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It is the glory of God to conceal a thing: but the honour

of kings is to search out a matter.

— Proverbs 25:2
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A Note on the Text

Scripture is quoted from the King James Version throughout, be‐

cause it is in the public domain and because most English readers

who check a verse will find it worded this way. Quotations are in

italics, followed by the reference in parentheses. An ellipsis (…)

marks  words  left  out  of  a  quotation;  nothing  has  been  added

inside a quotation.

Where  the  argument  depends on the  original  language,  the

Hebrew  or  Greek  word  is  given  in  plain  transliteration  (go’el, 

dōrean, charis) with a note on what it means. The Greek of the Old

Testament is the Septuagint, the translation the New Testament

writers most often quoted.

References with a book name, such as “(Job 1:9)”, point to the

Bible. Throughout, the New Testament is treated as the authority

on how the whole record is to be read. The King James wording

can be hard going; it reads well alongside any modern translation

you  have  at  hand.  The  withdrawal  this  book  traces  has  been

noticed before: Richard Elliott Friedman’s The Hidden Face of God

follows it through the Hebrew Bible from a scholar’s side.

The companion survey of every sign in the record where belief

is on the line appears at the back, as an appendix.
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I

Foreword

f you are holding on to faith or letting go of it, this book is for

you. And because the title can hurt, one thing needs saying

first: not every suffering is a test. If you have lost someone, their

death was not God running an experiment on you. The record

knows the difference. And if someone is hurting you, that isn’t a

test either, and nothing in this book asks you to stay.

It’s  also for  the people  who get  up and leave.  I’ve lived in

California for almost fifteen years,  and here God isn’t  a  main‐

stream subject. Bring him up in a room full of thoughtful people

and watch what happens. Nobody answers the argument. Every‐

one just discovers, all at once, that they have somewhere else to

be.

I’ve  watched  it  happen  with  scientists  I  respect  and  with

people who have never given any of this a thought, and I think

it’s  a  mistake.  Any claim can be tested,  at  least  in part,  and a

claim that billions of people have lived their lives by deserves

more careful testing than most, not less. It belongs on an open

table. If it’s wrong, the testing will show it. If it isn’t, leaving the

table won’t make it go away.

So I’ll put the conclusion down first, before the room empties.

We  are  being  tested.  Not  one  nation,  not  one  church:  the

species. And the Bible reads like the record of the test.

I’m a Christian, and I’ll say now where this book ends so it

doesn’t ambush you: at a cross, an empty tomb, and an invitation

that knows no boundaries, though not everyone accepts it. If this

10



reading  is  right,  the  test  is  happening  to  everyone  alive:  the

believer, the atheist, the person who has never heard any of these

names. The Bible goes out of its way to say so. Job, the man at the

center of its rule book, isn’t even an Israelite. Nineveh, a city of

enemies, is spared. What’s being decided is being decided about

all of us together, and it’s being decided now.

I’m not a lawyer, a theologian or a scientist. Where I borrow

the language of courts, the text used it first. My work has been

architecting  complex  software  systems,  and  it  taught  me  one

habit worth bringing here: distrust any result you wanted before

you ran the test. I didn’t go looking for this one. It jumped out at

me from the pages.

So this is a reading, not a ruling, and I hold it to one rule. If it

doesn’t  survive scrutiny,  I’ll  drop it:  the reading, not the faith.

Where the evidence already goes against me, I’ve said so.  The

appendix reports one of my own claims failing, and chapter 17

lists what would break the rest. I’m not a prophet, but the princi‐

ple is older than I am. The Law applied it to anyone who claimed

to speak for  God:  if  the  thing  follow not,  nor  come to  pass… the

LORD hath not spoken. (deuteronomy 18:22)

A claim that can’t fail isn’t worth making. This one can. The

table is open, and the test is still running.

F O R E W O R D
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T

P R O L O G U E  

Twelve Jars

he water is the part everyone skips.

A man stands on a mountain in front of a crowd. Across

from him are four hundred and fifty prophets of another god.

The terms are stated out loud, in public,  before anything hap‐

pens: two bulls, two altars, no fire. Each side calls on its god. The

one who answers with fire is God. The crowd agrees:  It is well

spoken (1 Kings 18:24).

The other side goes first. They are given the whole morning,

then the afternoon. They call,  they dance, they cut themselves.

Nothing happens. The text keeps every hour of it.

Then the man rebuilds a broken altar with twelve stones, digs

a trench around it, lays the wood and the bull, and asks for water.

12



Four jars, poured over the offering and the wood. Again. A third

time. Twelve jars in all, until the trench is full.

Read as pageant, the water is showmanship, a way of making

the miracle bigger. Read as procedure, it is the most important

thing on the mountain. It rules out the obvious objection before

anyone can raise it: a spark, a hidden coal, dry kindling catching

in the heat. The man is not raising the stakes. He is removing a

confound: the other explanation that would muddy the result.

Conditions stated and agreed in public.  The opposing party

runs first, with all the time it wants. A control against the likeliest

alternative explanation. Witnesses.

That  is  not  only  the  description  of  a  miracle.  It  is  the

description of an experiment.

And then the man does something no experimenter does. He

prays, and the prayer is short: Hear me, O LORD, hear me, that this

people may know that thou art the LORD God (1  Kings  18:37 ). He

isn’t asking for a show. He’s asking that the people know. The fire

falls, and it licked up the water that was in the trench (1 Kings 18:38).

The record keeps what came after the result, too, and it isn’t

pretty:  Elijah brought them down to the brook Kishon, and slew them

there (1  Kings 18:40 ). The queen swore to kill him for it, and he

ran.

And then something happens that usually gets read as a sepa‐

rate story. In the very next chapter, the same man is hiding in a

cave on another mountain, and God passes by. There is a great

wind that  breaks  the  rocks,  but  the  LORD was  not  in  the  wind

(1 Kings 19:11 ). An earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earth‐

quake (1   Kings   19:11 ).  A  fire,  but  the  LORD  was  not  in  the  fire

(1 Kings 19:12). And after the fire, a still small voice (1 Kings 19:12).

T W E LV E  J A R S
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Fire was the whole proof on Carmel. On Horeb, God isn’t in

the fire. The loud mode peaked on the first mountain. The quiet

mode began on the second.

This book is about what happens when you read the rest of the

text the same way, and about what it means that we live after the

fire.

Read it yourself: 1 Kings 18–19 

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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A

Three Readers

father  brings  his  sicK son to Jesus and says the most hon‐

est prayer in the Bible: Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief

(marK 9:24). Three kinds of people will pick this book up: the one

who doesn’t believe, the one who does, and the one in between,

like that father. Each of them needs something the others already

have. It was written for the one in between most of all, so that

reader comes first.

F O R  T H E  R E A D E R  I N  B E T W E E N

Maybe you grew up with the Bible and drifted from it. Maybe

something happened,  a  death,  a  diagnosis,  a  church that  hurt

you, and the answers you were handed stopped holding. Maybe

you believe on Sunday and wonder on Monday. You’re in good

company, and most of that company is in the Bible.

The Bible is full of people in between. Gideon asks for a sign,

gets it, and asks again the other way round. Job argues with God

for thirty chapters, and at the end God tells Job’s pious friends

they have not spoken of me the thing that is right, as my servant Job

hath (Job   42:7).  Thomas  won’t  believe  until  he  can  touch  the

wounds,  and  he  isn’t  thrown out;  he’s  given  exactly  what  he

asked for: Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands (John 20:27).

And a whole book of doubt, Ecclesiastes, was kept in the canon

rather than thrown out of it.

15



I should say where I stand. I have never doubted that God is

there, and I’ve never been angry at him. But in my thirties, after

my divorce, I was disappointed, and I told him so. I said I knew

he’d  never  give  me  more  than  I  could  handle,  but  that  this

sucked. The Bible doesn’t quite say the first half, but it’s what I

said, and it was the most honest prayer I had. The truth is that I

wanted someone to blame for a choice that was mine. God didn’t

choose that marriage for me. I was shown, and I did it anyway.

What I learned was to ask God about my decisions and to seek

his counsel. Then I grew to realize that there’s no decision too

small for him. Is this relationship good for me? What’s for din‐

ner?  In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths

(Proverbs  3:6). Job never doubted God was there either, and he

said  everything he  felt  for  thirty  chapters,  and God answered

him. If you’re disappointed in God, or angry with him, you’re in

good company.

This book won’t ask you to switch your questions off. It asks

the opposite:  bring them. It  doesn’t pretend the hard parts are

easy,  and where  the  answer  is  God’s  and not  ours,  it  says  so

plainly. Test every claim in it against the text. Where it’s wrong,

you’ll be able to see it. Where it holds, you’ll see that too. In this

record, doubt isn’t the opposite of faith. Refusing to look is.

