
Living God’s Word

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   1 11/10/11   2:32 PM



0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   2 11/10/11   2:32 PM



Living God’s Word
Discovering Our Place in the  

Great Story of  Scripture

J. Scott Duvall 
J. Daniel Hays

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   3 11/10/11   2:32 PM



ZONDERVAN

Living God’s Word 
Copyright © 2011 by J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays

This title is also available as a Zondervan ebook. Visit www.zondervan.com/ebooks.

This title is also available in a Zondervan audio edition. Visit www.zondervan.fm.

Requests for information should be addressed to:

Zondervan, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49530

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Duvall, J. Scott. 
 Living God’s word : discovering our place in the great story of Scripture / J. Scott Duvall, 
J. Daniel Hays. 
  p. cm. 
 Includes indexes. 
 ISBN 978-0 – 310-29210 – 7 (hardcover) 
 1.  Bible —  Textbooks.   I. Hays, J. Daniel, 1953-  II. Title. 
BS605.3.D88 2011 
220.6'1 —  dc23 2011037200

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from The Holy Bible, New Interna-
tional Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission. All 
rights reserved worldwide.

Any Internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers in this book are offered as a 
resource. They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement by Zondervan, nor does 
Zondervan vouch for the content of these sites and numbers for the life of this book.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted in any form or by any means —  electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or 
any other —  except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the 
publisher.

Cover design: Name goes here 
Cover photography or illustration: Name goes here 
Interior illustration: Name goes here 
Interior design: Sherri L. Hoffman

Printed in the United States of America

10 11 12 13 14 15 /XXX/ 26 25 24 23 22 21 20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   4 11/10/11   2:32 PM



To our in-laws,
Bob and Joyce Bumgardner (parents of Scott’s wife Judy)

and
Charles and Elizabeth Reed (parents of Danny’s wife Donna),

with our deep gratitude that they live their lives and have raised their 
families according to God’s Great Story

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   5 11/10/11   2:32 PM



0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   6 11/10/11   2:32 PM



COntentS

Preface: Why This Book? 9
Introduction 13

 1. Creation and Crisis: Who Am I and What Is Wrong? 21
 2. Covenant: God Makes a Promise and Establishes a  People 31
 3. Calling Out: “I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt”  41
 4. Commandments: Terms for Living in the Promised Land with  

God in Their Midst 53
 5. Conquest and Canaanization: Good News and Bad News 63
 6. Creation of the Kingdom: Nobodies and Somebodies 73
 7. Communion and Common Sense: Worship and Other Ways  

to Live Wisely 87
 8. Crumbling of the Kingdom: The Prophets and the End of Israel  

and Judah 99
 9. Captivity and Coming Home: Surviving the Exile and Returning  

to the Land 113
 10. Interlude: Time between the Testaments 123
 11. Christ:  Jesus Enters Our World 129
 12. Christ:  Jesus’ Message 145
 13. Christ:  Jesus’ Journey to Jerusalem 165
 14. Christ:  Jesus Dies on the Cross 181
 15. Christ:  Jesus Is Raised from the Dead 201
 16. Church: The Coming of the Spirit 215
 17. Church: In Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria 227
 18. Church: The Mission to the Gentiles 243
 19. Church: The Gospel Spreads from Jerusalem to Rome 261
 20. Consummation: The Happy Ending to the Great Story 273

Conclusion 293
Scripture Index 305
Subject Index ?

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   7 11/10/11   2:32 PM



0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   8 11/10/11   2:32 PM



9

Why This Book?

We are both college professors who also serve as teachers in the local church. 
For many years at our school (Ouachita Baptist University in Arkansas) we 
taught Old Testament Survey and New Testament Survey to all students. We 
realized somewhere along the way that we were failing our students in two 
primary ways. First, we were failing to teach our students how the whole Bible 
fit together. They were hearing about all the parts of the Bible but were never 
really seeing how it all came together to form a single story. That couldn’t be 
a good thing. Second, our students were not learning how to read the Story 
for themselves. Please don’t misunderstand, Old and New Testament Survey 
have their place (upper-level college or seminary most likely), but we became 
convinced that they shouldn’t take priority over learning the Story and learn-
ing how to read the Story well.

As a result, we changed from the two traditional courses to Survey of the 
Bible and Interpreting the Bible. We would make two passes through the 
Bible: once to explain the Great Story and a second time to explain how to 
interpret the Story responsibly. We also began creating resources for those 
courses. For the Interpreting the Bible class, we wrote Grasping God’s Word: A 
Hands-On Approach to Reading, Interpreting, and Applying the Bible (Zonder-
van, 1998). The second edition came out in 2005 and the third edition is due 
out in 2012. Because Grasping God’s Word has been so well received, Zonder-
van approached us about writing a complementary book that would survey the 
Great Story of Scripture. And so Living God’s Word: Discovering Our Place in 
God’s Great Story of Scripture was born.

How Is the Book Organized?
In terms of organization, Living God’s Word follows the biblical story in a fairly 
straightforward manner, using “C” sounds as a pedagogical aid for students: 
Creation and Crisis, Covenant, Calling Out, Commandments, Conquest and 
Canaanization, Creation of the Kingdom, Communion and Common Sense, 
Crumbling of the Kingdom, Captivity and Coming Home, Christ, Church, 
and Consummation. The introduction provides a quick glance at the Great 
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10  L i v ing God’s  Word

Story, while the conclusion reviews the Story with a special emphasis on how 
it all fits together theologically. We also added a brief chapter to help students 
understand the period of time between the Old and New Testaments.

Each chapter includes the following:

•	 Enter	Here	➞ a story or illustration to introduce the topic of the chapter
•	 Be	Prepared	➞ reading or listening assignments (see comments in the 

following section)
•	 The	Story	Continues	➞ an overview of the content of this part of the 

Story
•	 Making	Connections	➞ to show how this part of the Story relates to the 

whole Story
•	 Living	the	Story	➞ to present ideas about how to live out this aspect of 

the Story
•	 Wrapping	Up	➞ a summary of the chapter
•	 Memory	Verse	➞ a Bible verse that gives the chapter in a nutshell
•	 Digging	Deeper	➞ recommended books and assignments

Students: The Importance of Reading  
or Listening to the Bible
Living God’s Word is a guide to help you understand and live out the Great 
Story of the Bible. The subtle danger is that studying a book like this one 
might actually keep you from reading and studying the Bible itself, and that 
would be a tragedy. Above all, we want to encourage you to read or listen to 
the Bible.

The “Be Prepared” section presents key chapters of the Bible for you to take 
in. If you prefer a traditional book with pages you can f lip and words you can 
underline and margins you can write in, great! If you prefer listening to the 
Bible, however, don’t feel like you’re a second-class Chris tian. In fact,  people 
were listening to the Bible being read aloud long before they had a private 
copy to read silently to themselves. In the ancient world  people read aloud 
or listened as others read aloud. By some estimates, only about 15 percent of 
the general populace at that time were literate, although that percentage was 
probably higher among Jews and Jewish Chris tians since they treasured the 
Scriptures and taught their children to read (e.g., 2 Tim. 3:15).

Building on its Jewish heritage where the Scriptures were read every week 
in the synagogue, the early church placed a premium on knowing and memo-
rizing the Scriptures. For instance, the apostle Paul refers to the common 
practice of having his letters read aloud (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27) and encour-
ages Timothy (and the church in Ephesus) to “devote yourself to the public 
reading of Scripture” (1 Tim. 4:13; cf. Luke 4:16; Acts 13:14 – 16). In Revela-
tion 1:3, a blessing is pronounced on the person who reads the prophecy aloud 

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   10 11/10/11   2:32 PM



Why This Book?  11

and on those who listen: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this 
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written 
in it, because the time is near.” There is also an interesting but strong connec-
tion in the Bible between hearing God’s Word and obeying God’s Word (e.g., 
Matt. 7:24 – 27; John 14:23 – 24; Rev. 1:3; 3:3).

All this means that it’s perfectly fine to listen to the Bible being read aloud. 
You could get an audio Bible of a dramatic reading of Scripture such as The 
Bible Experience and listen to this. Or you could download a Bible app like 
YouVersion	for	your	phone	or	tablet	or	laptop	and	listen	to	the	Bible	that	way.	
Whatever approach you take, we strongly encourage you to read or listen to 
God’s Word as a way of preparing to understand and live out its message.

