of His
character and the salvation He gives to all who trust
Him. Every spiritual need of the Jewish people was met
in the provisions of the tabernacle, and in Jesus Christ
we have everything that we need “for life and godli-
ness” (2 Peter 1:3).

Any approach to the Christian life that adds any-
thing to the person and work of Jesus Christ as revealed
in Scripture is not the right approach. All fullness
dwells in Christ (Col. 1:19) as well as all the fullness of
the Godhead (2:9). In Christ are “hidden all the treas-
ures of wisdom and knowledge” (v. 3), and we must
“seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sit-
ting at the right hand of God” (3:1 Nkjv). In Christ
God’s people have every spiritual blessing (Eph. 1:3),
and He is all they need.

To the believers who loved God and wanted to
please Him, the holy sanctuary was the source of food
and drink for their souls. “Both high and low among
men find refuge in the shadow of your wings [the Holy
of Holies]. They feast on the abundance of your house”
(Ps. 36:7-8).

In like manner, believers today feast on Jesus Christ
and find in Him all the satisfaction they need.

Notes

1 These are not prayers offered by people in heaven who have
been “made saints” and through whom people on earth can
pray. All who have trusted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior are
saints (set-apart ones) and have the privilege of prayer. The two
passages in the book of Revelation teach us that no true prayer
of faith offered by God’s children is ever lost but will be
answered in God’s way and God’s time.

2 What is traditionally called the “Lord’s Prayer” should be
called the “Disciple’s Prayer,” because our Lord could never
pray it. He never said “Our Father” in His prayers, and He cer-
tainly didn’t need to ask for the forgiveness of sin! This prayer
can be prayed meaningfully, from the heart, but it must not be
recited carelessly like a religious charm. Basically, this prayer
gives us a pattern to follow: God’s concerns come first (vv.
9-10) before we bring our own requests (vv. 11-13). Our own
personal requests must be tested by whether or not we're sin-
cerely concerned about honoring God’s name, hastening God’s
kingdom, and doing God’s will. Prayer isn’t getting our will
done in heaven; it’s getting God’s will done on earth.

3 All of our speech is to be “seasoned with salt” (Col. 4:6), which
suggests that we ought to speak to people with the same holy
reverence that we speak to God, for He hears what we say. The
ability we have to speak to each other is as much a sacred gift
of God as the privilege of prayer. Note how David connects the
two in Psalm 141:1-3.

4 For an exposition of the meaning of the sacrifices listed in
Leviticus 1—7, see my book Be Holy (Cook).
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5 In washing their feet, our Lord also taught the disciples the
importance of humble service to one another. They occasion-
ally wanted to seek the highest places, but Jesus gave them an
example of taking the lowest place.

6 Blue, purple, and scarlet are found together twenty-four times in
the book of Exodus. The priestly garments include gold, blue,
and purple (28:6, 15; 39:2, 5, 8).

CHAPTER TWELVE
Exodus 28—29; 30:22-33; 39

THE HOLY PRIESTHOOD

t was God’s desire that the nation of Israel be “a king-
Idom of priests” (19:6) in the world, revealing His

glory and sharing His blessings with the unbelieving
nations around them. But in order to magnify a holy
God, Israel had to be a holy people, and that’s where
the Aaronic priesthood came in. It was the task of the
priests (Aaron’s family) and the Levites (the families of
Kohath, Gershon, and Merari; see Num. 3—4) to serve
in the tabernacle and represent the people before God.
The priests were also to represent God to the people by
teaching them the law and helping them to obey it
(Lev. 10:8—11; Deut. 33:10; Mal. 2:7).

But Israel failed to live like a kingdom of priests.
Instead, the spiritual leadership in the nation gradually
deteriorated until the priests actually permitted the
people to worship idols in the temple of God (Ezek. 8)!
The Lord punished His people by allowing the
Babylonians to destroy Jerusalem and the temple and
carry thousands of Jews into exile. Why did this hap-
pen? “But it happened because of the sins of her
prophets and the iniquities of her priests, who shed
within her the blood of the righteous” (Lam. 4:13 N1v).

Today, God wants His church to minister in this
world as a “holy priesthood” and a “royal priesthood”
(1 Peter 2:5, 9).1 If God’s people are faithful in their
priestly ministry, they will “proclaim the praises of Him
who called [them] out of darkness into His marvelous
light” (1 Peter 2:9 nxjv). As we study the Old
Testament priesthood, you will see significant parallels
between the work of the Jewish priests in the past and
the ministry of “the holy priesthood” in the church
today.2

Priests are chosen to serve God (28:1, 3, 41;
29:1, 44)
The Lord’s words “to minister unto Me” are found five
times in these two chapters, and also in 30:30; 40:13,
15; Leviticus 7:35. To be sure, the priests ministered to
the people, but their first obligation was to minister to
the Lord and please Him. If they forgot their obliga-
tion to the Lord, they would soon begin to minimize
their responsibilities to the people, and the nation
would decay spiritually. (See Mal. 1:6—2:9.)

That God chose Aaron and his sons to minister in
the priesthood was an act of sovereign grace, because
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they certainly didn’t earn this position or deserve it.
But, that God should save sinners like us, make us His
children, and form us into a “holy priesthood” is also
an act of His grace, and we should never lose the won-
der of this spiritual privilege. “You did not choose Me,
but I chose you” (John 15:16 Nkjv).

It’s unfortunate that Nadab and Abihu disobeyed
the Lord and were killed (Lev. 10). When Aaron died,
Eleazer became his successor (Num. 20:22-29); and
Ithamar’s descendants continued in priestly ministry
even after the captivity (Ezra 8:1-2).

God’s people today must remember that our first
obligation is to please the Lord and serve Him. If we do
this, then He will work in us and through us to accom-
plish His work in this world. When Jesus restored Peter
to discipleship, He didn't ask “Do you love the min-
istry?” or even “Do you love people?” His repeated
question was, “Do you love me?” (John 21:17) Just as
a father’s most important obligation is to love his chil-
dren’s mother, so the servant’s most important
obligation (and privilege) is to love the Lord. All min-
istry flows out of that relationship.

A part of pleasing the Lord was wearing the priestly
garments. The high priest, the priests, and the Levites
couldn’t dress as they pleased when they ministered at
the tabernacle; they had to wear the garments God
designed for them. God provided these garments for at
least three reasons: (1) they gave the priests “dignity
and honor” (Ex. 28:2 N1v) and set them apart, just as a
uniform identifies a soldier or a nurse; (2) they revealed
spiritual truths relating to their ministry and our min-
istry today; and (3) if the priests didn't wear the special
garments, they might die (vv. 35, 43).

Priests are chosen to serve the people (28:6-30;
39:2-21)

In serving God and the people, the high priest wore
seven pieces of clothing: undergarments (vv. 42-43); a
white inner robe (“coat”; v. 39; 39:27; Lev. 8:6-7); a
blue robe over that, with bells and pomegranates on the
hem (Ex. 28:31-35; 39:22-26); the ephod, a sleeveless
garment of gold, blue, purple, and scarlet, held
together by a jeweled clasp on each shoulder (28:6-8;
39:1-5; Lev. 8:7); a girdle at the waist (Ex. 28:8); a jew-
eled breastplate, held in place on the ephod by golden
chains attached to the shoulder clasps (vv. 9-30;
39:8-21); and a white linen turban (“miter,” 28:39)
with a golden plate on it that said “Holy to the Lord”
(v. 36 N1V).

The ephod and girdle (28:6-14; 39:2-7).
“Ephod” is the transliteration of a Hebrew word for a
simple sleeveless linen garment that reached to the
ankles, usually associated with religious service (1 Sam.
2:18; 2 Sam. 6:14). The high priest’s ephod and girdle
were made of white linen beautifully embroidered with
blue, purple, and scarlet threads. The ephod was of two
pieces, front and back, held together on each shoulder
by a jeweled golden clasp and at the waist by the beau-
tiful girdle.



The significant thing about this ephod was not the
fabric or the colors. It was that the names of six tribes
of Israel were engraved on each onyx stone on the
shoulder clasps, according to their birth order.
Whenever the high priest wore his special robes, he car-
ried the people on his shoulders before the Lord.
Furthermore, these two onyx stones reminded him of
two important facts: (1) the tribes of Israel were pre-
cious in the sight of God; (2) he wasnt in the
tabernacle to display his beautiful robes or to exalt his
special position, but to represent the people before the
Lord and carry them on his shoulders. He had been
called, not to serve himself but to serve his people.3

If the church is to be faithful as a holy priesthood,
believers must serve Christ by serving one another and
serving a lost world. Jesus said, “I am among you as the
one who serves” (Luke 22:27), and it’s His example
that we should follow (John 13:12-17). In the high-
powered spiritual atmosphere of the tabernacle, it
would be easy for the priest to ignore the common peo-
ple outside, many of whom had burdens and problems
and needed God’s help. “Let each of you look out not
only for his own interests, but also for the interests of
others” (Phil. 2:4 Nxjv).

The breastplate (28:15-30; 39:8-21). The breast-
plate was a piece of beautifully embroidered fabric, nine
inches square when folded double. It hung on the high
priest’s chest, supported by two golden chains attached
to the shoulder clasps. On the breastplate were twelve
beautiful jewels, arranged in four rows, each stone repre-
senting one of the tribes of Israel. The stones were
probably arranged according to the order of the tribes as
they marched (28:21; see Num. 10).

So the high priest not only carried the people on his
shoulders, but he also carried them over his heart. If we
don’t have sincere love in our hearts, we won’t be con-
cerned about the needs of others, and we won’t want to
help them. “My little children, let us not love in word,
neither in tongue; but in deed and in truth” (1 John
4:18). As servants of God, we should be able to say
honestly to the people we serve, “I have you in my
heart” (Phil. 1:7).

The variety of stones on the breastplate suggests the
variety of people in the church and in the world, all of
them precious to God. Each of the tribes had its own
distinctive outlook and personality, and no two were
alike. Some were quick to go to battle, while some
stayed home (Judg. 5:13-18). Some were easy to work
with while others liked to argue and be important
(Judg. 8). Yet the Lord loved them all and the high
priest had to minister to them all.

“Pastoring a church would be a wonderful experi-
ence if it weren’t for people!” a young minister said to
me. I reminded him that helping people and meeting
their spiritual needs is what ministry is all about, and
this demands a great deal of patient love on our part.
We are a “holy priesthood” and a “royal priesthood,”
but we must constantly be a “loving priesthood.”

Within the folded breastplate were kept “the Urim
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and Thummim” (“lights and perfections”) which the
high priest used to determine the will of God for the
nation (Ex. 28:30; Num. 27:21; 1 Sam. 30:7-8). We
don’t know what the procedure was, but it was the
priests’ duty to perform it (Deut. 33:8; Ezra 2:63; Neh.
7:65). Some think there were two stones in the pouch,
one black and one white, and the stone the priest with-
drew indicated the will of God. Or perhaps they were
jewels that shone in a special way to indicate the lead-
ing of the Lord. Its useless to speculate because the
details haven’t been revealed to us.

Believers today don’t have devices such as the Urim
and Thummim for determining what God wants us to
do, but we do have the Word of God to guide our steps
(Ps. 119:105). The Word of God reveals the God of the
Word, His character, His desires, and His purposes for
His people, and the better we know God, the better we
can discover His will. God’s Word contains precepts for
us to obey, warnings for us to heed, promises for us to
claim, and principles for us to follow. If we're sincerely
willing to obey, God is willing to direct us (John 7:17;
Ps. 25:8-11).

But if we had a simple infallible method of deter-
mining the will of God such as the Urim and
Thummim, we probably wouldn’t pray as much, search
the Scriptures as much, or humble ourselves as much as
we do today as we seek God’s direction. But seeking
and doing God’s will is the way we grow in the Lord,
and sharing in the process is as much a blessing as
knowing the results.

Priests must serve in the fear of God (28:31-43;
39:22-31)
Moses enumerates some additional articles of clothing.

The blue robe (28:31-35; 39:22-26), worn under
the ephod, was distinctive in at least three ways. For
one thing, it was seamless, reminding us of our Lord’s
seamless robe that symbolized His perfect character
and integrity (John 19:23). The collar around the
opening for the head was woven so that it would not
tear. During our Lord’s ministry on earth, some people
tried to “tear” the seamless robe of His character and
accuse Him of wrong, but they never succeeded.
Finally, around the hem of this garment hung pome-
granates made of blue, purple, and scarlet yarn, with
golden bells hanging between them. The pomegranates
symbolized fruitfulness and the golden bells gave wit-
ness that the high priest was ministering in the holy
place.4 The bells and pomegranates remind us that our
priestly walk must be fruitful and faithful, always giv-
ing witness that were serving the Lord with integrity.

The turban (28:36-38; 39:27-31) was worn only
by the high priest, while the other priests wore linen
bonnets. At the front of the turban was the golden
plate that read “Holiness to the Lord” (“Holy to the
Lord,” niv). The whole purpose of the Levitical system
was to make men and women holy and therefore pleas-
ing to the Lord.

It comes as a shock to some people to learn that
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Jesus did not die to make us happy; He died to make
sinners holy. “Be holy, for I am holy” was a frequent
command to the Jews (Lev. 11:44—45; 19:2; 20:7, 26;
21:8) and it’s repeated in 1 Peter 1:15-16 for believers
today. The first step toward happiness is holiness. If we're
right with God, then we can start being right with oth-
ers and with the circumstances of life that trouble us. If
you aim for happiness, you'll miss it, but if you aim for
holiness, you'll also find happiness in the Lord.

In wearing this holy turban and its gold “crown,”
the high priest identified himself with the sins of the
people as they brought their offerings to the Lord (Ex.
28:38). Just as Christians bring their holy sacrifices to
God through Jesus Christ, and this makes the sacrifices
acceptable (1 Peter 2:5), so the gifts of the people were
acceptable to God because of the intercession of the
high priest. However, our Lord and Intercessor in
heaven doesnt need any special garments or “holy
crowns” to qualify for ministry, because He is the holy
Son of God, and in Him there is no sin.

Twice in this section the priests are warned that
they might die if they didnt fully obey the Lord’s
instructions and wear the right garments (Ex. 28:35,
43). In other words, God’s servants must walk in the
fear of the Lord and be careful to obey Him and give
Him the glory.

Nobody who is working wholeheartedly for the
Lord will deny that “there is joy in serving Jesus,” but
at the same time, we must cultivate “reverence and
godly fear” (Heb. 12:28). If the Lord killed every
believer today who didn’t enter seriously into his or her
service, how many workers would be left? Fearing the
Lord doesn’t mean cringing before a hard taskmaster so
much as being reverent and humble before a loving
Father and gracious Lord. “Serve the Lord with fear,
and rejoice with trembling” (Ps. 2:11 Nkjv). “A son
honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a
father, where is the honor due Me? If I am a master,
where is the respect due me? says the Lord Almighty”
(Mal. 1:6).

We have already noted that the priests would die if
they failed to wash at the laver (Ex. 30:20-21) or if
they used a different incense from that which was
ordered by God (Lev. 16:13). If the priests didn’t obey
the laws concerning the clean and unclean, they were
also in danger of death (22:1-9). It wasn’t enough for
the priests to teach the people the law; they had to be
careful to obey it themselves, because they had the
greater responsibility. But the basic attitude that helps
to determine our obedience is a Spirit-inspired fear of
the Lord.

I've attended some Christian “worship” services and
evangelistic meetings where the main emphasis was
“having a good time” and not glorifying God. The
music was entertaining but not edifying, and the
preaching was shallow and flippant. The speakers were
more concerned with getting the crowd to laugh than
with helping them to see Jesus and repent of their sins.
God didn’t kill anybody at these meetings, but we

198

didn’t sense the life and power of the Spirit in what
went on. Because the participants weren’t focused on
honoring God, the meeting killed itself.

Priests must be consecrated to God (29:1-37;
30:22-33)

God commanded that the high priest and his sons par-
ticipate in a public consecration service that would set
them apart as God’s servants. There were at least seven
stages in this service.

The priests were washed (Ex. 29:4; Lev. 8:6).
Moses gathered the materials that were needed for the
ordination service and brought Aaron and his sons to
the door of the tabernacle. The erecting of the taberna-
cle isn’t described until Exodus 40, but it appears that
the dedication of the tabernacle and the consecration
of the priests occurred on the same day (vv. 12-15).

Sin is pictured by many images in the Bible, such as
disease (Isa. 1:4—6), darkness (1 John 1:5-10), drown-
ing (Ps. 130:1-4), and even death (Eph. 2:1, 5; John
5:24), but frequently its pictured as dirt and defile-
ment (Isa. 1:16, 18; Jer. 4:14; 2 Cor. 7:1; Heb. 9:14;
James 1:21; 4:8). When Aaron and his sons were
washed all over, it was symbolic of complete cleansing
from the Lord. They didn’t have to be bathed all over
again; all they had to do was cleanse their hands and
feet at the laver. “A person who has had a bath needs
only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean,” said
Jesus (John 13:10 n1v). Those who have trusted Christ
have experienced this inward cleansing from the Lord
(1 Cor. 6:9-11).

The priests were clothed (Ex. 29:5-6, 8-9,
29-30; Lev. 8:7-9, 13). Moses clothed his brother
with the garments we've been studying, and he also
clothed Aaron’s sons with their linen tunics and bon-
nets. These were their official “uniforms” and they
dared not minister in the tabernacle dressed in other
garments.

In Scripture, the wearing of garments is a picture of
the character and life of the believer. We're to lay aside
the filthy garments of the old life and wear the beauti-
ful “garments of grace” provided by the Lord (Eph.
4:17-32; Col. 3:1-15). Christ has taken away our dirty
rags and given us a robe of righteousness that He pur-
chased for us on the cross (Isa. 61:10; 2 Cor. 5:17, 21).

The priests were anointed (Ex. 29:7, 21; Lev.
8:10-12, 30). This special oil (Ex. 30:22-33) was used
only to anoint the priests and the tabernacle and its
furnishings. In the Old Testament, prophets, priests,
and kings were anointed; it was a symbol that God had
granted them the Holy Spirit for power and service
(Luke 4:17-19; Isa. 61:1-3). Moses poured the oil on
his brother’s head, which meant it ran down his beard
and therefore bathed all the stones on the breastplate.
What a beautiful picture of unity in the Lord (Ps.
133:2)! “Would God that all the Lord’s people were
prophets, and that the Lord would put his Spirit upon
them!” (Num. 11:29)

Those who trust Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord



have received an anointing of the Spirit of God (1 John
2:20, 27; 2 Cor. 1:21-22). John’s emphasis is on the
teaching ministry of the Spirit in guiding the believer
into the truth of the Word of God. Paul’s emphasis is
on encouragement and stability: we have been
anointed and sealed by the Spirit, and the Spirit is the
“down payment” of future glory. If God has anointed
us, sealed us, and given us a foretaste of heaven, then
why should we despair or feel that He will ever desert
us?

The priests were forgiven (Ex. 29:10-14). A bull
was slain as a sin offering (Lev. 4; 8:14-17) to atone for
the sins of the priests. This sacrifice was repeated each
day for a week (Ex. 29:36-37), not only for the cleans-
ing of the priests but also for the sanctifying of the altar
where the priests would be ministering. Jesus Christ is
our sin offering and through Him alone we find for-
giveness (Isa. 53:4-6, 12; Matt. 26:28; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1
Peter 2:24; Rev. 1:5-6).

The priests were completely dedicated to God
(Ex. 29:15-18; Lev. 8:18-21). In the sacrifice of the
burnt offering, the animal was completely given to the
Lord, a picture of total dedication (Lev. 1). Our Lord
gave Himself fully and without reservation, not only in
His ministry before the cross, but in His willing sacri-
fice of Himself on the cross. The high priest and his
associates were expected to devote themselves wholly to
the work of the ministry and to make it the uppermost
concern of their hearts. Christians today need to med-
itate on Romans 12:1-2 and 1 Timothy 4:15.

The story is frequently told about a British commit-
tee that was considering inviting evangelist D. L.
Moody to their city for a campaign. When a pastor
spoke glowingly of Moody’s ministry, a member of the
committee asked rather flippantly, “Why must we have
Moody? Does he have a monopoly on the Holy Spirit?”

“No,” replied the pastor, “but the Holy Spirit has a
monopoly on him.”

The priests were marked by the blood (Ex.
29:19-22; Lev. 8:22-24). At this point in the ordina-
tion ceremony, we would have expected Moses to offer
a trespass offering (Lev. 5), but instead, he offered a
ram as a peace offering, “the ram of consecration” (Ex.
29:22 N1v, “ordination”). The Hebrew word means
“filling” because the priests’ hands were filled with the
bread and meat.

Not only did Moses sprinkle the blood on the altar
and upon Aaron and his sons, along with the anointing
oil, but each man was marked with some of the blood
on the right earlobe, the right thumb, and the right big
toe. This was a token reminder that they must listen to
God’s Word, do God’s work, and walk in God’s way.
The blood speaks of sacrifice, so the priests became
“living sacrifices” in the service of the Lord (Rom.
12:1).

The priests were fed (Ex. 29:22-28, 31-34; Lev.
8:25-29). Another unique occurrence was the filling of
the priests’ hands from the “food basket” (Ex. 29:2-3)
and from the altar (vv. 22-28). The priests waved these
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gifts toward the altar in dedication to God (v. 24, the
“wave offering”) and then shared them in a fellowship
meal (vv. 31-34). Portions from some of the offerings,
as well as special tithes of the harvest, were part of the
priests’ compensation for serving at the altar (Lev.
8:28-306), but they had to look upon those gifts as holy
sacrifices and eat them in the tabernacle precincts.

If the priests were faithful in teaching the Word and
encouraging Israel to obey the Lord, they would never
lack for sustenance, for the people would be sensitive to
God’s Word, bring the required sacrifices and offerings
to the tabernacle, and thereby provide for God’s ser-
vants. It’s unfortunate that some of the priests in later
years were selfish and carnal and took the best for
themselves (1 Sam. 2:12-17; Mal. 1:6-14).

Priests must minister daily (29:38-46)

During the week of ordination ceremonies, the priests
had to remain in the tabernacle precincts (Lev.
9:33-36), and when the week ended, they immediately
entered into their ministry. No time for a day off or a
vacation! In their work, they had to follow a daily,
weekly, monthly, and yearly schedule, all of which was
outlined in the law that God gave Moses on Mount
Sinai.

Each day would begin with the priests sacrificing a
lamb as a burnt offering, signifying the total dedication
of the people to God, and the day ended with the offer-
ing of a second lamb as a burnt offering. That’s a good
example for us to follow, opening and closing the day
with surrender to the Lord. With each lamb, they also
presented a meal offering mixed with oil (Lev. 2:1-16;
6:14-23) and a drink offering of about a quart of wine,
which was poured on the altar (Num. 15:1-13). For
most meal offerings, the priests put only a token portion
of the flour on the altar and used the rest in their own
meals, but with the daily morning and evening sacrifices,
this wasn’t done. Everything was given to the Lord.

The flour and wine represented the results of the
people’s labor in the fields and the vineyards.
Symbolically, they were presenting the fruit of their toil
to God and thanking Him for the strength to work and
for food to eat (Deut. 8:6-18). The wine poured out
was a picture of their lives poured out in His service
(Phil. 2:17 N1v; 2 Tim. 4:6 N1v). All of this would
please the Lord and He would find delight in dwelling
in the tabernacle and blessing His people.

Notes

1 The doctrine of “the priesthood of believers” is a precious one,
for it means that each believer has the privilege of entering into
God’s presence to worship, pray, and seek God’s will. Note that
Peter speaks of the priesthood collectively (“a holy priesthood
... aroyal priesthood, a holy nation”) even though he writes to
believers in five different provinces (1 Peter 1:1). It's dangerous
for a believer to separate himself or herself from the rest of
God’s people and hope to learn the will of God. We belong to
each other and we need each other. Isolated priests can become

troublemakers in the church.
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2 The Jewish priesthood belonged to the order of Aaron, while
the priesthood of Christ belongs to the order of Melchizedek
(Heb. 5:1-10; 7:1—8:13). Melchizedek was both a king and a
priest (Gen. 14:18-24; Ps. 110:4), while Aaron was only a
priest. When King Uzziah tried to force himself into the priest-
hood, God smote him with leprosy (2 Chron. 26:16-23), for
the two offices of king and priest werent united until the
priestly ministry of Christ. The Aaronic priests never finished
their work, because the blood of bulls and goats couldn’t take
away sin, but Christ finished the work of redemption by shed-
ding His own blood. The tabernacle had no chairs for the
priests to rest, but Jesus has sat down on the throne in heaven
because He finished His work. The Old Testament high priests
died and had to be replaced, but Jesus lives forever by the
power of an endless life (Heb. 7:16). See my book Be
Confident for an exposition of Hebrews 6—10.

3 The jewels on the high priest’s shoulders and on the breastplate
remind us that our High Priest in heaven carries us on His
shoulders and over His heart. He is touched with the feelings
of our infirmities and gives us the grace we need when we
come to His throne and ask (Heb. 2:17-18; 4:14-16;
7:25-28).

4 Tt is sometimes said that on the day of Atonement, the bells
indicated to the people outside that the high priest was still
alive and God had accepted the sacrifices. But the high priest
didn’t wear his beautiful robes on the day of Atonement, but
only simple linen garments of humiliation (Lev. 16:4), so there
were no bells tinkling in the tabernacle. He didn’t put on his
official robes until after the scapegoat had been released and
the high priest had washed himself (Lev. 16:23-24).

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Exodus 32—34; 40

A BROKEN HEART AND A SHINING
FACE

n February 1879 in the Church of the Holy Trinity
I in Philadelphia, the well-known Anglican minister

Phillips Brooks gave a series of lectures later pub-
lished as The Influence of Jesus. In his third lecture, he
made this statement about serving God:

To be a true minister to men is always to
accept new happiness and new distress,
both of them forever deepening and enter-
ing into closer and more inseparable union
with each other the more profound and
spiritual ministry becomes. The man who
gives himself to other men can never be a
wholly sad man; but no more can he be a
man of unclouded gladness.!

In the chapters before us, we see this principle
vividly illustrated in the life of Moses. His delight in
God on the mountaintop was interrupted by deep dis-
appointment with his people. It was one of the most
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heartbreaking experiences in his entire career, and yet it
brought out the best in him, which is what always hap-
pens when we love God and live by faith.

Guilt: God’s people break the law (32:1—33:11)

At least three times during the months at Sinai, the
Jewish people had promised to obey whatever God told
them to do (19:8; 24:3, 7; and see 20:19). The Lord
knew that it wasnt in their hearts to keep their prom-
ises (Deut. 5:28-29), and the tragedy of the golden calf
proved Him right.

The great sin (32:1-6). Moses called what they did
“a great sin” (vv. 21, 30-31), and his assessment was
accurate. It was a great sin because of who committed
it: the nation of Israel, the chosen people of God, His
special treasure. It was great because of when and where
they committed it: at Mount Sinai after they had heard
God’s law declared and seen God’s glory revealed. They
had promised to obey God’s law, but in making a
golden calf and indulging in a sensual celebration, the
nation broke the first, second, and seventh command-
ments. It was a great sin because of what they had
already experienced of the power and mercy of God: the
judgments against Egypt, the deliverance at the Red
Sea, the provision of food and water, and the gracious
leading of God by the pillar of cloud and fire. What
they did was rebel against the goodness of the Lord. It’s
no wonder their sin provoked God to anger (Deut. 9:7).

Why did Israel commit such an evil act at such a
glorious time in their history? To begin with, they were
impatient with Moses who had been on the mount
with God for forty days and nights (vv. 11-12), and
impatience is often the cause of impulsive actions that
are sinful. Israel didn’t know how to live by faith and
trust God regardless of where their leader was. Whether
Moses was with them or away from them, they criti-
cized him and ignored what he had taught them.

But Aaron and the tribal leaders were to blame because
they didnt immediately turn to God for help and warn
the people what would happen. Aaron and Hur had
authority from Moses to lead in his absence (Ex. 24:14),
and though they were men who had seen God’s mighty
acts, they failed God and Moses. Instead of restraining the
people, Aaron went along with them and gratified the
desires of their sinful hearts. Later, he offered a feeble
excuse and tried to blame the people (vv. 22-24), but God
knew better. God was so angry that He would have killed
Aaron had Moses not interceded for him (Deut. 9:20).

Israel’s lust for idols was born in Egypt and still
worked in their hearts (Josh. 24:14; Ezek. 20:4-9;
23:3, 8). Aaron fed that appetite by giving the people
what they wanted. Much is being said these days about
“meeting the felt needs of people,” but here was a
nation that didnt know what its needs really were.
They thought they needed an idol, but what they really
needed was faith in their great God who had revealed
Himself so powerfully to them.2 Israel exchanged the
glory of the true and living God for the image of an
animal (Ps. 106:19-23), which means they acted like



the heathen nations around them (Rom. 1:22-27).3
Many people can rise early to sin but not to pray.

The great test (vv. 7-14). In leadership, the diffi-
cult experiences with our people either make us or break
us, and Moses was about to be tested. God called Israel
“your people whom you brought out of Egypt,” as
though the Lord were abandoning the nation to Moses,
but Moses soon reminded Him that they were His peo-
ple and that He had delivered them. Furthermore, God
had made a covenant with their forefathers to bless
them, multiply them, and give them their land (Gen.
12:1-3). Moses intended to hold God to His word, and
that’s what God wanted him to do.

The Lord then took a different approach: He offered
to wipe out Israel and make a new nation out of Moses’
descendants.4 A lesser man might have accepted this
invitation, but not Moses. He loved his people, sinful as
they were, and he wanted more than anything else to
glorify the God of Israel and see Him fulfill His prom-
ises. Moses wasn’t worried about his own future; he was
concerned about God’s reputation. What would the
Egyptians say about God if they heard that the whole
nation of Israel had been destroyed at Sinai?

God had a right to be angry at Israel’s flagrant sin of
idolatry and sensuality (Ex. 32:10-12), but Moses con-
vinced God not to destroy Israel. In writing this account,
Moses used human terms to describe divine actions,
which is why he wrote in verse 14 that God “repented.”
The Hebrew word means “to grieve, to be sorry” (Gen.
6:6; 1 Sam. 15:29) and describes God’s change of
approach in dealing with His people (Jer. 18:1-12; 19;
26). God’s character doesnt change, but God does
respond to the prayers and confessions of His people.

The great discipline (32:15—33:11). God in His
grace forgives our sins, but God in His government
allows sin to work out its terrible consequences in
human life. We reap what we sow (Gal. 6:7-8). For
example, God put away David’s sin, but warned him
that the sword wouldn’t depart from his own house-
hold, and it didn’t (2 Sam. 12:1-14). What a tragedy it
is to reap the consequences of forgiven sin!

Moses disciplined the people (32:15-29). As he
came down the mountain, he asked Joshua to join him
(24:12-13). One day Joshua would replace Moses, so
he needed to learn how to handle these difficult mat-
ters. Moses was angry (32:19, 22), but it was anger
tempered by love, which is anguish. The breaking of
the stone tablets was a symbolic act: Israel had broken
the covenant and would have to face discipline. But
before he dealt with the people, Moses confronted
Aaron, for the privilege of leadership brings with it
both responsibility and accountability. Evangelist Billy
Sunday said that an excuse was the skin of a reason
stuffed with a lie, and Aaron’s feeble excuses didn’t con-
vince Moses.