F O R  T H E  R E A D E R  W H O  D O E S N ’ T  B E L I E V E

You don’t need to believe any of this to follow it. Read it the way

you’d  read  any  old  document:  a  record  assembled  over  more

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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than a thousand years, whose contents, the canon, were argued

over  for  centuries.  What  may  surprise  you  is  its  vocabulary,

which is mostly legal. Two words to start with:

The accuser. In  Hebrew,  ha-satan is  a  job  title  before  it  is  a

name, and the New Testament calls him  antidikos, the opposing

party in a lawsuit (1  Peter 5:8 ). The text treats him as a real ene‐

my, not God’s employee. God permits his attacks and sets their

limits (Job 1:12), the way a red team is let in to probe a system for

weak spots, except that this attacker wants it to fall.

Covenant. A  binding  guarantee  built  like  an  ancient  treaty,

with parties, terms, witnesses and penalties for breach. Testament

translates the same Greek word.

The rest of the terms are in the glossary at the back. The frame

isn’t imposed from outside; it’s the text’s own vocabulary, taken

at its word. What you can hold this book to is in chapter 17: four

claims about the text, stated in advance, that you can check with

a Bible and an afternoon, and that would break this reading if

they failed.

F O R  T H E  R E A D E R  W H O  D O E S

If you’ve read the Bible, maybe your whole life, you aren’t being

asked to believe anything new. You’re being asked to read the

same pages as one record, and as procedure as well as pageant.

Read that way, details you’ve skimmed past for years start carry‐

ing  weight:  the  twelve  jars  on  Elijah’s  altar,  Job’s  wife  never

T H R E E  R E A D E R S
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taken, Pharaoh choosing To morrow for the frogs. The claim isn’t

that the text says something other than what you thought.  It’s

that it says more.

Nor is the courtroom an invention. Zechariah sees it: Joshua

the high priest standing in filthy garments before the angel of the

LORD,  and  Satan  standing  at  his  right  hand  to  resist  him

(Zechariah 3:1). Then the LORD rebukes the accuser, and the ac‐

cused is stripped of the filth and dressed clean.

The substitution at the center of the faith is a courtroom event

too. The judge doesn’t set the law aside. The judge pays.

Read it yourself: Mark 9:14–29; John 20:24–29; Job 42:7–9 

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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P A R T  O N E

The Setup



T

C H A P T E R  O N E  

The Sandbox

wo PeoPle are standing in a garden, looking at the one tree

they’ve been told not to touch. Everything else is theirs.

And everything else is a great deal. Every tree around them is

pleasant to the sight, and good for food (genesis 2:9). A river waters it

and then parts into four. The man has already given a name to

every animal that  was brought to him. The two of  them have

nothing to hide from each other: they were both naked, the man and

his wife, and were not ashamed (genesis  2:25).  Nobody is hungry.

Nobody is afraid.

In the middle of all of it stands one tree they have been asked

to leave alone.

20



It is a small world with one rule. Read slowly, it is laid out less

like a myth than like the opening of an experiment.

T H E  S A N D B O X

In software, a sandbox is a bounded test environment. Engineers

run something new there, something they don’t fully trust yet,

where it can’t damage anything outside and where every input is

known. Then they watch what it does with the freedom it has.

Eden can be read that way: a bounded garden, one rule, two

people given real choices, and a maker watching what they

choose.

The picture has  limits.  This  maker  isn’t  testing to  find out,  as

chapter 23 will say. The one everything after depends on is this:

an engineer can walk away from what he’s testing. The maker in

this record doesn’t let go of what he made:  he is before all things,

and by him all things consist (colossians  1:17).  He watches from

close enough to hold it together.

And the man is given work to do. And the LORD God took the

man, and put him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it.

(genesis   2:15)  The Hebrew word for  keep means to guard.  The

first work humanity is given in the garden is a custodian’s.

Everything needed is provided. Nothing is forbidden except

one thing, and the one thing is named.

Then a serpent tells them otherwise. They reach for the tree,

and they are sent out.

They  take  the  one  thing  the  garden  had  put  off-limits:  the

knowledge of  good and evil.  Not  the power to  choose,  which

they  had from the  start,  but  knowledge  of  what  their  choices

were. And the garden closes behind them. So he drove out the man;

and  he  placed  at  the  east  of  the  garden  of  Eden  Cherubims,  and  a

flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life

T H E  S A N D B O X

21



(genesis   3:24).  It’s the same Hebrew verb as before. The job of

keeping, given to the man, now belongs to the guard at the gate.

That is the first result.  A creature that can do only what it’s

allowed tells you nothing. A creature that can reach, and has been

asked not to, tells you what it is by which one it does.

G R I E F,  N O T  A R E S E T

Then the text does something that is easy to read past. It becomes

emotional.

It repented the LORD that he had made man on the earth, and it

grieved him at his heart (genesis 6:6).

There is a way to read the flood as a reset,  a system wiped

back  to  a  clean  state.  But  the  text  doesn’t  describe  a  reset.  It

describes grief. And even then there was a warning, and it was

not short. Peter calls Noah a preacher of righteousness (2 Peter 2:5 ),

and says the longsuffering of God waited in the days of Noah, while the

ark was a preparing. (1  Peter 3:20 ) The warning ran as long as the

construction.

Afterward, the maker who grieved makes a promise never to

do  it  again.  You  don’t  promise  that  about  a  procedure.  You

promise it about someone you love.

And the promise isn’t made to Noah alone. With you, and with

your seed after you; and with every living creature that is with you, of

the fowl, of the cattle, and of every beast of the earth. (genesis 9:9–10)

The  first  covenant  in  the  record  is  older  than  Israel,  and  it

includes the animals. Every party to it is still alive, and it binds

God never again to do the thing he had just done.

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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E G Y P T

Moses stands in front of Pharaoh and names the day:  to morrow

shall this sign be (exodus 8:23). The early record is loud, and it is

meant to be. But in Egypt, before any of it was proof, it was a

rescue: God came down because he had heard his people cry.

C A L L E D  S H O T

The term comes from pool: before you shoot, you name the

pocket, and if the ball drops anywhere else it doesn’t count. A

called shot shows that the result wasn’t luck, because it was

named before it happened and anyone could check it. The record

is full of them, from plagues announced for to morrow to a city

given a date. The hard part, which chapter 11 admits, is proving

the call came before the shot.

Then the tenth, and before it is anything else, it is a night of dead

sons.  The heir  in the palace and the boy of  the woman at  the

grindstone were somebody’s children, and Exodus doesn’t look

away from the sound it made:  there was a great cry in Egypt; for

there was not a house where there was not one dead (exodus  12:30).

The rabbis wouldn’t let anyone cheer. When the Egyptians later

drowned at the sea and the angels wanted to sing, the Talmud

has God stop them: “The work of my hands is drowning in the

sea,  and you would sing?” (Sanhedrin 39b).  Chapter 12 comes

back to why.

T H E  S A N D B O X
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It also says there was a door. When I see the blood, I will pass over

you (exodus  12:13). The instruction was given to Israel, and the

text never says Egypt was told. But it leaves room: when Israel

walks out, a mixed multitude went up also with them (exodus 12:38),

people who weren’t born to the promise and went anyway.

T H E  M O U N TA I N  O N  F I R E

Then comes the test that shapes everything after it.

At Sinai, the mountain is on fire. There is thunder, lightning, a

thick cloud, a trumpet so loud the whole camp trembles.  Mount

Sinai was altogether on a smoke, because the LORD descended upon it

in fire. (exodus 19:18) The people are so terrified they beg Moses

to speak for God instead,  lest we die. (exodus  20:19) And Moses

tells them what they are looking at:  Fear not: for God is come to

prove you (exodus 20:20). No one at the bottom of that mountain

had the slightest doubt about who was at the top. The test was

whether that would be enough.

Moses goes up. He’s gone forty days.

And they build a golden calf.  Up, make us gods, which shall go

before us (exodus 32:1), they tell Aaron, and they hand him their

earrings to make it.

That is the finding. Maximum evidence, a mountain visibly on

fire with God on it, and it changed nothing. Within six weeks, the

people who saw it were dancing around a statue made of their

own jewelry. Overwhelming proof didn’t produce faith. It  pro‐

duced fear, and then, as soon as the fear wore off, it produced

nothing at all.
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T H E  W I T H D R A W A L

This book’s name for a pattern: God acts openly and

overwhelmingly early in the record, then steps back. The open

acts come in bursts, with long silences between, and after the first

church they stop; the chart in the Appendix counts them. Fire on a

mountain, then a still small voice, then a book where he’s never

named, then a man you could walk past. He steps back from the

spectacle, not from the world: he still says in advance what he will

do, and he still holds up everything he made.