Acknowledgments
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begin by thanking our wives (Judy Duvall and Donna Hays) for supporting us 
through yet another writing project. This volume is dedicated to their parents, 
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We are indebted to many scholars whose ideas have shaped our own in deep 
ways, including John Walton, Christopher Wright, Leslie Newbigin, Brian 
Walsh, Richard Middleton, Craig Bartholomew, Michael Goheen, N. T. 
Wright,	Kevin	Vanhoozer,	Craig	Blomberg,	Darrell	Bock,	and	Mark	Strauss.	
While we do not know all these individuals personally, we have benefited from 
their contribution to God’s kingdom through their writings.

Most of all, we are thankful to God for not giving up on the creation project 
and for graciously allowing us to participate in his Great Story and his ongo-
ing mission.

Without intending to sound cliché, we genuinely pray that you will experi-
ence God’s Story and discover your place in it. We give all glory to our Lord, 
the Author of the Great Story.
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13

inTroducTion

Why is the story so often dismissed as not quite adult? . . . The story is the most adult form 
of language, the most serious form into which language can be put.1

 –  EugEnE PE T Erson 

Tell someone to do something and you change their life —  for a day; tell someone a story 
and you change their life.2

 –  n .  T.  W r igh T

The Value of Stories
Stories capture our attention better than almost anything, although video clips 
and music do a pretty good job. You’ll be listening to a speaker, bored to death, 
when they start telling a story —  “During my first year of college, I had a 
really good group of friends until we took a road trip to . . .” —  and then you’re 
hooked. It’s almost impossible to stop listening to a story, especially if it’s a 
good one told well.

Why do we love stories so much? They keep us interested for one. We can 
identify with the characters in the story, their personalities, choices, accom-
plishments, and struggles. We begin to see our reflection in some of the char-
acters, and we want to find our own answers through what happens to them. 
We need to know at some deep level how the story ends, and we also have a 
built-in longing for it to turn out well. (That’s why those “to be continued” 
episodes can drive us crazy.) Also, stories paint a holistic picture of life in all 
its complexity, emotion, and drama, and good stories do so honestly. Another 
reason we like stories is that they appeal to all  people —  young and old, well-
educated and uneducated, rich and poor.  People of all cultures are drawn to 
stories. What about you, why do stories captivate you?

More and more  people are realizing the importance of stories. As N. T. 
Wright puts it, “Stories are wrongly regarded as a poor person’s substitute 

1. Eugene H. Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Ministry (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1987), 119.

2. N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the  People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1992), 40.
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14  L i v ing God’s  Word

for the ‘real thing,’ which is to be found either in some abstract truth or in 
statements about ‘bare facts.’ ”3 Because stories capture reality more fully than 
other ways of speaking about life, Eugene Peterson is right to say that they 
are the most adult form of language. That’s why the religious leaders of  Jesus’ 
day often got terribly upset when he told a simple story. We might say, “Come 
on,  Jesus was just telling a story about a farmer (or whatever). Why does that 
bother you guys so much?” But in truth,  Jesus’ stories explained God and the 
world in ways that these religious leaders were opposed to. Big stories compete 
with other big stories for the right to explain how everything fits together 
and works. Stories are really, really important, and we are the ones who suffer 
when we dismiss them as nothing more than attention-getting illustrations.

Think about it this way: when we meet someone for the first time or when 
we are trying to get to know someone better, we don’t just spill out random 
bits of information about our lives. No, we tell them a story, our story —  “Every 
Christmas, my parents would . . .” Somehow, we instinctively know that while 
they may appear simple, stories are actually very advanced, sophisticated, and 
complex. When we tell stories, we talk like adults.

Not all stories are created equal. Some stories are about ordinary things like 
going to the store to buy toothpaste or about watching a baseball game. Other 
stories, however, are basic or foundational because “they provide us with an 
understanding of our whole world and of our own place within it.”4 We use 
these great stories (or metanarratives) to make sense of life. These great stories 
are guiding and foundational because they seek to answer the most important 
questions of life:

•	 Where	are	we?	What	kind	of	world	do	we	live	in?
•	 Who	are	we?	What	does	it	mean	to	be	a	human	being?
•	 What’s	wrong?	What	is	the	essential	problem	with	us	and	the	world?
•	 What’s	the	solution?	What	can	fix	the	problem?
•	 Where	are	we	in	the	Story?	Where	do	we	belong	and	how	does	the	Story	

affect our lives right now?

Everyone believes in or buys into a big story, whether they realize it or not. 
The only question is which great story we will accept as the one that tells us 
the truth about the way things really are. Which guiding story will we claim 
as our story?

The Bible, God’s Great Story, claims to be the one, true Story that offers 
the best answers to the basic life questions.5 It confronts and challenges other 

3. Ibid., 38.
4. See also Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture 

(Grand Rapids: Baker), 18.
5. For more on how the Bible best answers the worldview questions, see especially 

Brian J. Walsh and J. Richard Middleton, The Transforming Vision: Shaping a Chris-
tian World View (Downers	 Grove,	 IL:	 InterVarsity	 Press,	 1984);	 Leslie	 Newbigin,	
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Introduction  15

stories, including the dominant stories of our culture and our own personal 
stories. For example, when the main story of our Western culture tells us that 
we can find meaning in life when we buy more and more stuff, the Bible f latly 
denies this. Finding meaning in life, according to God’s Story, comes through 
important relationships, not through shopping, which ultimately leaves us 
empty and unfulfilled. Or when our society tells us that technological prog-
ress like social media is always a good thing, the Bible suggests that constant 
distractions and addictions can actually diminish rather than enhance life.

The longtime Chris tian missionary to India, Leslie Newbigin, was 
reminded of this fact by one of his Hindu friends who said:

As I read the Bible, I find in it a quite unique interpretation of univer-
sal history and, therefore, a unique understanding of the human person 
as a responsible actor in history. You Chris tian missionaries have talked 
about the Bible as if it were simply another book of religion. We have plenty 
of these already in India and we do not need another book to add to our 
supply.6

The Bible is in fact a single Story that lays out a vision for the whole world.7 
We are familiar with story lines from everyday life —  things like novels, movies, 
and	TV	shows.	Your	typical	story	opens	with	things	going	well.	The	author	
introduces the characters, gives us the necessary background information, and 
sets the scene. Generally, everything is good at the beginning. Then a problem 
or crisis arises that threatens one or more of the characters. Much of the story 
focuses on solving this problem (i.e., conflict resolution). Usually during the 
resolution phase there is a climax where everything rushes to a critical point 
and the overall story turns in one direction or the other. Finally, the resolution 
is worked out so that, in the end, things are even better than they were in the 
beginning. Not all stories work this way, but many do. If there is no happy end-
ing, we label the story a tragedy. Here is how the Bible unfolds as a Great Story:

•	 Opening	–	Genesis	1	–	2
•	 Problem	–	Genesis	3	–	11
•	 Resolution	–	Genesis	12	through	Revelation	18
•	 Climax	to	resolution	–	The	life,	ministry,	death,	and	resurrection	of		Jesus	

Christ
•	 Closing	–	Revelation	19	–	22

The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989); Christopher J. H. 
Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity	Press,	2006);	Michael	W.	Goheen	and	Craig	G.	Bartholomew,	Living at the 
Crossroads: An Introduction to Chris tian Worldview (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008).

6. Newbigin, Gospel in a Pluralist Society, 89.
7. In Christopher J. H. Wright’s recent book, The Mission of God’s  People: A Biblical 

Theology of the Church’s Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), he shows how the Great 
Story shows the church what it’s supposed to do in this world.
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16  L i v ing God’s  Word

To put the Great Story of the Bible into a memorable format, consider the 
outline below that uses “C” sounds as a memory tool.

The Great Story of the Bible 
Creation and Crisis

At the beginning of the Story, God creates the world and places the first 
 people in a wonderful garden where they enjoy a special and intimate rela-
tionship with him. Yet these first  people and those that follow choose to act 
selfishly and rebel (or sin) against God. Their sinful behavior brings disastrous 
and deadly consequences: pain, suffering, death, and separation from God. 
The human race is not off to a good start.

Covenant 
In response to the crisis of sin and rebellion, God starts to unfold his great 

plan of salvation. He establishes a covenant with Abraham, promising a land, 
numerous descendants, and a blessing. God promises to bless the rest of the 
world through Abraham. These covenant promises drive the Story throughout 
the rest of the Old Testament, and they find ultimate fulfillment in the com-
ing of  Jesus Christ.