Then Moses turned to the people and asked, “Who
is on the Lord’s side?” (See Josh. 24:15 and 1 Kings
18:21.) This was an opportunity for all Israel to repent
and reaffirm their commitment to the Lord, but only
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the Levites responded to the call. Ignoring the ties of
family and friendship (Matt. 10:34-39; Luke
14:26-27), they courageously killed all who were
involved in the orgy, which was about 3,000 men.
Centuries later, Paul used this event among others to
warn Christian believers about rebelling against God (1
Cor. 10:1-12).

Moses then destroyed the shameful golden calf by
burning it (it may have been made of wood overlaid
with gold), grinding the gold to powder, throwing the
powder in a nearby stream (Ex. 17:10), and making the
people drink it (Deut. 9:21).5 By doing this he totally
destroyed the idol and also forced the people to iden-
tify with their terrible sins.

Moses returned to God on Mount Sinai where for
forty more days and nights he fasted and prayed for his
people (Ex. 32:30-34; 34:28; Deut. 9:18-20). He told
God he was willing to be killed if it would mean life for
the Jews, but God rejected his offer.6 The Lord assured
Moses that His angel would go before them and that
Moses was to lead the people just as before. However,
God would punish them in His own way and His own
time. Had the Jews known all that Moses endured for
their sake, they might have appreciated him more, but
such is the price of faithful spiritual leadership.

God disciplined the people (32:35—33:11).
God’s first discipline was to send a plague among the
people, but we aren’t told how many were killed. The
Levites had killed 3,000 men who were engaged in
idolatrous worship and immoral practices, but God
knew who all the guilty people were. Sometimes God
passes the sentence of judgment immediately but then
delays executing the penalty. However, whether in the
Old Testament or the New, “there is a sin leading to
death” (1 John 5:16-17 Nkjv).

God’s second judgment was to refuse to go before
Israel as they marched to the Promised Land (Ex.
33:1-6). God would keep the covenant promises He
had made to the patriarchs, but instead of going before
Israel in the person of His Son, the Angel of the Lord
(23:20-23), He would appoint an angel to accompany
the Jews. The reason? “You are a stiff-necked people”
(32:9; 33:3, 5). If they had been a people who were suf-
fering and afflicted, the Lord would have come to them
in grace and mercy (3:7-10), but a stubborn people can
only be disciplined. Better that God depart from them
than that He come suddenly upon them and destroy
them!

When Moses gave Israel this message, they
responded by taking off their ornaments and mourn-
ing. Whether this was true repentance or not, only the
Lord knew. Previously, they had contributed their gold
ornaments to the making of an idol, and this had been
their undoing. Perhaps they were starting to learn their
lesson—the hard way.

The third judgment was to move Moses “tent of
meeting” to a site outside the camp, where he would
personally meet with God. This isn’t the tabernacle of
the Lord, since the tabernacle had not yet been erected
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and dedicated. This was a special tent that Moses used
when he wanted to consult with God. God graciously
met with Moses and spoke with him face-to-face, the
way friends talk together (Num. 12:1-8; Deut. 34:10).
The cloudy pillar that led the nation on their journey
would hover at the tent door, and the people would
know that Moses and the Lord were in conference.

Sin is always costly, and Israel’s sin had not only led
to the death of thousands of people, but it had robbed
the nation of the presence of the Lord in the camp and
on their pilgrim journey to the Promised Land. As
Charles Spurgeon said, “God never permits His people
to sin successfully.”

Grace: God’s servant intercedes (33:12—34:28)
During the second period of forty days and nights with
God on Mount Sinai, Moses pled for the people and
asked the Lord to restore His promised blessings to
them.

God’s presence with the nation (33:12-17).
Moses reminded the Lord of His promise to accom-
pany the people on their journey. In fact, when the
nation sang God’s praises at the Red Sea, they rejoiced
in the promise of God’s victorious presence
(15:13-18). Was God now going to go back on His
word?

Moses based his appeal on the grace (favor) of God,
for he knew that the Lord was merciful and gracious
and that the people were guilty. If God gave them what
they deserved, they would have been destroyed! The
Jews were God’s people and Moses was God’s servant.
They didn't want an angel to accompany them, for
there was nothing special about that. The thing that dis-
tinguished Israel from the other nations was that their
God was present with them, and thats what Moses
requested. His heart must have leaped for joy when he
heard God promise to accompany the people and lead
them to the place of rest that He had promised.

Do God’s children have the right to “negotiate”
with God as Moses did? It all depends on our relation-
ship with God. Moses knew the ways of God (Ps.
103:7) and was the intimate friend of God, and there-
fore he was able to present his case with faith and skill.
The godly Scottish minister Samuel Rutherford, who
knew what it was to suffer for Christ, wrote, “It is
faith’s work to claim and challenge loving-kindness out
of all the roughest strokes of God.” That’s what Moses
was doing for the people.

God’s glory revealed (33:18-23). The true servant
of God is concerned more about the glory of God than
about anything else. Moses and the Jews had seen
God’s glory in the pillar of cloud and fire, as well as in
the “storm” on Mount Sinai, but Moses wanted to see
the intimate glory of God revealed to him personally.
God did give Moses a guarded glimpse of His glory and
he was satisfied. When God’s servants are discouraged
and disappointed because of the sins of their people,
the best remedy for a broken heart is a new vision of

the glory of God.
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God’s forgiveness granted (34:1-28). Moses had
won God’s promise to accompany the people in their
journey, but would He forgive the people for their sins?
Would He accompany them like a policeman watching
a criminal or like a Father caring for His beloved chil-
dren? The answer came when the Lord ordered Moses
to prepare two new stone tablets, for this meant He was
going to replace the tablets that Moses had broken!
God would renew the covenant! Early the next morn-
ing, Moses kept the appointment, the tablets in his
hands.

But before He did anything with the tablets, God
proclaimed the greatness of His attributes (vv. 5-7), a
declaration that is basic to all Jewish and Christian the-
ology. Moses repeated these words to God at
Kadesh-Barnea (Num. 14:17-19), the Jews used them
in Nehemial’s day (Neh. 9:17-18), and Jonah quoted
them when he sat pouting outside Nineveh (Jonah
4:1-2). We don’t read that Moses fell on his face when
he saw the glimpses of God’s glory, but he did bow to
the ground and worship when he heard God speak
these magnificent words.

Faith comes by hearing and receiving God’s Word
(Rom. 10:17), so Moses by faith asked God to forgive
the people. The pronouns in this prayer are significant:
“pardon our iniquity and our sin” (Ex. 33:9, italics
mine). Though he wasn’t guilty of disobeying God,
Moses identified himself with the sins of the people, as
did Ezra and Daniel in their prayers of confession (Ezra
9; Dan. 9). The Lord had just declared that He forgave
“iniquity and transgression and sin” (Ex. 33:7), and
Moses laid hold of that truth.

The fact that God renewed the covenant is evidence
that He forgave His people and gave them a new begin-
ning. But God also repeated the essential elements of
the covenant, especially the laws about idolatry (vw.
12—17). When Israel moved into their Promised Land,
it would be very easy to compromise with the enemy,
first by making agreements with them, then by joining
in their feasts, and finally by intermarrying with them
and adopting their pagan ways. It was important from
the very beginning that Israel repudiate and destroy
everything associated with idols and to realize that
what adultery was to marriage, idolatry was to their
covenant with the Lord.

We who live many millennia after these events cant
begin to comprehend how filthy Canaanite idolatry
was when Israel conquered the land. It was unspeak-
ably immoral, and like cancerous tumors in human
bodies, the pagan temples and altars had to be removed
and destroyed before the land could be healthy. God
had called Israel to be the channel of blessing to the
world, culminating in the birth of the Savior, and idol-
atry was the enemy that almost destroyed the nation.
Humanly speaking, were it not for a faithful remnant
after the captivity that struggled to be true to God, the
world might not have had the written Scriptures and
the birth of the Savior.

By the grace of God, Moses achieved his purposes:



God promised to go with the people, God showed
Moses a glimpse of His glory, and God forgave the sins
of the nation. Moses could return to the camp with the
second tables of the law and tell the people God had

forgiven their sins.

Glory: God’s presence dwells with the people
(34:29-35; 39:32—40:38)

The book of Exodus opens with Moses seeing God’s
glory in the burning bush (3:1-5), and it closes with
the glory of God descending into the camp and filling
the tabernacle. The presence of the glory of God in the
camp of Israel was not a luxury; it was a necessity. It
identified Israel as the people of God and set them
apart from the other nations, for the tabernacle was
consecrated by the glory of God (29:43—44). Other
nations had sacred buildings, but they were empty. The
tabernacle of Israel was blessed with the presence of the
glory of God.

God’s glory reflected (Ex. 34:29-35; 2 Cor. 3).
Moses had been fasting and praying in the presence of
God for eighty days, and he had seen a glimpse of God’s
glory. Is it any wonder that he had a shining face? He
didn’t realize that he had “absorbed” some of the glory
and was reflecting it from his countenance.” Because of
this glory, the people were afraid to come near him, but
he summoned them to come and they talked as before.
However, after he was finished speaking to the people,
Moses put on a veil to cover the glory.

Why did Moses wear a veil? Not because he was
frightening the people, but because the glory was fad-
ing away (2 Cor. 3:13). The Jews saw this glory as
something wonderful and exciting, but what would
they say if they knew it was fading away? Who wants
to follow a leader who is losing his glory? So Moses
would go into the tent of meeting to talk with God,
and the glory would return, but then he would wear
the veil so the people wouldn’t see the glory disappear.

In 2 Corinthians 3, Paul made several applications of
this remarkable event. First, he pointed out that the
glory of the Mosaic legal system was fading away, but
that the glory of the gospel of God’s grace was getting
more glorious (vv. 7-11). This was his answer to the
legalists who taught that obedience to the law plus faith
in Christ was God’s way of salvation (Acts 15:1). Why
believe in something when its glory is vanishing?

He also applied the event to the lost Jews of his day
whose hearts were covered by a veil of unbelief so they
couldn’t see the glory of Christ (2 Cor. 3:14-16). The
only way to remove that veil was to believe the Word
and trust in Jesus Christ.

Finally, he applied Moses’ experience to Christians
who by faith see the glory of Jesus Christ in the Word
and experience a spiritual transformation (vv. 17-18).
This is why Christians read the Bible and meditate on
it, because when the child of God looks into the Word
of God and sees the Son of God, he or she is trans-
formed by the Spirit of God into the image of God for
the glory of God.8
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God’s glory resident (39:32—40:38). The people
of Israel had no idea what Moses had experienced on
the mountain and how close they had come to being
rejected by God and destroyed. Never underestimate
the spiritual power of a dedicated man or woman who
knows how to intercede with God. One of our greatest
needs today is for intercessors who can lay hold of
God’s promises and trust God to work in mighty
power (Isa. 59:16; 62:1; 64:1-7).

The work on the tabernacle and its furnishings was
now completed, so the workers brought it all to Moses
for his inspection. It would have been foolish to erect
the tabernacle and put the furnishings and utensils in
place only to discover that the workers had made seri-
ous mistakes. The word “commanded” is used eighteen
times in Exodus 39 and 40 to remind us that the work-
ers did what God had told them to do. Moses was a
faithful servant who did all that God told him to do
(Heb. 3:1-6).

The work was approved and the building was con-
structed (Ex. 40:1-8, 17-19, 33). This chapter
summarizes the dedication of the priests, which was
already described in Exodus 28—29, as well as the ded-
ication of the building and its contents. Moses
personally saw to it that every piece of furniture and
every utensil was anointed and placed where it ought to
be. God could not and would not dwell in the taberna-
cle unless everything was done according to the pattern
He showed Moses on the mount (25:8-9, 40; Heb.
8:5; 9:9).7

Too many sincere people have tried to do God’s
work their own way and then have asked God to bless
it. But ministry doesn’t work that way. First we find out
what God wants us to do, and we do it to glorify Him.
If we obey His will and seek to honor His name, then
He will come and bless the work with His powerful
presence.

After everything and everybody associated with the
tabernacle was dedicated to the Lord, then the glory of
God filled the tabernacle and abode there. The Hebrew
word translated “abode” in Exodus 39:35 (“settled,”
NIv) is transliterated shekinah in English, “the abiding
presence of God.” (See 24:16 and 25:8.) So powerful
was the presence of God’s glory that Moses wasn't able
to enter the tabernacle!

When you read Jewish history, you discover that the
glory that once dwelt in the tabernacle departed from
it when the priests and the people sinned against the
Lord (1 Sam. 4:21-22). Ichabod means “the glory is
gone.” When Solomon dedicated the temple, God’s
glory once again came to dwell with His people (1
Kings 8:10-11), but once again their sins drove God’s
glory away (Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:4, 18; 11:23).

The next time the glory of God came to earth was
in the person of Jesus Christ (John 1:14). In the Greek
translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint), the
word “abode” in Exodus 39:35 is the Greek word used
in Luke 1:35 and translated “overshadowed.” Mary’s
virgin womb was a Holy of Holies where the glory of
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God dwelt in the person of God’s Son. What did the
world do with this glory? Nailed it to a cross!

Where is God’s glory today? The body of every true
believer is the temple of God (1 Cor. 6:19-20), but so
is the local church (3:10-23) and the church universal
(Eph. 2:20-22). When Solomon finished the temple,
the glory of God moved in, but when God finishes
building His church, He will move the church out!
Then we will share God’s glory in heaven for all eter-
nity! “And the city had no need of the sun or of the
moon to shine in it, for the glory of God illuminated
it, and the Lamb is its light” (Rev. 21:22 NkJV).

God today doesn't live in buildings (Acts 7:48-50;
1 Kings 8:7). Buildings are dedicated to God to be used
as tools for His work and His workers. But God does
dwell in His people, and it’s our responsibility to glo-
rify God individually (1 Cor. 6:20) and collectively
(14:23-25). What a tragedy it would be if the glory
departed and we had to write “Ichabod” on our build-
ings. How much better it would be if, like Moses, we
did everything according to the heavenly pattern so
that God’s glory would feel at home in our midst.

Notes

1 Phillips Brooks, 7he Influence of Jesus (London: H.R.
Allenson), 191.

2 Some have defended Aaron by saying that the golden calf was
supposed to represent God (v. 4) and not replace Him, but
their arguments are weak. It was unlawful for a Jew to make
any representation of Jehovah, and Aaron knew it. Unable to
control the people, he compromised with them and encour-
aged their sin.

3 The phrase “rose up to play” in 32:6 is described in verses
18-19. Their feast was a demonstration of idol worship with
all its sensuality and immorality. The word “naked” in verse 25
can also mean “to cast off restraint.” Aaron allowed the people
to do whatever they wanted to do, and their evil hearts took
over.
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4 At least three times in his career, Moses put the people of God
ahead of his own interests. In Egypt, he gave up his future as a
royal prince to identify with the people of God in their trials
(Heb. 11:24-26). On Mount Sinai, he refused God’s offer to
make a new nation out of him and his descendants (Ex.
32:10), and he refused the same offer a second time at Kadesh-
Barnea (Num. 14:1-20). Moses made his mistakes, but by
every measure you can find, he was a great man and a great
leader.

N

In Scripture, committing sin is sometimes compared to eating
and drinking. See Job 15:16; 20:12-19; Ps. 109:18; Prov.
4:17; 9:17; 18:8; 20:17; 26:22.

6 The “Book of Life” is the book in which the names of the
living are recorded and then blotted out when they die. See
Psalms 9:5; 69:28. It must not be confused with the
Lamb’s Book of Life which records the names of the saved
(Rev. 13:8; 17:8; 20:15; 21:27). An unforgiven sinner was
in danger of being killed by the Lord (2 Sam. 12:13). Paul
was willing to be eternally condemned for the sake of the
Jews (Rom. 9:3), and Jesus did die and suffer judgment for
the sake of His people as well as the whole world (Isa.
53:4-6, 8).

7 Truly spiritual people don’t recognize their own godliness but

usually feel as though they're failures and far from what they

ought to be. At Pentecost (Acts 2), each believer could see the
tongues of fire above the other believers” heads, but not over
their own heads.

The Greek word for “transformed” in 2 Corinthians 3:18 is

“transfigured,” as in Matthew 17:2. It describes the glory on
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the inside being revealed on the outside. Moses only reflected
the glory of God; the dedicated believer radiates the glory of
God. Unlike Moses, we don’t wear a veil when we come to
God’s Word because we have nothing to hide.

9 The statement in verse 33 “So Moses finished the work”
reminds us of Christ’s prayer in John 17:4 and His cry from
the cross, “It is finished” (John 19:30), as well as Paul’s words,
“I have finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Tim. 4:7).
How important it is in the Christian life to end well.
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Leviticus

CHAPTER ONE

Getting Acquainted with Leviticus

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING IN THE
WORLD

e will stand and sing hymn 325,” announced
Wthc worship leader, ““Take Time to Be Holy.” We
will sing verses one and four.”

If T had been sitting with the congregation instead
of on the platform, I might have laughed out loud.
Imagine a Christian congregation singing “Take Time
to Be Holy” and not even taking time to sing the entire
song! If we can’t take the time (less than four minutes)
to sing a song about holiness, we're not likely to take
time to devote ourselves to “perfecting holiness in the
fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1).

Happiness, not holiness, is the chief pursuit of most
people today, including many professed Christians.
They want Jesus to solve their problems and carry their
burdens, but they don’t want Him to control their lives
and change their character. It doesn’t disturb them that
eight times in the Bible, God said to His people, “Be
holy, for I am holy,”! and He means it.

“He that sees the beauty of holiness, or true moral
good,” wrote Jonathan Edwards, “sees the greatest and
most important thing in the world.”

Have you ever thought of personal holiness—
likeness to Jesus Christ—as the most important thing
in the world?

In God’s kingdom, holiness isn’t a luxury; it’s a
necessity. “Follow peace with all men, and holiness,
without which no man shall see the Lord” (Heb.
12:14). Yes, God wants His children to be happy, but
true happiness begins with holiness. “Blessed are they
which do hunger and thirst after righteousness; for
they shall be filled” (Matt. 5:6). “If I had my choice of
all the blessings I can conceive of,” said Charles
Spurgeon, “I would choose perfect conformity to the
Lord Jesus, or, in one word, holiness.” Would you
make the same choice?

Leviticus tells New Testament Christians how to
appreciate holiness and appropriate it into their every-
day lives. The word holy is used 91 times in Leviticus,
and words connected with cleansing are used 71 times.
References to uncleanness number 128. There’s no
question what this book is all about.

“But wasn’t the book of Leviticus written for the
priests and Levites in ancient Israel?” you may ask; and
the answer is, “Yes.” But the lessons in Leviticus aren’t
limited to the Jews in ancient Israel. The spiritual prin-
ciples in this book apply to Christians in the church
today. The key verses of Leviticus—“Be holy, for I am
holy” (Lev. 11:44-45)—are applied to the New
Testament church in 1 Peter 1:15-16; and the book of
Leviticus itself is quoted or referred to over 100 times
in the New Testament. Since all Scripture was given by
inspiration of God (2 Tim. 3:16), then all Scripture is
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profitable for God’s people to use in developing godly
lives. Jesus said that we should live by every word that
God has given us (Matt. 4:4), and that includes
Leviticus.

The book of Leviticus explains five basic themes that
relate to the life of holiness: a holy God; a holy priest-
hood; a holy people; a holy land; and a holy Savior.

A holy God

What is “holiness”? Contrary to what you may hear
today in some sermons and popular religious songs, the
emphasis in the Bible is on the holiness of God and not
on the love of God. “Love is central in God,” wrote
American theologian Augustus H. Strong, “but holi-
ness is central in love.”2 God’s love is a holy love, for
the Bible states that “God is light” (1 John 1:5) as well
as “God is love” (4:8, 16). Love without holiness would
be a monstrous thing that could destroy God’s perfect
law, while holiness without love would leave no hope
for the lost sinner. Both are perfectly balanced in the
divine nature and works of God.

God’s holiness isnt simply the absence of defile-
ment, a negative thing. The holiness of God is positive
and active. It’s God’s perfect nature at work in accom-
plishing God’s perfect will.

The Hebrew word for “holy” that Moses used in
Leviticus means “that which is set apart and marked
off, that which is different.” The Sabbath was holy
because God set it apart for His people (Ex. 16:23).
The priests were holy because they were set apart to
minister to the Lord (Lev. 21:7-8). Their garments
were holy and could not be duplicated for common use
(Ex. 28:2). The tithe that the people brought was holy
(Lev. 27:30). Anything that God said was holy had to
be treated differently from the common things of life
in the Hebrew camp. In fact, the camp of Israel was
holy, because the Lord dwelt there with His people
(Deut. 23:14).

Our English word “holy” comes from the Old
English word halig which means “to be whole, to be
healthy.” What health is to the body, holiness is to the
inner person. The related word “sanctify” comes from
the Latin sanctus which means “consecrated, sacred,
blameless.” We use the word “sanctification” to
describe the process of growing to become more like
Christ, and “holy” to describe the result of that
process.3

How does God reveal His holiness? The religion of
the nations in Canaan was notoriously immoral and
involved worshipping idols and consorting with temple
prostitutes, both male and female. (The mythological
deities of Greece and Rome werent much better.) For
this reason, God commanded His people to stay away
from their altars and shrines and to refuse to learn their
ways (Ex. 23:20-33; Deut. 7:1-11). In many ways, God
made it clear to His people that He was a holy God.

To begin with, He gave them a holy law that con-
tained both promises and penalties, of which the Ten
Commandments are the essence (Ex. 20:1-17). God’s



statutes and ordinances governed the daily life of the
people and told them what was right and wrong, what
was clean and unclean, and what the penalties were for
those who deliberately disobeyed.

At Sinai, God revealed His holy presence. “And all the
people saw the thunderings, and the lightnings, and the
noise of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking; and
when the people saw it, they removed, and stood afar
off” (20:18; see 19:14-25). He also revealed His holy
power and presence when He judged the gods of Egypt
(12:12), when He opened the Red Sea and destroyed
the Egyptian army (14:13—15:21), and when He did
miraculous works for Israel in the wilderness.

God is “glorious in holiness” (15:11), and His glory
dwelt in the Holy of Holies in both the tabernacle
(40:34-38) and the temple (1 Kings 8:10). The pres-
ence of the cloud of glory and the pillar of fire
reminded Israel that Jehovah was a holy God and “a
consuming fire” (Deut. 4:24; Heb. 12:29). In fact, the
very structure of the tabernacle declared the holiness of
God: the fence around the tent, the brazen altar where
the blood was shed, the laver where the priests washed
their hands and feet, and the veil that kept everybody
but the high priest out of the Holy of Holies.

The whole sacrificial system declared to Israel that
“the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23) and “the soul
who sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:4 Nxjv). God hates sin,
but because He loves sinners and wants to forgive
them, He provides a substitute to die in the sinner’s
place. All of this is a picture of the promised Savior
who laid down His life for the sins of the world.

You could never call any of the heathen deities
“holy.” But “Holy One of Israel” is one of the repeated
names of Jehovah in Scripture. It’s used thirty times in
Isaiah alone.

In declaration and demonstration, Jehovah made it
clear to the people of Israel that He is a holy God, righ-
teous in all His works and just in all His judgments.

A holy priesthood
The Jewish priesthood belonged only to the tribe of
Levi. Levi, the founder of the tribe, was the third son
of Jacob and Leah (Gen. 29:34; 35:23) and the father
of Gershom, Kohath, and Merari (46:11). Since
Kohath’s son Amram was the father of Aaron, Moses,
and Miriam (Num. 26:58-59), Aaron, Moses, and
Miriam belonged to the tribe of Levi.

Aaron was the first high priest and his male descen-
dants became priests, with the firstborn son in each
generation inheriting the high priesthood. (Every priest
was a Levite, but not every Levite was a priest.) The rest
of the men in the tribe of Levi (the “Levites”) were
assigned to serve as assistants to the priests. The Levites
were the substitutes for the firstborn males in Israel, all
of whom had to be dedicated to the Lord (Ex. 13:1-16;
Num. 3:12-13, 44-51). To facilitate their ministry,
David eventually divided the thousands of Levites into
twenty-four “courses” (1 Chron. 23:6).

The name “Leviticus” comes from “Levi” and
means “pertaining to the Levites.” Actually, the Levites
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are mentioned in only one verse in this book (Lev.
25:32); the regulations in Leviticus pertain primarily to
the priests. Of course, as assistants to the priests, the
Levites would have to know what the Lord wanted
done in the ministry of His house.

God insisted that the priests be holy men, set apart
for His service alone. Not only must they come from
the tribe of Levi, but also they must not have any phys-
ical defects or marry women whom God disapproved
(chaps. 21—22). They were set apart in an elaborate
ceremony that involved their being bathed in water
and marked by oil and blood (chap. 8). The high priest
was anointed with special oil. The priests wore special
garments, and special laws that didn’t apply to the com-
mon people governed their lives. In every way, the
priests demonstrated the fact that they were set apart
and therefore holy to the Lord.

The Levites were in charge of the sanctuary, and
during the wilderness years of Israel’s wanderings they
carried the tent and its furnishings from place to place
(Num. 1:47-54). They were also responsible to guard
God’s sanctuary (1 Chron. 9:19), to teach the people
the law (Deut. 33:8—11; Neh. 8:7-9), and to lead the
worshippers in praising God (1 Chron. 28:28-32).

Only a holy priesthood could approach God’s altar
and be acceptable to serve God. If the priests weren't
dressed properly (Ex. 28:39-43), if they didn’t wash
properly (30:20-21), or if they tried to serve while
unclean (Lev. 22:9), they were in danger of death. If
the Levites were careless with the tabernacle furnish-
ings, they too might die (Num. 4:15, 20). The high
priest wore a golden plate at the front of his turban on
which was the inscription, “Holiness to the Lord” (Ex.
28:36), and he dared not do anything that would vio-
late that inscription. He could be serving in the Holy
of Holies in the tabernacle and still be in danger of
death (Lev. 16:3).

Every true believer in Jesus Christ is a priest of God,
with the privilege of offering spiritual sacrifices
through Jesus Christ (1 Peter 2:5, 9). In the Old
Testament, God’s people had a priesthood, but in the
New Testament, God’s people are a priesthood (Rev.
1:6). Through faith in Christ, we've been washed (1
Cor. 6:9-11), clothed in His righteousness (2 Cor.
5:21), anointed by the Spirit (1 John 2:20, 27), and
given access into His presence (Heb. 10:19-20).

A holy people

God’s purpose for Israel was that the nation be “a king-
dom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6 NkjV).
Everything in the life of the Old Testament Jew was
either “holy” (set apart for God’s exclusive use) or
“common,” and the “common” things were either
“clean” (the people could use them) or “unclean” (it
was forbidden to use them). The Jews had to be careful
to avoid what was unclean; otherwise, they would find
themselves “cut off from the people” until they had
gone through the proper ceremony to be made clean
again.
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The laws governing marriage, birth, diets, personal
cleanliness, the quarantine of diseased persons, and the
burial of the dead, while they certainly involved
hygienic benefits to the nation, were all reminders that
God’s people couldnt live any way they pleased.
Because they were God’s chosen people, the Jews had
to learn to put a difference “between holy and unholy,
and between unclean and clean” (Lev. 10:10). They
must not live like the godless nations around them.

When you read Leviticus 11—17, you will see how
the Jewish people were distinguished by their diet, their
treatment of newborn babies (and the mothers) and of
dead bodies, and their handling of people with diseases
and sores. Once a year, on the day of Atonement (chap.
16), the nation was reminded that Jehovah was a holy
God and that the shed blood was the only way of
cleansing the people.

God’s church is supposed to be “a holy nation” in
this present evil world, to “declare the praises of him
who called you out of darkness into his wonderful
light” (1 Peter 2:9 N1v). The Greek word translated
“declare” means “to tell out, to advertise.” The holy
nation of Israel in Canaan, with its holy priesthood,
revealed to the pagan nations around them the glories
and excellencies of Jehovah, the true and living God.
The church in today’s world has the same privilege and
responsibility,. When Israel started to live like the
pagans, they robbed God of His glory, and the Lord
had to chasten them.

A holy land

The people belonged to the Lord, because He had
redeemed them from Egypt to be His very own, and
the land belonged to the Lord, and He gave it to Israel
with the stipulation that they do nothing to defile it. A
holy God wants His holy people to live in a holy land.

In Leviticus 18—27, the word “land” is used sixty-
eight times. In these chapters, Moses named the sins
that defile the land and invite divine judgment:
immorality (chap. 18); idolatry (chap. 19); capital
crimes (chap. 20); blasphemy (chap. 23); and refusing
to give the land its rest (chap. 25). Unfortunately, the
Jewish people committed all these sins and more, and
God had to chasten them by allowing Babylon to
destroy Jerusalem and take the people captive (2
Chron. 36:14-21).

The nations of the world today don’t have the same
covenant relationship to God that Israel has, but they
are still responsible to obey His moral law and use His
gifts wisely (Amos 1—2). I can’t speak about other
nations, but I believe my own beloved land is guilty of
abusing God’s gifts and refusing to obey God’s laws,
and is therefore ripe for judgment. The very sins that
God condemns—murder, deceit, immorality, violence,
greed, and blasphemy—are the very things that enter-
tain the masses, whether it’s on television or in movies
or books. Take the violence and vice out of entertain-
ment and many people won't pay to see it.

God even gave His people an annual calendar to
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follow to help them appreciate His gifts and use them
for His glory (chaps. 23; 25). Until after the
Babylonian captivity, the Jews were primarily an agri-
cultural people, and the calendar of feasts was tied
directly to the annual harvests. The sabbatical years and
the Year of Jubilee not only helped conserve the land,
they also helped regulate the economy of the nation.
The ungodly nations could just look at the land of
Israel and see that Jehovah was blessing His people and
caring for them!

A holy Savior

To study the Bible and not see Jesus Christ is to miss
the major theme of the book (Luke 24:47). The law
was “a shadow of good things to come” (Heb. 10:1).
Especially in the Levitical sacrifices and the priestly
ministry do we see the person and work of Jesus Christ
vividly portrayed.

No amount of good works or religious efforts can
make a sinner holy. Only the blood of Jesus Christ can
cleanse us from our sins (1 John 1:7), and only the
risen glorified Savior can intercede for us at the throne
of God as our Advocate (2:1) and High Priest (Heb.
8:1; Rom. 8:34). What the Old Testament Jews saw
only in shadows, believers today see in the bright light
of Jesus Christ.

Just as the nation of Israel had to beware of that
which was unclean and defiling, so must believers
today “cleanse [themselves] from all filthiness of the
flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God”
(2 Cor. 7:1). God wants us to be a “holy priesthood”
and a “holy nation” so that we will advertise His virtues
and glorify His name (1 Peter 2:5, 9).