So the withdrawal that follows isn’t a retreat. It’s the lesson of the

mountain, put on the record. If anything real is going to come out

of this creature, it has to come out freely, which means he has to

step back far enough to be refused.

Read it yourself: Genesis 2–3; Exodus 11–12; Exodus 19–20; Exodus 32 

T H E  S A N D B O X
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I

C H A P T E R  T W O  

The Rule

n the eighteenth year of his reign, a young king named Josiah

sends his secretary to the temple on an errand about money.

The building needs repairs, and the silver collected at the door

has to be counted and paid out to the carpenters and masons.

While he’s there, the high priest hands him something.  I have

found the book of the law in the house of the LORD. (2 Kings 22:8)

Nobody had known it was missing. It had been lost so long

that no one remembered it was there — in the temple, in the one

building dedicated to the God who gave it. The secretary reads it

to  the  king,  and  when  Josiah  hears  what’s  in  it,  he  tears  his

clothes. Then he sends to find out what it means, and the one his

men go to is a woman: Huldah the prophetess (2  Kings 22:14 ). She
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answers in the oldest words a prophet has,  Thus saith the LORD

God of Israel (2 Kings 22:15 ). The first voice to speak for the found

book is hers.

Many scholars read this scene the other way: the scroll wasn’t

found, it was written, in Josiah’s own reign. Take the text at its

word, though, and the point is plain. The book was never taken

away. It  was buried under generations of people who stopped

looking.

Every test has rules. This one seems to have one that everything

else depends on.

What we need to know is never withheld from us.

Not everything is ours to know, and scripture says so itself.

Job is restored at the end of his book, and he is never told about

the conversation in heaven that began his trouble. Deuteronomy,

the book most scholars identify with Josiah’s  scroll,  draws the

line in one sentence:  The secret things belong unto the LORD our

God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to our

children  for  ever,  that  we  may  do  all  the  words  of  this  law

(deuteronomy 29:29).

That is the rule. Some things are God’s. What he has revealed

is ours, and it stays ours. It can be hidden, disguised, buried in

genealogy,  placed  inside  a  story  about  a  woman  in  a  Persian

court  or  a  man sitting  in  ashes.  It  can  be  lost  for  generations

inside a temple. But it is not taken off the table.

T H E  R U L E
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Paul says the evidence is posted where everyone can see it: the

invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen,

being understood by the things that are made… so that they are without

excuse. (romans 1:20)

B O T H  S I D E S  H I D E

If what we need to know isn’t withheld, neither side can win by

keeping us ignorant of it. What they can do is conceal themselves,

and both do, for different reasons.

The accuser conceals because he has to.  He is a real enemy,

permitted to test and never hired to, and concealment is the only

advantage he has left. An enemy that announces itself loses.  Sa‐

tan himself is transformed into an angel of light. (2 corinthians 11:14 )

He doesn’t need to hide the truth; he needs you not to see it. The

god of  this world hath blinded the minds of  them which believe not.

(2 corinthians 4:4) Not removed the light. Blinded the eyes.

God conceals for a different reason: love that can’t say no isn’t

love.  If  he stood in full  view at  every moment,  nobody could

refuse him, and so nobody could freely love him either.  Verily

thou art a God that hidest thyself. (isaiah 45:15) He hides far enough

that love can be free. But the same record that says he hides says

his  works are  clearly seen,  and it  shows him calling his  shots

before he takes them. He is hidden in the act, never absent from

the evidence.

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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That is the whole problem. It is also the whole design: close

enough to be found, far enough to be refused.

T H E  K I S S

Here is the hardest part. If God works by persuasion and won’t

force anyone, and the accuser works by persuasion because he

isn’t allowed to force anyone, how do you tell them apart?

Jesus gives the test before anyone asks:  Ye shall know them by

their fruits (matthew 7:16). Not by the surface, and not by reading

hearts, but by what a life produces over time. The surface can be

faked. The fruit can’t, not for long.

He had to give that test, because the surface is exactly where

we’re weakest. In the garden, humanity reached for the knowl‐

edge of good and evil and got it, and the first thing that happens

after is this:  the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that

they were naked (genesis 3:7). Their eyes open, the first thing they

see is each other, and they hide. We can choose, but we can’t see

the intent behind what anyone shows us.

The record makes the point  with a  kiss.  Judas arranges the

signal for the arrest in advance: Whomsoever I shall kiss, that same

is  he:  hold  him fast (matthew   26:48).  Then  he  walks  up  in  the

garden, says  Hail,  master,  and kisses him (matthew  26:49).  The

most familiar sign of love there is, used to mark a man for death.

Everything anyone could see was friendship. Jesus names it any‐

way: Judas, betrayest thou the Son of man with a kiss? (luKe 22:48).

T H E  R U L E
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And what Judas hid didn’t stay hidden. By morning the fruit

was in, and he was the one saying it:  I have sinned in that I have

betrayed  the  innocent  blood (matthew   27:4).  Hidden for  a  night.

Never withheld.

So  the  uncertainty  isn’t  only  the  cost  of  choosing.  It’s  the

instrument. If you could read intent, every choice would be made

for you, and nothing you did would be yours. Because you can’t,

you  have  to  watch  the  pattern.  What’s  being  tested  isn’t

obedience alone. It’s discernment.

The record keeps rewarding the people who do that work. The

Bereans hear Paul preach and don’t just accept it; they searched the

scriptures daily, whether those things were so (acts  17:11), and the

text calls them more noble for it. The instruction runs all the way

through:  Prove  all  things;  hold  fast  that  which  is  good

(1   thessalonians   5:21 ).  Checking  every  verse  isn’t  a  trick  laid

over the test. It’s part of the test.

R E A D  A L O U D

Centuries  after  Josiah,  a  man  of  about  thirty  stood  up  in  the

synagogue of  the  town where  he grew up and was handed a

scroll  of  Isaiah.  He  found  the  place  and  read  it:  to  preach

deliverance to the captives… to set at liberty them that are bruised, To

preach the acceptable year of the Lord (luKe 4:18–19). It was the lan‐

guage of  the  jubilee,  the  Law’s  fiftieth  year,  when debt  slaves

went free and every family went home to the land it had lost.
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Then he rolled up the scroll, sat down, and said,  This day is this

scripture  fulfilled  in  your  ears (luKe   4:21).  The  words  had  been

there, within reach, for centuries.

Josiah had done it first. His story doesn’t end with a torn robe.

He calls everyone to the temple: priests, prophets, the men of

Judah, the people of Jerusalem, great and small.  And the king

stands up in front of all of them and does the simplest thing in

the  world.  He  read  in  their  ears  all  the  words  of  the  book  of  the

covenant which was found in the house of the LORD (2 Kings 23:2).

Nothing had been withheld  from them.  It  had been lost  in

their own temple, the one place they should have looked. All it

ever needed was for someone to pick it up and read it out loud.

Read it yourself: 2 Kings 22–23; Deuteronomy 29:29; Luke 4:16–30 
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A

C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

The Mark

man  walKs east,  away  from the only family on earth, with

something on him that nobody can explain.

And Cain went out from the presence of the LORD, and dwelt in the

land of Nod, on the east of Eden. (genesis  4:16) He has killed his

brother. He has been sentenced to wander. And before he goes,

God puts a mark on him. Genesis never says what it looked like,

and people have been guessing for two thousand years.  But it

says exactly what the mark does, and that turns out to be the part

that matters.
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A G U A R D  O N  T H E  G U I LT Y

Cain’s first response to his sentence isn’t guilt. It’s fear. Every one

that findeth me shall slay me. (genesis 4:14) And God’s answer isn’t

a lecture. It’s a protection order:  Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain,

vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. And the LORD set a mark

upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him. (genesis 4:15)

Read that slowly. A murderer is sent out into the world. No‐

body  is  allowed  to  touch  him.  The  penalty  for  trying  is

announced in advance, and multiplied by seven.

That  isn’t  how  you  punish  someone.  It’s  how  you  keep

someone alive.

Old kingdoms had a name for this: a safe-conduct. A traveler

carrying  the  king’s  seal  could  not  be  touched,  and  whoever

harmed  him  answered  to  the  king.  It  let  a  man  cross  hostile

ground and come out the other side. The mark on Cain reads like

that. It doesn’t pardon him, and it doesn’t undo what he did. It

says the king has an interest in this man, and his life is not yours

to take.