Calling Out
As God moves to fulfill his promise to Abraham, he raises up Moses to 

deliver his  people from slavery in Egypt. God’s spectacular deliverance of his 
 people from slavery through the exodus event becomes a pattern that foreshad-
ows God’s ultimate deliverance of his  people through  Jesus Christ.

Commandments
After God rescues his  people from slavery, he gives them commandments 

to live by. These commandments are the terms by which his  people can experi-
ence tremendous blessings as they dwell in the Promised Land with the holy 
God living in their midst.

Conquest and Canaanization
God uses Joshua to help his  people conquer the “Promised Land” (Canaan). 

The good news is that they do successfully conquer the land and settle down. The 
bad news is that soon after the death of Joshua and during the time of the judges, 
God’s  people become just as sinful as the wicked Canaanites they were supposed 
to drive out of the land. Who will deliver them from this canaanization mess?

Creation of the Kingdom 
The answer is David. Although the first king, Saul, is inept and fails to 

trust in God, David, the second king, is different. David trusts in God and 
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delivers the  people from the sinful influence of the Canaanites, restoring them 
to a true worship of God. He comes close to establishing a just and righ teous 
kingdom filled with the blessings God intended for them. But just as this 
seems to be within reach, David commits adultery and murder, leaving us 
to look elsewhere for a “true righ teous Messiah” or ultimate deliverer. After 
David dies, his son Solomon flippantly heads the nation toward idolatry. The 
dream slips away; the kingdom will soon crumble.

Communion and Common Sense
Throughout the Story, God has emphasized the covenant relationship with 

his  people (e.g., “I will be your God; you will be my  people; I will dwell in 
your midst”). The book of Psalms describes the intimate communion that God 
desires with his  people. God also wants his  people to live wisely in relationship 
to each other. These guidelines for wise living are presented in the Wisdom 
books.

Crumbling of the Kingdom
After Solomon dies, the nation has a civil war and splits into two: Israel (the 

northern kingdom) and Judah (the southern kingdom). The northern kingdom 
Israel is led continually by bad kings and falls into idolatry immediately. The 
southern kingdom Judah is led mostly by bad kings, and the few good ones 
they have are unable to stop the downward slide into idolatry. The prophets 
preach in this context, exhorting the  people to turn from their sin and return 
to worshiping God and obeying his commandments. The prophets warn that 
if Israel and Judah do not turn back to God, terrible judgment will come and 
they will be driven out of the Promised Land. Yet the prophets also look 
beyond the coming judgment to proclaim a wonderful future time of restora-
tion and blessing, led by the Messiah.

With few exceptions, no one really listens to the prophets, and thus the 
tragic judgment they proclaimed unfolds. The northern kingdom Israel is con-
quered by the Assyrians and its  people are scattered. The southern kingdom 
is then destroyed by the Babylonians and the  people taken to Babylon as cap-
tives. Israel/Judah has lost the Promised Land and the presence of God. All 
they have now is the promise and hope from the prophets of a future time of 
restoration and blessing ushered in by the coming Messiah.

Captivity and Coming Home
The defeated and shattered  people of Judah are taken captive to Babylon, 

where individuals like Daniel illustrate that faithfulness to God during the 
captivity is still possible. Finally, after a time of living in exile away from the 
Promised Land, some of the remaining  people return to Jerusalem and Judah 
under the leadership of men like Ezra and Nehemiah. The  people are back in 
the land, but the situation for this small, struggling, rag-tag nation, still under 
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18  L i v ing God’s  Word

foreign domination, is a long ways from the wonderful time of restoration 
promised by the prophets. Obviously, the time of blessing and restoration still 
lies in the future, and the Old Testament closes with hope and expectation 
directed toward the coming, yet still future, Messiah.

Christ
About four hundred years later God sends the Messiah or Christ, who is 

 Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God.  Jesus comes announcing the good news (or 
“gospel”) of the kingdom of God in fulfillment of God’s covenant promises. 
 Jesus forms a new community of twelve disciples, teaches with authority, and 
works miracles.  Jesus came to save  people (outcasts and sinners included) from 
their sins, not by leading a military revolution but by dying on the cross and 
being raised from the dead. This is God’s plan to rescue his  people and restore 
creation. With the coming of  Jesus, the Story of how God will fix the world 
reaches its climax.

Church
Those who repent and put their faith in  Jesus Christ and his gospel become 

part of the church. What  Jesus began to do during his earthly ministry, he now 
continues to do through his  people. But the church does not act on its own 
power. Rather, at Pentecost the Holy Spirit comes to live among the  people of 
God, both corporately and individually, empowering them to witness to this 
good news and make disciples of all nations. Now we see how God is fulfill-
ing his promise to bless all nations through Abraham. Through the Messiah’s 
 people, a multicultural community of  Jesus followers composed of both Jews 
and Gentiles, God continues to rescue  people from sin and restore creation.

Consummation
God’s restoration plan is finalized when he destroys evil and fully and com-

pletely restores his creation. The enemies of God who have willfully rebelled 
against him —  Satan, demons, and wicked human beings —  will suffer judg-
ment, while those who have followed God and  Jesus the Messiah will live 
with him forever. The future hope trumpeted by the prophets now comes to 
pass. God’s original plan of sharing the perfect community with his  people 
becomes a reality.

God’s longtime covenant promises are now completely fulfilled in a new 
heaven and new earth, where God will live among his  people in intimate fel-
lowship (see Rev. 21:1 – 4).

That is the grand narrative of the Bible, God’s Great Story. When a person 
chooses to follow  Jesus Christ, they are basically saying, “I want God’s Story 
to become my story.” That’s what conversion is —  embracing the Great Story 
of Scripture as our personal story. We could compare the Great Story of Scrip-
ture to a huge superhighway. Faithful  people who lived ages ago traveled this 
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Introduction  19

same road long before it became so massive. Now, faithful  people from many 
different cultures navigate the highway. When the Great Story becomes your 
guiding story, you merge onto that highway. Conversion involves merging. 
It’s not just about “asking  Jesus into your heart” but about becoming a part 
of and experiencing God’s Story. Interestingly, the Chris tian movement was 
described as “the Way” in the book of Acts (9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22).

Some of you might prefer another analogy, such as that of a thread being 
woven into a beautiful tapestry. Conversion would occur when the thread of 
your life begins to be woven into the larger creation. Whatever metaphor you 
choose to describe the Chris tian faith, please choose one where you become 
part of something much, much bigger than yourself rather than one where 
you try to cram God and all that he is doing into your individual life. Rather 
than remaining the center of the universe and just getting a bit of God added 
to your life, true conversion means that your whole life becomes reoriented 
around God, the one true Center. You join in what God has done, is doing, 
and will do to defeat evil, rescue his  people, and restore his creation. It’s also 
comforting to know that when you become part of God’s Story, the Holy 
Spirit travels with you as your constant companion. And when you choose to 
follow  Jesus Christ, you begin traveling with a whole new community of fel-
low believers who have merged into God’s Story and are traveling the same 

The Great Story of the Bible

The Great Story Location in the Bible

Creation and Crisis Genesis 1 – 11

Covenant Genesis 12 – 50

Calling Out Exodus 1 – 15

Commandments Exodus 16 – 40, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy

Conquest and Canaanization Joshua, Judges

Creation of the Kingdom Ruth, 1 – 2 Sam uel, 1 Kings 1 – 11, 1 Chron icles; 
2 Chron icles 1 – 9

Communion and Common Sense Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs

Crumbling of the Kingdom 1 Kings 12 – 2 Kings 25, 2 Chron icles 10 – 36, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, 
Jonah, Micah, Habakkuk, Zephaniah

Captivity and Coming Home Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Haggai, Zechariah, 
Malachi

Interlude: Time between the Testaments

Christ Matthew, Mark, Luke, John

Church Acts, Paul’s Letters, General Letters

Consummation Revelation
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story path. So you’re never alone. Walking in the company of fellow travelers 
and the companionship of God’s Spirit makes it easier to trust God during 
especially difficult parts of the journey.

Perhaps you can now see why all this talk about story is pretty important. 
It’s not a stretch to say that the story you choose to live by becomes the most 
important choice you will ever make. And sadly, when you give no thought to 
your guiding story, then you are simply being swept along by the most power-
ful currents of our culture. We wrote Living God’s Word to help you understand 
and make a wise choice about your guiding story.