On Sunday morning, January 24, 1861, Charles
Haddon Spurgeon closed his sermon at the
Metropolitan Tabernacle with these words:

An unholy Church! It is of no use to the
world, and of no esteem among men. Oh,
it is an abomination, hell’s laughter,
heaven’s abhorrence. And the larger the
Church, the more influential, the worst
nuisance does it become, when it
becomes dead and unholy. The worst evils
which have ever come upon the world,
have been brought upon her by an
unholy Church.

Eight times in His Word, the Lord says, “Be holy,
for I am holy!” Are we listening?

Notes

1 Leviticus 11:44—45; 19:2; 20:7, 26; 21:8; 1 Peter 1:15-16.

2 Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology, 12th edition
(Philadelphia: The Judson Press, 1949), 271.

3 There are three aspects of sanctification that should be noted:
positional, practical, and perfect. Positional sanctification
means that the believer is once-and-for-all set apart for God (1
Cor. 1:2; 6:9-11; Heb. 10:10). Practical sanctification is the



process by which the believer daily becomes more like Christ
(John 17:17; 2 Cor. 3:18; 7:1). Perfect sanctification will be
our experience when we see Christ in glory (1 John 3:2). One
of the “birthmarks” of a true believer is a hatred for sin and a
desire to become more like Jesus Christ (1 John 2:29; 3:9;
5:4-5). We are saved to become holy in Christ (Eph. 1:4; 5:27;
Col. 1:22).

CHAPTER TWO
Leviticus 1:5—7

THE SACRIFICES AND THE SAVIOR

et’s review what Israel had been doing prior to the
Lgiving of the instructions found in the book of

Leviticus.

About ten weeks after their deliverance from Egypt,
the Israelites arrived at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:1). There
God declared His law and gave Moses the instructions
for building the tabernacle. Moses erected the taberna-
cle on the first day of the first month of the second year
of Israel’s liberation (40:17), so that what you read in
Exodus 16—40 covers about nine months (see Num.
9:1-5).

The book of Numbers opens with a census being
taken on the first day of the second month of the sec-
ond year (Num. 1:1), which means that what’s
recorded in Leviticus covers about one month. The
tabernacle was ready for use, and now God gave the
priests the instructions they needed for offering the
various sacrifices.

Six basic offerings could be brought to the taberna-
cle altar. When worshippers wanted to express
commitment to God, they brought the burnt offering,
and possibly along with it the grain or meal (“meat,”
KJV) offering and the drink offering (see Num.
15:1-10). These offerings speak of total dedication to
the Lord. The fellowship (“peace,” KJv) offering has to
do with communion with God, and the sin offering
and the guilt (“trespass,” KJVv) offerings deal with
cleansing from God. Each of these offerings met a spe-
cific need in the life of the worshipper and also
expressed some truth about the person and work of
Jesus Christ, God’s perfect sacrifice.

The shedding of animal blood couldn’t change a
person’s heart or take away sin (Heb. 10:1-4).
However, God did state that the sins of the worshipper
were forgiven (Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18;
6:7), and He did this on the basis of the sacrifice of
Jesus Christ on the cross (Heb. 10:5-14).1

Like some people in churches today, Jewish wor-
shippers could merely go through the motions at the
altar, without putting their heart into it, but this meant
that God had not truly forgiven them (Ps. 50:8-14;
61:16-17; Isa. 1:10-20; Mic. 6:6-8). God doesn’t
want our sacrifices; He wants obedience from our
hearts (1 Sam. 15:22).

The sacrifices described in Leviticus 1—7 remind

Leviticus 1—7

us of the basic spiritual needs we have as God’s people:
commitment to God, communion with God, and
cleansing from God.

Commitment to God (1—2; 6:8-23)

The burnt offering (1:1-17; 6:8—13) was the basic sac-
rifice that expressed devotion and dedication to the
Lord. When we surrender ourselves to the Lord, we put
“all on the altar” (1:9) and hold back nothing. The
New Testament parallel is Romans 12:1-2, where
God’s people are challenged to be living sacrifices,
wholly yielded to the Lord.

The ritual of the offering was spelled out by the
Lord and could not be varied. The sacrifice had to be a
male animal from the herd (Lev. 1:3-10) or the flock
(vv. 10=14), or it could be a bird (vv. 14—17);2 and the
worshipper had to bring the sacrifice to the door of the
tabernacle, where a fire was constantly burning on a
brazen altar (6:13). The priest examined the sacrifice to
make sure it was without blemish (22:20-24), for we
must give our very best to the Lord (see Mal. 1:6-14).
Jesus Christ was a sacrifice “without blemish and with-
out spot” (1 Peter 1:19), who gave Himself in total
dedication to God (John 10:17; Rom. 5:19; Heb.
10:10).

Except when birds were sacrificed, the offerer laid a
hand on the sacrifice (Lev. 1:4), an action which sym-
bolized two things: (1) the offerer’s identification with
the sacrifice and (2) the transfer of something to the
sacrifice. In the case of the burnt offering, the offerer
was saying, “Just as this animal is wholly given to God
on the altar, so I wholly give myself to the Lord.” With
the sacrifices that involved the shedding of blood, the
laying on of hands meant the worshipper was symbol-
ically transferring sin and guilt to the animal who died
in the place of the sinner. Even the burnt offering made
atonement for the offerer (v. 4).

The offerer then killed the animal, and the priest
caught the blood in a basin and sprinkled the blood on
the sides of the altar (vv. 5, 11). The priest, not the
offerer, killed the bird and its blood was drained out on
the side of the altar, and its body burned in the fire on
the altar (vv. 15-17). The dead body of the bull, lamb,
or goat was dismembered, and the parts washed. Then
all of it but the hide was laid in order on the wood3 and
burned in the fire. The hide was given to the priest (7:8).

The significance of the offering is seen in the repeti-
tion of the phrases “before the Lord” and “unto the
Lord,” which are found seven times in this first chapter
of Leviticus (vv. 2-3, 5, 9, 13-14, 17). The transaction
at the altar wasnt between the offerer and his con-
science, or the offerer and the nation, or even the offerer
and the priest; it was between the offerer and the Lord.
Had the worshipper taken the offering to one of the
pagan temples, it might have pleased the heathen priest
and his people, but it would not have brought the bless-
ing of the Lord.

The phrase “sweet savour” is used three times in
this chapter (vv. 9, 13, 17) and eight times in chapters
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1-3, and it means “a fragrant aroma.” Since God is
spirit, He doesn’t have a body, but physical terms are
used in Scripture to depict God’s actions and responses.
In this case, God is pictured as smelling a fragrant
aroma and being pleased with it (Gen. 8:21; Lev.
26:31). When Jesus died on the cross, His sacrifice was
a “sweet-smelling fragrance” to the Lord (Eph. 5:2),
and our offerings to God should follow that example
(Phil. 4:18).

The “law of the burnt offering” is found in
Leviticus 6:9-13. God instructed the priests to keep
the fire burning on the altar, to remove the ashes from
the altar, and then to take them to a clean place outside
the camp. Its likely that God originally ignited this fire
when the priests were dedicated and began their min-
istry (9:24).4 Because the ashes were holy, they couldn’t
be disposed of at the camp’s refuse heap, but had to be
taken to a place that was ceremonially clean. Even the
crop of the bird was put with the ashes (1:16) and not
treated like rubbish.

The meal offering (2:1-16; 6:14-23; 7:9-10)°
could be presented at the altar in one of five forms: fine
flour, oven-baked cakes, cakes baked in a pan, cakes
baked in a frying pan (on a griddle), or crushed roasted
heads of new grain. These cakes would resemble our
modern baked pie crust or pizza dough. The officiating
priest put only a portion of the offering on the altar—
the “memorial portion” for the Lord—where it was
consumed in the fire, and the rest of the offering went
to the priests for their own personal use. Only the
males in the family could eat it, and they had to do it
in the holy place of the tabernacle (6:16, 18), and with
unleavened bread (v. 17). The only meal offering that
was not eaten was the one presented each morning and
evening by the high priest’s son, who would succeed
him in office (vv. 19-23). Twice a day, God reminded
His priests that they should maintain purity and
integrity as they served Him.

Since grain represents the fruit of our labor, the
meal offering was one way for the Jews to dedicate to
God that which He had enabled them to produce. The
frankincense that was burned with the memorial por-
tion represents prayer (Ps. 141:2; Rev. 5:8), a reminder
of the petition “Give us this day our daily bread”
(Matt. 6:11). But the meal offering was not presented
alone; it accompanied one of the sacrifices that
involved the shedding of blood. Our hard work can
never purchase salvation or earn the blessing of God,
for apart from the shedding of blood, there is no for-
giveness of sin (Heb. 9:22).6 But those who have been
saved by faith in the shed blood of Christ may dedicate
to the Lord what He has enabled them to produce.

This offering represents Jesus Christ as the Bread of
Life (John 6:32ff.), the perfect One who nourishes our
inner person as we worship Him and ponder His
Word. This explains why God laid down such strict
conditions for the offerer to meet before the meal offer-
ing would be accepted. The offering had to be
accompanied with oil (Lev. 2:1-2, 4, 6, 15), either
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poured on it or mingled with it, a picture of the Holy
Spirit of God, who was given to Christ without meas-
ure (John 3:34). It also had to include salt (Lev. 2:13;
Matt. 5:13), which speaks of our Lord’s purity of char-
acter. Jesus compared Himself to a grain of wheat (John
12:23-25), and He was crushed (“fine flour”) and put
through the furnace of suffering that He might save us
from our sins.

Leaven (yeast) and honey were prohibited from
being included in the meal offering (Lev. 2:11). The
Jews would associate leaven with evil because of the
Passover rules (Ex. 12:19-20; see Luke 12:1; 1 Cor.
5:8), and certainly there was no sin in Jesus Christ.
Honey is the sweetest thing nature produces, but our
Lord’s perfect character was divine and not from this
world. The fact that yeast and honey both ferment may
also be a factor.

The drink offering (Num. 15:1-13) is mentioned
in Leviticus 23:13, 18, and 37; but its “laws” are not
explained there. Like the meal offering, the drink offer-
ing was presented after the animal sacrifices had been
put on the altar and was a required part of the sacrifice
(see Num. 29:6, 11, 18-19, and so on). “The fourth
part of a hin of wine” (15:5) would be about a quart of
liquid. Neither the offerer nor the priest drank the
wine, because all of it was poured out on the altar. Note
that the more expensive sacrifices required a larger
amount of wine for the drink offering.

The burnt offering, the meal offering, and the drink
offering all represent dedication to God and commit-
ment to Him and His work. The pouring out of the
wine was a symbol of life being poured out in dedica-
tion to God. On the cross, Jesus was “poured out like
water” (Ps. 22:14) and “poured out His life unto death”
(Isa. 53:12 N1v). Paul saw himself poured out like a
drink offering on behalf of the Philippians, joining in
their sacrifice (Phil. 2:17), and in the Roman prison, he
was already “being poured out like a drink offering” (2
Tim. 4:6 N1v) as he anticipated his martyrdom.

Communion with God (3; 7:11-38)

There are several distinctive features about the peace
offering or fellowship offering that should be noted.
For one thing, the offerer could bring a female animal,
something not permitted for the other animal sacri-
fices. If the offering was not in fulfillment of a vow, the
sacrifice could have some defects and still be accepted
(Lev. 22:23). After all, it was basically going to be used
as food for the priests and the offerer’s family, and those
defects wouldn’t matter.

That leads to our third distinctive feature: the fel-
lowship offering is the only offering that was shared
with the worshippers. After the priest had completed
the sacrifice, a large portion of the meat went to him;
the rest went to the offerer, who could then enjoy a
feast with his family and friends. Since the Jews didn’t
often slaughter their precious animals for meat, a din-
ner of beef or lamb would be a special occasion. At the
dedication of the temple, Solomon sacrificed 142,000



peace offerings and the people feasted for two weeks (1
Kings 8:62-66).

In the East, to eat with people is to make them your
friends and allies. It means the end of hostilities, as
with Jacob and his father-in-law Laban (Gen. 31:54),
or the sealing of friendship, as with Israel and Jethro
and his people (Ex. 18:12). In the church today, the
Lord’s Supper, or Eucharist, is a simple meal that shows
the unity of Gods family (1 Cor. 10:16-18;
11:18-34). That’s why its called “the Communion.”

The peace offering meal, however, meant more
than the enjoyment of good food and fellowship with
loved ones. It was also an expression of joyful thanks-
giving that the worshipper was at peace with God and
in communion with God. He might be giving thanks
for some unexpected blessing God sent him (Lev.
7:11-15); or perhaps he had made a vow to God, and
God had answered his prayers; or maybe he was just
thankful to God for everything God did for him and
wanted to let everybody know (vv. 16-18). The fellow-
ship offering emphasized the fact that the forgiveness
of sins resulted in communion with God and with
God’s people.

Leviticus 7:11-38 lays down the conditions for the
feast, what the people ate, what the priests ate, and
what must be done with the leftovers. The blood and
the fat” were given to God and were never to be used
as common food. (There are also good hygienic reasons
for this rule.) Anybody who was defiled was forbidden
to come to the feast and was “cut off” from their peo-
ple (vv. 20-21, 25, 27; see 17:4, 9-10, 14; 18:29; 19:8;
20:3, 5-6, 17-18; 23:29). In the case of a Sabbath-
breaker, being “cut off” meant death (Ex. 31:12-14;
Num. 15:32-36), but we’re not sure every violation of
the laws of the offerings was a capital crime. In some
cases, “cut off from his people” could mean being sent
“outside the camp” until the person followed God’s
instructions for cleansing (Lev. 15).

On the cross, Jesus Christ purchased reconciliation
with God (2 Cor. 5:16-21) and peace with God (Col.
1:20) for all who will trust Him, and we can have fel-
lowship with God and other believers because of His
shed blood (1 John 1:5-2:2). We “feast” on Christ
when we feed on His Word and appropriate for our-
selves all that He is to us and has done for us. Instead
of bringing animals, we offer God “the sacrifice of
thanksgiving” (Ps. 116:17) and “the sacrifice of praise”
(Heb. 13:15), from pure hearts that are grateful for His

mercies.

Cleansing from God (4—5; 6:1-7, 24—30; 7:1-10)
The sin offering and the guilt (or trespass) offering
were very much alike and were even governed by the
same law (7:1-10). Generally speaking, the guilt offer-
ing was for individual sins that affected people and
property and for which restitution could be made,
while the sin offering focused on some violation of the
law that was done without deliberate intent. The tres-
pass offering emphasized the damage done to others by
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the offender, while the sin offering emphasized the
offender’s guilt before God. The priest would examine
the offender and determine which sacrifice was needed.

The repeated phrase “through ignorance” (4:2, 13,
22, 27; 5:15) means, not that the sinners were ignorant
of the law, but that they were ignorant of having vio-
lated the law. They had become defiled or disobedient
and didn’t realize it. However, ignorance doesn’t cancel
guilt. “Though he wist it not, yet is he guilty” (v. 17;
see vv. 1-5 for examples of the sins involved).8 Once
their sin was known, it had to be confessed and dealt
with. David used this same word when he prayed,
“Cleanse thou me from secret faults” (Ps. 19:12), that
is, “sins I don’t know about in my own life.”

No sacrifice was provided for people who commit-
ted “high-handed” deliberate sins in the full light of
the law of God (Num. 15:30-36). When David took
Bathsheba and then had her husband murdered (2
Sam. 11—12), he sinned deliberately with his eyes
wide open. Therefore, he knew that his only hope was
the mercy of God (Ps. 51:1, 11, 16-17). Being king,
he could have brought thousands of sacrifices, but
they would not have been “sacrifices of righteousness”
(v. 19).

The sin offering (4:1—5:13; 6:24-30)? had to be
brought to the Lord no matter who the sinner was, and
the higher the sinner’s position in the nation, the more
expensive the sacrifice. The greater the privilege, the
greater the responsibility and the consequences. If the
high priest sinned, he had to bring a young bullock
(Lev. 4:1-12). If the whole congregation sinned, they
also had to bring a bullock (vv. 13-22). A ruler brought
a male kid of the goats (vv. 22-26), while one of the
“common people” (“a member of the community,”
NIV) brought a female kid of the goats or a female lamb
(vv. 27-35). A poor person could bring a dove or a
pigeon, and a very poor person could bring a non-
bloody sacrifice of fine flour (5:7-13).

Whatever animal was brought, the offender had to
identify with the sacrifice by laying hands on it. When
the whole nation sinned, it was the elders who did this
(4:15), for as leaders, they were responsible before God
to oversee the spiritual life of the people. The animal
was slain, and the blood presented to God. In the case
of the high priest and the nation, some of the blood
was sprinkled before the veil and applied to the horns
of the altar of incense in the holy place, and the rest was
poured out at the base of the altar. This reminded the
nation that the sins of leaders had far greater conse-
quences. The blood of the sacrifices brought by the
leaders or the common people was applied to the horns
of the brazen altar at the door of the tabernacle.

Note that while the fat of the sacrifice was burned
on the altar, the body of the sacrifice was burned in a
clean place outside the camp (vv. 8-12, 21). Why? For
one thing, it made a distinction between the sin offer-
ing and the burnt offering so that the worshippers
wouldn’t be confused as they watched. But even more,
it reminded the people that the sins of the high priest
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and the whole congregation would pollute the whole
camp; and the sin offering was too holy to remain in an
unholy camp. Finally, according to Hebrews 13:10-13,
this was a picture of our Lord Jesus Christ who died
“outside the city gate ... outside the camp” as our sin
offering (vv. 12-13 N1v).

The result of this ritual was forgiveness (Lev. 4:20,
26, 31, 35; see 5:10, 13; 6:7). As I mentioned before,
even though the sacrifice of animals can't take away sin
or change the human heart, the sacrifices pointed to
the perfect sacrifice, Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:1-15). He is
our sin offering (Isa. 53:4-6, 12; Matt. 26:28; 2 Cor.
5:21; 1 Peter 2:24).

The trespass offering (5:14—6:17; 7:1-10) was
needed for two kinds of sins: sins against “the holy
things of the Lord” (5:15) and against one’s neighbor
(6:1-7). The first category included offenses that
involved sacrifices to God, vows, celebration of the spe-
cial days, and so on, while examples of the second
category are given in verses 2—3.

The ritual involved the sinner confessing the sin
(Num. 5:7), restoring the property involved or its
equivalent in money, paying a fine equivalent to 20 per-
cent of the value of the damaged property, and
sacrificing a ram to the Lord (Lev. 5:15, 18). The priest
valued the ram to make sure of its worth, lest the
offender try to atone for his or her sins by giving the
Lord something cheap. The restitution and fine were
first given to the priest so he would know it was permis-
sible to offer the sacrifice (6:10). If the offended party
wasn't available to receive the property or money, then
it could be paid to one of the relatives; if no relative was
available, it remained with the priest (Num. 5:5-10).

The trespass offering illustrates the solemn fact that
it is a very costly thing for people to commit sin and for
God to cleanse sin. Our sins hurt God and hurt others.
True repentance will always bring with it a desire for
restitution. We will want to make things right with
God and with those whom weve sinned against.
Forgiveness comes only because of the death of an
innocent substitute. The passage in Isaiah 53:10 states
clearly that when Jesus died on the cross, God made
His Son “a guilt offering” (N1v). The penalty we should
have paid, He paid for us!

We haven't been able to probe into the details of
these offerings, but what we have studied should make
us realize the awfulness of sin, the seriousness of con-
fession and restitution, the graciousness of God in
forgiving those who trust Jesus Christ, and the mar-
velous love of our Savior in His willingness to die for
undeserving people like us.

Jesus provides all that we need. He is our burnt
offering, and we must yield ourselves wholly to Him.
He is our meal offering, the seed crushed and put
through the fire, that we might have the bread of life,
and we must feed upon Him. He is our drink offering
who poured Himself out in sacrifice and service, and
we must pour ourselves out for Him and for others. He
is our fellowship offering, making life a joyful feast
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instead of a painful famine. He is our sin offering and
our guilt offering, for He bore our sins on His body (1
Peter 2:24) and paid the full price for our sins
(1:18-19).

The nation of Israel had to offer six different sac-
rifices in order to have a right relationship with God,
but Jesus Christ “offered one sacrifice for sins for-
ever” (Heb. 10:12) and took care of our sin problem
completely.

Do you believe that Jesus Christ died for all your
sins and paid your full debt? Can you say with Mary,
“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit has
rejoiced in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46-47 nkjv)? If
not, then trust Him today; if you have trusted Him,
share the good news with others.

“Your faith has saved you,” Jesus said to a repentant
sinner. “Go in peace” (Luke 7:50 NKjv).

‘What wonderful words to hear!

Notes

1 Hebrews 10:5-8 refers to all six of the Levitical sacrifices and
states that they are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. “Sacrifice” (v. 5)
refers to any animal sacrifice, which would include the peace
(fellowship) offering, burnt offering, sin offering, and trespass
(guilt) offering. “Offering” (v. 5) refers to the meal and drink
offerings. The burnt offering and sin offering are specifically
named in verses 6 and 8.

2 Even the poorest in the nation could bring a sacrifice to God.

When Mary and Joseph dedicated the baby Jesus, they brought

birds instead of animals (Luke 2:21-24; see Lev. 12:8; 2 Cor.

8:9).

The Hebrew word translated “lay in order” (vv. 7-8, 12) can

W

be found in the prayer in Psalm 5:3 (“I lay my requests before
you,” NIV). Like the sacrifices on the altar, our prayers should
be orderly and “on fire” before God. Prayer is also compared to
the burning of incense on the golden altar (141:2).
4 When Paul admonished Timothy to “stir up the gift of God”
(2 Tim. 1:6), he used a Greek word that literally means
“again—Ilife—fire” and was saying “fan the fire into life again.”
As God’s priests, believers today must keep the fire burning on
the altar of their hearts and not become lukewarm (Rev.
3:15-16) or cold (Matt. 24:12).
In seventeenth-century England, when the KJV was translated,
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the word “meat” meant any kind of food, including grain, and
so the translators called this “the meat offering,” even though
no “meat” (animal flesh) was involved. It should be called the
“grain offering,” “meal offering,” or “cereal offering.”

6 However, see Leviticus 5:11-13, where the meal offering could
be presented by poor people unable to afford an animal, and
God said He would forgive their sins. But keep in mind that
since the meal was placed on the altar on which the daily burnt
offering had been sacrificed (Ex. 29:38-42), there was “the
shedding of blood.”

7 The “whole rump” mentioned in 3:9 and 7:3 refers to “the
entire fat tail” of the sheep, which could weigh as much as fif-
teen pounds. It was considered one of the most valuable parts

of the animal, and it was given entirely to the Lord.
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The familiar adage, “Ignorance is no excuse in the sight of the
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law” is an adaptation of what the English jurist John Selden



(1584-1654) wrote: “Ignorance of the law excuses no man;
not that all men know the law, but because ’tis an excuse every
man will plead, and no man can tell how to confute him.” If
we define “sin” as “a violation of the known law of God,” then
we're saying that the dumber we are, the holier we should be;
and this isn’t so. The Bible urges us to grow in knowledge that
we might grow in grace (John 7:17; 2 Peter 3:18). Our exalted
High Priest understands us and can help us in our ignorance
(Heb. 5:2; 9:7).

The translation of Leviticus 5:6 in the KJV gives the impression
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that verses 1-13 are about the trespass offering, when actually
they dealt with the sin offering. The trespass offering was a ram
and not a female lamb or goat (vv. 16, 18; 6:6); the trespass
offering included a fine, which is not mentioned here; and verses
5-9 and 11-12 clearly call this sacrifice a sin offering.

CHAPTER THREE
Leviticus 8:5—10

A KINGDOM OF PRIESTS

nder the old covenant, God’s people had a priest-
U hood; under the new covenant, God’s people are

a “holy priesthood” and a “royal priesthood” (1
Peter 2:5, 9). Every believer in Jesus Christ can say
with the apostle John: “To Him who loved us and
washed us from our sins in His own blood, and has
made us kings and priests to His God and Father, to
Him be glory and dominion, forever and ever” (Rev.
1:5-6 NKJV).

God’s desire was that the entire nation of Israel be
“a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6),
but they failed Him and became “a sinful nation, a
people laden with iniquity” (Isa. 1:4). One reason the
nation decayed morally and spiritually was because the
leaders failed to be holy and obedient as God com-
manded. God finally had to send Babylon to chasten
Israel “for the sins of her prophets, and the iniquities of
her priests” (Lam. 4:13). “A horrible and shocking
thing has happened in the land,” said Jeremiah. “The
prophets prophesy lies, the priests rule by their own
authority, and my people love it this way. But what will
you do in the end?” (Jer. 5:30-31 N1v)

God wants His church today to be “a holy nation, a
people belonging to God, that [they] may declare the
praises of him who called [them] out of darkness into his
wonderful light” (1 Peter 2:9 N1v). The Jewish priests
were a privileged people, yet they despised their privileges
and helped lead the nation into sin. Even after the Jews
returned to their land from Babylon and established their
worship again, the priests didn't give God their best, and
God had to rebuke them (Mal. 1:6—2:17).

Leviticus 8—10 describes the eight-day ordination
ceremony for the high priest Aaron and his sons. As
God’s chosen priests, they had to accept three solemn
responsibilities: submitting to God’s authority (chap.
8), revealing God’s glory (chap. 9), and accepting God’s
discipline (chap. 10).

Leviticus 8

Submitting to God’s authority (8:1-36)

At least twenty times in these three chapters you'll find
the word commanded. Moses and Aaron didn’t have to
concoct an ordination ceremony. The same God who
instructed Moses how to build the tabernacle also told
him how to ordain the priests and how the priests
should serve in the tabernacle (Ex. 28—29). Nothing
was left to chance or to the imagination. Moses was to
do everything according to what God had shown him
on the mount (25:40; 26:30; 27:8; Heb. 8:5).

In the ministry of the church today, spiritual lead-
ers must constantly ask, “For what does the Scripture
say?” (Rom. 4:3 NKJV). God hasn’t left us in the dark as
to what His church is, how it’s to be led, and what it’s
supposed to do, but if we substitute people’s ideas for
God’s Word, we will be in the dark (Isa. 8:20)!
Religious novelties and fads abound, creating celebri-
ties and increasing crowds but not always honoring the
Lord or building the church. We need leaders, like
Moses, who will spend time “on the mount” and find
out from the Word what God wants His people to do.

The assembly called (vv. 1-5). The ordination of
Aaron and his sons was a public event as every ordina-
tion ought to be (Acts 13:1-3; 16:1-3; 1 Tim. 4:14).
First of all the priests would serve God and seck to
please Him (Ex. 28:1, 3—4, 41), but also they would be
the servants of the people. It would have been impossi-
ble for all the people in the camp to assemble at one
time at the door of the tabernacle, so it was probably the
elders and leaders who gathered, representing the tribes
and the various clans (see Lev. 9:1). It’s a serious thing
to be set apart for ministry, and it must be done under
the authority of God and witnessed by God’s people.

Aaron and his sons washed (v. 6). This may have
been done at the laver in the courtyard of the tabernacle
(Ex. 38:8). The priests were ceremonially bathed all over
but once; from then on, they washed their hands and
feet at the laver while they were serving in the tabernacle
(30:17-21). When sinners trust Christ, they are washed
from their sins once and for all (Rev. 1:5—6; 1 Cor.
6:9-11); God’s children need to keep their feet clean by
confessing their sins to the Lord (John 13:1-10; 1 John
1:9). In the Bible, water for washing is a picture of the
Word of God (Ps. 119:9; John 15:3; Eph. 5:25-27). As
we meditate on the Word of God and apply it to our
lives, the Spirit of God uses the Word to cleanse us and
make us more like Christ (2 Cor. 3:18).

Aaron clothed (vv. 7-9). Aaron and his sons all wore
linen undergarments (Ex. 28:42—43; Lev. 6:8—10; see Ex.
20:26), but the high priest wore special beautiful gar-
ments, described in Exodus 28. First, Moses put on
Aaron the beautifully woven white coat and tied it with
the sash. Over that he put the blue robe that had the
golden bells and pomegranates on the hem. Over this
went the linen ephod, a sleeveless coat that was bound
with a special belt; both the ephod and the belt were
beautifully embroidered with threads of scarlet, blue,
purple, and gold. Over the ephod was the breastplate, an
embroidered piece of cloth folded double, on which were
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twelve precious stones representing the twelve tribes of
Israel, and in which were “the Urim and Thummim.”!
On his head, the high priest wore a linen turban (or bon-
net) with a special golden “crown” at the front on which
were engraved the words HOLY TO THE LORD.

Each “believer priest” has been clothed in the
beauty and righteousness of Jesus Christ and is
accepted in Him (Isa. 61:10; 2 Cor. 5:21; Eph. 1:6).
Our righteousnesses are but filthy rags in God’s sight
(Isa. 64:6). What must our sins look like to a holy God!
The high priest was accepted before God because of the
garments God provided in His grace.

Aaron and the tabernacle anointed (vv. 10-12).
This was done with a special oil that no one was to
duplicate in the camp, nor was it to be used on anyone
but a priest (Ex. 30:22-33). In Scripture, oil is often a
symbol of the Spirit of God who has anointed each
believer (2 Cor. 1:21; 1 John 2:20, 27; see Ps. 133).
The Hebrew word “Messiah” and the Greek word
“Christ” both mean “anointed one” (Luke 4:18; Acts
10:38). The fact that “the anointing oil of the Lord”
was on the priests set them apart from the common
people and governed what they could and could not do
(Lev. 8:30; 10:7; 21:12, 20).

Aaron’s sons clothed (v. 13). They didn’t have the
beautiful garments of the high priest, but what they
wore was still commanded by God, for their linen coats
and turbans symbolized holiness before God in charac-
ter and conduct. “But put on the Lord Jesus Christ,
and make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts”
(Rom. 13:14 NKjv).

The various sacrifices offered (vv. 14-29). The
bullock for the sin offering for Aaron and his sons
made possible the cleansing of their sins, and the ram
for the burnt offering symbolized their total dedication
to the Lord. The blood of the sin offering even sancti-
fied the altar.

The “ram of consecration [ordination]” took the
place of the fellowship offering, symbolizing their com-
munion with one another and with the Lord. The
word translated “consecration” or “ordination” means
“to fill up.” A part of the sacrifice, along with a meal
offering (Lev 8:25-26), was placed in Aaron’s hands,
thus filling them up, and then waved before the Lord.
Later, this would be eaten. But the unique part of the
ceremony was the putting of blood and oil on the right
ear, right thumb, and right big toe of Aaron and his
sons, symbolizing that they were set apart to hear God’s
voice, do God’s work, and walk in God’s ways.

It was necessary that blood be shed before God
could accept Aaron and his sons as servants in His holy
tabernacle. Because He is the holy Son of God, Jesus
Christ our High Priest needed no such sacrifices (Heb.
9). Instead, He is the one perfect sacrifice that “takes
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29 Nkjv).

The priests anointed (v. 30). Aaron had already had
the holy oil poured upon him (Lev. 8:12), but now both
he and his sons were sprinkled with both the oil and the
blood of the sacrifices, taken from the altar. This meant
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that both they and their garments were “sanctified,” set
apart by God for His exclusive use. Neither the priests
nor what they wore could be used for any “common”
purposes. They belonged wholly to God.