Put the sequence together. Before the crime, God warned Cain,

and told him he could win:  if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the

door… and thou shalt rule over him (genesis  4:7). After the crime,

God came asking, Where is Abel thy brother? (genesis 4:9), a ques‐

tion that leaves room for a confession. And when the sentence

came down,  he  set  a  guard on the  guilty  man’s  life.  The first

mercy in the record outside the garden goes to the first killer.

T H E  M A R K
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That’s what the mark is, whatever it looked like: grace, given

to someone who had done nothing to earn it.

L A M E C H ’ S  S O N G

Seven generations down Cain’s line, a man named Lamech calls

his two wives together and sings to them.

Hear my voice; ye wives of Lamech, hearken unto my speech: for I

have slain a man to my wounding, and a young man to my hurt. If

Cain shall be avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy and sevenfold.

(genesis 4:23–24)

He has killed a young man for wounding him, and he doesn’t

hide it. He brags, and he cites the mark. The protection God put

on one frightened man,  to  stop other  people’s  vengeance,  has

been claimed by his descendant and turned into a vengeance of

his own, eleven times Cain’s. The shield has become a sword.

It’s the oldest misuse of mercy in the record, and the simplest:

if no one is allowed to hit you, you can hit them.

The  mark  worked  by  taking  vengeance  out  of  everyone’s

hands and keeping it in God’s. Scripture holds to that all the way

through:  Vengeance  is  mine;  I  will  repay,  saith  the  Lord

(romans 12:19). Lamech took it back into his own.

And the record answers him, number for number. Peter asks

Jesus how many times he has to forgive, and offers seven. Jesus

says:  I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times

seven (matthew  18:22). In Greek, Matthew’s phrase is the same

one the Greek translation of  Genesis,  the one the early church

read,  uses  for  Lamech’s  boast.  That’s  why  many  modern

translations  render  it  seventy-seven  times.  Lamech’s  number  for

vengeance, handed back as a number for forgiveness.

The  apostles  saw  Lamech’s  move  coming  in  their  own

churches and named it. Ye have been called unto liberty; only use not
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liberty for an occasion to the flesh (galatians 5:13).  As free, and not

using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness (1  Peter 2:16 ). A cloak

is  exactly  what  Lamech made of  the  mark.  And Jude,  writing

about  people  turning  the  grace  of  our  God  into  lasciviousness

(Jude 4), reaches all the way back for their name: they have gone in

the way of Cain (Jude 11).

D O W N  T O  N O W

It didn’t stop with Lamech.

For centuries, readers who wanted a reason to rank people by

their skin decided the mark of Cain was dark skin, and that the

people  who bore  it  were  cursed.  The text  says  nothing of  the

kind.  It  never  describes  the mark at  all,  and the mark it  does

describe was a protection, not a curse. But the reading was used,

along with a misreading of Noah’s curse on Canaan, to defend

slavery.  One  American  church  kept  a  racial  priesthood  ban,

justified in part by that reading, until 1978.

Think about what that is. A sign God put on a man so that no

one would harm him was turned into a  reason to harm other

people. It’s Lamech’s song again, sung by a whole civilization,

well into living memory.

And the pattern is bigger than one misreading. Every society

builds its own marks, from a badge to an office to a church’s own

authority, usually for a good reason: to keep someone doing nec‐

essary work from being destroyed for doing it. And each can be
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turned the way Lamech turned his. The question the record asks

is not whether you’re protected. It’s what you do while you are.

T H E  O T H E R  L A M E C H

Genesis doesn’t leave Lamech’s song as the last word. Right after

it, the story starts again with another son.

Eve names him Seth: For God, said she, hath appointed me another

seed instead of Abel, whom Cain slew (genesis  4:25). And the first

thing said about his family is contact, not distance: then began men

to call upon the name of the LORD (genesis 4:26). Cain’s line went

out from the presence. This one calls back toward it.

Then the text lays the two families side by side. Seth’s line has

Enoch,  who  walked  with  God:  and  he  was  not;  for  God  took  him

(genesis 5:24). And it has a Lamech of its own. He names his son

Noah and says, This same shall comfort us concerning our work and

toil  of  our  hands (genesis   5:29).  Same name,  two  families.  One

Lamech boasts of vengeance. The other hopes for rest.

Genesis never scores the two lines. What it gives is a picture.

In that world, some people build cities and sing about killing,

and some call on God and walk with him.

Then it tells you how the picture ends.

A L L F L E S H

Genesis 6 opens with the sons of God taking wives from the daugh‐

ters of men (genesis 6:2), which ancient readers took either as the
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heavenly court crossing a line or as Seth’s descendants marrying

Cain’s until the two families couldn’t be told apart.

Either  way,  the verdict  that  follows isn’t  issued against  one

family. The earth also was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled

with  violence…  for  all  flesh  had  corrupted  his  way  upon  the  earth

(genesis   6:11–12).  All  flesh.  Both  lines.  It  was  never  a  contest

between  a  good  family  and  a  bad  one.  The  trouble  was  the

human  heart,  and  Genesis  names  it:  every  imagination  of  the

thoughts of his heart was only evil continually (genesis 6:5).

One man comes through, and the record is careful about how.

It does call Noah  a just man and perfect in his generations, a man

who  walked with God, the words it used for Enoch (genesis  6:9).

But before it says anything about his character, it says this:  But

Noah found grace in the eyes of the LORD (genesis 6:8). It’s the first

time the word  grace appears in the Bible. He didn’t earn it. He

found it.

Then comes the line that turns the story. When the water is

gone, God names the same heart again:  I will not again curse the

ground any more for man’s sake; for the imagination of man’s heart is

evil from his youth (genesis  8:21).  The diagnosis hasn’t changed.

What it leads to has. The reason for the judgment has become the

reason for  patience,  and from here on God works the way he

started with Cain: by grace.

E A S T  O F  E D E N

We live under something like the mark now. Most of what people

do goes unanswered, for now, and the record knows exactly how

that gets read:  Because 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 (ecclesiastes   8:11).  That’s  Lamech’s  reading  of  the  delay.

Peter gives God’s: The Lord is not slack concerning his promise… but
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is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that

all should come to repentance (2 Peter 3:9).

So the mercy that guarded Cain now covers everyone east of

Eden. Some wear it the way Lamech did, and count on not being

touched. Some do what Seth’s family did,  and call  on the one

who gave it.

Cain was given grace. Lamech turned it into a weapon. Noah

found it. There’s one more thing a person can do with it, the one

thing appetite never does.

Give it away.

Read it yourself: Genesis 4–6 
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J

C H A P T E R  F O U R  

Grace

esus  is  sitting  in the temple across from the collection chests,

watching people put money in.  And Jesus sat over against the

treasury, and beheld how the people cast money into the treasury: and

many that were rich cast in much (marK 12:41).

Then a widow comes by.  She threw in two mites, which make a

farthing (marK 12:42). The two smallest coins in circulation. No‐

body would have noticed.  She didn’t  make an announcement,

and nobody thanked her. As far as she knew, no one saw.

He saw.  And he called his  disciples  over  to  tell  them what

they’d just missed:  this poor widow hath cast more in, than all they

which  have  cast  into  the  treasury:  For  all  they  did  cast  in  of  their
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abundance; but she of her want did cast in all that she had, even all her

living (marK 12:43–44).

Everything that follows is in that one scene: a gift with nothing

in it for the giver, invisible to everyone except the one who sees

everything.

The accuser’s  claim about  humanity is  specific,  and it’s  not

that humanity is evil. It’s smaller and meaner than that. It’s that

humanity  is  an  animal.  That  everything  we  call  love,  loyalty,

worship, decency, is appetite with better manners. That whatever

good we do, we do because it pays.

The psalmist states the charge as if it might be true: Man that is

in  honour,  and  understandeth  not,  is  like  the  beasts  that  perish.

(Psalm   49:20)  The Bible’s  most  skeptical  book asks  it  outright:

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the

beast that goeth downward to the earth? (ecclesiastes 3:21) Chapter

17 comes back to that question. For now, put it plainly:  is there

anything in us that isn’t appetite?

How would you tell? Not by intelligence. Animals solve prob‐

lems. Not by survival; everything survives if it can. Not even by

love  for  your  own,  because  a  mother  animal  will  die  for  her

young, and that’s instinct doing exactly what instinct is for.

You’d look for the one thing appetite can’t produce: kindness

with nothing in it for you. A gift to a stranger, or an enemy, that

returns  nothing  — no  mate,  no  food,  no  status,  no  safety,  no

future favor. Nothing that pays the one who does it.

There’s a word for that. It’s grace.

Jesus draws the line in the same place. If ye love them which love

you, what thank have ye? for sinners also love those that love them…

But love ye your enemies, and do good, and lend, hoping for nothing

again. (luKe   6:32–35)  The  word  translated  thank is  charis,  the

Greek  word  for  grace.  Loving  the  people  who  love  you  back
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earns  no  grace.  Anything  can  do  that.  Grace  starts  where  the

return stops.