Organization of This Book
The book is organized in a fairly simple way. Following this introduction you 
will find a chapter on every major part of the biblical story as outlined above. 
We also put a chapter in between the Old and New Testaments to help you 
understand that period of time. Then, in the conclusion we summarize the 
Great Story and show how it answers the most important questions in life 
better than any other story.

Assignments

 1. The biblical story and the story of Western civilization are often incompatible. 
Write out short answers to the five basic questions mentioned earlier in this 
chapter (p. 000), first from the point of view of the Western story and then 
from the biblical story. Your answers need to be thoughtful but not neces-
sarily lengthy. Then write a concluding paragraph showing where the two 
stories overlap and where they are radically different. We will ask you to do 
this same assignment at the end of our study to see how much you have 
learned.

 2. What metaphor of conversion have you grown up with, if any? Does your 
model lean more toward the “ask  Jesus into your life” approach or the 
“merge onto a superhighway” model? Compare and contrast these two 
models of conversion.
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C h a p t e r  1
creaTion and crisis:

Who am i and What is Wrong?

Enter Here
Who am I? Why am I here? What is wrong in the world? Who is God? What 
is he like? What does he want from me? What is the meaning of life? These 
are critical questions for us. The answers you come up with will shape your 
life. If you haven’t asked these questions yet and thought seriously about the 
answers, it’s time you did. The beginning of the Bible tackles these questions 
head on.

Be Prepared 
Read or listen to Genesis 1 – 9, 11.

The Story Begins 
The Bible is basically a Story about God and  people . . . and the often troubled 
relationship between them. The Story is told through the lives of individual 
 people (Adam, Eve, Abraham, David, Mary, Peter, etc.), but the central plot of 
the Story is universal in scope and much bigger than just the individual human 
characters in the Story. It is your Story and my Story as well . . . and the Spirit 
of God invites us into the Story. In other words, this is also a Story about you 
and God and the relationship you have with him. Hang on to your hat! This 
is quite a ride! It is a fascinating and exciting Story, and the most important 
Story in all of human existence. We will call it the Great Story.

As we mentioned in the introduction, most stories have five basic parts or 
“movements”:

 1. The story starts out with a description of the setting, including an 
introduction of the major characters and a description of the initial 
situation; usually things are going well.
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 2. Then something happens that produces tension or some type of crisis; 
often one or more of the characters are threatened.

 3. The characters struggle to resolve the crisis or tension (this part usually 
comprises the majority of the story).

 4. The story reaches a climax or critical point where everything comes to 
a head.

 5. The story comes to a conclusion or ending as the tension or crisis is 
resolved, often leaving the characters better off than in the beginning.

The Great Story follows this same basic pattern. Within the overarching 
plot of the Story, Genesis 1 – 11 plays a particularly important role for it covers 
the first two parts of the Story. Genesis 1 – 2 presents the description of the 
setting (God’s creation), an introduction to the major characters (God and the 
 people he creates), and the initial positive situation (close fellowship between 
the presence of God and his  people in a wonderful garden).

Genesis 3 – 11 then describes the disruption of this situ-
ation. The  people God has created rebel against him and 
repeatedly disobey him. Thus the close fellowship between 
 people and God is broken and the wonderful life in the gar-
den is lost, to be replaced by separation, disorientation, fear, 
and death. A crisis arises and there is tension. How will 
wayward and rebellious human beings ever be reconciled to 
God and be able to return to a situation of close fellowship 
and blessing?

Part 3 of the Great Story, the struggle for resolution of 
the crisis, begins in Genesis 12 as God takes the initiative 
and begins unfolding his great plan of salvation. The plot 
for most of the rest of the Story revolves around how God 
works to resolve the crisis and restore the close relationship 
between  people and God that was enjoyed in the garden. 
The Story reaches its climax (Part 4) in the life, death, and 
resurrection of  Jesus Christ, through whom the resolution 
comes. The final, ultimate resolution (Part 5), however, 

comes at the very end of the Story (Revelation 19 – 22) as God puts an end to 
all evil, death, and alienation and restores his creation.  People once again will 
live a wonderful and blessed life in close fellowship with God in a garden-like 
paradise.

God Creates a Wonderful World and Places the First  People in a 
Fruitful Garden

The opening words of the Great Story are profound: “In the beginning 
God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). This is the most basic and 

What is god Like?

“Apart from the old Testament we will al-
ways have an impoverished view of god. 
god is not a philosophical construct but a 
Person who acts in history: the one who 
created Adam, who gave a promise to 
noah, who called Abraham and introduced 
himself by name to Moses, who deigned 
to live in a wilderness tent in order to 
live close to his  people. From genesis 1 
onward, god has wanted himself to be 
known, and the old Testament is our most 
complete revelation of what god is like.”

 –  Ph i L iP  ya nc e y 1

1. Philip Yancey, The Bible  Jesus Read (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 27.
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foundational description of the setting for the Great Story and how we fit 
in. The implications of this opening statement are extensive and critical. We 
learn that God, the central character in the Story, is the Creator. We learn 
that  people, the secondary characters in the Story, are part of the “creation.” 
The most fundamental issues of life and the major questions about the mean-
ing of life are tied up in this verse. If we accept this short opening statement, 
then a lot of things clear up. Our life will take on a certain ordered existence, 
much like the move from chaos to order depicted in Genesis 1. Our basic 
relationship to God will be defined: he is the Creator and we are the “created 
beings.”

The implications are far-reaching. As Creator, God has the right and the 
authority to rule and to determine what is right and what is wrong, what is 
pure and what is corrupt, what constitutes obedience and what constitutes 
disobedience. Furthermore, if we accept this opening statement, we are 
acknowledging that God is sovereign and powerful, able to intervene into 
human history in miraculous ways. If we accept Genesis 1:1, we should not 
have any trouble believing that God parted the Red Sea, that  Jesus fed over 
five thousand  people with two loaves of bread and a few small fish, or that 
God raised  Jesus from the dead.

Genesis 1:1 also serves as a summary statement for the entire creation 
account of Genesis 1 – 2. The specific description of the creation actually 
starts in Genesis 1:2 with the mention of a chaotic watery world. That God 
creates the world out of “nothing” is certainly implied in Genesis 1, but the 
actual description in Genesis 1 focuses more on how God 
separates things, bringing order out of chaos and life out 
of nonlife. Genesis 1:2 also refers to the “Spirit of God” 
hovering over the waters. This is an early introduction into 
the Story of the close connection between God’s Spirit and 
creative power, a theme that runs throughout the Story.

Notice that the creation episode in Genesis 1:2 – 31 is 
not told in a cold, boring, or mechanical manner. Rather, it 
is poetic and lyrical. There is rhythm, structure, and rep-
etition (“evening and morning,” “it was good,” etc.). This 
chapter depicts God as totally unconstrained by the “laws” of nature, freely 
shaping his beautiful creation as an artist creates a painting or sculpture. Fur-
thermore, the unfolding story of creation does not take place in a straight 
linear fashion but instead consists of two parallel cycles. During the first cycle 
(days 1 – 3) God establishes the critical domains of the creation while during 
the second cycle (days 4 – 6) he goes back and establishes the occupants of 
those domains. This is illustrated by this chart:

the sovereign god

“From beginning to end the emphasis in 
the passage is on god’s sovereign majes-
ty. he is the subject; his actions, although 
expressed simply and briefly, are lofty and 
inspiring.”

 –  a L L en ros s 2

2. Allen Ross, Creation and Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of Genesis 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), 101.

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   23 11/10/11   2:32 PM



24  L iv ing God’s  Word

The Domains The Occupants

Day 1 (Gen. 1:3 – 5)
God separates light from darkness.

Day 4 (Gen. 1:14 – 19)
God creates the sun, moon, and stars.

Day 2 (Gen. 1:6 – 8)
God separates the sky from the sea.

Day 5 (Gen. 1:20 – 23)
God creates birds and fish.

Day 3 (Gen. 1:9 – 13)
God separates dry ground from water. 

Day 6 (Gen. 1:24 – 31)
God creates livestock, wild animals, and 
 people.