The ordination ram eaten (vv. 31-36). For the
next week, Aaron and his sons had to remain in the
tabernacle court, and each day, Moses offered sacrifices
like those he had offered on “ordination day” (Ex.
29:35-306). The priests then ate the meat of the “ram of
ordination” as well as the bread for the meal offering,
just as they would have eaten the fellowship offerings.
However, there was a difference; they were not permit-
ted to eat the meat the next day (Lev. 7:15-16).
Whatever was left over had to be burned that same day.
Their seven days in the tabernacle precincts indicated
the completion of their dedication to the Lord. Had
they disobeyed and left the tabernacle, they would have
died. It was a serious thing to be one of God’s priests.2

Revealing God’s glory (9:1-24)

Aaron and his sons had obeyed God’s commandments.
Thus when the week was over, they were ready to begin
serving the Lord at the altar. Up to this point, Moses
had been offering the sacrifices; now Aaron and his
sons would take up their priestly ministry.

Sacrificing on God’s altar (vv. 1-21). Aaron and
his sons had to offer a bull calf for a sin offering and a
ram for a burnt offering; from then on, they would be
offering a burnt offering on the altar every morning
and evening (v. 16; Ex. 29:38-42). Each day must
begin and end with total consecration to the Lord.
Being imperfect, the priests had to offer sacrifices for
themselves first before they could offer sacrifices for the
people (see Heb. 7:25-28).

Their ordination, however, also involved offering
sacrifices for the people (Lev. 9:3—4): a goat for a sin
offering, a calf and a lamb for burnt offerings, and a
bullock and a ram for peace (fellowship) offerings,
along with the meal offerings. To have sanctified priests
without a sanctified people would not be right. How
gracious of God to provide for sinners a way of forgive-
ness, dedication, and fellowship; we have all of this in
our Lord Jesus Christ!

Moses spoke to the people and told them that the
glory of the Lord would appear when the ordination
was completed (Lev. 9:6), just as His glory had
appeared when the tabernacle was erected (Ex.
40:34-38). One of the main purposes of the tabernacle
ministry was to glorify the God of Israel whose glory dwelt
on the mercy seat in the Holy of Holies. The pagan
nations around them had priests and sacrifices, but
they didn’t have the glory of God. Instead, they “glori-
fied Him not as God” and “changed the glory of the
uncorruptible God into an image” (Rom. 1:21, 23).
God hates idolatry because it robs Him of the glory
that is due to Him, and it robs God’s people of the
blessings He wants to share with them.

When Aaron had completed all these sacrifices, he

and his sons and the people of Israel were forgiven,



dedicated wholly to the Lord and in fellowship with Him.
The order of the sacrifices is significant: We must first deal
with our sins before we can dedicate ourselves totally to
the Lord; then we can enjoy fellowship with Him.

Sharing God’s blessing (vv. 22-23a). One of the
privileges of the high priest was that of blessing the
people; on that first day of his ministry, Aaron gave
them #wo blessings. He gave the first one alone, after he
had offered the sacrifices; he gave the second one along
with Moses after they had come out from the taberna-
cle when the ordination ceremony was finished.

The first blessing was probably the high priestly
blessing recorded in Numbers 6:23-26. It followed the
sacrifices. This reminds us that every blessing that we
have comes because of the finished work of Jesus Christ
on the cross (Eph. 1:3-7). Unless we know Jesus Christ
as our own Savior and Lord, we don’t have any spiritual
blessings of our own, and we can’t ask God to bless oth-
ers through us. The second blessing followed the time
Moses and Aaron had in the tabernacle, and this
reminds us that we must be in fellowship with God and
one another if were to be a blessing to others.

Seeing God’s glory (vv. 23-24). The glory of the
Lord had appeared when Moses finished erecting the
tabernacle (Ex. 40:34-35), and it would appear again at
the dedication of the temple (2 Chron. 7:1ff). How
gracious on God’s part to share His glory with sinful
people!

The glory that dwelt in the tabernacle eventually
left the camp because of the sins of the people (1 Sam.
4:21). It returned at the dedication of the temple, but
then the prophet Ezekiel watched it depart because the
nation had become so sinful (Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:4, 18;
11:22-23). The glory came to earth when Jesus was
born (Luke 2:8-9) and tabernacled in Him (John
1:14), but sinful people nailed that glory to a cross.
Today, God’s glory dwells in the bodies of His people
(1 Cor. 6:19-20), in each local assembly of His people
(3:16-17), and in His church collectively (Eph.
2:19-22). One day, we shall see that glory lighting the
perfect heavenly city that God is preparing for His peo-
ple (Rev. 21:22-23).

The fire of God consumed the burnt offering (see 2
Chron. 7:1-3) and gave the people the assurance that
Jehovah God was among them and with them. “Our
God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29), and that fire
could have consumed the people! This reminds us that
the wrath of God fell on His Son rather than on sinners
who deserved to be judged (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Peter 2:24).

The paradoxical response of the people helps us
better understand the experience of worship, for they
were both joyful and overwhelmed. There was joy in
their hearts that the true and living God had deigned
to dwell among them and receive their worship, but
there was also fear as the people fell on their faces in
awe. The two attitudes balance each other. “Serve the
Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling” (Ps. 2:11).
Paul saw this as a desirable and normal experience in
the local assembly (1 Cor. 14:23-25). If our ministry
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doesn’t glorify God, then God can't bless it and use it
to help others and win the lost.

Accepting God’s discipline (10:1-20)
A day which should have ended with the glorious wor-
ship of Jehovah God was instead climaxed with the
funeral of two of Aaron’s sons. The words of C. H.
Mackintosh are pertinent and powerful:

The page of human history has ever been
a sadly blotted one. It is a record of failure
from first to last. Amid all the delights of
Eden, man hearkened to the tempter’s lie
(Gen. 3); when preserved from judgment
by the hand of electing love, and intro-
duced into a restored earth, he was guilty
of the sin of intemperance (Gen. 9); when
conducted, by Jehovah’s outstretched arm,
into the land of Canaan, he “forsook the
Lord, and served Baal and Ashtaroth”
(Judges 2:3); when placed at the very sum-
mit of earthly power and glory, with
untold wealth at his feet, and all the
resources of the world at his command, he
gave his heart to the uncircumcised
stranger (1 Kings 11). No sooner had the
blessings of the gospel been promulgated
than it became needful for the Holy
Ghost to prophesy concerning “grievous
wolves,” “apostacy,” and all manner of
failure. ... Thus, man spoils everything.3

Nadab and Abihu’s sin (vv. 1-2). Everything that
these two men did was wrong. To begin with, they were
the wrong people to be handling the incense and pre-
senting it to the Lord. This was the task of their father,
the high priest (Ex. 30:7-10). They also used the
wrong instruments, their own censers instead of the
censer of the high priest, sanctified by the special
anointing oil (40:9). They acted at #he wrong time, for
it was only on the annual day of Atonement that the
high priest was permitted to take incense into the Holy
of Holies, and even then he had to submit to a special
ritual (Lev. 16:1fF.).

They acted under the wrong authority. They didn’t
consult with Moses or their father, nor did they seek to
follow the Word of God, which Moses had received. In
burning the incense, they used the wrong fire, what
Scripture calls “strange fire” (10:1; NIv says “unautho-
rized fire”). The high priest was commanded to burn
the incense on coals taken from the brazen altar
(16:12), but Nadab and Abihu supplied their own fire,
and God rejected it. They acted from the wrong motive
and didn’t seek to glorify God alone (10:3). We don't
know the secrets of their hearts, but you get the impres-
sion that what they did was a willful act of pride. Their
desire wasn’t to sanctify and glorify the Lord but to
promote themselves and be important.

Finally, they depended on the wrong energy for
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verses 9—10 imply that they were under the influence
of alcohol. This reminds us of Ephesians 5:18, “And be
not drunk with wine ... but be filled with the Spirit.”
If every child of God were killed who substituted
fleshly energy for the power of the Spirit, not many
would be left! A. W. Tozer once said, “If God were to
take His Holy Spirit out of this world, much of what
the church is doing would go right on; and nobody
would know the difference.”

Nadab and Abihu were not outsiders; they were
anointed priests who had seen God on the mountain (Ex.
24:1-11). Their father was the high priest, and they
were trained in the service of the Lord. Yet they were
killed for their disobedience! “So, if you think you are
standing firm, be careful that you don’t falll” (1 Cor.
10:12 N1v). It’s a serious thing to be a servant of God,
and our service must be empowered by His Spirit and
controlled by His Word. We must serve God “accept-
ably with reverence and godly fear: for our God is a
consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28-29).

Aaron’s sorrow (vv. 3—11). With the privileges of
ministry come also responsibilities and sacrifices.
Aaron wasn’t permitted to mourn the death of his two
older sons (Lev. 10:6—7; 21:10—12) but had to remain
in the tabernacle precincts and complete the ceremony
of ordination. Two of his nephews took care of the bur-
ial of the bodies (Ex. 6:21-22).

It may seem strange to us that God killed Nadab
and Abihu instead of merely warning them, but often
at the beginning of a new era in salvation history, the
Lord brought judgment in order to warn the people.
The priestly ministry at the tabernacle was about to
begin, and the Lord wanted to be sure the priests
understood the seriousness of their work. When Israel
entered the Promised Land, God used Achan’s disobe-
dience as a warning (Josh. 7), and the death of Uzzah
was His warning when the ark was brought to
Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:1-7). Early in the church age, the
death of Ananias and Sapphira served as a warning to
the saints not to try to lie to God (Acts 5).

It wasn’t enough for the priests merely to teach the
people the difference between the holy and the unholy;
they also had to practice it in their own lives. This is
one of the burdens of the message of Ezekiel the
prophet (Ezek. 22:26; 42:20; 44:23; 48:14-15).

Aaron’s sincerity (vv. 12-20). Since Moses was
concerned lest any other commandment of the Lord be
disobeyed and His judgment fall again, he admonished
Aaron and his two remaining sons to be sure to eat
their share of the peace (fellowship) offerings (Lev.
7:28-36). They were also to eat their part of the sin
offering (6:24-30). Moses discovered that the sin offer-
ing hadn’t been presented according to the law and that
Aaron and his sons hadn’t eaten it. At first he was
angry, but Aaron’s explanation satisfied him.

Aaron explained that he couldn’t eat the offering
with a good conscience because of the sorrow that had
befallen him that day. The Lord knew his heart, and he
wasn't going to attempt to fool God by playing the
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hypocrite. Aaron knew that a mere mechanical obser-
vance of the ritual wouldn’t have pleased God, for the
Lord looks on the heart and wants obedience, not sac-
rifice (1 Sam. 15:22-23; 16:7; Ps. 51:16-17; Mic.
6:6-8). The law didn't allow Aaron to express his grief
in the usual ways, but it didn’t forbid him to fast, and
fasting was his way of showing his grief for the loss of
his two sons.

As you review these three chapters, several lessons
stand out clearly:

1. God’s Word commands us concerning our min-
istry, and we must obey what He says. God’s
instructions are more detailed for the Old Testament
priests than for New Testament ministers, but the prin-
ciples and examples are clearly given in the New
Testament so that we shouldn’t go astray.

2. We dedicate ourselves to God, and He consecrates
us for His service. He wants servants who are clean,
yielded, obedient, and “marked” by the blood and the oil.

3. Apart from the finished work of Christ and the
power of the Spirit, we can't serve God acceptably (1
Peter 2:5). No amount of fleshly zeal or “false fire” can
substitute for Spirit-filled devotion to the Lord. Be sure
the “fire” of your ministry comes from God’s altar and
not from this world.

4. We minister first of all to the Lord and for His
glory. No matter how much we sacrifice and serve, if
God doesn’t get the glory, there can be no blessing.

5. The privileges of ministry bring with them seri-
ous responsibilities. “For everyone to whom much is
given, from him much will be required” (Luke 12:48
NKJV).

6. Our greatest joy in life should be to serve the
Lord and bring glory to His name. “Serve the Lord
with fear, and rejoice with trembling” (Ps. 2:11 NkjV).

Notes

1 The words mean “lights [or curses] and perfections,” and the
general feeling among interpreters is that the Urim and
Thummim were “holy lots” that were cast to determine the
will of God (Num. 27:21; 1 Sam. 28:6; 30:7-8).

2 Disobedience put the priests in danger of death (see Ex. 28:35,
43; 30:20-21; Lev. 16:2; Num. 4:15, 19-20). With great priv-
ileges come great responsibilities.

3 C. H. Mackintosh, Notes on Leviticus (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux,
1948), 175-76.

CHAPTER FOUR
Leviticus 11:5—12

CLEANLINESS AND GODLINESS

leanliness is next to godliness.”
c John Wesley is generally credited with that say-
ing,! but it’s likely the proverb was current before
his time. In fact, the way Wesley quoted it in his ser-

mon “On Dress” indicates that his listeners were
already familiar with the maxim.



The Jews would readily identify with the saying; in
the camp of Israel, the concepts of cleanliness and godli-
ness were so intertwined that they were almost
synonymous. The Jews feared lest they become ceremo-
nially unclean because of something they had touched
or eaten. From birth to burial, the Jews had to submit
every aspect of their daily lives to the authority of God’s
law. Whether it was selecting their food, preparing their
food, caring for a mother and new baby, diagnosing a
disease, or disposing of waste, nothing was left to
chance in the camp of Israel lest someone be defiled. In
order to maintain ceremonial purity, each Jew had to
obey God’s law in several areas of life.

Eating (11:1-23)

Since Noah knew about clean and unclean animals
(Gen. 7:1-10), this distinction was part of an ancient
tradition that antedated the Mosaic law. Whether a
creature was “clean” or “unclean” had nothing to do
with the quality of the beast; it all depended on what
God said about the animal. When He gave these laws,
no doubt the Lord had the health of His people in
mind (Ex. 15:26; Deut. 7:15), but the main purpose of
the dietary code was to remind the Israelites that they
belonged to God and were obligated to keep them-
selves separated from everything that would defile
them. “Be holy, for I am holy” (Lev. 11:44; see Deut.
14:3-20 for a parallel list of clean and unclean foods).

Nevertheless, the spiritual principle of separation
from defilement applies to the people of God today.
The fact that we know God must make a difference in
every aspect of our lives. “For you were bought at a
price; therefore glorify God in your body and in your
spirit, which are Gods” (1 Cor. 6:20 NKJV).
“Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you
do, do all to the glory of God” (10:31 Nkjv). God
hasn’t given His church a list of things that are clean
and unclean, but He’s revealed enough to us in His
Word to help us know what pleases Him and what
grieves Him.

Three facts should be noted about the dietary laws:
(1) God gave these laws only to the Jewish nation; (2)
obeying them guaranteed ceremonial purity but didn’t
automatically make the person holy in character; and
(3) the laws were temporary and were ended on the
cross of Christ (Col. 2:14).

Jesus made it clear to His disciples that all foods
were clean (Mark 7:1F), and God taught this lesson
again to Peter before He sent him to minister to the
“unclean” Gentiles (Acts 10:9-16). Paul affirmed that
special days and diets must not be considered either the
means or the measure of a person’s spirituality (Rom.
14:1—15:13). “But food does not bring us near to
God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if
we do” (1 Cor. 8:8 N1v). Its wrong to judge other
Christians on the basis of what they eat (Col.
2:16-23). As long as they believe God’s Word that all
foods are clean, and ask God to bless their food, they
have the right to eat it (1 Tim. 4:1-6).2
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It isnt necessary to identify every creature named in
this chapter. In fact, some of them are mysteries to us.
Keep in mind that the law named representative crea-
tures and didn’t attempt to give a complete list. Moses
gave the general characteristics of the creatures that
were approved and disapproved, and the people had to
exercise discernment in applying the law. If a creature
was doubtful, it was rejected; there was no sense taking
a chance of becoming defiled.

Land animals (vv. 1-8). The two requirements
were that the animal chew the cud and have a split
hoof. An animal with only one of these features wasn’t
considered clean and had to be rejected. The Hebrew
word translated “hare” in verse 6 (“rabbit,” N1v) refers
to an animal were not familiar with, because the
kinds of rabbits we're familiar with don’t chew the
cud. The movements of a rabbit’s jaw and nostrils
may give the appearance that he’s chewing the cud,
but that isn’t the case at all.

Water creatures (vv. 9—12). These had to have
both fins and scales to be edible, and so all shellfish,
catfish, and eels were prohibited. Aquatic creatures that
are scavengers and burrow in the bottom of a body of
water could pick up parasites that would be dangerous
to the eater’s health. Since fish swim freely in the water,
they generally escape such infections.

Fowl (vv. 13-19). Carrion-eating birds of prey
would be defiled by the dead carcasses of their victims
as well as by the blood still in the flesh; this made them
doubly unclean. When Israel lusted after meat, the
Lord sent them quails (Ex. 16:1-13; Num. 11:31-35).

Flying insects (vv. 20-23). All insects were forbid-
den except those with jointed hind legs used for
jumping, such as locusts, katydids, crickets, and
grasshoppers. These creatures aren’t normally a part of
the Western diet, but many peoples in the East eat parts
of their bodies roasted. John the Baptist lived on a diet
of locusts and wild honey (Matt. 3:4). The Jews would
shun cockroaches, flies, and other insects of that variety.

Some years ago, during the course of my annual
physical examination, my doctor discovered that my
sugar count was rather high. He checked it very care-
fully and then informed me that I was a borderline
diabetic in danger of experiencing some serious
calamity, like a heart attack or blindness. The easiest
solution to my problem was to lose weight, so I imme-
diately went on a diet.

He gave me a piece of good advice. “Remember the
secret of a happy diet is to learn to hate the things that
aren’t good for you and to enjoy the things that are
good for you.”

It worked! I followed the diet, lost my taste for
sweets and rich desserts, and soon got rid of the excess
weight that was threatening my health, if not my life.
We got the sugar under control.

The Jews under the Old Covenant had to adopt a
similar outlook on life. They had to learn to despise the
foods that God said were unclean and to enjoy the
foods that God said were clean. It was a choice between
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pleasing themselves and being unclean or pleasing the
Lord and being clean. There was no middle ground. If
any food was questionable, it should have been auto-
matically rejected, lest they disobey God and defile
themselves.

When I was a young believer, somebody gave me a
copy of the tract “Others May, You Cannot”; it was a big
help to me. I learned that I had to get my directions
from God and not from other people, and that I had to
be willing to be different. My great desire had to be to
please the Lord joyfully, not grudgingly, and not to see
how close I could get to sin and still not get into trouble.

Touching (11:24-43)

The emphasis in this section is on avoiding the defile-
ment caused by touching certain dead creatures, both
clean and unclean. If a Jew happened upon the carcass
of even a clean animal, he knew it was defiled because
the blood hadn’t been properly drained out nor had the
meat been protected from contamination. When
Samson ate the honey from the carcass of the lion, he
defiled himself and ceased to be a Nazarite (Judg.
14:1-9; see Num. 6:6, 9). No matter how sweet the
honey was, it was unclean in God’s sight; this made
Samson unclean.

People who became defiled from touching a carcass
were considered unclean until the end of the day. They
had to wash themselves and their clothes and couldn’t
enter the camp until sunset. This kept them from
spreading to others any contamination they might have
picked up from touching the dead animal. If a dead
creature fell into an earthen vessel, the vessel was
smashed. Anything touched by the carcass was unclean
and had to be either washed or destroyed.

It’s easy to see hygienic reasons behind these regu-
lations, and no doubt obeying them helped the Jews
avoid sickness. But the main reason for these laws was
to teach the people to appreciate cleanliness and shun
whatever was unclean. Paul’s admonition of the
Corinthians is a contemporary application of this
principle and must be pondered and obeyed by any
believer who is serious about holy living (2 Cor.
6:14—7:1).

Moses also added lizards, rodents, and other creep-
ing things to the list of prohibited foods (Lev.
11:29-30). These small creatures could die and be so
concealed that a person would not know the carcass
was there before they had touched it and become
defiled. Or the corpse might fall into a container or on
fabric, and this would make the item unclean. Jewish
women were very careful in their housekeeping lest
anything be present that would make the inhabitants
unclean.

Thirty-two times in Leviticus 11, you find the word
unclean, and ten times you find the word abomination.
What God says is unclean must be an abomination in
our eyes. “Woe to those who call evil good and good
evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness”
(Isa. 5:20 N1v). The first step toward disobedience is
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often “reclassifying” sin and making it look acceptable
instead of abominable.

For example, God said that the tree in the midst of
the garden was off-limits to the man and woman, but
Eve “saw that the tree was good for food” (Gen. 3:6)
and took the fruit. God said that all the spoil of Jericho
was under divine restriction and not to be touched by
the Jewish soldiers (Josh. 6:16-19), but Achan revised
that classification and took some of the spoil
(7:16-26). It cost him his life. Samuel told King Saul
to slay all the Amalekites and their flocks and herds,
but the king kept Agag alive and kept “the best of the
sheep and of the oxen” to give to the Lord (I Sam.
15:15). Saul reclassified what God had said was abom-
inable and thought this would make it acceptable, but
his folly caused him to lose his kingdom.

Today, we live in a society that rejects moral
absolutes and promotes a “fluid” morality that isn’t
morality at all. Like the people described in the book of
Judges, everybody is doing what is right in their own
eyes (Judg. 21:25). But society’s reclassifying of sin
hasnt changed anything; God still calls sin an abomi-
nation and still judges it.

Doctors can be sued for malpractice if they make
the wrong diagnosis and prescribe the wrong treat-
ment. But a university professor, a liberal preacher, or a
popular newspaper columnist can excuse sin and
defend immorality and be applauded for the skillful
diagnosis. Why? Because the human heart is “deceitful
above all things, and desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9)
and people love “darkness rather than light” because
their deeds are evil (John 3:19).

Evangelist Billy Sunday used to say that a sinner
can’t find God for the same reason a criminal cant find
a police officer: the criminal isn’t looking very hard!
“Prophets and priests alike, all practice deceit,” wrote
Jeremiah the prophet. “They dress the wound of my
people as though it were not serious. ‘Peace, peace,’
they say, when there is no peace” (Jer. 8:11 N1v). The
people are persecuted who have the right diagnosis and
the only remedy, while the people with the false diag-
nosis and the useless remedy are honored. “The
prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests bear rule by
their means; and my people love to have it so” (5:31).

Discerning (11:44-47)

If the Jewish people were to keep themselves clean
and pleasing to the Lord, they had to exercise discern-
ment; this meant knowing God’s Word, respecting it,
and obeying it. Fathers and mothers had to teach their
children the law and warn them about the things that
were unclean (Deut. 6:1-9). The priests had to teach
the people and remind them of the commandments of
the Lord. It was when the nation of Israel neglected the
Word of God and refused to obey it that the people
began to follow the abominable practices of the hea-
then nations around them, and this is what led to
Israel’s discipline and defeat.

The Jews had to remind themselves every hour of



every day that they belonged to Jehovah, the true and
living God, and that belonging to the nation of Israel
was a high and holy privilege. “I am the Lord your
God; consecrate yourselves and be holy, because I am
holy” (Lev. 11:44 nN1v). In New Testament language,
“Walk worthy of the calling with which you were
called” (Eph. 4:1 Nxyv). Obeying God’s will isn’t a bur-
den; its a privilege! As Moses reminded his people,
“For what great nation is there that has God so near to
it, as the Lord our God is to us, for whatever reason we
may call upon Him? And what great nation is there
that has such statutes and righteous judgments as are in
all this law which I set before you this day?” (Deut.
4:7-8 NKJV)

The Old Testament Jew, like the New Testament
Christian, was not to walk “as other Gentiles walk, in
the vanity of their mind” (Eph. 4:17). It was a tempta-
tion to “go along with” and then imitate the pagan
practices of the heathen nations, and this led to Israel’s
defilement and discipline. I fear that the church today
is following the same philosophy and becoming more
and more like the world. G. Campbell Morgan was
right when he said that the church did the most for the
world when the church was the least like the world.

Jews who exercised spiritual discernment would
“walk in love” (Eph. 5:2), and their love for the Lord
would motivate them to obey His law. Each morning,
the orthodox Jew would recite “The Shema,” the offi-
cial Jewish confession of faith: “Hear, O Israel: The
Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with
all your strength” (Deut. 6:4-5 N1v). That is still the
first great commandment (Matt. 22:34-40).

Like Israel in the Old Testament, believers today
must not only walk worthy of their calling and walk in
love, but also must “walk circumspectly ... understand-
ing what the will of the Lord is” (Eph. 5:15, 17). We
must keep our eyes open and look around carefully lest
we defile ourselves. Jews who knew what God said was
clean and unclean, and who exercised constant caution,
weren't likely to touch something unclean and defile
themselves. When we “walk as children of light” (Eph.
5:8), we won’t stumble over some carcass in the dark-
ness; for God’s Word is the light that directs us (Ps.
119:105).

The Lord reminded His people that it was He who
had redeemed them from Egyptian bondage (Lev.
11:45). Therefore, they belonged to Him and were
obligated to obey His will. Christ has redeemed us, not
that we might be free to please ourselves, but that we
might be free to serve Him, which is the greatest free-
dom of all. In giving His law, the Lord frequently used
the miracle of the exodus to call Israel to obedience
(19:36; 22:31-33; 25:38, 42, 55; 26:13, 45). In New
Testament language, the Jews had been “bought with a
price” and were obligated to glorify the Lord who had
redeemed them (1 Cor. 6:20; 1 Peter 1:18-25).

One of the marks of maturity is the ability “to make
a difference” (Lev. 11:47) and distinguish between
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right and wrong. As a pathologist looks through his or
her microscope, he or she can see a difference between
a healthy cell and a cancerous cell. The expert musician
can hear the difference between the right note and the
almost-right note, and the expert writer knows the dif-
ference between “any word” and the right word.
Likewise, mature believers can exercise discernment,
identify that which is unclean, and avoid it.
Remember, children are prone to walk into the mud
and get dirty.

What the prophet Hosea said about Israel in his
day is true of many professed Christians today: “You
stumble day and night, and the prophets stumble with
you. ... My people are destroyed from lack of knowl-
edge” (Hos. 4:5-6 N1v). “But solid food is for the
mature, who by constant use have trained themselves
to distinguish good from evil” (Heb. 5:14 Nw).
Commenting on 1 Corinthians 2:13-16, Vance
Havner said, “Nothing is more rare in churches today
than discernment. The natural man knows nothing of
it, the carnal man is devoid of it. Only the spiritual
man has it and we have all too few in that category.”

Purifying (12:1-8)

God graciously made provision for the cleansing and
restoration of anyone who became defiled. For routine
situations of uncleanness, the normal procedure was
for people to wash themselves and their clothing and
remain outside the camp until evening. Numbers 19
describes the preparation of special “water of purifica-
tion” that was kept outside the camp and used for
ceremonial cleansing. But with some kinds of defile-
ment, additional measures were necessary, as in cases of
childbirth (Lev. 12) and the presence of infectious sores
or diseases (chaps. 13—15).

Mother and child (vv. 1-5). In giving birth to a
baby, the mother experienced bleeding (vv. 4-5, 7), as
well as the secretion of other bodily fluids (see chap.
15), and this made her ceremonially unclean. The theme
of this chapter is not personal holiness but rizual purifi-
cation for the mother, without which she could not
return to normal life in her home and in the camp.

Therefore, nothing in Leviticus 12 should be inter-
preted to teach that human sexuality is “dirty,” that
pregnancy is defiling, or that babies are impure. God
created humans “male and female” (Gen. 1:27), and
when God declared His creation to be “very good” (v.
31), that declaration included sex. He commanded our
first parents to “be fruitful, and multiply” (v. 28); in
spite of contemporary negative attitudes toward babies,
Scripture presents children as blessings from God (Ps.
113:9; 127:3-5; 128:3; Prov. 17:6; Matt. 19:14). If for
some reason a pregnancy was unwanted, the Jews
would never consider aborting the baby.

There are probably matters of health involved in
these instructions. Since the mother was considered
to some measure “unclean” for forty days after the
birth of a son, or eighty days after the birth of a
daughter, it meant that she had opportunity for rest
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and recuperation before returning to her houschold
duties. This would encourage her own well-being as
well as that of the baby. It would also protect her from
possible sickness carried by infected people seeking to
assist her, or the spread of any infection she might
have (that is, childbed fever).

Scripture doesn’t explain why twice as much time is
assigned to a daughter than to a son. There’s no proof
that girl babies are necessarily weaker than boy babies
and therefore need a longer time with the mother. A
daughter would one day be subject to the judgment
placed on Eve (Gen. 3:16), but why would God double
the confinement of the mother because of the sex of her
child, something over which she had no control? And it
doesn’t seem reasonable that God set up this schedule in
order to “punish” the husband by doubling the time
hed have to be apart from his wife. Perhaps God estab-
lished these regulations primarily for the health of the
mother and her “bonding” to her daughter. The social
structure of Israel was decidedly masculine, and sons
were more welcome than daughters.

Circumcision (v. 3).3 In ancient days, other
nations practiced circumcision; but God gave this rite
to Abraham as a special mark of the covenant He had
with the people of Israel (Gen. 17:10-14). Each male
child became a “child of the covenant” when he was
circumcised and named eight days after his birth. The
operation also symbolized the “spiritual surgery” that
God wants to perform on the human heart (Deut.
10:16; 30:6; Jer. 4:4). Unfortunately, the Jewish people
ignored the spiritual aspect of the ceremony and con-
sidered the physical operation alone a guarantee that
the Jews were saved and accepted by God (Matt.
3:7-10; Rom. 2:25-29). A similar idea emerged in the
early church and had to be strongly refuted (Acts 15;
Rom. 4:1-12).

Some people equate infant baptism with circumci-
sion; but as R. K. Harrison wisely states it, “The
parallels are too superficial and narrow to be entirely
convincing or valid.”# The true believer has experi-
enced an inner spiritual circumcision through the Holy
Spirit, the “true circumcision” that changes the heart
and imparts new life (Gal. 6:12-16; Phil. 3:1-3; Col.
2:10-11). Because the sinful nature of the believer has
been “put off,” he or she can walk in newness of life
and does not have to yield to the desires of the flesh.

Sacrifice (vv. 4-8). Forty days after the birth of a
son, or eighty days after the birth of a daughter, the
mother and father were required to go to the sanctuary
and offer the sacrifices for the mother’s cleansing; a
year-old lamb for a burnt offering and a dove or pigeon
for a sin offering. The burnt offering symbolized her
dedication to God as she returned to her normal life,
and the sin offering took care of the defilement
involved in the birth process. It also reminded them
that every child, no matter how beautiful or delightful
he or she might be, is born in sin and must one day
trust the Lord for salvation (Ps. 51:5; 58:3).

How gracious of God to make allowances for the
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poor who couldn’t afford a lamb! Mary and Joseph
took advantage of this provision when they brought
Jesus to the temple (Luke 2:21-24).

This entire chapter, brief as it is, shows God’s lov-
ing concern for the family, especially mother and child.
We aren’t at all surprised to hear Jesus say, “Let the lit-
tle children come to me, and do not hinder them, for
the kingdom of God belongs to such as these” (Mark
10:14 N1v).

Notes

1 See John Wesley’s Sermon 93 “On Dress.” The phrase “next
to” means “immediately following.” When people become
believers, their faith ought to make a difference in the way they
care for themselves.