Now take the accuser’s question in Job.  Doth Job fear God for

nought? (Job 1:9) When the Hebrew was translated into Greek, for

nought became dōrean: freely, as a gift, for nothing. The accuser’s

entire case is that nothing human is ever dōrean. Everything has a

price.

It’s the same word Paul uses for what God does: Being justified

freely  by  his  grace (romans   3:24).  And it’s  the  word Jesus  uses

when he sends his disciples out: freely ye have received, freely give.

(matthew 10:8)

The order in that sentence matters. Received first, then give.

The record never credits grace to us as if we produced it. We love

him, because he first loved us (1 John 4:19 ). Every good gift and every

perfect gift is from above (James  1:17).  Grace in the full sense be‐

longs to God: favor given to people who haven’t earned it and

can’t.  What shows up when a person gives for nothing is that

same gift, passed along. It’s a reflection, the image of the one who

made us showing through.

G R A C E ,  T H E  T E L L

Grace is something of value given with nothing behind it and

nothing expected back. Not a reward, not a loan, not a trade.

Ordinary life has small versions: a stranger who pays for your

meal and leaves before you can thank them. In poker, a tell is the

involuntary sign that shows what a player really holds. The claim

here is that grace is humanity’s tell: the one thing appetite can’t

produce, and so, where it is real, a sign that something more than

appetite is there, though not one anyone can prove from outside.

Not because we generate it. Because it is the maker’s handwriting,

still legible in what he made.

G R A C E
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So the accuser’s charge is answered from both sides. He says no

human being ever does anything for nothing. God answers first,

by  doing  everything  for  nothing.  Then,  when  a  person  gives

without a buy-back, the same gift turns up again, passed along

by someone who received it. It earns that person nothing, and it

isn’t  meant  to.  It’s  evidence:  the  one  thing  the  accuser  says  a

human can’t do, done anyway, in the maker’s hand.

Faith can take the same shape. Before they’re thrown into the

furnace,  three  young  men  tell  the  king  their  God  can  deliver

them, But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve

thy gods. (daniel 3:18) Their belief doesn’t depend on the result.

Faith doesn’t produce grace; it receives it. But faith for nothing

has the same shape as grace.

N O T  A G E N I E

There’s a simple reason God won’t just give people what they

want, and anyone who has ever been paid for something already

knows it.

A genie buys compliance. Grant the wish, and the one who

wished loves you, or says so. But you can’t learn anything about

someone you’ve paid. Whatever they say next, the payment has

contaminated it. You’ll never know if it was you they loved or the

wish.

That is the accuser’s charge. He isn’t saying Job is a bad man.

He’s saying Job has been bought,  and he names the price:  the

hedge around everything Job has. Take it away and watch. The
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only way to show whether someone loves you is to stop paying,

and that’s exactly what the book of Job does.

You can buy attention. You can’t buy love. If a man would give

all the substance of his house for love, it would utterly be contemned

(song  of  solomon   8:7).  Offer everything you own for love and

you’ll be laughed at.

W H A T  T H E  D A T A  S A Y S  A B O U T  “ F O R  N O U G H T ”

Psychologists have tested the accuser’s claim without meaning to.

In 1971 Edward Deci paid one group of students for each puzzle

they solved and let another group solve the same puzzles for

nothing. Once the paying stopped, the paid group spent less of

their free time on the puzzles than the group that was never paid.

Two years later Mark Lepper and his colleagues found the same

with preschoolers who liked to draw: the children promised a

reward drew less afterward than the ones who weren’t. A 1999

review of 128 experiments found the pattern holds for rewards

that are expected and tangible, though researchers still argue over

how far it reaches. The famous field version is shakier. When

daycares in Haifa began fining late parents, lateness went up and

stayed up (Gneezy and Rustichini, 2000), but a 2020 attempt to

reproduce it by survey did not. The sturdy finding is the plain

one: once a thing is paid for, you can no longer see what it was

worth to the one who did it.

So here is a party who could buy the outcome any time he want‐

ed, and declines to. Every time the record shows him refusing to

bribe, or to perform on demand for an opponent who wants a

show, he is keeping the answer clean. A machine can be bought.

That’s how you would know it’s a machine. We are building ma‐

chines now that learn by being scored on their answers, and they

bring the accuser’s old question with them: when one behaves

well,  Doth Job fear God for nought? (Job   1:9)  comes back with  it

where Job’s name was.
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Genesis  has a  picture of  that  refusal.  At  Bethel,  God makes

Jacob a promise with no conditions attached:  I am with thee, and

will keep thee in all places whither thou goest (genesis  28:15). Jacob

answers with a deal: If God will be with me… and will give me bread

to  eat,  and  raiment  to  put  on…  then  shall  the  LORD  be  my  God

(genesis 28:20–21).

Twenty years later, the night before he has to face the brother

he cheated, he’s alone by a river, and there wrestled a man with him

until the breaking of the day (genesis 32:24). It isn’t a vision. It’s a

fight, all night, and a real one. The man doesn’t simply overpow‐

er him; in the end he touches Jacob’s hip and puts it out of joint.

And Jacob still won’t let go: I will not let thee go, except thou bless

me (genesis  32:26). He’s given a new name,  Israel: for as a prince

hast  thou  power  with  God  and  with  men,  and  hast  prevailed

(genesis  32:28). Jacob names the place  Peniel: for I have seen God

face to face, and my life is preserved (genesis 32:30). He walks away

at sunrise, limping.

God never signed Jacob’s contract. The blessing goes not to a

man making terms but to a man with nothing left to trade except

his grip, and God, who could have ended the fight at any mo‐

ment, lets it run all night to give it to him. He would rather be

wrestled than bought.
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W O RT H  I S  O U T P U T

Pushed all  the way, the accuser’s claim becomes a philosophy,

and  you  meet  it  everywhere:  a  thing’s  worth  is  its  function.

Useful, keep it; no longer useful, discard it. Applied to people, it

says a human being who stops producing has no claim to exist.

The record answers at the largest scale it has. It never claims we

were bought back because we were worth the price: While we were

yet sinners, Christ died for us (romans  5:8). The value came from

the one who paid, not from the thing he paid for. In this record,

worth is conferred, not earned.

T H E  M A G I C  T R I C K

A biologist  has  an answer  to  everything this  chapter  has  said

about grace, and it deserves a straight hearing. Kindness, he says,

is  explained without any trial.  Kindness to family protects  the

genes you share with them. Kindness to strangers buys reputa‐

tion, and reputation pays. Parents who loved their children left

more  children.  The  behavior  called  grace  here  is  exactly  what

evolution produces on its own.

He’s right about a great deal of it.  Most of what people call

love can be accounted for that way. But his explanation needs

something in order to work. It needs a return: shared genes, or

standing  in  someone’s  eyes.  Take  away  the  kinship  and  take

away the audience, and the mechanism has nothing to run on.
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Grace is love with no proof. You can measure what someone

did.  You  can’t  prove  why  they  did  it,  because  the  thing  that

would have to be proved is intent, and intent never shows up in

the record of an action. The text says so plainly: The heart is deceit‐

ful  above  all  things,  and  desperately  wicked:  who  can  know  it?

(Jeremiah 17:9). And: man looketh on the outward appearance, but the

LORD looketh on the heart (1 samuel 16:7).

Then comes an instruction that’s stranger than it looks.  When

thou doest alms, let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth:

That thine alms may be in secret (matthew 6:3–4). If you were build‐

ing a case, you’d want witnesses. This says the opposite: do it

where nobody sees.

That’s the answer to the biologist. His explanation works on

every act that’s witnessed, because the moment someone sees it,

it turns into standing, and the accuser’s claim holds: appetite in a

better suit. The only act that escapes the mechanism is the one

with no kin,  no return,  and no audience.  Money handed to  a

stranger  on  the  street,  discreetly,  and  the  giver  walking  away

without so much as a “good luck.” Like a magic trick, done with

no one watching.

He has one more answer, and it’s a fair one: instincts built for a

world  where  someone  was  always  watching  don’t  switch  off

when no one is. Maybe that’s all it is. But the answer concedes

something. The accuser’s claim was that everything we do feeds

something.  On the biologist’s  own account,  this feeds nothing.

That’s all  this chapter claims: that it  happens, and that it  pays

nothing.