Just as an ancient priestly king might build a temple and then assign posi-
tions to  people and define their functions, so God creates the world, assigning 
positions to entities and closely defining their functions. At the end of the cre-
ation process and serving as the climactic event, God makes man and woman 
in his image. A summary of this task is presented in Genesis 1:26 – 31, and 
a more detailed account is provided in Genesis 2:4 – 25. Adam and Eve, the 
first two human beings, are not associated with any human tribe or race. That 
is, they are not called Hebrews, Israelites, or some other nationality. Instead 
they are described as being made “in the image of God.” This implies that the 
“image of God” is “imprinted” on all  people, regardless of culture, socioeco-
nomic standing, or ethnicity. Everyone has this special status and value. Being 
in the image of God suggests that we all are similar to God in several aspects 
(spiritual, emotional, relational). Furthermore, it suggests that God appoints 
human beings as his representatives to administer his creation. That is part of 
their assigned function.

In Genesis 2 God places the first man, Adam, in a luscious garden, made 
even more wonderful with the addition of Eve, the perfect match for him. 
Indeed, the creation account concludes with the institution of marriage. The 
man and the woman are together in a perfect match, living in a beautiful, 
bountiful paradise, and enjoying close personal fellowship in the very presence 
of God himself. Who could want anything more?

Sin, Rebellion, Separation from God, and Death
Of course, as you know, we spoiled it all. This is the part of the Story 

that dominates Genesis 3 – 11. God places his  people in a wonderful world 
and desires for them to live happily in close fellowship with him and with 
each other. The human response? Genesis 3 – 11 chronicles four major sinful 
episodes that characterize the human response to God’s great blessing. The 
result? Sin and rebellion by  people against God has its consequences. It pro-
duces separation from God and antagonism between  people. It also results in 
death. So not only does Genesis 3 – 11 describe four major, representative sinful 
responses to God, but it also describes the tragic consequences. Throughout 
this section  people move further and further away from God, scatter further 
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3. John H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins 
Debate	(Downers	Grove,	IL:	InterVarsity	Press	Academic,	2009),	162	–	63.

Literal Creation, Theistic Evolution, or Cosmic Temple Inauguration?

Even among evangelical scholars who believe in the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible there is little 
 consensus on how to interpret genesis 1. i have generally tried to understand genesis 1 as literally as 

possible, recognizing at the same time that it has poetic elements and therefore is not a straightforward step-
by-step mechanical account from a modern perspective of how god created the world. i see god working 
freely like an artist, unconstrained by the laws of nature, creating the world to look much like it does today, 
with mountains, valleys, rivers, beaches, and forests. From a scientific point of view, these elements take a 
long time to form. it seems probable that if god created the world to look like it does today —  with sedimentary 
layers and fossils —  then it had an “old” or “apparent age” look to it from the beginning. But obviously not 
everyone agrees with me. Many believe that the flood in genesis 6 – 9 accounts for much of the geological and 
fossil data.

There are others within evangelicalism who affirm that god is indeed the Creator of the world, but maintain 
that he used evolutionary processes to do it. These scholars interpret genesis 1 in a symbolic way, under-
standing the “days” as references to long periods of time and underscoring the places where the sequence in 
genesis 1 aligns with the standard theory of evolution. To me, however, it is difficult to line up genesis 1 (even 
symbolically) with standard evolutionary theory. Vegetation, after all, is created on Day 3, and the sun, critical 
for vegetation, is not created until Day 4.

recently John Walton, an evangelical old Testament and ancient near Eastern scholar, has proposed an en-
tirely different approach. he argues that if we read genesis 1 against the background of other ancient literature 
from the near East, we will realize that it is not addressing the creation of “material” or “matter” but rather 
describing poetically how god moves into the cosmos as his temple (place of residence) and assigns proper 
functions to all of the entities in his new temple (the universe). Walton summarizes:

As in the rest of the ancient world, the israelites were much more attuned to the functions of the cosmos 

than to the material of the cosmos. The functions of the world were more important to them and more in-

teresting to them. They had little concern for the material structures; significance lay in who was in charge 

and made it work. As a result, genesis 1 has been presented as an account of functional origins (specifically 

functioning for  people) rather than an account of material origins (as we have been generally inclined to read 

it). As an account of functional origins, it offers no clear information about material origins. . . .

The account can then be seen to be a seven-day inauguration of the cosmic temple, setting up its func-

tions for the benefit of humanity, with god dwelling in relationship with his creation.3

Walton maintains that there is no tension between science and faith in genesis 1 because genesis 1 is not 
addressing scientific concerns about the origin of the universe in any way. has Walton convinced us and the 
rest of evangelical scholarship? it is too early to tell. he has certainly given us an entirely new way of thinking 
about genesis 1.
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and further away from each other, and die. The paradise is indeed lost. These 
four sinful responses and their terrible consequences are as follows:

Sinful response #1: Adam and Eve rebel against God’s boundaries for life in the 
garden (Gen. 3:1 – 24). We believe that Adam and Eve were real  people, but 
their Story, while historical, is also representative for all  people. Adam and Eve 
reflect the attitudes and behavior of all of us. God gives them a great life in the 
garden. They have each other, close fellowship with God, plenty of delicious 
food to eat . . . the good life! Yet they throw it all away. They fall for the lies 
and half-truths that the serpent, Satan, tells them, and they eat from the one 
tree that God had forbidden. When God confronts them with this, they each 
try to blame someone else.

The terrible consequences of sinful response #1: Sin disqualifies Adam and Eve 
from living in the paradise and they are banished from the garden. They no 
longer have the close fellowship with the presence of God that they once had. 

Driven from the garden, they no longer have food provided 
for them; now they must work hard in the hot fields to pro-
duce food just to stay alive. In fact, they will no longer live 
forever. Separated from God, death is now their destiny. 
Life will continue through childbirth, but even that will be 
difficult and painful.

Sinful response #2: Outside the garden, a man kills his 
brother (Gen. 4:1 – 26). Driven from the garden, Adam and 
Eve start reproducing more human beings. This is a miracle 
of life and a blessing from God. But how do the  people 
in this new f ledgling family society behave? One brother, 

Cain, kills the other brother, Abel. This is a terrible, yet unfortunately true, 
foreshadowing of human behavior. The pages of human history are filled with 
murder and war. Just watch the news. We continue to kill each other with 
some regularity.

The terrible consequences to sinful response #2: Cain is driven even further away 
from God, and he is now terrified that other  people will try to kill him.

Sinful response #3: Human society embraces wickedness as the norm for behav-
ior (Gen. 5:1 – 9:29). As the human population grows, the emerging societies 
accept immoral and unrigh teous behavior as the norm. Genesis 6:5 sums up 
the grim situation: “The Lord saw how great the wickedness of the human 
race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the 
human heart was only evil all the time.”

The terrible consequences of sinful response #3: God destroys the world with a 
flood and starts over with Noah, the one righ teous man he could find. Remem-
ber that back in Genesis 1 the phrase repeated over and over in reference to the 

the Lies of satan

“The devil tempts us in the sin of spiritual 
pride, in that he deceives us about the se-
riousness of god’s law and of god’s wrath. 
he takes the word of god’s grace in his 
hand and whispers to us, ‘god is a god of 
grace, he will not take our sins seriously.’ ”

 –  d ie T r ic h Bonhoeffer 4

4. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall: A Theological Interpretation of Genesis 1 – 3 
(New York: Macmillan, 1959), 143.
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new creation was “God saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). 
Now, in ironic contrast, God sees “how great the wickedness of the human 
race had become.” The world is not so “good” anymore. So God decides to 
destroy much of the creation and start over. Genesis 6 – 9 describes in detail 
the great f lood that God sends. It is important to read this against Genesis 1, 
for the f lood is described in terms that depict it as a reversal of the creation 
in Genesis 1. In Genesis 1 the waters above and waters below were separated 
(1:6 – 7), but now they collapse together into a great f lood (7:11). In Genesis 
1:9 God commanded the dry ground to appear, but now this is reversed and 
the dry ground is again covered with water (7:17 – 20). Most of the life created 
in Genesis 1 is destroyed and watery chaos returns. But in the midst of this, 
God preserves Noah and his family, along with representative animals, in the 
ark, and in essence the world is “re-created” as the waters recede (separate) and 
the animals and  people once again inhabit the dry ground.

Sinful response #4: In defiance of God,  people build a great tower to make a name 
for themselves (Gen. 11:1 – 9). Unfortunately, Noah’s descendants do not remain 
faithful to God for very long. Soon they reject the reality that they were cre-
ated in his image and thus integrally connected to “his name” (1:26 – 27; 4:26). 
They desire to be great independently of God and to make their own “name” 
by which to be identified. They strive to accomplish this by uniting together 
to build a spectacular tower (probably a temple) that celebrates their own name 
instead of God’s. They want to live separately and independently from God.