2 According to Romans 14—15 and 1 Corinthians 8—10, Paul
discussed the matter of abusing this freedom and thus offend-
ing a Christian with a weak conscience who hasn't yet grasped
the meaning of freedom in Christ. We willingly lay aside our
privileges, not to lose our freedom, but to help the weaker
believer gain freedom. We don’t want to keep people “babies”
who ought to grow, but we must minister to them in love. You
can’t force maturity. Of course, it is foolish to eat any food that
makes a person ill or that harms the believer’s body, which is
the temple of the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 6:19-20).

3 For an interesting study of this topic by a Christian medical
doctor, see chapter 8 of None of These Diseases by S.I. McMillen
(Revell, revised edition, 1984). See also the New England
Journal of Medicine for May 3, 1990 (vol. 322, no. 18),
1308-15.

4 R. K. Harrison, Leviticus, Tyndale Old Testament Commentary
Series (Downers Grove, IL InterVarsity, 1980), 134.

CHAPTER FIVE
Leviticus 13:5—15

THE GREAT PHYSICIAN

he beginning of health is to know the disease,”
Twrotc the Spanish novelist Miguel de Cervantes,

and every physician would agree with him. After
all, how can you prescribe effectively if you don’t diag-
nose accurately?

These three chapters in Leviticus deal with bodily
infirmities of one kind or another, because God was
concerned about His people’s physical welfare. He
cared for their needs during their wilderness march
(Deut. 29:5) and, if they obeyed Him, He promised to
shield them from the diseases they'd seen in Egypt (Ex.
15:26; Deut. 7:12-15). While it’s true that our greatest
needs are spiritual, God still has the physical well-being
of His people at heart.

The Hebrew word translated /leprosy in Leviticus
14—15 includes various skin diseases and even mildew
(13:47ff.; 14:33ff.). But there’s more to these chapters
than simply a description of symptoms and cere-
monies. In Scripture, disease is one of the images of sin
(Ps. 147:3; Isa. 1:5-6; Jer. 8:2; 30:12; Mark 2:17).



Thus as we study these chapters, we can learn what sin
is like and how God wants us to deal with it. We must
look beyond Moses to Jesus Christ, the Great
Physician, who was wounded that we might be healed
(Isa. 53:5). These three chapters illustrate three topics
that are vitally related to the life of holiness: sin (Lew.
13), salvation (chap. 14), and sanctity (chap. 15).

Sin (13:1-46; 14:1-32)

Since infection made a person ceremonially unclean,
God appointed the priests to act as His examiners to
determine whether the victim was “unclean” and there-
fore had to be separated from the rest of the camp. The
person being examined could be isolated for as long as
two weeks to give the disease a chance to change for
better or for worse. The symptoms might involve
swelling and a rash (13:1-8); swelling, whiteness, and
raw flesh (vv. 9-17); boils (vv. 18-23); burns (vv.
24-28); and various skin eruptions (vv. 29-44). Not
everything that looked like leprosy actually was leprosy,
and it would be cruel to isolate somebody who wasnt
actually infected.

Note also that the investigation included not only
persons (vv. 1-46), but also clothing (vv. 47-59) and
even houses (14:33-57). Here the priest was looking
for a mildew or fungus that, if allowed to spread, could
do serious damage. Once Israel was in their land, these
fungi could even destroy their crops (Deut. 28:22;
Amos 4:9).

Since disease is an illustration of sin in the Bible, as
you read these verses, you will learn a great deal about
the “symptoms” of sin.

Sin is “deeper than the skin” (13:3—4, 25, 30-32,
34). “The heart is deceitful above all things, and des-
perately wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9). The
word translated “wicked” in this verse means “sick”; the
NIv translates it “beyond cure.” Sin is not a surface
problem that can be solved with simple remedies, like
trying to cure cancer with hand lotion. Sin comes from
within, from fallen human nature; unless the heart is
changed, there can be no solving of the sin problem.
“For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) nothing
good dwells” (Rom. 7:18 Nkjv). Those who talk about
the “innate goodness of man” know neither the Bible
nor their own hearts.

In eighteenth-century England, if you were con-
victed for stealing, the judge could order the authorities
to chop off your right hand. If you were convicted a
second time, they could cut off the left hand. I recall
reading about a pickpocket who lost both hands but
managed to succeed in his career because he perfected
picking pockets with his teeth! Even if the authorities
had pulled all his teeth, it wouldn’t have solved the
problem, because sin is deeper than the skin. Jesus said,
“For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders,
adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blas-
phemies: These are the things which defile a man”
(Matt. 15:19-20).

In Jeremiah’s day, the false prophets were like physi-

Leviticus 13—14

cians who lied to their patients and refused to give
them bad news. “They have healed also the hurt of the
daughter of my people slightly, saying, Peace, peace;
when there is no peace” (Jer. 6:14). The medical pro-
fession today would discipline a doctor who did that,
but the practice is perfectly acceptable for humanistic
counselors, liberal preachers and professors, politicians,
and newspaper columnists. People still believe the
“progress myth” that people are good and are making
themselves and the world better and better day by day.

Sin spreads (13:5-8, 22-23, 27-28, 32, 34-36,
51, 53, 55, 575 14:39, 44, 48). True leprosy (“Hansen’s
disease”) affects the skin and the nerve endings; as it
spreads, it produces nodules and ulcers. The tissues then
contract and the limbs become deformed. What begins
as one sore gradually spreads and turns the whole body
into a mass of corruption and ugliness. How like sin!
“Then, when desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin;
and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth death”
(James 1:15 NKJV).

Odur first parents were thieves. Their son Cain was
a liar and a murderer. From that small beginning, sin
spread so as to corrupt and enslave the whole human
race. By the time God sent the flood, the earth was
filled with wickedness, evil, violence, and corruption
(Gen. 6:5, 11-13), and things haven’t become any bet-
ter since then. Scientific progress has made life more
comfortable, but it hasn’t made the world less corrupt.
“The whole head is sick, and the whole heart faints.
From the sole of the foot even to the head, there is no
soundness in it, but wounds and bruises and putrefy-
ing sores” (Isa. 1:5-6 NKJV).

For nearly fifty years, Alexander Whyte preached
God’s Word at Free St. George’s Church in Edinburgh,
Scotland, and gained a reputation for exposing the sins
of the human heart and bringing them under the
scrutiny of the Word of God. “Surgical preaching” peo-
ple called it. At one time, he had an assistant named
Hugh Black who preached at the evening service and
was much more liberal and optimistic in his message.
The congregation said they were blackened by Whyte
on Sunday mornings and whitewashed by Black on
Sunday evenings!

But when the church has a superficial view of sin, this
attitude affects everything the church believes and does.
If men and women are basically good and not sinners
under the wrath of God, then why preach the gospel?
Why send out missionaries? For that matter, why did
Jesus even die on the cross? If people are good, then what
they need is counseling and consoling, not convicting; we
should give them encouragement, not evangelism.

Sin defiles (vv. 44—46). The word “unclean” is
used fifty-four times in Leviticus 13—15. It describes
the ceremonial defilement that makes the victim unfit
for social life or for participation in worship at the
house of God. The prophet Isaiah confessed that he
was “a man of unclean lips” (Isa. 6:5), and then he
spoke for all of us when he wrote, “But we are all as an
unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy
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rags” (64:6). Whatever sin touches, it defiles; only the
blood of Jesus Christ can wash away that defilement (1
Cor. 6:9-11; 1 John 1:7; Rev. 1:5).

When you read Psalm 51, David’s prayer of confes-
sion, you can't help but notice how his sins defiled every
part of his being: his eyes (v. 3), his mind (v. 6), his ears
(v. 8), his bones (v. 8), his heart (v. 10), and his mouth
(vv. 13-15). His hands were stained with Uriah’s blood
(v. 14), and all he could do was throw himself on the
mercy of God and cry out, “Wash me” (vv. 2. 7).

Sin isolates (v. 46). What solemn words: “He is
unclean: he shall dwell alone; without the camp shall
his habitation be.” He had to tear his clothes, put a
covering on his upper lip, cry “Unclean, unclean!”
whenever anybody approached him, and remain out-
side the camp until either he died or was healed. “Free
among the dead” is the way Heman described it in
Psalm 88:5. God struck King Azariah (Uzziah) with
leprosy, and he had to dwell in a “separate house,” lit-
erally “a free house,” which was isolated from
everybody else (2 Kings 15:5 N1v). He was free—
among the dead!

If you've done any witnessing, you've probably met
people who seem to have no concept of the tragedy of
sin and the awfulness of hell. “I dont mind going to
hell,” they say rather flippantly. “T’ll have lots of com-
pany.”! But there is no company in hell, because hell is
a place of eternal isolation and loneliness. Like the lep-
ers outside the camp, lost sinners will dwell alone; they
will be alone forever.

Sin is fit only for the fire (vv. 52, 55, 57). A
defiled garment was to be burned in the fire; it was not
to be purified but destroyed. When Jesus spoke about
hell, He used the word gehenna, which referred to the
garbage dump outside Jerusalem “where their worm
dieth not, and the fire is not quenched” (Mark 9:44;
see Isa. 66:24). Hell is God’s eternal garbage dump pre-
pared for the devil and his angels (Matt. 25:41) and for
those who follow the devil by rejecting Jesus Christ. It's a
lake of fire (Rev. 19:20; 21:10, 14—15) where Satan and
his associates will suffer forever along with people
whose names were not found in the Book of Life
because they hadn't trusted Jesus Christ and been born
again into God’s family.

The consequences of leprosy were temporal, but the
consequences of sin are eternal. The Jews knew no cure
for leprosy, but there is a remedy for sin—faith in Jesus
Christ, the Savior of the world. Have you trusted Him?
If you have, are you telling others the good news that
they don’t have to be lepers and live forever in the fiery

garbage dump of hell?

Salvation (Lev. 14:1-32)

I find it discouraging to read chapter 13, with its
emphasis on uncleanness and isolation. But chapter 14
brings us that happy ray of hope that we need: A leper
can be cleansed and restored! We need the bad news of
judgment before we can appreciate the good news of
salvation.
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The Jews had no cure for leprosy. Thus, if the vic-
tim became well, it was a gift of God’s mercy and grace.
“And many lepers were in Israel in the time of Elisha
the prophet,” said Jesus, “and none of them was
cleansed, saving Naaman the Syrian” (Luke 4:27).
“Salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). If we aren’t saved
by God’s grace, then we aren't saved at all, for nobody
deserves to be saved.

The steps in the leper’s cleansing and restoration
picture to us what Jesus Christ has done for sinners.

The priest goes to the leper (vv. 1-3). Since the
unclean leper wasnt permitted to enter the camp, the
priest had to go outside the camp to minister to him or
her. “For the Son of man is come to seek and to save
that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). When He minis-
tered here on earth, Jesus was called “a friend of
publicans and sinners” (Luke 7:34); He compared
Himself to a doctor helping his needy patients (Matt.
9:10-13). As God’s Great Physician, Jesus makes
“house calls” and comes to sinners right where they are.
In the case of the Jewish leper, the priest went out to
investigate and determine if indeed the victim was
healed, but Jesus comes to us that He might heal us of
the sickness of sin.

The victim offers the two birds (vv. 4-7). This
unusual ritual pictures to us what Christ did to save a
lost world. Birds don’t belong in clay jars; they belong
in the heavens. Jesus came down from heaven and
became a man (John 3:13, 31; 6:38, 42). As it were, He
put Himself into a clay jar so that He might die for our
sins. The running water over which the bird was killed
reminds us of the Holy Spirit of God (John 7:37-39),
for Jesus offered Himself to God “through the eternal
Spirit” (Heb. 9:14). When the blood-stained living
bird was turned loose, it pictured our Lord’s resurrec-
tion, for the resurrection of Christ is as much a part of
the gospel message as is His death (1 Cor. 15:1-4).
Only a living Savior can save dead sinners.

The blood of the bird that was sacrificed was in the
jar and on the living bird, but it also had to be applied
to the healed leper. Using the hyssop (Ex. 12:22; DPs.
51:7), the priest sprinkled the blood on the leper seven
times and then pronounced the leper clean.2 “Without
shedding of blood is no remission” (Heb. 9:22). How
did the victim know he was clean? The priest told him
so! How do believers today know that God has saved
us? He tells us so in His Word! No matter how the
leper felt or what he looked like, God said he was clean,
and that settled it.

The person cleanses himself (vv. 8-9). On the
day of his cleansing, he had to wash himself and his
garments and shave off all his hair. He was then per-
mitted to enter the camp, but he wasnt allowed to
enter his tent. He had to stay outside for another week.

Why wash when the priest had already pronounced
him clean? Because he had to apply personally what God
said was true positionally. The man was ceremonially
clean and had the righr to live in the camp, but he
needed to be made personally and practically clean so he



would be fiz to live in the camp. “Wash yourselves, make
yourselves clean” (Isa. 1:17 Nkjv). “Let us cleanse our-
selves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting
holiness in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). Perhaps Paul
had Leviticus 14 in mind when he compared the new
life in Christ to a change of clothes (Col. 3:1-14).

The person cleanses himself again (v. 9). This
takes place a week later. The man had to wash, shave
his body again, and put on clean clothes. The dual
shaving left his skin like that of a baby, perhaps sym-
bolizing a new birth. The shaving and washing didn’t
kill the germs of leprosy—God had done that—but
they symbolized the newness of life that had come to
the former leper.

The person offered the required sacrifices (vv.
10-32). It’s now the eighth day since the priest first
visited the leper, and eight is the number of the new
beginning. The cleansed leper must bring to the door
of the tabernacle a male lamb for a trespass (guilt)
offering, a male lamb for a burnt offering, a ewe lamb
for a sin offering, as well as fine flour and oil for a meal
offering.

On the basis of these sacrifices, the priest had pro-
nounced the man clean (Lev. 14:7), because these
sacrifices picture the person and work of Jesus Christ.
The sin offering shows Christ atoning for a person’s
sin. The trespass offering reminds us that Christ paid
the debt we owed to God because, like the leper, we
were unable to serve Him during our days of unclean-
ness. In the burnt offering, the man dedicated himself
completely to God, and the meal offering displayed the
perfections of Christ accepted for the imperfections of
the worshipper.

The unique thing about this ceremony is that the
priest treated the cleansed leper like a fellow priest! He put
the blood of the trespass offering on the man’s right ear,
right thumb, and right big toe. He sprinkled oil on the
man seven times and then put the oil on the blood that
was already on his ear, thumb, and toe.3 After that, he
poured the oil on the man’s head. This is similar to the
ceremony Moses used when he ordained Aaron and his
sons (chap. 8).4 What grace that God should treat a
former leper like a priest! Six times in this section the
Lord declares that the priest “made atonement” for the
man (vv. 18-21, 29-31), which means that his sins
were forgiven.

Since the leper had been an outcast, unable to work
and earn money, perhaps he wasn't able to bring all
three animals for sacrifices. Thus God permitted the
poorer man to bring birds for the sin offering and the
burnt offering (vv. 21-23, 30-31). In addition, the
Lord didn’t require any restitution along with the tres-
pass offering. God makes it as easy as possible for
sinners to be forgiven and restored. But sinners act as if
salvation is so difficult, that they can’t possibly respond
to God’s call.

Sanctity (15:1-33)

The key word in this chapter is “issue,” used twenty-
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four times. It simply means a flow of liquid, whether
water in nature or a fluid discharged from the human
body. The human discharge may be natural (vv. 16-18,
25-30) or unnatural (vv. 1-15, 19-24), but it’s still
considered unclean and must be dealt with according
to the law of God. Personal hygiene and God’s concern
for women are certainly involved in these regulations,
but the main thrust seems to be that of enforcing per-
sonal sanctity. Not everybody is a leper, but all of us
have occasional “discharges” that defile us and could
defile others.

Unnatural male discharges (vv. 1-15). These
could be anything from diarrhea to discharges caused
by a venereal disease such as gonorrhea. Anything the
afflicted man touched or spat upon was unclean. In
fact, those defiled by touching him had to wash them-
selves and their clothes, and they remained unclean
until evening. Clay vessels that he touched were to be
broken and wooden vessels washed. The possibility of
infection was taken very seriously.

By the goodness of the Lord, the man with a dis-
charge could get well; when that happened, he had to
wait a week and, like the cleansed leper, wash himself
and his clothes. On the eighth day, he brought a sin
offering and a burnt offering, but he wasn’t required to
bring expensive sacrifices, since a bodily discharge
wasn't as serious as leprosy. After that, the man was free
to worship the Lord and live a normal life in the camp.

In recent years, we've heard a good deal about “toxic
people” and even “toxic churches.” Stephen Arteburn
and Jack Felton have written a book called Zoxic Faith
(Oliver/Nelson, 1991) that describes “cultic” churches
and the religious addiction they quietly spread among
unsuspecting people. The image is a biblical one, for
Jesus warned about people like the Pharisees who pre-
tended to be holy but were really transmitting
defilement to the people who followed them (Matt.
23:25-28). In fact, Paul wrote about people in his own
day whose religion was “toxic.” “Avoid godless chatter,
because those who indulge in it will become more and
more ungodly. Their teaching will spread like gan-
grene” (2 Tim. 2:16-17 NIv).

Natural male discharges (vv. 16-18). This para-
graph doesnt even suggest that sexual intercourse
within marriage is impure or defiling. As the tradi-
tional marriage ceremony puts it, “God established
marriage for the blessing and benefit of mankind.”
Within the holy and loving bonds of marriage, the hus-
band doesn’t defile his wife nor the wife her husband.
“Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage
bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all
the sexually immoral” (Heb. 13:4 nN1v).

Moses is dealing here with ceremonial uncleanness,
not moral uncleanness. Since intercourse involves bod-
ily fluids, and bodily fluids made a person unclean, the
husband and wife had to take pains to wash themselves
and maintain ceremonial purity. Perhaps the Lord is
telling us that, even in a beautiful experience like mar-
ried love, there is opportunity for our sinful nature to
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go to work and defile it. The Jewish couple had to con-
sider God as well as their own desires, and this helped
sanctify their relationship. No sacrifices were required
for their cleansing, only washing in water. Thus there
was no sin that needed to be atoned for.>

Natural female discharges (vv. 19-24). Once
again, God wasn’t condemning or punishing the
woman for experiencing her normal monthly period,
because He made her that way so she could bear chil-
dren. This regulation declares only that the woman’s
discharge made her unclean and therefore she could
make others unclean. Rachel used this ploy when she
deceived her father about his household gods (Gen.
31:26-35).

During the time of her period and for a week after-
ward, a woman was unclean and had to be careful
where she sat and slept and what she touched. But this
confinement was a blessing in disguise since it allowed
her to enjoy rest and quiet when she needed it most. If
her husband was too aggressive sexually, this law kept
him from taking advantage of her at a time when inter-
course wouldn't be especially pleasant to her. If he
forced himself on her, both he and the marriage bed
would be unclean for a week, and this would separate
him from everybody in the family and the camp! It
wasn’t worth it.6

Certainly God created sex for pleasure as well as for
procreation, but pleasure that isn’t disciplined soon
becomes bondage and then torture. Unmarried people
must exercise self-control lest they commit fornication
and invite the judgment of God (Heb. 13:4), but mar-
ried people also need self-control lest they take
advantage of one another and leave God out of their
most intimate relationship. God created sex, and wise is
the person who permits the Creator to make the rules.

Unnatural female discharges (vv. 25-33). A
prolonged hemorrhage would be both physically
painful and religiously disastrous, for the woman
would be perpetually unclean. The unknown woman
who came to Jesus for help had suffered with this
affliction for twelve years (Mark 5:25-34; Luke
8:43-48). Strictly speaking, everybody she touched
in that big crowd was defiled by her whether they
knew it or not; when she touched our Lord’s gar-
ment, He was also defiled. How gracious of Him to
heal her and give back to her the normal life she
longed for! The ritual for her cleansing reminds us of
the ritual for the restoration of a mother after the
birth of a baby (Lev. 12:6-7).

These regulations for personal sanctity werent just
pious suggestions from the religious leaders of the
nation. They were holy commandments from the Lord,
and it was a serious thing to disobey them (15:31-33).
For an unclean person to go to the tabernacle would be
to defile the tabernacle and invite judgment (v. 31).
God warned the Israelites that a violation of the law
given in Leviticus 15:24 would cause the couple to be
“cut off from among their people” (20:18). Whether
“cut off” meant death (it’s used that way in Gen. 9:11)
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or excommunication, commentators dont agree, but
whatever the penalty was, it was serious.

God’s people today don’t live under the threat of
such judgments, although “there is a sin unto death” (1
John 5:16; see 1 Cor. 11:30). But there should be no
area in our lives from which God is excluded, and every
relationship should be under His control.

His words to us are still, “Be holy, for I am holy!”

Notes

1 Anybody looking forward to the “company” in hell needs to
learn who they are. “But the cowardly, unbelieving, abom-
inable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and
all liars shall have their part in the lake which burns with fire
and brimstone” (Rev. 21:8 NKJV). “But outside [the heavenly
city] are dogs and sorcerers and sexually immoral and murder-
ers and idolaters, and whoever loves and practices a lie” (22:15
NKJV). Contrast that crowd with the company the children of
God will have in heaven (Heb. 12:22-24).

The number seven shows up frequently in Jewish ceremonies.

o

It symbolizes completeness and fullness. The number eight

suggests a new beginning.

W

It's worth noting that God doesn’t put the anointing oil on
man’s flesh but on the blood. The Holy Spirit goes only where
the blood has been applied.

4 The priest followed a similar ritual when he cleansed the house
infected with mildew or fungus (Lev. 14:49-53).

It’s likely that this law also applied to a man’s uncleanness from
a nocturnal emission (Lev. 22:4; Deut. 23:10-11). The mark

of the covenant was on the male member, and God had every

wn

right to give laws concerning it.
The rabbis taught that verse 24 did not refer to a husband will-
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fully forcing himself on his wife, but to the possibility of the
wife’s period beginning while they were engaged in inter-
course. They couldn’t believe that a Jewish man would
deliberately defile himself and disobey God just for pleasure.

CHAPTER SIX

Leviticus 16

ISRAEL’S HIGH AND HOLY DAY

he most important day of the year for the Old
TTestament Jew was the day of Atonement—Yom

Kippur—when God graciously atoned for all the
sins of all the people and gave the nation a new begin-
ning. Because today they have neither a temple nor a
priest (Hos. 3:4), Israel can’t celebrate Yom Kippur in
the appointed way, but those who have received Jesus
Christ can see in this ancient ritual a picture of what
Jesus did for us on the cross.

An appointed time (16:1-2, 29)

The deaths of Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10) must have put
the fear of God into Aaron and the priests so that they
wondered whether it was even safe to enter the taberna-
cle’s precincts to do their work. God made it clear that
the priests needed not be afraid to serve, but that only



the high priest was to enter the Holy of Holies, and that
only once a year on the day of Atonement. It wasn a
matter of human choice; it was a matter of divine
appointment. Any priest who disobeyed would die.

The appointed day was the tenth day of the seventh
month (16:29; 23:26-32; 25:9; Num. 29:7-11). The
Jewish calendar is described in Leviticus 23, and we'll
study it in detail in chapter 10, but we need to notice
now the importance of the seventh month (our mid-
September to mid-October). On the first day of the
seventh month, the trumpets were blown to announce
the beginning of a new year (Rosh Hashanah;
23:23-25).1 The tenth day was the day of Atonement
(23:26-32), and then came the Feast of Tabernacles (or
Booths), which started on the fifteenth day of the
month and lasted a week (23:33-44).

The blowing of the trumpets announced the new
year, but only the shedding of the blood could give the
people forgiveness and a new beginning. “Without the
shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb. 9:22
N1v). There was certainly sin in the camp. In addition,
not every offender had brought the required sacrifices
the previous year, and the sanctuary itself had been
defiled in ways only God could see. It was time for a
new beginning.

The high priest had to repeat the ritual of the day
of Atonement year after year, but Jesus Christ came at
the right time (Gal. 4:4-5) to finish the work nobody
else could do. “Once at the end of the ages, He has
appeared to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself”
(Heb. 9:26 Nkjv). The death of Christ on the cross has
fulfilled the day of Atonement.

An announced purpose (16:30-34)
The Hebrew word kapar, translated “atonement,” is
used sixteen times in Leviticus 16, and it basically
means “to ransom, to remove by paying a price.” The
priest placed his hands on the head of the sacrifice,
symbolizing the transferring of the nation’s sins to the
innocent victim who died in their place. Atonement
means that a price is paid and blood is shed, because
life must be given for life (17:11). John Stott says it
magnificently: “We strongly reject, therefore, every
explanation of the death of Christ which does not have
at its center the principle of ‘satisfaction through sub-
stitution,” indeed divine self-satisfaction through
divine self-substitution.”2

The word “blood” is used nine times in this chap-
ter and thirteen times in chapter 17.If the day of
Atonement teaches us anything about salvation, it’s
that there can be no salvation from sin apart from the
shedding of blood. Those who reject this view and
claim that they want “only the loving religion of Jesus”
had better listen to what Jesus Himself said: “For this is
My blood of the New Covenant, which is shed for
many for the remission of sins” (Matt. 26:28 NKJV).
“Just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but
to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Matt.
20:28 NKJV).

Leviticus 16

The sacrifices offered on the day of Atonement
brought a threefold cleansing: to the high priest and his
family (Lev. 16:6, 17), to the people of Israel (v. 17),
and to the tabernacle (vv. 16, 20, 33). It seems strange
to us that the holy sanctuary would be defiled and need
cleansing, but such was the case. The sins of the people
not only defiled themselves, but they also defiled the
tabernacle of God. The sacrifices made on earth puri-
fied the earthly sanctuary, but our Lord’s sacrifice
purified “the heavenly things” with the blood of a bet-
ter sacrifice (Heb. 9:23).

An afflicted people (16:29, 31)

Regardless of the day of the week on which it fell, the
annual day of Atonement was considered a Sabbath,
and the people weren’t allowed to do any work. God
commanded them to “afflict themselves” (“deny your-
selves,” N1v), a Hebrew word that means “to humble or
oppress.” Its used to describe the pain that the
Egyptians inflicted on the Hebrews (Ex. 1:11-12) and
the suffering Joseph felt in prison (Ps. 105:18). The
“affliction” on the day of Atonement is usually inter-
preted to mean fasting and the confession of sin.

On that day, God called His people to get serious
about sin; the church needs to heed that call today.
“Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.
Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your
hearts, you double-minded. Lament and mourn and
weep! Let your laughter be turned to mourning and
your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves in the sight of
the Lord, and He will lift you up” (James 4:8-10
NKJV).

“Repentance is almost a lost note in our preaching
and experience,” said Vance Havner, “and the lack of it
is filling our churches with baptized sinners who have
never felt the guilt of sin or the need of a Savior.... We
are trying to get young people to say, ‘Here am I’ before
they have ever said, “Woe is me!””

The fact that the people werent to do any work
reminds us that we are saved wholly by God’s grace,
through faith, and not because of our character or our
good works (Eph. 2:8-9). The forgiveness that the peo-
ple received that day was the gift of God.

An assigned procedure (16:3-28)

It wasn't enough that the high priest serve on the right
day, for the right purpose, and that the people have the
right heart attitude. It was also important that the high
priest follow the right procedure that God gave to him.
The day of Atonement was not a time for innovation
because too much was at stake.

The high priest prepares (vv. 3-5). First of all, the
high priest had to make sure the proper sacrifices were
available: a bull and a ram for himself and his family,
and two goats and a ram for the people. These animals
had to be examined to make sure they had no defects.

The high priest then took off his glorious garments,
washed at the laver, and put on the simple linen gar-
ments of an ordinary priest. He left his special
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garments in the holy place, where he would return later
to put them on again. Laying aside his glorious robes
was an act of humiliation, and washing at the laver was
an act of sanctification. He was setting himself apart to
serve the Lord and His people on this special day.

In a much greater way, our Lord Jesus Christ did all
of this for us. “And for their sakes I sanctify myself, that
they also might be sanctified through the truth” (John
17:19). He never needed to be cleansed from sin
because He was sinless, but He did set Himself apart to
serve us. He laid aside His glory and came into this
world as a poor baby. As God’s Suffering Servant, He
humbled Himself and died on the cross (2 Cor. 8:9;
Phil. 2:5-11). His work completed, He returned to
heaven and “dressed Himself” once again in the glory
that is rightfully His (John 17:1, 5).

The high priest offers his own sin offering (vv. 6,
11-14). Being now properly washed and dressed, the
high priest then went to the altar where he sacrificed
the bull as a sin offering for himself and his family,
which probably included all the priests (Lev. 16:11).
Taking some of the blood of the bull, plus a censer of
coals from the altar and a supply of the special incense,
he entered the Holy of Holies. He put the incense on
the coals so that the cloud would cover the mercy seat
upon the ark (v. 13), and then he sprinkled some of the
blood o7 the mercy seat and some of the blood seven
times before the mercy seat (v. 14).

Since the cloud of incense symbolized the glory of
God, the high priest put God’s glory ahead of every-
thing else. It reminds us of Christ’s first request in His
high priestly prayer, “Glorify thy Son, that thy Son also
may glorify thee” (John 17:1). We need to remember
that the ultimate goal of God’s great plan of salvation is
not the good of people but the glory of God (Eph. 1:6,
12, 14). The high priest needed a sacrifice because he
was a sinner, but Jesus didn’t need a sacrifice for
Himself because He is sinless (Heb. 7:23-28).

The high priest offers the sin offering for the
people (vv. 7-10, 15-22). The two goats together
constituted one sin offering (“two kids of the goats for
a sin offering,” v. 5), even though only one goat was
slain. The high priest cast lots over the goats, and one
of them was chosen to die. He killed the goat and took
some of its blood into the Holy of Holies, where he
sprinkled it on the mercy seat and seven times before
the mercy seat, just as he'd done with the blood of the
bull. But he also sprinkled the goat’s blood in the holy
place of the tabernacle and applied it to the horns of
the brazen altar, along with the blood of the bull. Thus
he purified the tabernacle and altar “from the unclean-
ness of the children of Israel” (v. 19).

The high priest then put both hands on the head of
the living goat and confessed “over it all the wickedness
and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins” (v. 21
N1v). This goat was led out of the camp and released in
the wilderness, never to be seen again.

This goat is called “the scapegoat” (vv. 8, 10, 26),
short for “escape-goat,” that is, the goat that escaped
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death and escaped into the desert.3 The Hebrew word
is azazel, which could be a compound of the two
Hebrew words “goat” and “to go away.” Some
Hebraists connect it with an Arabic word that means
“to remove, to banish.” Regardless of the origin of the
word, the meaning is clear: The releasing of the goat
symbolized the sins of the people being carried away,
never to be held against them again. “As far as the east
is from the west, so far has He removed our transgres-
sions from us” (Ps. 103:12 nkxjv). “Behold! The Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John
1:29 NKJV)

Remember that the two goats were considered one
sin offering (Lev. 16:5). One goat died because there
must be blood sacrifice before there can be forgiveness.
The other goat lived but was “lost” in the wilderness,
having “carried away” the nation’s sins. Because the liv-
ing goat was part of a sin offering, the man who led the
goat out of the camp had to wash himself and his gar-
ments before he could return to the camp (v. 26).