So grace  can’t  be  proven from inside  the  system.  You can’t

fully  verify  your  own  motives,  let  alone  anyone  else’s.  That

means it  can’t  settle  the argument for  anyone watching,  and I

won’t claim it does. What it can be is real: what no one can see

can’t be a bribe. And it’s why the trial needs a judge with perfect
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information. What no participant can see, he sees entirely. Thy Fa‐

ther  which  seeth  in  secret  himself  shall  reward  thee  openly

(matthew 6:4).

The church has always known this. Thérèse of Lisieux entered

a Carmelite convent at fifteen and died of tuberculosis at twenty-

four. She called what she practiced there her little way: no great

deeds, only small kindnesses done where no one would notice,

offered to the one who would. There was a sister in the house she

found hard to bear, and she set herself to treat that woman the

way she would treat the person she loved most. The world only

knows because her superiors asked her to write about her life,

and the manuscript was published after she died.

The widow left  no manuscript.  She dropped two coins in a

chest and walked back into the crowd. As far as she knew, no one

saw.

He did.

Read it yourself: Genesis 28 and 32; Job 1; Mark 12:41–44 
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P A R T  T W O

The Protocol



A

C H A P T E R  F I V E  

Job

rich  man  gets  uP early and offers burnt offerings, one for

every one of his children, each time their round of feasts is

over. His reason is a worry, not a sin anyone has seen:  It may be

that my sons have sinned, and cursed God in their hearts. The text

adds: Thus did Job continually. (Job 1:5)

Notice the word curse. In a room this man will never see, it is

about to become the whole bet.

If  the Bible contains a rule book, it  is  the Book of Job.  And

every rule book has fine print.
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P R O T O C O L

A protocol is the written plan of an experiment: what is being

tested, under what conditions, with what limits, and what result

counts as failure. It’s fixed before the experiment starts, so nobody

can move the goalposts afterward. The opening of Job reads like

one: a hypothesis (he’s only good because it pays), the conditions,

a limit on the tester (only upon himself put not forth thine hand, Job

1:12), and the failure condition: if Job curses God, the accuser is

right.

It begins with a detail that is easy to skip. There was a man in the

land of Uz. (Job 1:1) Job is not an Israelite. The man at the center of

the  protocol,  whose  case  sets  the  terms  for  everything  after,

comes  from outside  the  covenant  people  entirely.  Whatever  is

being tested here is not a question about one nation.

Then the scene moves to a room Job never sees. The sons of

God come to present themselves, and among them is the accuser,

the satan. He has been walking up and down in the earth. He is

asked if he has considered Job. He has.

What follows is a negotiation over terms.

The accuser’s  claim is  six  words  long:  Doth  Job  fear  God for

nought? (Job   1:9)  For  nothing.  For  free.  Job  is  good because  it

pays.  Take away what he has,  and he  will  curse  thee  to  thy face

(Job 1:11). That is the hypothesis. It is falsifiable, and the falsifica‐

tion condition is stated out loud: if Job does not curse God, the

accuser is wrong.
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F A L S I F I A B L E

A claim is falsifiable if you can say in advance what would prove

it wrong. “This bridge holds ten tons” is falsifiable: put ten tons

on it and watch. “Everything happens for a reason” isn’t, because

no result could ever count against it. Science only trusts claims

that could fail. The record states its own failure conditions out

loud, and this book tries to name the conditions that would break

its reading too.

Then the limits are set. First round: everything he has is in your

power, only upon himself put not forth thine hand (Job 1:12). Second

round: his body,  but save his life (Job 2:6). The rules are specified

before each trial begins, in front of witnesses, for a man who is

not in the room and will never be told.

That last part matters more than anything else in Job’s story. A

test you can see coming measures performance. A test you can’t

see coming measures character. Job’s friends spend thirty chap‐

ters trying to explain what is happening to him, and every expla‐

nation is wrong, because none of them had access to the room

where the terms were set.

The  room  didn’t  close  when  Job’s  book  ended.  The  night

before the crucifixion, Jesus tells Peter,  Satan hath desired to have

you, that he may sift you as wheat. (luKe 22:31) Desired — asked for.

The accuser is still filing requests, and the requests are still being

heard.

Then the messengers come, each one arriving while he was yet

speaking (Job 1:16), each the only survivor of his own disaster. The

oxen,  the  sheep,  the  camels,  and  the  servants  who were  with

them. Then the last one: Thy sons and thy daughters were eating and

drinking wine in their eldest brother’s house: And, behold, there came a

great wind from the wilderness, and smote the four corners of the house,

and it fell upon the young men, and they are dead (Job 1:18–19).
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Stop  there.  Ten  sons  and  daughters  at  a  family  dinner,  the

same kind of feast their father used to rise early after, to offer a

sacrifice for each of  them. A house comes down on them in a

storm. They weren’t the ones being tested. Nobody asked them

anything, and the book never tells their story again. Job tears his

robe, shaves his head and falls to the ground (Job  1:20). That is

what a father does first.

Why were they within the accuser’s reach at all? That is hard

to read, and it should be. The text doesn’t say, and what follows

is how I read it. The line was drawn at only upon himself, and chil‐

dren are not the self. They are the fruit of our seed. They come

from us, and then they are their own: Lo, children are an heritage of

the LORD: and the fruit of the womb is his reward (Psalm 127:3). So

Job’s sons and daughters fell among all that he hath (Job 1:12), not

as his property, but because each of them was already a person

apart from him. And the psalm says whose they were before they

were his.

Back in the ashes, his wife speaks.  Dost thou still retain thine in‐

tegrity? curse God, and die. (Job 2:9) It’s the line she is remembered

for,  and  it’s  hard  to  hear,  because  it’s  the  exact  outcome  the

accuser bet on.

But remember who is saying it. The ten children were hers too.

She has just lost all of them, and now she is watching her hus‐

band scrape his sores with a piece of broken pottery. What she
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says is what grief says at the bottom of the pit: there is nothing

left to hold on to, so let it end.

And she’s still there to say it. The accuser has taken everything

else Job had. He never takes her. The limit was only upon himself

put not forth thine hand, and from the second chapter of the record,

a husband and wife are one flesh (genesis 2:24). She stands inside

the  one  boundary  the  accuser  was  given.  God  honors  that

covenant: to touch her would have been to touch Job.

Job’s  answer  is  gentler  than  it  is  usually  remembered.  He

doesn’t call her foolish. He says she is talking like someone she

isn’t: Thou speakest as one of the foolish women speaketh. What? shall

we  receive  good  at  the  hand  of  God,  and  shall  we  not  receive  evil?

(Job 2:10) We. He answers her grief as a grief they share. And the

book adds: In all this did not Job sin with his lips. (Job 2:10)

What Job does next is harder to classify. He argues. And the

way he argues is as a litigant.

He knows he is being examined, even without knowing why.

What is man… that thou shouldest visit him every morning, and try

him every moment? (Job 7:17–18) It’s a bitter echo of the psalm that

asks what is man, that thou art mindful of him (Psalm 8:4). Job turns

wonder into complaint, and in doing so describes the test exactly:

continuous, and in the present tense.

He wants a mediator.  Neither is there any daysman betwixt us,

that might lay his hand upon us both. (Job 9:33) There is no one who

can do that, he says.

D A Y S M A N

An old English word for an arbitrator: someone both sides accept,

who can stand between them and put a hand on each. A mediator

in a lawsuit, or a negotiator both sides trust, does a version of the

job. Job asks for one and finds none. Chapter 10 reads the Son as

the answer: a mediator who is actually on both sides of the case.
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He insists he has representation anyway.  Behold, my witness is in

heaven, and my record is on high. (Job  16:19) And then, from the

bottom of it: I know that my redeemer liveth. (Job 19:25) The word is

go’el, the kinsman who buys back what was lost, the same legal

role Boaz will fill for Ruth.

And at the end of his defense, he asks for the charges in writ‐

ing. Oh that one would hear me! behold, my desire is, that the Almighty

would  answer  me,  and  that  mine  adversary  had  written  a  book.

(Job   31:35)  He wants the indictment.  He wants to see the case

against him.

He says things close  to  the line.  But  he never  says  the one

thing the accuser bet on. He asks the question every reader has

asked: why.

And then the whirlwind.  Then the LORD answered Job out of the

whirlwind (Job 38:1).

The first thing to see is who shows up. Job asked for a hearing,

and the judge came in person. Not a messenger, not a dream, not

a friend with a theory. God himself, speaking to one man sitting

in ashes.

What he says is not an explanation. It is four chapters of ques‐

tions,  and they are wider than anything Job asked.  Where wast

thou when I  laid the  foundations of  the  earth? (Job   38:4)  When the

morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?

(Job 38:7) Then God walks him through the wild places: rain sent

on the wilderness, wherein there is no man (Job 38:26), food for the

J O B

55



raven when his young ones cry unto God (Job 38:41), the hour when

the wild goats of the rock bring forth (Job 39:1). None of it is for any‐

one to see. God tends it anyway. The man who thinks he has been

forgotten is being shown how much God watches that no human

eye ever will.