The terrible consequences of sinful response #4: God is offended by the tower 
and he confuses the language of the  people (different languages emerge) 
and scatters this proud  people into different groups. Genesis 10 is probably 
a description of the resultant scattering in Genesis 11:8 – 9, even though it is 
presented first. That is, Genesis 11:1 – 9 explains how the  peoples of the world 
came to be so different and divided as described in Genesis 10.

Aspects of hope: Genesis 3 – 11 deals primarily with sin, rebellion, and the 
consequences —  separation from the presence of God, enmity between  people 
and God, scattering, death. But sprinkled faintly across this section are also 
glimpses of hope —  short verses that imply something hopeful beyond the 
judgment and the dire consequences. For example, even as God announces the 
terrible consequences for Adam and Eve for eating the forbidden fruit (Gen. 
3:14 – 19), he also decrees judgment on the serpent (i.e., Satan), indicating that 
through one of Eve’s descendants the serpent will eventually and ultimately be 
crushed and defeated (Gen. 3:15).

Likewise even as the consequences of Cain’s murder of Abel are playing 
out, the Story quietly mentions the birth of another son, Seth, and then notes, 
“At that time  people began to call on the name of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26). 
This indicates that even as most of the human race rebels against God and 
rejects their relationship with him, there were some  people —  Seth and his son, 
Enosh, for example —  who did indeed continue to worship God. Then in the 
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great f lood Story (Gen. 6 – 9) it is important to keep in mind that not everyone 
was destroyed —  Noah and his family are saved from the great f lood.

These three references provide a brief aspect of hope in the midst of sin and 
judgment, and they foreshadow, if faintly, the ultimate deliverance that  Jesus 
Christ will bring to resolve this great crisis. Finally, just as the Tower of Babel 
episode ends (Gen. 11:9), a genealogy is introduced that tracks the descendants 
of Noah from Shem, his son, down to Abram, later renamed Abraham. It is 
with Abraham that God will begin revealing and working out his master plan 
for providing deliverance and restoration for all who believe. So as this dismal 
unit (Gen. 3 – 11) concludes, it points forward with hope to Abraham, the 
father of faith.

Making Connections
Let’s review where we are in the Great Story:

➤ Creation and Crisis
Covenant
Calling Out
Commandments
Conquest and Canaanization
Creation of the Kingdom
Communion and Common Sense
Crumbling of the Kingdom
Captivity and Coming Home
Interlude: Time between the Testaments
Christ
Church
Consummation

Living the Story
There is a lot in Genesis 1 – 11 for us to ponder and to apply. First of all, at the 
heart of our understanding of God and our relationship with him is Genesis 
1:1 (“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth”). Once we 
come to realize and accept that God is the Creator and Ruler of the universe 
(and not us!), then much of the confusion in life can be cleared up. Now we 
know who is worthy to be worshiped. Now we know who has the power and 
authority to set the standards for living. Now we can understand that God as 
Creator of the universe is involved in the world and in human history.

Likewise it is instructive and encouraging for us to recognize that God’s 
plan for the  people he created was a wonderful life in the garden. God wanted 
them to have a good life in close fellowship with him. We can rest assured that 
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God wants the same for us and that his overall plan is moving in that direction 
(to bring about this great restoration for his  people). Sin has tarnished the cre-
ation, often producing pain and sorrow for us. But the Great Story is moving 
forward to bring about a spectacular restoration and to bring us full circle back 
to the wonderful life with God in the garden.

Finally, as we come to grips with the terrible consequences of sin, we can 
begin to grasp the root causes of pain and suffering. God created a wonderful 
world. It is human sin that spoiled it and set all of the terrible consequences 
in motion —  separation from God, alienation from other  people, selfishness, 
murder, scattering, and death. This currently defines much of the world, if 
 people are left to themselves. Fortunately, in Christ all of this will be over-
turned . . . but that comes at the end of the Story. So keep reading.

Wrapping Up 
God created the world and made human beings in his image. God’s initial plan 
was for men and women to live together in harmony and peace in a garden-
like paradise, walking in close fellowship with him, enjoying the blessings of 
his presence, and recognizing his role as Creator and Sustainer. The human 
race, however, which includes us, rejects this wonderful plan and rebels against 
God. Adam and Eve eat of the forbidden fruit, Cain kills his brother Abel, 
wickedness spreads throughout the entire race, and then even after starting 
over,  people reject their identity with the name of God and attempt to become 
independent of God.

What will happen? What can be done? Can  people on the earth ever be 
reconciled to God? Can the close fellowship between  people and God seen 
in the garden ever be reestablished? Will there always be enmity and strife 
between human beings? Murder and war? And what about death? Is this the 
final and inevitable end for all of us?

Genesis 3 – 11 answers the question, “What is wrong?” It shows how human 
sin wrecks the peaceful setting of Genesis 1 – 2, creating a crisis and ten-
sion in the Great Story. God, however, is not content to sit 
back and watch his  people continue to live in sin apart from 
his blessing and his fellowship. The rest of the Great Story 
deals with how God works to reestablish the fellowship he 
had with  people in the garden. He also works to counteract 
death and to give his  people eternal life. This is the Story of salvation, and 
it gets underway in earnest in Genesis 12 as God makes a promise to a man 
named Abraham.

memory Verse
In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth. (Gen. 1:1)

0310292107_living_gods_word_int_CS5.indd   29 11/10/11   2:32 PM



30  L iv ing God’s  Word

Digging Deeper
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Schnittjer, Gary Edward. The Torah Story: An Apprenticeship on the Penta-
teuch. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006.
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ids: Zondervan, 2001.

________. The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins 
Debate.	Downers	Grove,	IL:	InterVarsity	Press,	2009.

Assignments

 1. List the seven days of creation and identify what was created on each day.

 2. some have alleged that genesis 1 creates a tension between faith and sci-
ence. Explore this relationship by answering the following: (a) Which ele-
ments of genesis 1 do you find hard to accept “scientifically”? That is, which 
events in this chapter require faith to accept? (b) Which elements in evo-
lutionary theory require “faith” to accept? That is, which events cannot be 
proven in a laboratory by observation but must by “assumed” or “accepted” 
on faith? (c) Briefly summarize your own personal view of creation and gen-
esis 1.

 3. Discuss how the events in Acts 2:1 – 13 work as a reversal of genesis 
11:1 – 9.

 4. using a concordance, identify all the usages of the word “name” in genesis 
1 – 11. Discuss the role of the “name” and “naming” in this unit.

 5. Discuss the implications of genesis 1 – 2 for your life.
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C h a p t e r  2
covenanT:

God Makes a Promise and establishes a  People

Enter Here
“I, Danny, take you, Donna, to be my wedded wife. I accept the responsibility 
that God places upon me as your husband. I promise to love and to cherish 
you for as long as my life has breath. . . .” Whew! Those were important words 
in my life. With those words I entered into a marriage relationship with a 
wonderful woman. I promised to love and to cherish her as long as I lived, no 
matter what. Incredibly, she agreed to the deal, also promising to love and to 
cherish me as long as she lived, no matter what. This was a crucial moment 
in our lives, as we entered into the most intimate and special of relationships. 
This relationship defines who we are . . . and provides the foundational frame-
work from which we make all the major decisions in our lives.

Marriage is one of the most basic covenants in our lives, and it provides 
us with a good model for understanding the covenants in the Bible. In the 
ancient world a covenant was a legal, binding agreement between two parties 
that brought them into a special relationship. It usually contained a number of 
promises. Just as my marriage covenant was one of the most important events 
in my life, so God’s covenant with Abraham and his descendants is one of the 
most important events in the Bible. The promises God makes to Abraham in 
Genesis 12 – 17 will drive the Story throughout the rest of the Old Testament 
and, indeed, even into the New Testament.

Be Prepared
Read or listen to Genesis 11:29 – 17:27 and Genesis 50:1 – 26.

The Story Continues
As we concluded the previous chapter of the Great Story, we saw that the 
human race was not off to a good start. Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden 
fruit and were kicked out of the garden (Gen. 3). Cain then murdered his 
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brother Abel (Gen. 4). After that,  people became so sinful and rebellious that 
God had to destroy the world with a f lood (Gen. 6 – 9). Then, as  people began 
populating the world again, they once again became defiant and rebellious. 
They built the Tower of Babel, prompting God to scatter them across the 
earth (Gen. 11). Things didn’t look too good for us.