The high priest washes himself and puts on his
official garments (vv. 23-24). Once he was sure that
the scapegoat was officially lost in the wilderness, the
high priest went into the holy place of the tabernacle,
took off the linen garments, bathed, and put on his
official robes. This reminds us of our Lord’s return to
heaven, where He received the glory He had laid aside
when He was here on earth.

The high priest offers the burnt offerings (vv. 3,
5, 24). He offered a ram for himself and a ram for the
people, each a symbol of total devotion to the Lord. At
the same time, he burned the fat of the sin offering (see
4:8-10). “But there is forgiveness with You, that You
may be feared” (Ps. 130:4 Nxjv). Forgiveness and the
fear of the Lord go together, for the privilege of forgive-
ness carries with it the obligation of commitment and
obedience. Jesus offered Himself up to the Father in
total obedience, and we cannot do less than follow His
example.

Once the burnt offerings had been presented, and
the fat of the sin offerings burned, the high priest
supervised the carrying of the sin offerings outside the
camp to be burned (Lev. 4:1-12; see Ex. 29:13-14).
The man who did the job had to wash before he could

return to the camp.

An appropriate picture (Zech. 12:10—13:1)

Many see in the annual day of Atonement a picture of
Israel’s future cleansing when their Messiah appears to
deliver them, cleanse them, and establish them in their
kingdom.

The seventh month begins with the blowing of the
trumpets, and there is a future “crumpet call” for Israel
to gather the people together. “And it shall come to
pass in that day that the Lord shall thresh, from the
channel of the River to the Brook of Egypt; and you
will be gathered one by one, O you children of Israel.
So it shall be in that day. That the great tcrumpet will be
blown; they will come, who are about to perish in the



land of Assyria, and they who are outcasts in the land
of Egypt, and shall worship the Lord in the holy mount
at Jerusalem” (Isa. 27:12-13 Nkjv). Jesus also referred
to this future gathering of the Jews (Matt. 24:29-31).

Just as the day of Atonement was a day of personal
“afflicting” for the Jews, so they will mourn when they
see their Messiah (Zech. 12:10-14). God will give
them “the spirit of grace and supplication” (v. 10), and
they will repent of their sins and believe in Him. “They
will look on Me, the One they have pierced, and they
will mourn for Him as one mourns for an only child”
(v. 10 N1V).

Israel’s repentance and faith will lead to their cleans-
ing. “On that day a fountain will be opened to the
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem to
cleanse them from sin and impurity” (13:1 N1v). Their
Messiah who died for them will be their sin offering
and burnt offering, and they will make a new begin-
ning as a forgiven people, beloved of the Lord. What
the Lord said about the Jewish remnant returning
home from Babylon will be true of the nation in that
great day: “Search will be made for Israel’s guilt, but
there will be none, and for the sins of Judah, but none
will be found, for I will forgive the remnant I spare”
(Jer. 50:20 N1v).

The annual day of Atonement was followed by the
Feast of Tabernacles, Israel’s most joyful time of cele-
bration, and Israel’s future “day of Atonement” will be
followed by the establishing of the kingdom God
promised to His people (Isa. 11-12; 32; 35). Creation
will be delivered from the bondage of sin (Rom.
8:18-22); Jesus will reign as King, and “in his days the
righteous will flourish; prosperity will abound till the
moon is no more” (Ps. 72:7 N1v).

Notes

1 Israel began her religious year with Passover (Ex. 12:1-2) and
her civil year with the Feast of Trumpets (Lev. 23:23-25).
Unlike our modern New Year’s Day, Rosh Hashanah for the
Jews is a day of fasting, confession, worship, and prayer. We
would do well to follow their example instead of the example
of the world.

2 John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity, 1986), 159.

3 Tyndale used this first in his translation of the Pentateuch, “the
goote on which the lotte fell to scape” (Lev. 16:10). Today, a
scapegoat is a person who gets blamed for something he or she
didn’t do, or who willingly takes the blame in order to spare

somebody else.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Leviticus 17:5—20

HOLINESS IS A PRACTICAL THING

n his famous commencement address given at
Harvard University on June 7, 1978, Russian novel-
ist and social critic Alexander Solzhenitsyn said, “I

Leviticus 16—17

have spent all my life under a Communist regime, and
I will tell you that a society without any objective legal
scale is a terrible one indeed. But a society with no
other scale but the legal one is not quite worthy of man
either.”

With all due respect to hardworking legislators,
judges, law-enforcement officers, and lawyers, I agree
with Solzhenitsyn; it takes more than good laws to
make good people and a good society. In our world
today, not everything that’s legal is moral or biblical.
Some human activities that courts sanction and society
defends, God will one day judge as abominable sin.

Leviticus 17—20 constituted a legal code for the
people of Israel, touching on many areas of their per-
sonal and public life. The emphasis isn’t simply on
justice or civic righteousness, as important as they are,
but on holiness. After all, Israel was God's people and the
law was God’s law. The Lord said to them, “Sanctify
yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I am the Lord your
God. And you shall keep My statutes, and perform
them: I am the Lord who sanctifies you” (20:7-8 NKJV).

The motivation for Isracl’s obedience had to be
more than fear of punishment. The people also needed
in their hearts a desire to please God and a determina-
tion to be a holy people who would bring glory to His
name (Ex. 19:3-6). Obeying the law and having holy
character aren’t necessarily the same thing.

Twenty-four times in these four chapters you find
the declaration, “I am the Lord!” God was giving His
people divine laws that expressed His holy will, laws
that He expected them to respect and obey. While obe-
dience to the law isnt God’s way of salvation (Rom.
3:19-20; Gal. 3:21-29), a love for holiness and a desire
to obey and please God are certainly evidences that we
are the children of God (1 John 3:1ff.).1

These chapters deal with four special areas of life
that must be respected and kept holy: the sanctity of
blood, or life (chap. 17); the sanctity of sex (chap. 18);
the sanctity of the law (chap. 19); and the sanctity of
judgment (chap. 20).

The sanctity of blood (17:1-16)

According to Leon Morris, the word “blood” is used
460 times in the Bible, 362 of them in the Old
Testament.2 In Leviticus 17, you find the word “blood”
thirteen times; you also find in this chapter the key text
in biblical theology on the significance of the blood in
salvation: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and
I have given it to you upon the altar to make atone-
ment for your souls; for it is the blood that makes
atonement for the soul” (v. 11 NKjV).

Long before medical science discovered the signifi-
cance of the circulation of the blood in the human
body and its importance for life, Scripture told us that
the blood was the life. When a sacrifice was offered and
its blood was shed, it meant the giving of a life for the
life of another. The innocent victim died in the place of
the guilty sinner. Throughout Scripture, it’s the blood
that makes the atonement. Any theology that ignores
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or minimizes the blood isn’t founded on the Word of
God.

The offering of food (vv. 1-7). The Jews didn't eat
a great deal of meat because it was too costly to slaugh-
ter their animals. The law stated here prohibited them
from killing their animals for food anywhere inside or
outside the camp. Any animal used for food had to be
brought to the altar and presented as a fellowship
(peace) offering to the Lord.

This law accomplished several things. To begin
with, it kept the people from secretly offering sacrifices
to idols out in the fields. If they were discovered and
questioned, they could claim that they were killing the
animal only for a feast. But if that were the case, they
should have taken the animal to the tabernacle altar.
The blood of an animal must be offered only to the
Lord and only at His altar.

Second, by this law the Lord dignified ordinary
meals and made them a sacred experience. The slain
animal wasn't just a piece of meat; it was a sacrifice pre-
sented to the Lord. According to verse 4, slaying an
animal away from the altar was the same as murdering
the animal, and God wants us to treat His creation
with greater respect. When we thank God at the table
for our food, we're not acknowledging only His good-
ness; we're also sanctifying the meal and making eating
it a spiritual experience.

Third, by bringing the animal to the altar, the
offerer was seeing to it that the Lord (3:1-17) and the
priest (7:11-18) each received their rightful portion.
To be sure, the offerer wouldn't get as much meat for
himself and his family, but the principle behind
Matthew 6:33 would compensate him in other ways.
The fellowship meal at the house of God would glorify
God and satisfy the needs of the offerer and those who
ate with him.

The offering of sacrifices (vv. 8-9). This is a fur-
ther application of the first law; even if you were
bringing a legitimate sacrifice to God, it had to be
brought to the altar and the blood shed there. No Jew
was ever allowed to offer a sacrifice in the fields or at
his tent. There was one tabernacle, one altar, and one
ordained priesthood, and the people had to respect
God’s orders.

These laws were modified slightly when the nation
went into the land of Canaan (Deut. 12:1-16). In the
camp of Israel, nobody would be too far from the door
of the tabernacle. Thus bringing an animal for a fellow-
ship offering wouldn’t pose a problem. But in the land
of Canaan, distance would create a problem.
Therefore, the Lord allowed the people to kill animals
for food at home without having to bring them to the
altar (vv. 15-16). However, all sacrifices had to be at the
altar, and nobody was permitted to eat the blood.

The eating of blood (vv. 10-14). Because the
blood is the life of the creature and the God-ordained
means of atonement, it must not be treated like ordi-
nary food. This prohibition goes all the way back to
Noah (Gen. 9:1-4) and was repeated often in the law
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(Lev. 3:17; 7:26-27; Deut. 12:16, 23-25; 15:23). The
early church included this regulation in its instructions
to Gentile converts (Acts 15:23-29). In many heathen
religions, it was a common practice to use blood for
food, which explains why God warned even the non-
Jews in the camp not to violate this law. How easy it
would be for a Jew to follow the bad example of his
heathen neighbor and thus incur the wrath of God!

Before preparing his meal, a Jew out hunting had to
be careful to drain out the blood of the animal or bird
he had caught. The blood then had to be covered with
earth, giving it a decent burial, as it were. Orthodox
Jews today are very careful to purchase kosher meat
from which the blood has been drained in the pre-
scribed manner.

The eating of animals found dead (vv. 15-16).
Since meat was scarce and expensive, the chance find-
ing of a dead animal in the field might appear to be a
favorable event. But the carcass was obviously unclean
because the blood hadn’t been drained out, and it had
been exposed to whatever vermin were available. No
Jew would want to take a chance in becoming unclean
by eating the meat. If he did, he had to stay out of the
camp until evening, then bathe himself and his cloth-
ing to be made clean.

Believers today need to appreciate the importance
of the “precious” blood of Christ (1 Peter 1:19).
Among other things, through His blood, we are justi-
fied (Rom. 5:9), redeemed (Eph. 1:7), washed (Rev.
1:5), sanctified (Heb. 13:12), brought near (Eph.
2:13), and cleansed (1 John 1:7). The church was pur-
chased by the blood of Christ and therefore is very
precious to God (Acts 20:28).

The sanctity of sex (18:1-30)

We live in a sex-saturated society. It smiles at
monogamous marriages, encourages abortion as a
means of birth control, promotes and endorses kinky
sex as a means of entertainment, claims that moral
absolutes don't exist, and really believes that people can
violate moral standards and escape the consequences.
Fulton J. Sheen was right when he said, “The
Victorians pretended sex did not exist; the moderns
pretend that nothing else exists.”

Authority (vv. 1-5). There are several reasons why
the Lord gives clear instructions concerning personal
sexual hygiene, sexual morality, and marriage. For one
thing, were created in the image of God, and the
Creator knows what’s best for His creation. God cer-
tainly wants married couples to enjoy the beautiful gift
of sex, but He also wants them to avoid the terrible
consequences that come when His laws are violated.

God had chosen Israel to be the channel through
which His Son would come into the world, and it was
important that the channel be sanctified. The break-
down of marriage in the Jewish society and the
adopting of pagan practices could threaten the plan of
God for their redemption. This seems to be the
emphasis of Malachi 2:15. The Lord was “seeking



godly offspring” (N1v) that can come only from godly
marriages.

A Christian marriage should be a witness to the
world of the love Christ has for His church (Eph.
5:25-33), but if that marriage isn’t pure and faithful,
the witness is destroyed. If husbands and wives cant
love each other as Christ loves the church, why invite
their unsaved friends to be saved and share in Christ’s
love?

Three times in this passage God said, “I am the
Lord” (Lev. 18:2, 4-5). The phrase is used forty-two
times in Leviticus 18—26. That’s all the authority we
need for the standards that we hold! The Lord warned
Israel not to look back and imitate the sins they saw in
Egypt, nor to look around and imitate the sins of the
Gentile nations (18:3). When the Jews entered
Canaan, they would discover that the people there were
unspeakably immoral; Israel would have to maintain a
position of separation in order to be pleasing to the
Lord. The church today must maintain that same posi-
tion (2 Cor. 6:14-7:1; Eph. 5:1-14; Col. 3:1-7).

Obedience to God’s commandments brings life
(Lev. 18:5). Indeed, other biblical writers often quoted
this verse (see Neh. 9:29; Luke 10:28; Rom. 10:5; Gal.
3:12). If people could perfectly obey God’s law, their
obedience would save them, but, of course, nobody
can. Therefore, salvation is wholly by faith, totally
apart from the works of the law (Rom. 3:19-31).
However, after we're saved, our obedience to the will of
God, as revealed in the Word of God, is the basis for
fellowshipping with God and enjoying the abundant
life He wants us to have.

Standards (vv. 6-23). Since God invented sex and
ordained marriage, He has every right to establish the
regulations that control them, and our obedience will
help protect these wonderful blessings from the defile-
ments of the world. The laissez faire attitude of the
humanistic world that says “anything goes” is not for
the Christian. When it comes to moral standards, we're
becoming more and more of a persecuted remnant, but
we dare not retreat.

The repeated phrase “uncover the nakedness” simply
means “to have sexual relations with.” These laws would
apply not only to marriage but also to casual contacts
that were immoral. The prohibitions are listed in this
chapter; the penalties are spelled out in chapter 20.

Leviticus 18:7-18 deal with incestuous relation-
ships. These regulations are based on the fact that, in
marriage, the man and woman are one flesh (Gen.
2:21-25; 1 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 5:31). A person who had
relations with his stepmother, for example, would be
“uncovering the nakedness” of his father; for the father
and stepmother would be one (Lev. 18:8; see 1 Cor.
5:1ff.). Most modern societies prohibit consan-
guineous marriages, not because of what the Bible says
but because of the consequences of such unions. There
is a tendency for their children to inherit the recessive
detrimental genes and bring out the worst in the fam-
ily tree rather than the best.

Leviticus 18—19

Leviticus 18:16 did not prohibit what is known as
“levirate marriage.” (“Levir” is the Latin word for “hus-
band’s brother.”) This occurred when a deceased
husband’s brother married the widow so as to beget
sons who would continue the family name and protect
the family inheritance (see Deut. 25:5-10). The law
stated in Leviticus 18:16 prohibited only illicit rela-
tions between brother-in-law and sister-in-law.

The seventh commandment, “You shall not com-
mit adultery” (Ex. 20:14 NKjv), is expressly stated in
Leviticus 18:20 (see Deut. 5:18). A man might argue,
“I can enjoy my neighbor’s wife because she isn’t a rel-
ative, so it’s legal.” But God said it was wrong, and that
settled it. The Bible repeats the stern warnings against
adultery (see Prov. 2:16-19; 7:5-22; Matt. 5:28; Rom.
13:9; Gal. 5:19; James 2:11).

The warning about Molech (Lev. 18:21) will be
dealt with when we study 20:1-5.

This section climaxes with prohibitions against
homosexuality (18:22) and bestiality (v. 23; see Ex.
22:19; Deut. 27:21), with the warning that these sins
are defiling, detestable (N1v), and a perversion (NIV).
The best commentary is Romans 1:24-32 (see also
Gen. 18:16—19:38; Judg. 19; Deut. 23:17-18, where
a male cult prostitute is called a “dog”).

That people who have committed any of these sins
can be forgiven and become God’s children is clear
from Matthew 12:31 and 1 Corinthians 6:9—11; that
God expects them to repent and forsake their old
lifestyle is clear from 2 Corinthians 5:21; Ephesians
5:1-10; and Colossians 3:1-7.

Consequences (vv. 24-30). The picture here isnt a
pretty one. Sexual perversions are like disease germs;
they make a society and a nation sick. Then the land
itself becomes sick and must vomit out its filthy people
the way a human body vomits out poison. How tragic
that people made in God’s image should end up as
vomit! Please note that these were Gentile nations that
were judged—peoples with whom God had not made
any covenants, but He still held them accountable for
their filthy deeds against nature (Rom. 1:18ff.).

If God so dealt with Gentile nations, to whom He'd
never given His law, how much more will He hold
accountable those who claim to know Him and possess
His Word? There are dire consequences to sexual sins,
and the judgment is greatest where the light has been
the brightest. Alas, the nation of Israel disobeyed God,
defiled their land, and were vomited out into captivity.
Today, there are both secular and religious organizations
that openly espouse an immoral lifestyle contrary to
God’s Word; in God’s eyes, they’re making society sick.

The sanctity of law (Lev. 19:1-37)

In chapter 19, the Ten Commandments are applied to
various areas of life; in chapter 20, the penalties are
stated that must be imposed on those who disobey His
commandments. God expected His people to take His
law seriously and to apply the penalties obediently and
without favoritism.
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The regulations given in chapter 19 arent arranged
in any discernible order, but the one thing that ties
them together is their relationship to the Ten
Commandments (Ex. 20:1-17), which is the basis for
all Jewish law and should be the basis for all moral law.
Perhaps the easiest way to classify these laws is to see
them in their relationship to God, to others, and to
things.

Precepts relating to God. Since He is a holy God,
we must be a holy people (Lev. 19:1-2). We've noted
that the phrase “I am the Lord your God” is repeated
over forty times in Leviticus 18—26 to remind us that
we belong to Him. He warns us, “Fear your God: I am
the Lord” (19:32 nkjv). Note that God calls these laws
“my statutes” and “my ordinances” (v. 37), that the
Sabbath is “my Sabbath” (vv. 3, 30) and the tabernacle
is “my sanctuary” (v. 30). The law brings sinful people
into the presence of a sovereign God who has every
right to tell us what is right and wrong.

Honoring the Sabbath (vv. 3, 30) reminded them
of the fourth commandment (Ex. 20:8—11) and of the
fact that the Sabbath was a special “sign” between God
and Israel (31:13-17; Neh. 9:13-14). When we study
Leviticus 23, we'll discover that Jewish life was based
on a system of sevens, beginning with the seventh daly.4
Violating the Sabbath Day was a capital offense (Num.
15:32-36).

The law against idolatry (Lev. 19:4) focuses on both
the first and second commandments (Ex. 20:2—6), and
it carried the death penalty (Lev. 20:1-5). We could
include here the prohibition against indulging in #he
occult (vv. 26, 31), a form of idolatry that Scripture
clearly condemns (Deut. 13:1-5; 18:9-22).

Leviticus 19:5-8 emphasizes the importance of fo/-
lowing God's instructions for worship. He told them how
to present the peace offering (3:1-17; 7:11-21), and
He expected them to obey. We can also include
19:27-28, which are prohibitions against imitating the
practices of unbelievers. Christians today may consider
styles and fashions morally neutral, but this isn’t always
the case. While Christians shouldn’t look like they
came from “out of this world,” they certainly ought not
to imitate the world. “Be not conformed to this world”
(Rom. 12:2).

The name of the Lord (v. 12) is sacred and must
never be used blasphemously or in an oath that the per-
son has no intention of fulfilling. This is the import of
the third commandment (Ex. 20:7). If we fear the
Lord, we'll respect His name and sincerely pray,
“Hallowed be Thy name” (Matt. 6:9).

Precepts relating to others. These begin with
respect for ones parents (Lev. 19:3), which is the fifth
commandment (Ex. 20:12; Matt. 15:3-6; Eph. 6:1-4).
Related to this is respect for the aged (Lev. 19:32), for
God is concerned about the elderly (Isa. 46:4; 1 Tim.
5:1-2, 4, 8; 1 Peter 5:5), and we should be too. God is
also concerned for those with physical handicaps (Lev.
19:14). Jesus healed the blind and the deaf; we can’t do
that, but we can help protect them and enable them to
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live better lives. God is also concerned for strangers in
our midst (vv. 33-34), and He often reminded the Jews
that they had been strangers in Egypt (Ex. 22:21; 23:9;
Lev. 25:23; Deut. 10:19). When you consider the
thousands of foreign students who attend our colleges
and universities, a mission field at our doorstep, this
admonition becomes even more significant.

God’s concern for the poor and needy is seen in the
“harvest laws” (Lev. 19:9-10; see 23:22; Deut.
23:24-25; 24:19-22; Ruth 2). It is also seen in the reg-
ulation about wages (Lev. 19:13). Since workers were
paid daily, any delay would cause hardship (Deut.
24:14-15; James 5:4), and employers must never take
advantage of their employees. Rich and poor stand equal
before God and the law, and justice must not be partial
(Lev. 19:15; see Ex. 23:3), because God hears the cries
of the poor when they are oppressed (Ps. 82:3—4). The
nation must be careful to have just weights and meas-
ures, lest unscrupulous merchants rob innocent people
(Lev. 19:35-36; see Prov. 11:1; 16:11; 20:10, 23; Amos
8:5; Mic. 6:10-11).

The eighth commandment says, “You shall not
steal” (Ex. 20:15 NkjV); the ninth commandment warns
against lying (v. 16), and both are included in Leviticus
19:11. Respect for zruth and for property is the founda-
tion for a just and orderly society. The lar and
talebearer (v. 16) is a menace to public safety and peace,
particularly if he or she is a lying witness in court.

Sexual morality is demanded in verses 20-22 and
29. The phrase “she shall be scourged” is translated
“there must be due punishment” in the NIV, which
could mean the offender had to pay the woman’s fiance
an amount of money. It is difficult to understand why
a Jewish father would want his daughter to become a
prostitute in a pagan temple (v. 29; Deut. 23:17). Both
of these laws apply to the seventh commandment, “You
shall not commit adultery” (Ex. 20:14 Nkjv).

Getting along with people, especially our neigh-
bors, isn't a matter of obeying laws but of having love
in our hearts (Lev. 19:18). “Love is the fulfilling of the
law” (Rom. 13:10). The new commandment to love
one another helps us handle human relationships and
treat people the way God treats us (John 13:34-35).

Precepts relating to things. The strange regulation
in Leviticus 19:19 seems to prohibit imitating practices
related to heathen worship, or, it may simply be a
reminder that Israel is a separated people. Hebrew
scholar R. Laird Harris translates the first clause, “Do
not make your animals fall down with an unequal
yoke.” This would parallel Deuteronomy 22:10. It
would be cruel to yoke to the same heavy load two ani-
mals of unequal stature and strength.

That God is concerned about ecology is seen in
Leviticus 19:23-25, and note also Deuteronomy
20:19-20. Fruit, of course, can’t be “circumcised”; the
word simply means “forbidden.” By the fourth year,
the fruit would be more mature, since it would be the
third crop since planting; this belonged to God. The
firstfruits should always be His (Prov. 3:9-10).



The sanctity of judgment (20:1-27)

This chapter states the penalties imposed on those who
broke God’s law. The same Lord who declared the pre-
cepts also declared the penalties.

Fifteen offenses in Isracl were capital crimes: strik-
ing or cursing a parent (Ex. 21:15, 17); breaking the
Sabbath (31:14); blaspheming God (Lev. 24:10-16);
engaging in occult practices (Ex. 22:18); prophesying
falsely (Deut. 13:1-5); adultery (Lev. 20:10); rape
(Deut. 22:25); unchastity before marriage (vv. 13ff);
incest (Lev. 20:11-12); homosexuality (v. 13); bestial-
ity (vv. 15-16); kidnapping (Ex. 21:16); idolatry (Lev.
20:1-5); false witness in a case involving a capital crime
(Deut. 19:16-21); killing a human intentionally (Ex.
21:12).

The people of Israel were the covenant people of
God. Therefore, the law of God was the law of the
land. Except perhaps in some Muslim societies, there
isn’t a crime in the above list that would merit capital
punishment in most nations today, including murder.
But the biblical view of law is different from the mod-
ern view. God gave His law to restrain sin, not to
reform sinners; the penalties He imposed were for the
purpose of upholding His law, not improving the
offenders. However, this doesnt mean that Christians
today should lobby for the death penalty for all these
offenses. While we want to do what we can to see just
laws enforced justly, our main task is winning people to
Christ and our main weapons are the Word of God and
prayer (Acts 6:4).

The Jews usually stoned capital offenders to death
(Lev. 20:2; Deut. 13:10; 17:5; 22:21, 24), but
Leviticus 20:14 and 21:9 speak of offenders being
burned with fire. We're not sure what the phrase “cut
off” means (20:3, 5-6, 17-18); in some places, it
seems to be equivalent to being killed. It may also have
meant expulsion from the camp and the loss of all
covenant privileges. Some offenders God inflicted with
childlessness (vv. 20-21), and of others He said, “They
shall bear their iniquity” (v. 19).

Molech (vv. 1-5) was the god of the Ammonites.
His metal image was heated red hot and little children
were placed in his arms and burned to death (see 2
Kings 23:10; 2 Chron. 33:6; Jer. 32:35). People who
practiced such idolatry were inhuman, and their pres-
ence in the camp defiled God’s sanctuary and profaned
His holy name. Idolaters were not tolerated because
they influenced others and led people away from the
worship of the true God.

The offenses mentioned in this chapter have been
dealt with in our study of Leviticus 18—19, particu-
larly those relating to sexual sin. Note that this chapter
closes with another reminder that the sins of the peo-
ple can defile the land (20:22-27). This warning
looked forward to the time when Israel would enter
Canaan and claim her inheritance. As a chosen and
separated people, they were obligated to make a differ-
ence between the clean and the unclean and not to live
like the pagans around them.

Leviticus 20—21

While law can be a light that exposes evil and a
guard that restrains evil, it can never change the human
heart. Only the gospel of Jesus Christ can do that. God
has ordained authorities to keep peace and order in
society (Rom. 13); Christians should obey the law, do
good, and pray for those in office. God’s moral law is
the revelation of His holy will for humanity, and indi-
viduals and nations can’t despise God’s law and escape
judgment.

Over two centuries ago, the American patriot
Thomas Jefferson wrote in his Nozes on the State of
Virginia, “Indeed, I tremble for my country when I
reflect that God is just.”

Sober words for us to reflect on today.

Notes

1 Believers today aren’t under the law of Moses (Rom. 6:14; 7:4;
Gal. 2:19), but this doesn’t mean we’re allowed to be lawless.
As we walk in the power of the Spirit, the righteousness
demanded by the law is fulfilled in us (Rom. 8:1-4). The old
nature knows no law, but the new nature needs no law. The
law reveals the holiness of God, the awfulness of sin, and the
great need we have for God’s grace if we are going to please
Him.

2 See chapter 3 of The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross by Leon
Morris (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955).

Since God is the author of divine law, every disobedience is
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an offense against Him, even if committed against people or
things (Ps. 51:4). However, some offenses are more directly
related to our relationship with God, people, or things. The
classification is merely a convenience, not a theological
statement.

4 We sometimes hear people calling Sunday “the Christian
Sabbath,” but there’s no warrant in Scripture for this term. The
Sabbath is the seventh day and speaks of rest after works.
Sunday is the Lord’s Day, the first day of the week, the day of
resurrection, and speaks of rest before works. The Sabbath
belongs to the old creation; the Lord’s Day to the new creation.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Leviticus 21—22

THE COST OF SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP

hether it’s manufacturing cars, waging wars,
Wselling computers, or building the church,

everything depends on leadership. God’s people
are “all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28) and equal
before God, but were different in our gifts, abilities,
and our special callings.

The spiritual leaders in the nation of Israel were the
priests. “He shall not defile himself, being a chief man
among his people” (Lev. 21:4 Nxjv). They were in
charge of the sanctuary of God; they taught the people
the Word of God; they offered the sacrifices on God’s
altar; when called upon, they determined the will of
God for the people. Apart from the ministry of the
priests, Israel had no way to approach God.
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The priests had to meet the qualifications God gave
for the priesthood, and they had to serve Him accord-
ing to His directions. In their personal conduct,
physical characteristics, and professional concerns, they
had to meet God’s approval. There’s a price to pay if
you want to be a spiritual leader.

Personal conduct (21:1-15)

The privilege of leadership brings with it the responsi-
bility of maintaining a life that’s above reproach. In
their devotion and obedience to God, the priests were
to be examples to the rest of the nation.!
Unfortunately, the priesthood in Israel declined spiritu-
ally and led the people astray. “They feed on the sins of
my people and relish their wickedness. And it will be:
Like people, like priests. I will punish both of them for
their ways and repay them for their deeds” (Hos. 4:8-9
NIV).

There were qualifications and requirements not
only for the priests but also for every member of the
priests’ families. The important thing for all of them
was that they remain ceremonially clean before the
Lord. The word defile is used four times in this chapter,
and the word profane is used eight times. You will
notice that at the end of each major paragraph in chap-
ters 21—22, the Lord says, “I am the Lord who
sanctifies you,” or words to that effect (Lev. 21:8, 15,
23;22:9, 16, 32).

The high priests’s sons (vv. 1-8). There was only
one high priest, but since his sons served with him,
they were also ordained and required to meet the qual-
ifications given by the Lord. Other Jews in the camp
could plan weddings and funerals pretty much as they
pleased, but God told the priests how to express their
grief (vv. 1-6) and how to select a wife (vv. 7-8).

During Bible times, expressing grief was an art form
practiced by people who were specialists in mourning
(Gen. 50:7-11; 2 Chron. 35:25; Mark 5:38). While
God expected the priests to show sorrow at the death
of a loved one, He also expected them to act like the
servants of God.2 Anyone who touched a dead body, or
even went into a tent where somebody had died, was
defiled for a week, and defilement would prevent the
priest from serving the people (Num. 19:11-14).
Therefore, the priests could defile themselves only for
their parents, their children, and their brothers and
unmarried sisters, but all other deceased were off-lim-
its for them. Obedience had to take precedence over
affection.

But the Lord even regulated the manner of their
grief (Lev. 21:4-6; see 19:27-28). These forbidden
practices were the customs of the pagan peoples around
Israel, and God’s people aren’t supposed to “sorrow ...
as others which have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13). Even in
our grief, we must seek to glorify God.

Any priest who shaved his head and his beard and
who cut his body (1 Kings 18:28) was acting like the
heathen and thereby profaning God’s name and defil-
ing God’s altar. A priest who acted like his pagan
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neighbors would encourage the Jewish people to dis-
obey God’s law and follow his bad example. It was
indeed a privilege for him to know God and serve at
God’s altar. To disobey God would mean dishonoring
God’s name and defiling God’s altar and sacrifices.

Whenever I'm asked to participate in the ordina-
tion of a pastor or the commissioning of a missionary,
I've tried to encourage the candidate to focus on the
privileges of ministry and not on the burdens and sac-
rifices. Jesus Christ is not a hard taskmaster and “his
commands are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3 N1v). No
priest should have complained because of these restric-
tions. After all, he was serving the Lord and the Lord’s
people, a privilege well worth any sacrifices he might
have to make.