It  is often read as a rebuke, and there is rebuke in it.  But it

never tells Job about the room, the six words or the bet. And it

doesn’t make his question go away. It lets the question stand, and

the  record  keeps  it:  the  hardest  objection  anyone  ever  raised,

preserved in full, unanswered, in the middle of the canon.

An  experiment  that  suppressed  its  strongest  objection

wouldn’t be admissible. This one kept it.

Two things come next, and the record keeps both. Job repents:

therefore  have  I  uttered  that  I  understood  not…  Wherefore  I  abhor

myself, and repent in dust and ashes (Job 42:3, 6 ). He had said more

than he knew. And then God turns to the friends, who had de‐

fended him with such tidy arguments, and says they have not spo‐

ken of me the thing that is right, as my servant Job hath. (Job 42:7) Job

was wrong in places, and he admits it. The friends were wrong

about him, and God says so. The man who argued with God to

his face spoke more truly than the men who had explained God

to him.

Then Job prays for the friends who had spent so long accusing

him. And the text times the restoration exactly: the LORD turned

the captivity of Job, when he prayed for his friends: also the LORD gave

Job twice as much as he had before. (Job 42:10) Not when he stopped

suffering. When he interceded for the people who had wronged

him. Grace for nothing, again.

People have noticed one more detail for a long time. The live‐

stock is doubled exactly: seven thousand sheep become fourteen

thousand, three thousand camels become six thousand. The chil‐
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dren aren’t.  He had seven sons and three daughters,  and he’s

given  seven  sons  and  three  daughters.  One  old  reading  says

that’s because the first ten weren’t lost for good. The text doesn’t

say so.  It  just  doesn’t  double them. It  does something else in‐

stead. The sons are never named, but the daughters are, Jemima,

Kezia and Keren-happuch (Job  42:14), and  their father gave them

inheritance among their brethren (Job 42:15).

A skeptic reads the doubling as a payout that undoes every‐

thing: see, faith pays after all. But the accuser’s charge was that

God had bought his servant, and this payment comes after the

verdict,  not  before  it.  A payment  made after  the  answer  can’t

have bought the answer. What it says about Job is simpler. He

had lost everything once and now knew whose it had been. He

could be trusted with more.

One thing this  story doesn’t  mean.  Not every suffering is  a

test. Some of it is simply wrong, done by one person to another,

and the record calls  it  by its  name:  the cries  of  them which have

reaped are entered into the ears of the Lord of sabaoth (James 5:4). A tri‐

al God permits is not an abuse he blesses. If someone is harming

you, the Bible’s instruction isn’t to endure it as a lesson. It’s  De‐

fend the poor and fatherless (Psalm 82:3). Paul, when they came for

him in Damascus, didn’t stay to be tested. He went over the wall

(2 corinthians 11:33).

But where a trial is a trial, Job’s story reaches past him. The

plans running around you, in rooms you will never see, won’t

necessarily make you richer, or more loved. They are meant to

make  you  better,  the  way  a  refiner’s  fire  makes  silver  better

(malachi 3:3).

And they may end the way Job’s did. He never learned about

the room, the bet or the six words. He never got the reason. What

he got was the thing he had wanted more than a reason: God, in
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front of  him, where before there had only been reports.  I  have

heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee.

(Job 42:5)

He asked for the reason. He got the one who had it.

Read it yourself: Job 1–2; Job 38–42 
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P A R T  T H R E E

The Record



A

C H A P T E R  S I X  

Admissible

n old man finishes writing a book.

He’s a hundred and twenty. He has led these people for

forty years, and he knows he won’t cross the river with them. So

he writes down everything — the law, the history, the failures,

including his own — and hands it to the priests who carry the

ark.  Take this book of the law, and put it in the side of the ark of the

covenant of the LORD your God, that it  may be there for a witness

against thee. (deuteronomy 31:26)

Not for comfort. For evidence. The book is filed with the court.

That  is  how  Deuteronomy  tells  its  own  beginning.  Many

scholars think it reached its final form centuries later, in Josiah’s
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time. Either way, it’s the story the record chose to tell about itself:

written as a witness against the people who kept it.

Then he tells them why.  For I know thy rebellion, and thy stiff

neck. (deuteronomy   31:27)  He isn’t  writing a  flattering history.

He’s writing the one that will be used against them.

There is  an objection anyone should raise at  this point.  The

Bible was assembled. Communities, and later councils, decided

what went in. Of course it looks coherent; it was edited to look

coherent.

Look at what they kept.

Lot, after Sodom, living in a cave with his two daughters, who

get  him  drunk  on  consecutive  nights  and  conceive  by  him.

David, the king the whole history bends toward, taking another

man’s  wife  and arranging for  the  husband to  be  killed  at  the

front.  A  patriarch  who passes  off  his  wife  as  his  sister,  twice.

Judah and Tamar. Murder in the first generation outside the gar‐

den.

If you were curating a book for inspiration, none of this sur‐

vives. If you were keeping a record for a court — something that

would have to hold up when the other side went through it look‐

ing for gaps — all of it has to survive. A record that preserved

only  the  flattering  parts  would  be  thrown  out.  The  damning

material is what makes the rest credible.

A D M I S S I B L E

In court, evidence is admissible if it’s allowed into the record for

the jury to weigh. Courts reject evidence that has been tampered

with. Once evidence is in, the jury decides how much to trust it,

and a file that contains only what helps one side earns less trust,

not more. A record with the damaging material left in is more

credible. The Bible was kept that way: the incest, the murders, and

the failures of its own heroes are all still in it.
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A skeptic has a sharp answer to one of these. The story of Lot’s

daughters ends by naming their sons as the fathers of Moab and

Ammon (genesis 19:37–38), Israel’s neighbors and frequent ene‐

mies, and many scholars read it as an insult aimed at them: your

enemies were born of incest.  That’s a fair reading. If  it’s right,

that story was kept because it served the people who kept it. But

the record didn’t stop where the insult did.

Follow it forward. Generations later, a Moabite widow named

Ruth follows her mother-in-law into a foreign country and mar‐

ries a man named Boaz. Their great-grandson is David. The law

says  a  Moabite  shall  not  enter  the  congregation  to  the  tenth

generation (deuteronomy 23:3). The king is three generations re‐

moved. The rabbis later settled the conflict by reading the law as

applying to Moabite men, not women (Yevamot 76b). The record

itself doesn’t settle it. It files the law and the genealogy and lets

them sit side by side.

The  genealogy  that  closes  the  book  of  Ruth  begins  with

Pharez, Tamar’s son by her father-in-law, and ends with David

(ruth   4:18–22).  It  runs straight through the most disqualifying

material in the book, and files it as plain lineage.

The New Testament doubles down. Its first page is a genealo‐

gy, and it names four women besides Mary in a list that is other‐

wise all men. Tamar, who got her line by disguising herself and

sleeping with her father-in-law, and of whom Genesis lets that

father-in-law give the verdict:  She hath been more righteous than I

(genesis 38:26). Rahab, a prostitute of Jericho. Ruth, the Moabite.

And a fourth who isn’t named at all. She is  her that had been the

wife of Urias (matthew 1:6). Of every way to refer to Bathsheba,

the text picks the one that names the man David had killed. That

is a record refusing to let the evidence be softened.
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The objection has a second half: whoever as‐

sembled it  also left  things out.  True,  and the

writers say so first.  Many other signs truly did

Jesus in the presence of his disciples, which are not

written in this book: But these are written, that ye

might believe. (John 20:30–31) The text tells you

it is a selection, and tells you why.

And it  presents  itself  the  way testimony is  presented.  Luke

opens his gospel like a brief: accounts from eyewitnesses, set out in

order, that thou mightest know the certainty of those things. (luKe 1:2–

4) Sources named, sequence fixed, purpose stated.

The record keeps what its people said back, too. A great deal of

it was sung, and much of what was sung is complaint:  My God,

my God, why hast thou forsaken me? (Psalm 22:1) A hymnal edited

for inspiration would have smoothed that out. If the question is

whether this creature is more than appetite, you would want a

sample of what it makes when it is grieving, and when it is in

love, and when it is furious at God. The Psalms are that sample.

Paul says what the whole record is for:  these things happened

unto  them for  ensamples:  and  they  are  written  for  our  admonition.

(1   corinthians   10:11 )  Case  law.  Precedent.  Filed  for  whoever

comes next.
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T H E  PA RT S  N O B O D Y  R E A D S

A fair  critic  will  say these  passages  were picked.  Carmel,  Job,

Esther,  Jonah — the ones that  fit.  So take the stretches almost

everyone skips, and see whether the frame survives them.