Yet God in his grace had a plan to restore things . . . a plan of salvation for 
the  people he created on earth. This plan began to unfold with the story of 
Abraham and the covenant that God made with him.

Abraham and the Abrahamic Covenant
At the beginning of this important episode of the Story the central human 

character’s name is Abram, a man from Ur in the region of Mesopotamia 
(Gen. 11:27 – 32). The name “Abram” means “exalted father.” Later in the 
Story, after God makes his covenant with him, God will change his name to 
Abraham, which means “father of a multitude” (17:5). For consistency we will 
call him Abraham throughout our discussion.

Genesis 12:1 – 3 is one of the most amazing passages in the Bible. God tells 
Abraham to leave his home and his  people and to travel to a land that God will 
show to him. Moreover, God promises Abraham that he will make him into 
a great nation, bless him, and make his name great (i.e., make him famous). 
Furthermore, God promises that Abraham himself will be a blessing to oth-
ers; indeed, God declares that all of the  peoples/nations of the earth will be 
blessed through him. God will also bless those who bless Abraham, but will 
curse those who curse Abraham.

This is the promise to Abraham. We can synthesize this promise into four 
primary components:

 1. A promise of land
 2. A promise of many descendants
 3. A promise of blessing (on Abraham and through Abraham to the 

entire world)
 4. A promise of blessings and curses on others, depending on how they 

relate to Abraham

When God makes this promise, Abraham does not possess any of these 
things. Any aspect that might humanly help him obtain these things, such as 
his existing home country and extended family, he is asked to leave behind as 
he travels to the new land, Canaan, which God has promised. When Abraham 
arrives in Canaan (later the land of Israel), God restates the land promise, “To 
your offspring I will give this land” (Gen. 12:7).

The stories that follow illustrate how God blesses Abraham and how the 
blessings on Abraham overf low to those around him. For example, even 
though Abraham makes some foolish decisions when he decides to go to Egypt 
and then lies about his wife, God continues to bless him and either blesses or 
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curses others (like Pharaoh, whom Abraham encounters) in regard to how they 
treat Abraham and his wife (12:10 – 20). Likewise, in Genesis 14 God gives 
Abraham a great victory over the four kings who captured his nephew Lot.

In Genesis 15 God formalizes the promises of Genesis 12:1 – 3 into a cov-
enant. That is, God makes several promises to Abraham that establish a rela-
tionship between them. In Genesis 15 God goes a step further and initiates a 
covenant-ratifying ceremony that formalizes the covenant between them. In 
the Story, Abraham has just finished defeating the four kings who captured 
Lot (Gen. 14), and he is probably apprehensive about possible reprisals. God 
tells Abraham not to fear for he (God) is his “shield” and “very great reward” 
(15:1). At this point Abraham expresses some frustration to God, for although 
God had promised him a multitude of descendants, to date Abraham still 
has no children of his own. To answer this complaint, God takes Abraham 
outside, points to the sky full of stars, and says, “Look up at the sky and count 
the stars —  if indeed you can count them. . . . So shall your offspring be” (15:5).

The next verse is one of the most significant verses in the Old Testament, 
declaring that “Abraham believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righ-
teous ness” (15:6). Much later in the Bible, the New Testament apostle Paul 
will cite this verse to prove that even in the Old Testament, righ teous ness came 
through faith and not through works.

God next restates the “land” aspect from his original promise to Abraham 
(15:7). Abraham asks God how he will know for certain that this will be 
fulfilled. At this point God begins the formal covenant-ratifying ceremony 
(15:9 – 20). He has Abraham bring several animals and cut them in half, 
arranging the halves on the ground opposite each other. Later that night, as 
Abraham falls into a deep sleep, God reveals to him that his descendants will 
be oppressed for four hundred years in another country (we find out later this 
will be Egypt), but that God will then bring them up out of that land and give 
them the Promised Land (where Abraham currently was residing).

At this point a fascinating event takes place. A smoking pot with a blazing 
fire, representing God himself, passes between the halves of the cut animals. 
This is significant, for in the ancient Near East, apparently the formal prac-
tice for ratifying a serious covenant agreement between two  people was to cut 
animals in half and then for both parties to pass between the halves. This 
probably was a symbolic way of saying something like, “May this happen to 

The Pentateuch and the Torah

The first five books of the Bible (genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, numbers, and Deuter-
onomy) are often called “The Pentateuch” by Chris tians. These same five books 

in the hebrew Bible are referred to as “The Torah” by Jews.
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me if I am unfaithful to this covenant.” Remarkably, in the covenant-ratifying 
ceremony between God and Abraham, only God passes through the cut ani-
mals. That is, God seems to be unilaterally binding himself to this covenant. 
Genesis 15:18 summarizes this event, stating, “On that day the Lord made a 
covenant with Abram and said, ‘To your descendants I give this land.’ ” So in 
Genesis 12 God makes his initial promises to Abraham and in Genesis 15 he 
formalizes this promise into a covenant. Furthermore, all indications point to 
the fact that God alone binds himself to fulfilling this covenant.

In Genesis 17, when Abraham is an old man of ninety-nine years, God 
appears again and tells him that he will indeed establish this great covenant 
(17:2). God repeats the promise of numerous descendants, but he adds a few 
new wrinkles. He tells Abraham that he will be the father of many nations as 
well (17:5 – 6). God also informs Abraham that this covenant will be passed on 
to his descendants forever (17:7, 19). Then God tells Abraham that he and his 
descendants must undergo circumcision as a sign of this covenant (17:9 – 14).

With this demand for circumcision God is not changing the covenant into 
a two-sided covenant that has human obligations. Circumcision functions 
merely as a sign that Abraham and his descendants understood that they are 
under this covenant. It is a sign of identity with the covenant. The role of 
a wedding ring in a marriage is similar. The ring is worn as a sign and a 
reminder of the relationship. Wearing the ring in and of itself hardly fulfills 
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the obligations of the marriage (to love, to be faithful, to care for, etc.), but it 
does underscore one’s identity as part of a marriage relationship. For Abraham 
and his descendants, circumcision functions in a similar fashion. The great 
binding obligations of the Abrahamic covenant (land, numerous descendants, 
blessing) are still God’s responsibility in the relationship. Circumcision sim-
ply marks out this new  people, Abraham and his descendants, as part of this 
wonderful relationship. On God’s part, he adds a new phrase that will become 
more and more prominently stated as the Story goes on throughout the Old 
Testament, “I will be their God” (Gen. 17:8).

Abraham is a real man and not a myth or a legend. His humanity is evident 
in that he stumbles (and doubts?) a few times. But overall he is a man of faith. 
He believes in God and in God’s promises. He trusts in God, especially dur-
ing times of crisis.

The Covenant Continues to Isaac, Jacob (Israel), and His Twelve Sons
As he had promised, God finally gives Abraham a son, Isaac. The birth 

of Isaac is miraculous, for both Abraham and his wife Sarah are very old and 
well beyond the age of having children. When Isaac grows up, in fulfillment of 
his promise to Abraham, God continues the covenant relationship with him, 
reaffirming it clearly and restating the core elements of the covenant: land, 
numerous descendants, and blessing (Gen. 26:3 – 5, 24).

As part of the covenant reaffirmation with Isaac, however, God also reveals 
a few new nuances of the relationship that will echo throughout the rest of the 
Bible. First of all, God chooses to identify himself from within the covenant 
context, declaring, “I am the God of your father Abraham” (Gen. 26:24). We 
will see this identifying characteristic of God repeated over and over through-
out the Old Testament.

Second, God proclaims to Isaac, “I will be with you” (Gen. 26:3). This is 
a promise of God’s powerful presence. Recall that Adam and Eve enjoyed 
God’s presence in the garden back at the beginning of the Story, but they lost 
that wonderful privilege when they disobeyed God and were expelled from 
the garden. Now, as part of God’s great restorative covenant with Abraham 
and his descendants, his powerful presence appears in the Story. God tells 
Isaac, “Do not be afraid, for I am with you” (Gen. 26:24). This is one of the 
most spectacular benefits of being in relationship with God. God’s presence 

The Major Biblical Covenants

There are four major biblical covenants that play central roles in the great story: 
the Abrahamic covenant (gen. 12 – 17), the Mosaic covenant (Exod., Lev., num., 

and Deut.), the Davidic covenant (2 sam. 7), and the new covenant (Jer. 31).
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as a sign of holiness and empowerment within the covenant will continue as a 
theme throughout the Old Testament and into the New. Indeed, in the New 
Testament Gospels  Jesus will be identified as “Immanuel” (God is with us). 
Likewise, as the New Testament book of Revelation brings the Great Story 
to its consummating conclusion, the presence of God reemerges as a central 
theme (Rev. 21).