As for marriage, the priests were forbidden to marry
prostitutes and divorcees. In the pagan religions, there
were temple prostitutes serving with the priests, but
prostitution was forbidden in Israel (Lev. 21:9; see
19:29; Deut. 23:17). Since a priest’s sons would hold a
special place in the nation, he would have to be careful
not to marry 2 woman who might bring alien progeny
into the family. The only way to be sure the priestly
line was kept pure was for him to marry a virgin.

When you read the qualifications for pastors (eld-
ers, bishops) and deacons in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1,
you can’t help but see that a church officer’s wife and
family are an important part of his ministry. During
more than forty years of ministry, I've met more than
one Christian worker who's had to “go it alone” in his
service because his wife had no interest in spiritual
things. All believers must be careful in choosing mates
(1 Cor. 7:39; 2 Cor. 6:14-18), but those who have
been called to serve Christ must be even more vigilant.

The priest’s daughter (v. 9). If his daughter
became a prostitute and lived a wicked life, the priest
didn’t lose his ministry, but the daughter lost her life.
She was probably stoned to death (Deut. 22:21) and
then her corpse humiliated by being burned like com-
mon trash (Josh. 7:25; see Lev. 20:14). In the church
today, the elder must be one whose “children believe
and are not open to the charge of being wild and dis-
obedient” (Titus 1:6 N1v). This requirement may
appear to be unnecessarily severe, but “if anyone does
not know how to manage his own family, how can he
take care of God’s church?” (1 Tim. 3:5 N1v).

The high priest (vv. 10-15). Since the high priest
was especially anointed and clothed with holy gar-
ments (8:7-12; 16:4), he had a greater obligation to
serve the Lord faithfully and honor His name. The
ordinary priests were permitted to be defiled by the
dead bodies of their immediate family, but the high
priest wasn't allowed to do even that. Nor was he
allowed to manifest grief in the usual ways or to leave
the tabernacle precincts for a burial (see 10:6-7).
Aaron and his sons had their tents on the east side of
the tabernacle (Num. 3:38), and they were expected to
stay on duty and not become involved in other activi-
ties in the camp (see 2 Tim. 2:4).



Since the firstborn son of the high priest became
the next high priest, it was important that no alien
issue invade the family; hence, the high priest could
marry only a virgin (Lev. 21:13-14). In most cases, the
priests chose their wives from the tribe of Levi (Luke
1:5), and this would be especially so with the high
priest. To marry an unfit woman would defile his off-
spring, and this would defile the priesthood which the
Lord God had sanctified (Lev. 21:8, 15).

While these special regulations don’t apply to work-
ers in the church today, the principles are still
important and applicable. If we want to have God’s
blessing on our ministry, we must keep ourselves, our
marriages, and our families pure and dedicated before
God. A godly marriage with godly children constitutes
a spiritual fortress from which God’s servants can go
forth to do battle for the Lord. Christians need to pray
much for pastors and other spiritual leaders, and their
families, because those who lead are special targets of
the enemy.

Physical characteristics (21:16-24)

Everyone born into Adam’s race is a sinner, suffering
from the tragic consequences of Adam’s fall, but our
physical and moral defects aren’t an obstacle to either
salvation or service. When God invites the lost to be
saved, He calls to “the poor, the crippled, the blind and
the lame” (Luke 14:21 N1v), the very people Jesus min-
istered to when He was here on earth (Matt. 4:23-25).
And all believers can surrender to the Lord and be “liv-
ing sacrifices” for His glory, no matter what handicaps
they may have.

Fanny Crosby, the great hymn writer, was blind; so
was George Matheson, author, hymn writer, and
preacher. Amy Carmichael directed the work of her
mission in India from her sickbed. The Scottish
Presbyterian preacher Robert Murray McCheyne was
often prostrated by his weak heart. And Charles
Spurgeon had to leave London in the winter to restore
his health in the south of France. Physical handicaps
need not be a barrier to Christian service if we depend
wholly on the grace of God (2 Cor. 12).

In the nation of Israel, however, God required that
every priest be free from defects and blemishes. There
were two reasons for this requirement. First of all, the
sacrifices that the people brought to the Lord had to be
perfect; it was only right that those who offered the sac-
rifices at the altar also be without defect. Second, the
priests exemplified that great High Priest who was to
come, and there is no defect in Him.

We have no reason to believe any disqualified priest
was treated like a second-class citizen in the camp of
Israel. While priests with physical defects couldn’t serve
at the altar or in the holy place, they were still consid-
ered priests and were allowed to share with their
families in the sacrificial meals (Lev. 2:3, 10; 6:14—18)
and the other material benefits that the tribe of Levi
enjoyed.

We’re not sure of the meanings of all the Hebrew
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words for the defects named in this paragraph, but
“blind or lame, disfigured or deformed” seems to
summarize them (21:18 N1v). Some of these would be
birth defects; others might be the sad consequences of
sickness or accidents. The ancients weren’t as skillful
in setting broken bones or dealing with diseases as
physicians are today. The “broken stones” in verse 20
refers to damaged testicles. Eunuchs weren’t permit-
ted in the worshipping community of Israel (Deut.
23:1) and certainly wouldn’t be allowed to minister at
the altar. The begetting of children was important to
the Jews, and it was especially important that the
priestly line be perpetuated.

Once again, this biblical passage must not be used
today to humiliate or intimidate anybody with a phys-
ical disability. It was never written for that purpose.
The priests were special people with an important job
to do, and God wanted them to be the very best phys-
ically. A beautiful soul often lives in a crippled body,
and people like that can be greatly used of the Lord.

The next time you hear a recording of the great
conductor Arturo Toscanini, remember that he owed
his success to a handicap: He was nearsighted. At the
age of nineteen, while playing the cello in a small
European orchestra, he had to memorize the complete
score because he was seated in the orchestra pit where
he couldn’t see the music well enough to read it. One
day the leader became sick, and Toscanini was the only
one available who knew all the music. Thus he con-
ducted the concert completely from memory. This was
the beginning of his remarkable career, all made possi-
ble by a handicap—and a good memory.

Professional concerns (22:1-33)

For a priest to serve the Lord acceptably, it wasn't
enough merely that he qualify as a son of Aaron with-
out any physical defects. He also had to carry on his
ministry in such a way that the Lord was pleased with
him. The worshippers might look at the outward ritual,
but God would look at his inner heart.

The phrase “separate themselves from the holy
things” (v. 2) sets the theme for the chapter. It means
“to treat with regard and respect” or “to be careful in
handling.” The priests offered sacrifices all day long, all
year long; it would be easy for them to develop an atti-
tude of “professionalism” that would turn a sacred
ritual into a shallow routine. Novelist George
MacDonald said, “Nothing is so deadening to the
divine as an habitual dealing with the outsides of holy
things.” That’s what this warning is all about.

When I was a seminary student, one of my profes-
sors told us of his concern when he heard the
conversation between two students calling to each
other across the campus one afternoon.

“Where are you going?” the first one asked.

“Over to Madison Avenue!” came the reply.

“What's going on there?”

“Oh, I have to read over a stiff!”

The professor was both angry and hurt to think
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that one of his students would describe a Christian
funeral service as “reading over a stiff.” This attitude is
what Ralph G. Turnbull called “the specter of profes-
sionalism,” being able to go through the motions of
ministry but your heart isnt in it.3 Outwardly, you do
all the right things the right way, but when God looks
at your heart, nothing there is right. By the time of
Malachi the prophet, the specter of professionalism
overshadowed the work of all the priests (Mal. 1:6—
2:9).

Carelessness and professionalism at the altar would
show itself in three ways: unclean priests (Lev. 22:3-9),
unqualified guests (vv. 10-16), and unacceptable sacri-
fices (vv. 17-33). The priest would end up defiling
himself, the sacrifices, and the very altar where he was
supposed to serve God.

Unclean priests (vv. 3-9). Suppose a priest became
defiled but did nothing about i? How would anybody
know that he was unclean? He could minister at the
altar, handle the sacrifices, even eat his lawful share of
the sacred offerings, and apparently get away with it.
But God would know it, and the priest would be in
danger of death (v. 9).

This kind of behavior would indicate that the priest
was putting himself ahead of God and was more con-
cerned about his reputation than his character. The
name for this sin is hypocrisy. It worried him that the
people would know he was unclean, but it didn't worry
him that he was defiling the sacred ministry for which
God had set him apart. Like the Pharisees in our Lord’s
day, this priest appeared to be clean but was actually
“toxic” (Matt. 23:25-28).

All who serve the Lord and the Lord’s people must
be open and honest before God and must minister first
of all to please Him alone. We must thank God for the
privilege of being called to serve, and we must treat the
things of God with holy respect. “Nothing in all cre-
ation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is
uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of Him to
whom we must give account” (Heb. 4:13 ~1v). Joseph
took that approach when he said to his temptress,
“How then can I do this great wickedness, and sin
against God?” (Gen. 39:9). This was also Paul’s
approach to ministry: “So I strive always to keep my
conscience clear before God and man” (Acts 24:16
NIV).

The greatest protection against professionalism and
hypocrisy in ministry is the fear of the Lord as revealed
in a tender conscience (2 Cor. 1:12; 4:2; 5:11).
Conscience is like a window that lets in the light.
When the window becomes soiled, the light gradually
becomes darkness. Once conscience is defiled (Titus
1:15), it gradually gets worse, and eventually it may be
so “seared” that it has no sensitivity at all (1 Tim. 4:2).
Then it becomes an “evil conscience” (Heb. 10:22),
one that functions just the opposite of a good con-
science (1 Peter 3:16).

Unqualified guests (vv. 10-16). A priest could eat
portions of specified offerings and share the food with
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those in his family who were qualified to eat, but if he
was too generous with God’s offerings and included
outsiders, he sinned against the Lord and against his
guest. The unqualified guest would have to bring a
trespass offering plus a fine, and this would make that
meal a very expensive one indeed!

In other words, a faithful priest had to have the
honesty and courage to say no both to himself (Lev.
22:1-9) and to others (vv. 10-16). This would include
any daughters who had married outside the priestly
family (vv. 12-13). His loving heart would want to
include them in the feast, but he wasn't allowed to do
so. To include them would only hurt them and force
them to pay a fine.

One of the most difficult things in Christian min-
istry is having to say no, but to keep our fellowship
pure before God, we must sometimes do it. The pastor
who refuses to marry a believer to an unbeliever often
makes enemies, especially among their relatives, but he
keeps his conscience pure before God. Parents who for-
bid their children to cultivate damaging friendships are
misunderstood and sometimes maligned, but they
know theyre doing the will of God. Churches that
refuse to receive into membership people who give no
evidence of saving faith in Christ are often called
“holier than thou,” but they have the courage to say no.

Unacceptable sacrifices (vv. 17-32). Just as the
priests had to be free from physical defects, so the sac-
rifices that they offered had to be perfect or the Lord
wouldn’t accept them. I wonder how many times the
priests had to reject a worshipper and his sacrifice
because the man was trying to give the Lord an inferior
animal that wasn’t worth keeping and couldn’t be sold?
““When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals
and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from
your hands?’ says the Lord” (Mal. 1:13 Nwv). “Try
offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased
with you? Would he accept you?’ says the Lord
Almighty” (v. 8 NIV).

Not only must God’s servants not make it easy for
people to sin (Lev. 22:10-16), but also they must
encourage people to give their best to the Lord. David’s
atticude was right: “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my
God burnt offerings that cost me nothing” (2 Sam.
24:24 N1v). The priest who had respect for his ministry
and high regard for the sacrifices of God would accept
only those animals that met God’s requirements. To
send a worshipper away from the altar with a false
assurance of forgiveness would be to do great damage
to his or her spiritual life.

The special requirement about the age of the offer-
ing (Lev. 22:26-28; see Ex. 22:30) shows the tender
heart of the Creator toward His creation (Jonah 4:11;
Deut. 22:6-7). A calf or lamb younger than a week old
who was transported any distance to the sanctuary
might die in the process. It seems to me that it would
be cruel to kill the mother and her young on the same
day, for whatever purposes. In fulfilling our religious
duties, we must be careful not to be heartless and



uncaring in the way we use what God provides for us.
More than one social critic has pointed out that the
way people treat animals gradually becomes the way
they treat humans. “For whatever happens to the
beasts, soon happens to man,” said Native American
Chief Seattle. “All things are connected.”

Suppose a priest asked, “Why should I honor and
respect the sacrifices of God and the ministry He has
given me?”

The closing three verses of this chapter would
clearly answer that question.

(1) These are God’s commandments, and they
must be obeyed. God never commands anything that
isn’t the best for us.

(2) This is the way we glorify God’s great name and
sanctify Him before His people.

(3) The Lord who commands us also redeemed us
from slavery, and He’s the one who has set us apart to
be His special people. We owe everything to Him!

What greater motivation do we need?

Notes

1 Even though our Lord’s priesthood belongs to the order of
Melchizedek and not the order of Aaron (Heb. 7—9), there’s
still a sense in which Aaron and his sons delineate the ministry
of the great High Priest who was to come. For this reason
alone, they should want to be their best and do their best.

2 Aaron wasn't permitted to mourn the deaths of Nadab and
Abihu, probably because they died from a judgment from God
(Lev. 10:1), and Ezekiel the prophet, who was also a priest,
wasn't allowed to lament the death of his wife (Ezek.
24:15-18). His behavior was a sign to the people, and it gave
him an opportunity to preach.

3 See Ralph Turnbull’s classic book A Minister’s Obstacles (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1972), 9.

CHAPTER NINE

Leviticus 23

THE CALENDAR THAT TELLS THE
FUTURE

ment, study the development of the modern
calendar.

By the time of Julius Caesar, the calendar was so out
of step with nature that Caesar ordered a Greek
astronomer named Sosigenes to straighten things out.
Unable to alter the movements of the heavens,
Sosigenes solved the problem by temporarily adding
nearly three extra months to the calendar, giving the
year 46 BC 445 days! The people born that year must
have had fun later on trying to figure out their birth-
days.

Pope Gregory XIII (1502-85) commissioned the
calendar we use today. In fact, it is a revision of the old
Julian calendar. When Great Britain and its colonies

I f you want to enter a world of disorder and bewilder-
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adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1752, September 3
became September 14, and eleven days disappeared
from British history. Twenty-year-old George
Washington found his birthdate moved from February
11 to February 22. Perhaps he celebrated his birthday
twice a year.

Calendars are a normal part of our modern busy
world, but they weren't that important to the people of
Israel in Moses’ day. The Jews worked from sunrise to
sunset, counted the months by the phases of the moon,
and watched the seasons come and go. God had prom-
ised them “seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat,
and summer and winter, and day and night” (Gen.
8:22), and they were content. Each day was a sacred
gift from God.

God gave Israel a calendar that was tied to the
rhythm of the seasons and the history of the nation. It
was an unusual calendar because it not only summa-
rized what God had done for them in the past, but it
also anticipated what God would do for them in the
future. The salvation work of Jesus Christ, the found-
ing of the church, and the future of the people of Israel
are all illustrated in these seven feasts.

In this chapter, these special days are called “feasts”
nine times and “holy convocations” ten times. “Feasts”
have nothing to do with eating. In fact, on the day of
Atonement, the people fasted. The word simply means
“appointed times.” “Convocation” gives the idea that
during each of these feasts, all the people met together
as a congregation, but this also was not true. There
were special gatherings on some of the special days, but
the word basically means “proclamation” or
“announcement.” The Lord “appointed and
announced” these events, which the people faithfully
had to celebrate.

The weekly Sabbath: God orders our times
(23:1-3)

The weekly Sabbath wasn't one of the annual feasts
(Ex. 20:8-11), but it was an important day for the
Jewish people, and they were expected to honor it. To
dishonor it meant death (Num. 15:32-36).

God gave the Sabbath to Israel for several reasons.
For one thing, it provided needed rest and refreshment
for the people, the farm animals, and the land.
(“Sabbath” comes from a Hebrew word that means “to
rest, to cease from labor.”) Based on Genesis 2:1-3, the
weekly Sabbath reminded the Jews that Jehovah God
was the Creator and they were but stewards of His gen-
erous gifts. The Lord also ordained Sabbath years and
the Year of Jubilee to keep the Jews from exploiting the
land and impoverishing it (Lev. 25). God’s tender con-
cern for His creation is seen in the Sabbath laws.

The Sabbath was also a special sign between God
and His covenant people (Ex. 31:12-17). Other peo-
ples might work on the seventh day and treat it like any
other day, but the Israelites rested on the seventh day
and thereby gave witness that they belonged to the
Lord (Neh. 13:15-22; Isa. 58:13—14). Nehemiah made
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it clear that the Sabbath law wasn’t given to Israel until
they arrived at Sinai (Neh. 9:13-14), while Psalm
147:19-20 indicates that the law was never given to
the Gentile nations. Although believers today aren’t
commanded to “remember the Sabbath Day” (Rom.
14:1ff; Col. 2:16-17), the principle of resting one day

in seven is a good one.

Passover: Christ died for our sins (23:4-5)

Passover is Israel’s feast of deliverance; the key passage
is Exodus 12. The innocent lamb died for the first-
born; because the blood of the lamb was applied to the
door by faith, the firstborn sons were safe. This was
“the Lord’s passover” and the only means of deliverance
that He provided that awesome night when the death
angel visited Egypt. To reject the blood of the lamb was
to accept judgment and death.

The lamb typified Jesus Christ, who shed His blood
on the cross for a world of lost sinners (John 1:29; 1
Peter 1:19-20). “For even Christ our passover is sacri-
ficed for us” (1 Cor. 5:7). Since the Passover lamb had
to be perfect, it was chosen on the tenth day of the
month and watched carefully until it was slain on the
fourteenth day of the month. Jesus Christ “knew no
sin” (2 Cor. 5:21), “did no sin” (1 Peter 2:22), and “in
Him is no sin” (1 John 3:5).

The firstborn Jews in Egypt weren't saved from
death by admiring the lamb, caring for the lamb, or
loving the lamb. The lamb had to be slain, and the
blood applied to the doorposts of each Jewish house.
We aren’t saved by Christ the Example or Christ the
Teacher. We're saved by Christ the Substitute, who gave
His life in our stead on the cross at the same hour the
Passover lambs were being slain at the Jewish temple in
Jerusalem.

The Jews also fed on the lamb, and this gave them
strength for the journey ahead of them. No outsider
was permitted to eat the Passover feast (Ex. 12:43-51).
You had to be either born into the family (vv. 48-49)
or purchased, and the men had to bear on their body
the mark of the covenant. Those who have never
trusted Jesus Christ can’t “feast” on Him through the
Word and find the strength they need for the journey
of life. Only somebody born into God’s family through
faith in Christ, purchased by His blood and marked by
the Holy Spirit as a child of the new covenant, can
appropriate Jesus Christ through the Word and “feed”
on Him.

Passover was the beginning of the Jewish religious
year (vv. 1-2), and when sinners trust Christ, it marks
for them a new beginning in a new life (2 Cor. 5:21).
Israel was not only delivered from judgment; the
nation was also delivered from Egypt and set free to go
to their promised inheritance.

Unleavened bread: separation from sin (23:6-8)

For seven days following Passover, the Jews ate only
unleavened bread with their meals, and they carefully
cleansed all the yeast out of their homes (Ex.
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12:15-20). In many places in Scripture, leaven depicts
sin. Thus the putting away of leaven illustrates the
cleansing of one’s life after he or she has been saved
through faith in the blood (2 Cor. 6:14—7:1).

We must get rid of the “old life” leaven (1 Cor. 5:7).
Those things belong to our unconverted days and have
no place in our new Christian walk (1 Peter 4:1-5). We
must also put away “the leaven of malice and wicked-
ness’ (1 Cor. 5:8; Eph. 4:31-32), the leaven of
hypocrisy (Luke 12:1), and the leaven of false doctrine
(Gal. 5:7-9). The “leaven of Herod” (Mark 8:15) rep-
resents the attitude of pride and worldliness that was
evident in that evil king’s life. And the “leaven ... of the
Sadducees” was unbelief (Matt. 16:6).

The people weren’t saved from death and bondage
by getting rid of leaven but by applying the blood of
the lamb by faith. People today think they’ll be saved
because they reform or get rid of a bad habit, but good
as doing these things are, they can never do what only
the blood of Christ can do. Salvation is through the
blood of Christ alone, the sinless Lamb of God, but
“let everyone who names the name of Christ depart
from iniquity” (2 Tim. 2:19 NKJV).

The Christian life is not a famine or a funeral; it’s a
feast. “Therefore let us keep the feast ... with the
unleavened bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Cor. 5:8).
Sin can be secretly introduced into our lives and qui-
etly grow so that it pollutes the inner person. One
“toxic” Christian in a church body can defile the whole
body if given enough time. One false doctrine, if
allowed to grow, will destroy an entire ministry.

In many parts of the Western world, you will find
churches and schools that once were true to the
Christian faith but today deny that faith. How did this
happen? At some point a board hired a professor or
called a pastor who didn’t wholeheartedly agree with
the evangelical statement of faith, and the yeast of false
doctrine was quietly introduced. Before long, the
whole lump of dough was leavened, and the ministry
was no longer evangelical. Christian leaders must be on
their guard and courageously seck to keep God’s work
as free from leaven as possible.

Firstfruits: Christ raised from the dead (23:9-14)
The day after the Sabbath that followed Passover,
which would be the first day of the week, the priest
took the first sheaf of barley from the field and waved
it as an offering before the Lord. It was a token that the
first and the best belonged to God, and it was done
before Israel reaped the harvest for themselves (Ex.
23:19; Neh. 10:34-37; Prov. 3:9). It was also an
expression of gratitude to the Lord for giving the har-
vest and supplying their daily bread. The Jews werent
allowed to eat of the harvest until the firstfruits had
been given to the Lord (Lev. 23:14), an Old Testament
picture of Matthew 6:33.

The male lamb sacrificed as a burnt offering spoke
of the nation’s dedication to God. The meal offering
and drink offering were reminders that their two



dietary staples, bread and wine, came from God (see Ps.
104:14-15).

There is a deeper meaning to this ceremony, how-
ever, for Jesus Christ is “the firstfruits of them that
slept” (1 Cor. 15:20). Jesus compared His death and
burial to the planting of a seed (John 12:23), and Paul
carried the image further by seeing His resurrection as
the harvest of the grain (1 Cor. 15:35-49).

Two basic truths emerge here. First, God accepted
the sheaf for the whole harvest, and because the Father
accepted Jesus Christ, we are accepted in Him (Eph.
1:6). Second, the sheaf is like the harvest. The priest
didn’t wave palm branches to represent the barley har-
vest; he waved a sheaf of barley. As the firstfruits of the
resurrection harvest, Jesus Christ is now what one day
His people shall be. At the “resurrection harvest,” we
shall be like Him (1 Cor. 15:49; Phil. 3:20-21; 1 John
3:1-3).

The fact that this ritual took place on the first day
of the week, the Lord’s Day, is significant, for Jesus
Christ arose from the dead on the first day of the week.
Psalm 118:17-24 seems to describe the resurrection
victory of Messiah over all His enemies (see Matt.
21:1-11, 42-46), and Psalm 118:24 says, “This is the
day which the Lord hath made; we will rejoice and be
glad in it.” This could be a reference to the first day of
the week, resurrection day.

Pentecost: birthday of the church (23:15-21)

This special day was also called “the Feast of Weeks,”
because it was celebrated seven weeks after firstfruits.
The word “Pentecost” means “fiftieth,” and since the
feast was held seven weeks after firstfruits, it too was on
the first day of the week, the Lord’s Day. Each Lord’s
Day commemorates the resurrection of Christ, the
coming of the Spirit, and the birth of the church.

Instead of the priest waving sheaves before the Lord,
he waved two loaves of bread baked with leaven. In
order to have loaves, the grain had to be ground into
flour and the flour baked into loaves. The fulfillment of
this image is recorded in Acts 2 when fifty days after
Christ’s resurrection, the Holy Spirit came and united
the believers into the church, symbolized here by the
two loaves (Jews and Gentiles).! There’s leaven in the
two loaves because there’s sin in the church (Lev. 2:11).
The church will not be “holy and without blemish”
(Eph. 5:27) until it sees the Lord in glory.

The feast lasted only one day, a day on which the
people were not to work but were to rejoice before the
Lord and bring Him an offering commensurate with
the harvest He had given them (Deut. 16:9-12). This
event would have marked the end of the wheat harvest,
and the Jews were commanded to remember the poor
as they harvested the grain God had generously given
them (Lev. 23:22; see Deut. 24:19-22). Because of this
commandment, Ruth was able to glean in the field of
Boaz (Ruth 2). As a result, she married Boaz, and even-
tually David was born (Ruth 4).

Along with the wave loaves, thirteen different ani-
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mal sacrifices were presented to the Lord: seven lambs,
a young bull, and two rams for a burnt offering (dedi-
cation); a kid of the goats for a sin offering
(atonement); and two lambs for a peace offering (rec-
onciliation, fellowship). Unless Jesus Christ had died,
been raised from the dead, and then returned to
heaven, the Holy Spirit could not have come to earth
to minister. All of these sacrifices were fulfilled in His
one offering on the cross (Heb. 10:1-18).

God’s people can’t function properly in this world
apart from the ministry of the Holy Spirit. It is the
Spirit who baptizes believers into the body of Christ
(Acts 1:5; 1 Cor. 12:13) and empowers them for serv-
ice and witness (Acts 1:8; 4:8, 31), enabling them to
endure persecution and suffering for the glory of God.

Following the Feast of Pentecost, there’s a four-
month gap on God’s calendar before the next feast.
This gap could represent the age we're now in, the age
of the church, during which we should be devotedly
involved in the harvest (Matt. 9:36-38) and eagerly
waiting for the sound of the trumpet (1 Cor.
15:51-58; 1 Thess. 4:13-18).

Trumpets: the calling of God’s people (23:23-25)
The final three feasts were celebrated in the seventh
month, our modern September—October. The number
seven is important in this calendar and in God’s plan
for Israel (Dan. 9:20-27). There are seven feasts, three
of them in the seventh month. The Sabbath is the sev-
enth day of the week. Pentecost is fifty days after
firstfruits (seven times seven plus one). The Feast of
Unleavened Bread and the Feast of Tabernacles each
lasted seven days.

The Hebrew word for “seven” comes from a root
word that means “to be full, to be satisfied.” It’s also
related to the word meaning “to swear, to make an
oath.” Whenever the Lord “sevens” something, He’s
reminding His people that what He says and does is
complete and dependable. Nothing can be added to it.

According to Numbers 10:1-10, the priests blew
the silver trumpets for three occasions: to call the peo-
ple together, to announce war, and to announce special
times, such as the new moon. The Feast of Trumpets
was held on the first day of the seventh month and ush-
ered in the new civil year (Rosh Hashanah, “the head
of the year”). The sacrifices for the Feast of Trumpets
are listed in Numbers 29:1-6.

The Scottish preacher Alexander Whyte once said
that “the victorious Christian life is a series of new
beginnings.” God gives His people opportunities for
new beginnings, and we're foolish if we waste them.
Unlike our modern New Year’s Day celebrations, the
Jews used the first day of their new year for prayer,
meditation, and confession. They sought to make a
new beginning with the Lord.

There’s also a prophetic message to this feast.
Because of their unbelief and rejection of Christ, Israel
became a scattered people (Lev. 26:27-33; Deut.
28:58-67), but God will gather them again to their
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land in the last days (Isa. 11:1-12; 27:12-13; Matt.
24:29-31). When Israel was born into the community
of nations on May 14, 1948, it reminded the world of
God’s ancient promises, and among the orthodox,
“Next year Jerusalem!” became more than a Passover
motto.

The basic interpretation of this feast relates to
Israel, but we can make an application to the church.
Some of the saints are in heaven and some are on earth,
and those on earth are scattered in many tribes and
nations. But all of us should be waiting expectantly for
the sound of the trumpet and our “gathering together
unto him” (2 Thess. 2:1).

The day of Atonement: forgiveness (23:20-32)

We covered this important event in our study of
Leviticus 16 in chapter 6. Note here the emphasis on
the people afflicting their souls (fasting, praying, con-
fessing sin) and abstaining from all work. “Not by
works of righteousness which we have done, but
according to his mercy he saved us” (Titus 3:5).

As we noted in chapter 6, there’s also a prophetic
message to the day of Atonement. After Israel is gath-
ered to her land, the Jews will see their rejected
Messiah, repent of their sins (Zech. 12:10—13:1), and
be cleansed. The scattered nation will be gathered and
the sinful nation will be cleansed. What a glorious day
that will be!

Tabernacles: the joy of the Lord (23:33-44)

The nation of Israel is not only a scattered people and
a sinful people,? but they’re also a suffering people. No
nation in history has suffered as the Jews have suffered,
but one day their suffering will be turned into glory
and joy.

The Feast of Tabernacles (Booths) reminded Israel
of God’s blessings in the past (vv. 42—43). He had led
them out of Egyptian bondage, cared for them in the
wilderness, and brought them into their promised
inheritance. Once they had lived in booths and tents,
but in Canaan they would live in houses!

This feast was also called “the Feast of Ingathering”
because it corresponded to the completion of the har-
vest (v. 39). Like Thanksgiving Day in the United
States, it was a time of feasting, rejoicing, and giving
thanks to God for His bountiful gifts (Deut.
16:13-15). But we must remember that joy always fol-
lows cleansing and that the day of Atonement preceded
this feast (see Ps. 51:12). People who want happiness
without holiness are destined to be disappointed.

During the week of celebration, the priests followed
an elaborate schedule of offering sacrifices (Num. 29),
and by the eighth day, they had offered 199 animals!
This was certainly a reminder that there can be no
blessing apart from the grace of God and the sacrifice
of His Son for us on the cross.

The Feast of Tabernacles pictures the future king-
dom God has prepared for Isracl when their Messiah
returns and they receive Him (Zech. 12:10—13:1; see

238

Isa. 35; Luke 1:67-80). The prophet Zechariah
described the changes that will take place in the topog-
raphy of the holy land and how the Gentile nations will
celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles along with the Jews
(Zech. 14:16-19).

For Israel, the best is yet to come! The scattered
people will be gathered; the sinful people will be
cleansed; the sorrowing people will rejoice. And for
Christian believers, the best is yet to come; for we shall
be together with the Lord and His people, every stain
washed away, rejoicing in His presence.

It's worth noting that the Jews added two extra rit-
uals to their celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles to
remind them of God’s wilderness blessings. The first
was the pouring out of the water from the pool of
Siloam, recalling God’s provision of water in the desert;
the second was the placing of four large lighted candle-
sticks to recall the pillar of fire that led the people by
night.

Jesus related both of these traditions to Himself. It
was during the Feast of Tabernacles, when the water
was being poured out, that He cried out, “If any man
thirst, let him come unto me, and drink” (John 7:37).
He also said to the temple crowd, “I am the light of the
world” (John 8:12). What a tragedy the Jews were care-
ful to maintain their traditions and yet completely
missed their Messiah who was in their midst!