Isaac has two sons, Esau and Jacob. Even though Jacob is the younger of 
the two, he is chosen by God to be the one through whom the covenant con-

tinues. God reaffirms this to him twice (Gen. 28:13 – 15; 
35:9 – 13). As part of God’s reaffirmation of the covenant 
to Jacob, God changes his name to Israel (35:10; see also 
32:28). In the book of Exodus Jacob’s descendants will be 
formed into a nation, and they will take the term “Israel” 
as their national name.

Jacob will be blessed with twelve sons: Reuben, 
Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, Benja-
min, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher, although the char-
acter of several of these sons is rather questionable. The 
Story in the final chapters of Genesis (Gen. 37 – 50) deals 
with Jacob and his twelve sons, with a particular focus on 
his son Joseph. Jacob favors Joseph, and the other sons 
resent it. In an attempt to get rid of him, the brothers sell 
Joseph as a slave to a caravan going to Egypt.

God, however, is with Joseph even as he languishes 
alone as a slave in Egypt (Gen. 39:2, 21). Remember that 
God’s empowering presence is part of the covenant bless-
ings. In addition, while in Egypt Joseph demonstrates 
that he is a man of character and faith. God blesses 
Joseph, and in an incredible “reversal of fate” Joseph rises 
from slave to a high-ranking government official, second 
only to Pharaoh himself. Remember that as part of the 
Abrahamic covenant, God had stated that “I will bless 
those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse” 

(Gen. 12:3). This plays out in Joseph’s experience in Egypt. The Egyptians 
who treat him well are blessed. Because Pharaoh listens to him, Joseph is able 
to prepare Egypt for a coming drought. Thus Egypt escapes the terrible fam-
ine that strikes the region.

The family of Jacob, however, including Joseph’s brothers who had sold him 
into slavery, does feel the devastating effect of the famine, and they end up 
traveling to Egypt to try to buy grain in order to survive. There they encounter 

theophanies

“Even more startling was the fact that the 
Lord himself appeared to these men in what 
has subsequently been called a theophany 
(gen. 18:1). The reality of the living god’s 
presence underscored the importance and 
authenticity of his words of promise, com-
fort, and direction. These appearances (also 
known as epiphanies) brought humanity, 
god, and his purposes for men and women 
into a very close nexus. All three patriarchs 
experienced the impact of god’s presence on 
their lives (12:7; 17:1; 18:1; 26:2 – 5, 24; 35:1, 
7, 9). Each appearance of god marked a ma-
jor development in the progress of revelation 
as well as in the lives of these men. There 
he would again bless them, rename them, or 
send them on a mission that carried with it 
major consequences for the patriarchs, if not 
for the whole scheme of theology to follow.”

 –  Wa LT er c .  k a iser Jr .1

1. Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., The Promise-Plan of God: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New 
Testaments (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 53.
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their brother Joseph, who is now a powerful person. Yet rather than look for 
revenge, Joseph forgives his brothers and the family is restored.

As Genesis ends, Jacob (Israel) and his family are in Egypt, enjoying the 
blessings that are available to them because of Joseph’s status. Joseph’s two 
sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, take their place alongside the other eleven sons 
of Jacob as family leaders from which entire tribes will develop. At the end 
of the book, just before Joseph dies, he reminds the family to cling to the 
Abrahamic promises, stating, “God will surely come to your aid and take you 
up out of this land to the land he promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob” (Gen. 50:24).

Making Connections
Let’s review where we are in the Great Story:

Creation and Crisis
➤ Covenant

Calling Out
Commandments
Conquest and Canaanization
Creation of the Kingdom
Communion and Common Sense
Crumbling of the Kingdom
Captivity and Coming Home
Interlude: Time between the Testaments
Christ
Church
Consummation

In the opening chapter of the Bible we saw God’s spectacular creation of the 
world. He placed Adam and Eve in a fruit-filled garden, filled with numerous 
blessings. Perhaps the most important and most privileged blessing was the 
close presence of God. What a wonderful and blessed life God offered to Adam 
and Eve! Yet, starting with Adam and Eve, and continuing through Genesis 
3 – 11, several consecutive events occurred in which  people  demonstrated their 

The Patriarchs and Matriarchs of Israel

Abraham, isaac, and Jacob are called the patriarchs of israel. The word “patriarch” refers to the father or 
head of a tribe or  people. The entire nation of israel tracked their physical descent from Abraham through 

isaac and Jacob; thus these three become the patriarchs of israel. Likewise, the wives of the patriarchs —  
sarah, rebekah, Leah, and rachel —  are often referred to as the “matriarchs of israel.”
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propensity to defy and rebel against God. Adam and Eve ate the forbidden 
fruit. Then Cain murdered Abel. Next wickedness became so widespread that 
God sent the f lood. Finally  people defied God at the Tower of Babel and were 
scattered. Thus the Story moved from creation to crisis. What will this sin and 
rebellion lead to? Will the human race ever return to the garden and experi-
ence God’s great presence? Will God destroy them or deliver them? How will 
he deliver such a stubborn and defiant  people?

The answer is revealed through the covenant God makes with Abraham. 
God’s great promise and covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12; 15; 17) is the 
solution to the problem of sin and rebellion seen so clearly in Genesis 3 – 11. It 
is with this covenant that God’s wonderful plan of salvation begins to unfold. 
Indeed, the Abrahamic covenant will drive the Story throughout the Old Tes-
tament and into the New Testament, where it will find its ultimate fulfillment 
and consummation in  Jesus Christ.

Living the Story
As we seek to see our place in this part of the Story we first must remind our-
selves of our role in the previous episode (crisis). The Story of sinful humanity 
in Genesis 3 – 11 as it rebels against God, crying out defiantly, “Not your way, 
but MINE!” is also our Story. Because of our sin we have been evicted from 
the garden and God’s great presence and have been scattered into helpless 
groups across the face of the earth.

Yet God in his grace has approached us with a wonderful promise of salva-
tion and blessing, in which he invites us to participate. We cannot work for this 

blessing or earn it. But like Abraham, we can receive the bless-
ings of this great promise by faith. “Abram believed the Lord, 
and he credited it to him as righ teous ness” (Gen. 15:6). This is 
a critical juncture for us in the Story, for to continue on, we will 
need to believe and trust in God’s promises —  promises that find 
their ultimate fulfillment in  Jesus Christ. Embracing God’s great 

promises by faith will allow us to join the  “people of God,” that is, those to 
whom God has declared, “I am with you.”

Wrapping Up
The Abrahamic covenant (Genesis 12; 15; 17) is God’s response to the sin and 
rebellion seen in Genesis 3 – 11. In the Abrahamic covenant God makes four 
basic promises: a promise of land; a promise of many descendants; a promise of 
blessing on Abraham and through Abraham to the entire world; and a promise 
of blessings and curses on others, depending on how they relate to Abraham. 
Much of the plot in the Great Story revolves around how God acts in human 
history to bring about the fulfillment of these promises.

memory Verse
Abram believed the Lord, and he 
credited it to him as righ teous ness. 
(Gen. 15:6)
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Digging Deeper
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ids: Zondervan, 2001.

Assignments

 1. Discuss the similarities (and any differences) between the elements of the 
covenant that god promised to Abraham (gen. 12:1 – 8; 15:1 – 21; 17:1 – 22) 
and the elements of this same covenant that god promised to isaac (gen. 
26:1 – 25).

 2. read genesis 21 – 22 carefully and answer the following questions: (a) Why 
was isaac so unique and special to Abraham? (b) in 22:8 does Abraham 
really believe that god will provide a lamb or is he just hiding his inten-
tions from isaac? give reasons for your answer. (c) This event in genesis 22 
occurs nearly two thousand years before the crucifixion of Christ, yet there 
are several similarities between the two events. List as many similarities as 
you can find. For a review of  Jesus’ crucifixion see Matthew 27:32 – 56 and 
John 19:17 – 27.
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