Each year, the grown males of the nation had to
appear before God to celebrate three specific feasts:
Passover and Unleavened Bread, Firstfruits, and
Tabernacles (Ex. 23:14—19). These three feasts remind
us of the death of Christ, the resurrection of Christ,
and the return of Christ to establish His kingdom.
Christ died for our sins; Christ lives; Christ is coming
again! Hallelujah, what a Savior!

Notes
1 The Spirit baptized Jewish believers into the church at
Pentecost and Gentile believers in the home of Cornelius (Acts

10). Thus the imagery of the two loaves was fulfilled.

)

In calling Israel a “sinful people,” I don’t mean to imply that
they’re more sinful than the Gentile nations or even the pro-
fessing church. At the judgment seat of Christ, the Lord will
deal with the “spots and wrinkles” of His church; and it will be
a serious and solemn hour. But to whom much is given, much
shall be required, and Israel has been a nation especially blessed

of the Lord.

CHAPTER TEN

Leviticus 24

HOLY, HOLY, HOLY

he most important structure in the camp of Israel
Twas the tabernacle, the sanctuary where God dwelt
and where the priests and Levites served Him. The
outer covering of badgers’ skins was not impressive, but
within the tent of meeting, it was beautiful, costly, and



glorious. It was the tabernacle that made the camp holy
and set it apart for God, just as the presence of the
Holy Spirit within believers sets them apart from the
world and makes them wholly God’s (1 Cor. 6:19-20;
2 Cor. 6:14-18; Eph. 1:13-14).

In this chapter, the Lord gave Moses instructions
concerning three holy things: the holy oil for the lamp-
stand (Lev. 24:1-4), the holy bread for the table (vv.
5-9), and the holy name of the Lord, which all the
people were to honor (vv. 10-23).

The holy oil (24:1-4)

The veil divided the tabernacle proper into two parts,
the holy place and the Holy of Holies. In the holy place
were three pieces of furniture: the golden altar of
incense, the table of presence bread, and the golden
lampstand. As the priest faced the incense altar, the
table would be to his right and the lampstand to his
left.

Since there were no windows in the tabernacle, it
was necessary to have light in the holy place so the
priests could see as they ministered there. The golden
lampstand provided that light. It was hammered out of
pure gold and made into one piece with a central shaft
and six branches; pure olive oil fueled the lamps on the
branches (see Ex. 25:31-39; 27:20-21; 30:7-8;
37:17-24; 40:24-25).

Each morning and evening, when the high priest
burned incense on the golden altar, he was to care for
the lights on the lampstand to make sure they would
continue to burn.! Special golden instruments were
provided for pulling up the wicks from the oil and
trimming them.

The commandment in Leviticus 24:1-4 empha-
sized two essentials: (1) the people of Israel had to
provide the olive oil regularly, and (2) it had to be
beaten and pure (Ex. 27:20-21). There was a method
of extracting olive oil by heat, but beating or crushing
the olives and straining out the impurities produced
the best olive oil. And the God of Israel deserves the
very best.

Bible students generally agree that oil for anointing
is a symbol of the Holy Spirit of God who anoints
God’s people for service (2 Cor. 1:21; 1 John 2:27), but
this particular oil is for burning and not anointing.
Zechariah 4:1-6 connects oil for burning with the
Holy Spirit and identifies that lampstand as the two
faithful servants of God. What does the tabernacle
lampstand signify?

I personally think that the golden lampstand first of
all symbolizes the Word of God, the light that God
gives us in this dark world (Ps. 119:105, 130; 2 Peter
1:19). The unconverted cant see or understand the
light of the Word of God because they lack the min-
istry of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 2:9-16). Nobody
outside the holy place could see the light from the
golden lampstand, but those within appreciated its
light.

Apart from the light of the Word, God’s servants
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can’t see where they are or what they’re doing, nor can
they serve God effectively. The lampstand gave light so
the priest could burn the incense on the golden altar,
and apart from the Scriptures, we can’t pray effectively
(Ps. 141:1-2; John 15:5; Acts 6:4). The light from the
lampstand illuminated the beautiful hangings in the
holy place and also revealed the bread on the golden
table. The illuminating ministry of the Spirit of God
makes the things of God real and clear to us.

I'd like to suggest that the lampstand could also
symbolize the nation of Israel, as did the twelve loaves
of bread on the golden table, which we'll study next.
God called Israel to be a shining light in a very dark
world, but they had to shine first of all in His presence
before they could witness to their pagan neighbors (see
Isa. 58:8; 60:1-3). The tragedy is that the priesthood
became wicked and failed to maintain the nation’s light
before the Lord (1 Sam. 3).

Of course, Jesus is the light (Luke 2:32; John 1:4, 9;
8:12; 9:5), and only through Him can we see and
appreciate spiritual things. The apostle John compared
local churches to individual golden candlesticks that
are supposed to shine and bear witness in their cities
(Rev. 1:12, 20; see Matt. 5:16; Eph. 5:8; Phil. 2:15).

If the people of Israel didnt bring the beaten olive
oil, the lights couldnt be kept burning in the holy
place. The people might say, “Well, we can’t see the
lampstand anyway, so what difference does it make?”
The lamp wasn’t there for the people to see but for God
to see and for the priest to use as he carried on his min-
istry. What happened in the presence of God was far more
important than what happened elsewhere in the camp!
Sad to say, many a local church has had its light go out
before both God and the world because of the unfaith-
fulness of the members. They failed to pray, give, and
allow the Holy Spirit to use them. If the light is to be
kept burning, somebody has to provide the oil.

The holy bread (24:5-9)

Not only were the people to bring the pure olive oil for
the lamp, but also they were to bring the fine flour out
of which twelve loaves of bread were baked each week.
These were put on the golden table each Sabbath, and
then the old bread was given to the priests to eat.

The size of these loaves is a mystery to us because
the text doesn’t state the measure used in the recipe.
The Hebrew simply reads “of two-tenths it shall be,”
but two-tenths of what? The niv says “using two-tenths
of an ephah,” which would be about four quarts of
flour, but the word “ephah” isn’t in the Hebrew text.
That much flour would produce a very large loaf, and
its doubtful that twelve large loaves would all fit on the
table. It’s probable that the loaves were stacked on top
of one another, making two stacks of six loaves, with a
small container of frankincense on top of each stack.

These loaves were treated like a “meal offering,”
complete with the frankincense (2:1-11). On the
Sabbath, when the loaves were replaced, the priest
would take a “memorial portion” from a loaf, add the
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frankincense, and burn it on the altar along with the
daily burnt offering. The priests could then eat the old
loaves, but they had to do it in the holy place (24:9).

What did this symbolize? Only the priests (the tribe
of Levi) were allowed in the holy place, but the other
tribes were represented there in two ways: by the jewels
on the high priest’s garments (Ex. 28:6-21), and by the
twelve loaves on the table. The table was called “the
table of shewbread” (Num. 4:7), and the loaves were
called “shewbread” (Ex. 25:30), which can be trans-
lated “bread of presence.” God was present with His
people and they were in His presence in the tabernacle.
No matter where the Jews were in the camp, they
needed to remind themselves that their tribe was repre-
sented in the holy place on the golden table. The New
Testament application would be Colossians 3:1ff.

From the priest’s viewpoint, the loaves reminded
him that his ministry was for real people. Being some-
what isolated in the tabernacle precincts day after day,
the priests could easily get “out of touch” with the peo-
ple they were representing before God. Oil from the
people fed the lamp that gave the priests light, and the
bread they ate each Sabbath came from flour given by
the people. The twelve loaves reminded the priests that
all the tribes were represented before God and were
God’s people. All of this should have made the priests
more appreciative of the tribes and more anxious to
serve them in the best way.

If there were only one loaf, it might be viewed as a
type of Jesus Christ, the Bread of Life (John 6:35), but
the imagery in John 6 is that of manna and not the
loaves in the tabernacle. Matthew 6:11 also comes to
mind: “Give us this day our daily bread.” Whether we
need spiritual bread for the inner person or physical
bread for the body, we must look to God alone.

We expect to find oil and incense in the holy place,
but not bread. After all, bread is a common food. But
the presence of bread in the tabernacle assures us that
God is concerned about the practical things of our lives
and that there’s no such thing as “secular” and “sacred”
in the Christian life. It was this “presence bread” that
David and his men ate when David was flecing from
Saul (1 Sam. 21:1-6; see Matt. 12:1-4).

The holy name of God (24:10-23)
It may seem strange to us that the book of Leviticus is
interrupted at this point to tell about a blasphemer
who was judged, but the narrative is an illustration, not
an interruption. The basis for obedience to the law is
the fear of the Lord, and people who blaspheme His
holy name have no fear of God in their hearts.
Dishonoring God’s name (vv. 10-11). Every Jew
knew the third commandment: “You shall not take the
name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will
not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain”
(Ex. 20:7 Nkjv). So fearful were the Jews of breaking
this commandment that they substituted the name
“Adonai” for “Jehovah” when they read the Scriptures,
thus never speaking God’s name at all. To respect a
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name is to respect the person who bears that name, and
our highest respect belongs to the Lord.

The blasphemer was the product of a mixed mar-
riage between an Egyptian father and a Jewish mother
from the tribe of Dan. Since the father isnt named as
being present, we wonder if he had stayed in Egypt
when the mother took her son and fled, or perhaps he
was dead. This much is sure: The boy didn’t grow up
learning a proper respect for the Lord or His name.
Even in Moses’ day, marriages between believers and
unbelievers created problems for God’s people.2 Moses
had to contend with the bad influence of a “mixed
multitude” who left Egypt at the Exodus but who really
didn’t have a heart for the things of the Lord (Ex.
12:38; Num. 11:4; see Neh. 13:23-31).

This Egyptian Jew got into a fight with a Jew in the
camp (see Ex. 2:11-15), and during the fight he blas-
phemed the name of God. He may have cursed his
adversary in the name of Jehovah or in his anger sim-
ply cursed the name of the Lord. Whatever is in our
hearts will eventually come out of our lips (Matt.
12:34-35).

Of course, it’s possible to blaspheme God’s name in
other ways beside swearing. Perjury dishonors God’s
name (Lev. 19:12), and so does stealing (Prov. 30:8-9).
Jesus taught that our lives should be so pure that we
won't need to use oaths or vows in order to make peo-
ple believe us (Matt. 5:33-37). A multitude of words
could be evidence that sin is present somewhere (Prov.
10:19).

Determining God’s will (vv. 12-16). If a Jew had
committed the awful sin of blasphemy, Moses would
have known what to do, but this man was part Jewish
and part Egyptian, and the law had nothing to say
about this. Taking the wise approach, Moses put the
man in custody and waited for the Lord to tell him
what to do.

This is the first of four recorded occasions when
Moses had to seek the mind of the Lord about special
problems. The second occasion had to do with some
men who had been defiled by a corpse and couldn’t cel-
ebrate Passover. The Lord permitted them to celebrate
the next month (Num. 9:6-14). The third occasion
involved a man who had violated the Sabbath
(15:32-36), and he was stoned to death. The fourth
concerned the inheritance of the five daughters of
Zelophehad whose question made it possible for Jewish
women to inherit their father’s land (27:1-11; 36:1ff.).
Note that in this last instance, one decision led to
another, which is often the case when you are secking
the will of God.

Moses was humble enough to admit that he didn
know everything and had to ask the Lord what to do.
That’s a good example for leaders to follow in the
church today. “The humble He guides in justice, and
the humble He teaches His way” (Ps. 25:9 nkjv). God
had given Israel all the laws they needed to govern their
religious and civil life successfully, but Moses and the
tribal leaders had to interpret these laws and apply



them as new situations arose. When the leaders had no
clear precept or precedent to follow, they had to seek
the Lord’s direction before they could give a correct
opinion.

Immature Christians want the Lord to give them
rules and regulations to cover every area of life, and this
explains why theyre immature. If we never have to
pray, search the Scriptures, counsel with other believ-
ers, and wait on the Lord, we never will use our
“spiritual muscles” and grow up. The Bible gives us
precepts, principles, promises, and personal examples
that together are adequate to guide us in the decisions
of life. The motor club will give its members detailed
maps for their trips, but the Bible is more of a compass
that keeps us going in the right direction without
spelling out every detail of the trip. “For we walk by
faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7).

God instructed Moses what to do. The offender
must be brought outside the camp where the entire
assembly would stone him, for blasphemy was a capital
crime in Israel (Matt. 26:65; Acts 6:11, 13; 7:58).
Those who actually heard the man blaspheme would
put their hands on his head to publicly identify him as
the offender. The witnesses would also be the first to
stone him (Deut. 17:7). In other words, the same law
that applied to the Israelites also applied to the resident
aliens (the “strangers” or “sojourners”) who lived
among the Jews (Lev. 24:16, 22). Even the “strangers”
were not to blaspheme the name of the God of Israel.

Discerning God’s mind (vv. 17-22). The Lord
further applied this legal decision to other areas of life
and laid down the principle that the punishment must
fit the crime (see Ex. 21:22-25; Deut. 19:21). This is
known as the lex talionis, “the law of retaliation,” a
principle that made sure the guilty offender was not
punished more severely than the crime demanded. The
murderer was to be put to death (Lev. 24:17, 21; Gen.
9:5-6), but the penalties for other crimes had to suit
the offense.

Because this principle has been misunderstood,
many people have called it cruel and unjust. They have
questioned how a God of love and mercy could enun-
ciate it. But this law was actually an expression of God’s
justice and compassion, because it helped restrain per-
sonal revenge in a society that had no police force or
elaborate judicial system. Apart from this law, the
strong could have crushed the weak at the least offense.

The Pharisees used the lex talionis to defend their
practice of private revenge, a practice that Jesus con-
demned in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:38-39).
Just as the lex talionis was a step forward from private
revenge, so Matthew 5:38-39 is a giant leap forward
from the Jex talionis. However, we must keep in mind
that our Lord’s instructions in the Sermon on the
Mount were given for believers, not unbelievers, and
for individuals, not nations. In our modern courts, the
principle of “make the penalty fit the crime” is still
practiced.3

Dispensing God’s justice (v. 23). Moses and the

Leviticus 24

people went outside the camp and did as the Lord
commanded. Today, many sincere people, both believ-
ers and unbelievers, would have opposed killing the
offender, but the sentence was carried out. It was a cap-
ital offense, and the guilty man forfeited his life.

The arguments surrounding capital punishment are
many and varied, but we must not make our personal
opinions or convictions a test of fellowship or spiritu-
ality. The law of Moses made a distinction between
murder and manslaughter (Ex. 21:12-14) and pro-
vided six “cities of refuge,” where an innocent man
could be protected and get a fair trial (Num. 35). This
arrangement frustrated the plans of angry relatives of
the dead person, people who might want to take the
law into their own hands.

In the Bible, murder is considered a serious crime.
Humans are made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27;
1 Cor. 11:7; James 3:9), and to kill a human being is to
attack God’s image (Gen. 9:4-6). Life is a sacred gift
from God, and only God can take it away or authorize
it to be taken away. God has ordained human govern-
ment and given civil authorities the power of the sword
(Rom. 13:1-5). The purpose of capital punishment is
not to frighten potential criminals into being good but
to uphold and defend the law. It’s a declaration that
men and women are special—created in the image of
God—and that life is sacred in God’s sight.4

Whether or not capital punishment affects the
crime statistics isn’t the main issue. It's doubtful that
any of our laws are really deterrents to crime. Careless
drivers still speed, people still park their cars in “no
parking” zones, wage earners still cheat on their income
tax, and burglars still steal. Buz would any of us want
our legislatures ro repeal the laws against speeding, park-
ing illegally, falsifying ones income tax, or stealing? Of
course not! Respect for truth, life, and property are cor-
nerstones of a just and peaceful society. Capital
punishment may not decrease the number of murders
any more than speeding tickets decrease the number of
speeders, but it does declare that humans are made in
the image of God and that life is a sacred gift.

The Bible doesn’t present capital punishment as a
“cure-all” for crime. It presents it as a form of punish-
ment that shows respect for law, for life, and for
humans made in the image of God. To take a prag-
matic or sentimental approach to the subject is to miss
the point completely.

Leviticus 24 begins in the holy place of the taberna-
cle and ends outside the camp. It opens with oil and
bread and closes with the shedding of guilty blood. But
the empbhasis is the same: Our God is a holy God and
we must honor Him, whether in bringing our gifts or
respecting His name. The Lord doesn’t execute blas-
phemers today, but there is coming a day of judgment
when the secrets of all hearts will be revealed, and then
God will “render to every man according to his deeds”
(Rom. 2:6).

“For there is no respect of persons with God”
(v. 11).
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“For whosoever shall call upon the name of the

Lord shall be saved” (10:13).

Notes

1 Students disagree over how long the seven lamps on the lamp-
stand burned. Was it day and night or just from sundown to
dawn? Since the sun’s rays couldn’t shine through the taberna-
cle boards in the frame, the veil at the front, or the coverings
of animal skins and fabric, the priests must have needed light
in the Holy of Holies all day long. The high priest trimmed the
wicks each morning and evening, checked the oil supply, and
made sure the lamps would keep burning continuously (see
Ex. 30:7-8).

2 Timothy had a believing Jewish mother and an unbelieving
Greek father, and he turned out well (Acts 16:1-2; 2 Tim.
1:5). Thus a mixed marriage, while not biblical (2 Cor.
6:14-18), need not automatically condemn the children to
failure. However, both Timothy’s mother and grandmother
taught him the Scriptures from his childhood, and this helped
make a difference. Again, we aren’t told where Timothy’s father
was. Perhaps he was dead or had deserted the family and there-
fore had no influence on his son.

3 In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus dealt with blasphemy and
revenge (Matt. 5:33-48), thus paralleling the topics in
Leviticus 24:10-24. Perhaps both Moses and our Lord are say-
ing, “If you have the fear of God in your heart, you won't try
to retaliate when people mistreat you.” Romans 13:1-7 is
God’s statement on the place of human government in society,
and 12:14-21 is God’s admonition to His people concerning
personal insults and attacks.

4 Opponents of capital punishment like to quote statistics to
prove that executions are not a deterrent to crime. But using
statistics either to defend or oppose capital punishment is a lost
cause because there’s no possible way to set up a “control” sit-
uation to test the statistics. The size and composition of the
population of a state or city, plus the local laws and how they
are enforced, have considerable bearing on the matter. Even
the American humanist lawyer Clarence Darrow, an enemy of
capital punishment, had to admit, “It is a question that cannot
be proven one way or the other by statistics.” During his
career, Darrow defended one hundred accused murderers, and
not one was executed. See Lend Me Your Ears: Great Speeches in
History, selected by William Safire (New York: W.W. Norton,
1992), 327-35.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Leviticus 25

THIS LAND IS GOD’S LAND

he focus in chapters 25 and 26 is on Israel in their

land. In fact, the word “land” is used thirty-nine

times in these two chapters. The Lord’s statement
in verse 2 (“When you enter the land I am going to
give you,” NIv) must have been a great encouragement
to Moses, especially after Israel failed to claim their
inheritance at Kadesh-Barnea and had to wander in the
wilderness (Num. 13—14).
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If the Israelites were to possess and enjoy their land,
they had to recognize and respect some basic facts, the
first of which was that God owned the land (Lev. 25:2,
23, 38) and had every right to dispose of it as He saw
fit. God also owned the people of Israel (v. 55), because
He had redeemed them from Egyptian bondage.
Because they belonged to Him, all the Jews were to
treat one another as brothers and sisters (vv. 25, 35-38)
and not take advantage of one another when it came to
personal debts or property claims. The Jews were
expected to toil in their fields, but it was God who gave
the increase (v. 21) and supplied them with sunshine,
rain, and harvests. In other words, the people of Israel
had God as their “land Lord” and had to live by faith
in His Word. This meant obeying His commandments
and trusting His promises.

Another important fact emerges from this chapter:
God was in control of the calendar. God not only gave
His people their land and their food, but He also gave
them special “times” to observe so that the land would
not be ravaged and spoiled. God is concerned about
ecology and the way we treat His creation. Like the
ancient Jews, we today are but stewards of God’s gifts;
we must be careful not to abuse or waste them.

Had Israel obeyed these principles, their eco-
nomic system would have functioned smoothly, the
land would have provided all they needed, and every-
body would have been cared for adequately.
However, they didn’t obey the Lord. The result was
that the rich got richer, the poor got poorer, and the
land was ruined.

Rest for the land: Sabbath Year (25:1-7, 18-22)
When we studied Leviticus 23, we noted that the
Jewish calendar was based on a series of sevens. There
were seven annual feasts, three of them in the seventh
month, and the seventh day of the week was the
Sabbath, a day of rest. Now we learn that the seventh
year was to be a year of rest for the land, the people,
and their animals.

During the Sabbath Year, the people were not to
work the fields or have organized harvests, but were to
take from the fields the food they needed as it grew of
itself. The people, including the poor and the aliens,
could gather from the fields and be God’s “guests” (Ex.
23:10-12).

Not only did the land rest, but also the people and
the farm animals rested. The men certainly took care of
the routine tasks that keep buildings from falling
down, but they were not to engage in the normal activ-
ities of an agricultural society, like plowing, sowing,
and harvesting. This prohibition also included the ser-
vants and the animals, all of whom were given a year of
rest from their normal duties.

Deuteronomy 15:1-11 informs us that personal
debts were also remitted during the Sabbath Year and
that indentured servants were set free. The word
“release” in Deuteronomy 15:1 means “to let loose,
to drop.” It involves the canceling of debts and the



freeing of slaves. As the people shared with the poor
and with their liberated servants, they were to be
generous and openhanded. Three motives were to
govern what the people did: appreciation for God’s
blessings (Lev. 25:4, 6, 10, 14), appreciation for
God’s deliverance of the nation from Egypt (v. 15),
and simple obedience to the command of God (v. 5).
What God commanded was for the good of all the
people, and nobody had the right to disobey Him.
During the siege of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar,
King Zedekiah proclaimed a release for the slaves,
but he later rescinded it (Jer. 34:8ff.).

The Sabbath Year was also the occasion for a “Bible
conference” when the priests read and explained the
book of Deuteronomy to all the people (Deut.
31:9-13). This was done during the annual Feast of
Tabernacles, which would usher in the new year. It
would take a great deal of faith for the people to trust
God for their daily food, and “faith comes by hearing,
and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17 NKjv).
During that special year, the nation learned the mean-
ing of “give us this day our daily bread.” God promised
to protect them and provide for them throughout the
year, if only they would trust and obey (Lev.
25:18-22).

We have no biblical evidence that the Jews ever cel-
ebrated the Sabbath Year, in fact, the Bible indicates
that they didn’t: “To fulfil the word of the Lord by the
mouth of Jeremiah, until the land had enjoyed her sab-
baths: for as long as she lay desolate she kept sabbath,
to fulfil threescore and ten years” (2 Chron. 36:21).
God sent Israel into Babylonian exile for seventy years
in order to give the land the rest it needed (Jer.
25:8-11; 29:10). This suggests that for nearly 500
years, the Jews had disobeyed God’s law concerning the
Sabbath Year.

It’s a basic principle of life that whatever we rob
from God, we can never keep and enjoy ourselves. In
my pastoral ministry, I've met people who robbed God
of tithes and offerings, only to end up paying extra
money for medical bills or car repairs. I recall one
church member bringing his family budget book to my
office, just to show me how God had begun to bless
him when he stopped robbing the Lord. His figures
showed that every dollar he took from God had to be
spent on some emergency need, and he never got to use that
money himself.

By disobeying the law of the Sabbath Year, the Jews
robbed themselves not only of spiritual blessings but
also of the strength of the land and of their servants
and farm animals. By working the same land, year
after year, they got their harvests, but they lost the
renewal that comes from allowing the land to lie fal-
low and the workers to rest. They also lost the
blessings that come from sharing with the needy, and
they robbed God of the glory He would have received
as the other nations saw how much He blessed His
people. It was a costly mistake on their part, and they
paid for it dearly.
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Release and restoration: the Year of Jubilee
(25:8-17, 23-24)

The word “jubilee” is used five times in verses 8-17
and literally means “to sound the trumpet.” (The
Hebrew word is yobel, which means “a ram’s horn.”)
For the people of Israel, each new year opened with the
blowing of the trumpets on the first day of the seventh
month,! and ten days later, the people celebrated the
day of Atonement by fasting, repenting, and offering
the required sacrifices. But every fiftieth year, at the
close of the celebration of the day of Atonement, the
horns were blown again to announce that the Year of
Jubilee had begun.

It would require a great deal of faith for the people
to celebrate this special year, because the previous
year—the forty-ninth—would have been a Sabbath
year when the fields, vineyards, and orchards would nor
have been cultivated. The Jews had to trust God to pro-
vide for them for the forty-ninth and fiftieth years, and
also during the fifty-first year while they waited for the
harvest. God certainly wouldn’t fail them, but their
faith might fail. In fact, there’s no evidence in Scripture
that the nation of Israel ever celebrated the Year of
Jubilee.

What elements were involved in the Year of Jubilee?

Repentance (v. 9). It’s significant that the Year of
Jubilee started with the day of Atonement, a day when
the Jews were commanded to “afflict themselves” and
repent of their sins (16:29-34). They were not to enter
the Year of Jubilee without the Lord first cleansing and
forgiving them. If their hearts weren't right with God,
they could never release their slaves or return the land
to its original owners. Our relationship with God
determines how we treat other people.

Release (vv. 10, 13). “Proclaim liberty throughout
all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof” is
inscribed on the Liberty Bell, which hangs in
Independence Hall in Philadelphia. At the start of the
Year of Jubilee, the people were commanded to release
their indentured servants so that they might return to
their own lands and families. A Hebrew servant was to
serve for only six years and then be set free (Ex. 21:2).
How could the Jews celebrate this special year if some
of their people were in bondage and separated from
their loved ones and their land?

Rest (vv. 11-12). During the Year of Jubilee, the
people were forbidden to carry on their normal agricul-
tural pursuits but had to live on whatever the land
produced. This gave both them and the land an extra
year of rest, since the previous year would have been a
Sabbath Year. They had to rely on the Lord to keep His
promises and supply sufficient food for almost three
years, since they wouldn't be able to work the land until
the fifty-first year; and even then, they'd have to wait
for the harvest.

Restoration (vv. 13-17). Any property that was
sold since the last Year of Jubilee would revert to its
original owner, for the Lord wanted His land to remain
with the tribes, clans, and families to which it had been
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allotted. For parents to care for their families, they had
to have land to cultivate, and the private ownership of
property gave stability to the economy. The Lord
owned the land and only loaned it to His people. He
wanted them to have a sense of proprietorship and
responsibility in caring for His property. People usually
take care of what they themselves own.

Whenever a piece of land was sold, the proximity of
the next Year of Jubilee determined the price, for this
determined how much produce the new owner could
get from the soil. Since the buyer knew full well that
the land would eventually revert back to the original
owner, he certainly wasn't going to pay more for the
land than what he would be able to get out of it. “The
land shall not be sold forever” was God’s law (Lev.
25:23).

These laws made it impossible for ruthless wealthy
real estate speculators to accumulate vast land holdings
and thus upset the economy. Even the poorest Israelite
family received its land back, and by working the land,
they could gain enough wealth to meet their needs and
perhaps the needs of others. The Year of Jubilee pro-
vided a new beginning for the released slaves and the
landowners, and this kept poverty and inequality to a
minimum. The people were not to oppress one another
(v. 17), but remember that the land was God’s and they
were only His tenants (vv. 23-24).

The prophet Isaiah saw in the Year of Jubilee a pic-
ture of the promised messianic kingdom when the
Lord would release His people and restore them to
their land and bless them abundantly (Isa. 61:1-3).
Jesus used this Isaiah passage as the text for the sermon
He preached in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke
4:16-30), and He applied it to the “acceptable year of
the Lord” that He was inaugurating by His death and
resurrection. Jesus stopped His reading at “the accept-
able year of the Lord” (“the year of the Lord’s favor,”
N1v) and didnt read the part about “the day of
vengeance of our God.” In Isaiah 6:2, this present
“acceptable year” of God’s grace is separated from the
future “day of judgment” by a comma! God’s wonder-
ful “day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2) has lasted as long as
it has because God is longsuffering and wants sinners
to come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9, 15).

Like the announcement of the Year of Jubilee,
the gospel is good news to the poor, because their
debts have been paid and are completely forgiven
(Luke 7:36-50). All they need do is receive the Savior
and rejoice in a new beginning. Just as the debtors and
slaves were set free to enjoy Jubilee, so sinners are set
free when they trust the Lord to save them. Salvation
through faith in Jesus Christ is a “Jubilee” experi-
ence, for it restores broken families and lost
blessings and brings “times of refreshing” from the
Lord (Acts 3:19-21).

Redemption: the kinsman-redeemer (25:25-55)

If a poor Jew had to sell himself or his property in order
to stay alive, he didn’t have to wait until the Year of
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Jubilee to regain either his property or his freedom. At
any time, a kinsman who was willing and able to pay
the price could redeem him or his land.

The redemption of land (vv. 25-28). If the for-
mer owner of the land was too poor to redeem his land,
then a near kinsman could do it for him. But if the for-
mer owner somehow acquired the necessary wealth, he
could redeem it for himself. The price would depend,
of course, on the number of years (harvests) until the
Year of Jubilee. If the man had neither a willing kins-
man nor the necessary wealth, he would have to wait
until the Year of Jubilee to regain his property.

The redemption of houses (vv. 29-34). A house
in a walled city would be much more valuable than one
in the open land because it afforded protection from
invaders. The former owner had only one year in which
to redeem the house. After that, it belonged to the new
owner and wouldn’t even revert to the original owner
in the Year of Jubilee. After all, nobody would want to
purchase an expensive house, move his family in, and
then wonder how long hed be living there!

Houses in unwalled villages could be redeemed at any
time and would revert to the original owner at the Year of
Jubilee. If a Levite sold his house in one of the forty-eight
Levitical cities (Num. 35; Josh. 21), he could redeem it at
any time. If he didn’t redeem it, the house would revert
to him or his family at the Year of Jubilee. The Levites
were given no tribal land allotment because the Lord was
their inheritance (Josh. 13:14, 33; 14:3—4; 18:7), but
they were given pasture lands adjacent to their cities
(Num. 35:1-5). These lands could not be sold.
(However, see Acts 4:34—37.)

The redemption of the poor (vv. 35-55). Moses
deals with three possible scenarios.

A bankrupt brother in debt (vv. 35-38) could
expect his “brother” Jews to assist him with an interest-
free loan,2 for the Jews were to treat one another
compassionately, like members of the same family. The
Jews were allowed to charge interest to Gentiles (Deut.
23:19-20). Since any debt incurred would be remitted
during the Year of Jubilee, assisting others was truly an
act of faith. However, the Lord had been so good to
Israel in redeeming the nation from Egypt, allowing
them to spoil the Egyptians, and giving Israel the land
of Canaan, that no Jew should want to exploit his fel-
low Jew. “Freely ye have received, freely give” (Matt.
10:8). The early church was quick to pick up this prin-
ciple and put it into practice in helping widows and
other needy believers (Acts 2:44—47; 4:34—>5:1; 6:1-7;
see Deut. 10:18; 24:17).

A poor brother who became the slave of a Jew
(vv. 39-46) could be expected to be treated like a hired
worker and not a slave. His master w