Start  with  Leviticus,  where  most  readers  give  up:  offerings,

skin diseases, mildew, which animals are clean. It’s a procedures

manual — exact steps, exact materials, exact sequence — and it

shows early what happens when the procedure is  improvised.

Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu offer strange fire before the LORD,

which he commanded them not (leviticus 10:1), and they die on the

spot, two young priests in their first days of service. The record

lets their father’s grief stand without a word: And Aaron held his

peace (leviticus 10:3).

Yet in the middle of that manual, between rules about harvests

and rules about mixed fabrics, is the sentence Jesus would later

call the second great commandment: thou shalt love thy neighbour

as thyself. (leviticus 19:18) Sixteen verses later it reaches past the

tribe: the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born

among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself; for ye were strangers in

the  land of  Egypt. (leviticus   19:34)  A few verses earlier  sits  the

gleaning law that will one day feed a Moabite widow in Boaz’s

field. The test for grace from chapter 4 is written into the book

nobody finishes.

The history gets the same treatment. Chronicles retells Samuel

and Kings, often sentence for sentence, and the Law wants every
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matter established by two witnesses (deuteronomy 19:15). These

two don’t always agree. Chronicles leaves out Bathsheba and the

murder of Uriah entirely; it’s the kinder account of David. The

canon kept both, so any reader can see exactly what one witness

left out. And where the two differ most sharply, they differ in a

way that teaches. David’s census is counted a grave sin. Samuel

says the LORD moved David against them to say, Go, number Israel

and Judah (2  samuel 24:1 ). Chronicles says  Satan stood up against

Israel, and provoked David to number Israel. (1  chronicles  21:1 ) A

skeptic calls that a contradiction. Read against Job, it’s one room

seen from two sides of the table: the accuser acts, but only under

permission.

Which leaves  the  hardest  stretch  of  all,  and it  shouldn’t  be

made easy: the conquest of Canaan. Joshua records a city put to

the  sword:  both  man  and  woman,  young  and  old (Joshua   6:21).

Young means children. No honest reader gets through it without

flinching,  and  a  book  that  argues  God  takes  no  pleasure  in

punishing has to look at it without looking away.

The text does say things around it, and a reader deserves to

know them, not as a defense but as part of the file. The judgment

was held back for generations; Abraham is told his descendants

must  wait,  for  the  iniquity  of  the  Amorites  is  not  yet  full.

(genesis  15:16) Israel is told it isn’t being rewarded:  Not for thy

righteousness…  but  for  the  wickedness  of  these  nations.

(deuteronomy 9:5) And the same rule is written against Israel in

advance:  That the land spue not you out also, when ye defile it, as it

spued out the nations that were before you. (leviticus  18:28) In the

end, Israel was conquered and exiled on exactly those terms. The

record also keeps the Canaanites who were spared. Rahab of Jeri‐

cho hides the spies, and she and her household are brought out

alive; she  dwelleth in Israel  even unto this day (Joshua   6:25),  and
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Matthew puts her in the line of Jesus. The Gibeonites win a treaty

by a trick, and when Saul breaks it generations later, the whole

nation pays (2 samuel 21:1).

None  of  that  makes  the  account  comfortable.  Context  isn’t

comfort.  The children of  Jericho didn’t  weigh any evidence or

make any choice, and nothing said below makes that sit easily. If

Joshua 6 makes you want to close the book, that reaction isn’t a

failure of faith. It’s what an honest reader feels.

Two things can be said.

The first is that God doesn’t mince words about punishment,

and neither does the record. The terms were stated before any of

it  happened, in plain language. Nobody in this story was told

that sin was small or that judgment was a figure of speech. Plain

words  about  punishment  aren’t  pleasure  in  it;  elsewhere  God

says outright that he has none (eZeKiel 33:11). But he doesn’t blur

what he means. The people who kept the record didn’t blur it

either. They left  young and old on the page for every generation

after them to read, including the ones who would struggle with it

most.

The second is that the why isn’t ours to see. Here the reading

leaves what can be checked, so take this as what I believe, not

what the evidence shows. For all we know it was mercy. Jesus

said of children, of such is the kingdom of heaven (matthew 19:14),

and nothing in the record says those children were lost to God.

God’s providence runs past the edge of what we’re shown.  For

my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,

saith the LORD (isaiah 55:8). Paul’s hardest line, Nay but, O man,

who art thou that repliest against God? (romans 9:20), is for the one

putting God on trial, not for the one standing at the grave. Job

argued with God for thirty chapters, and God said he had spoken

rightly. What Job never got was the why. What he got was the
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one who knew. This is a claim that the answer exists, that it may

be kinder than it looks from here, and that it lies outside what we

have been given to see.

Of every question in this book, this one was the hardest for

me, along with David’s son in chapter 12. It puts you in a loop,

questioning God’s authority and a view of everything that no one

else has. What pulls me out is remembering how young we all

are. Noah lived long: all the days of Noah were nine hundred and fifty

years (genesis   9:29).  Next  to  him,  the  longest  life  anyone lives

now is short. Whether we die at ninety, nineteen or nine, to God

we are all children. Paul told a crowd of pagans in Athens, we are

also his offspring (acts 17:28). Not one of those children in Jericho

was less his than we are.

P R I E S T S  W R I T I N G  P R I E S T LY  T H I N G S

A thoughtful skeptic has one more answer, and it isn’t a stupid

one.  Priests  and  scribes  wrote  this  record.  The  procedure,  the

verdicts, the consistency are their fingerprints, not anyone else’s.

That  can’t  be  ruled out.  But  consider  what  those  writers  filed

against themselves.

They served a temple, and they kept its prophets’ verdicts on

its own priests: because thou hast rejected knowledge, I will also reject

thee, that thou shalt be no priest to me (hosea 4:6); ye have corrupted

the covenant of Levi (malachi 2:8). They served a crown, and they

recorded God calling the people’s demand for a king a rejection
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of himself  (1   samuel   8:7 ),  then logged the kings’  failures until

Jerusalem burned.

Yet the same record takes that throne up into a promise. God

tells David,  thy throne shall be established for ever (2  samuel 7:16 ),

and the New Testament opens by calling Jesus  the son of David

(matthew 1:1). A flattering history would have kept the promise

and dropped the rejection. A hostile one would have done the

reverse. This one keeps both.

That is what the old man was doing when he put the book be‐

side the ark: keeping the evidence against his own people, be‐

cause the truth would serve them better than a flattering story.

And a record that logs its failures this faithfully has earned the

right to be believed on the day it finally logs a success.

Read it yourself: Deuteronomy 31; Leviticus 10 and 19; Joshua 6; Matthew 1:1–17 
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T

C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

First Positive

hree  visitors  get  uP from Abraham’s table and look out to‐

ward Sodom, and Abraham walks with them to see them on

their way (genesis 18:16). Two of them go on down the road. But

Abraham stood yet before the LORD (genesis 18:22).

What follows is a haggle. If there are fifty righteous in the city,

will  you  spare  it?  Forty-five?  Forty?  Thirty,  twenty,  ten?  Each

time  God  agrees,  and  each  time  Abraham  pushes  again,

apologizing as he goes: I have taken upon me to speak unto the Lord,

which am but dust and ashes (genesis  18:27). His whole case rests

on  fairness:  Shall  not  the  Judge  of  all  the  earth  do  right?

(genesis 18:25)

69



His nephew Lot lives in that city, but in the whole negotiation

Abraham never names him. Whatever he felt  for Lot,  what he

asks for out loud is a city of strangers.

Appetite doesn’t do that. It looks after itself and its own, and it

has  no use  for  sorrow spent  on people  who can give  nothing

back. Yet here is a man standing in front of God, spending what‐

ever favor he has on a city of  people who have never done a

thing for him.

F I R S T  P O S I T I V E

In testing, a positive is a result showing that what you’re looking

for is really there. The first one matters most, because it proves the

trait can be found at all. A positive isn’t a prize, and it isn’t why

Abraham was called. His family served other gods (Joshua 24:2),

and the God who called him is the one who justifieth the ungodly

(romans 4:5). The call came first. Abraham is simply the first

person in the record in whom the trait plainly shows.

The  bargaining  stops  at  ten,  and  there  weren’t  ten.  The  next

morning Abraham gat up early in the morning to the place where he

stood  before  the  LORD (genesis   19:27)  and  looked  down at  the

plain, and the smoke of the country went up as the smoke of a furnace

(genesis 19:28). He had lost.

Then the record adds one sentence:  God remembered Abraham,

and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow (genesis 19:29). Abra‐

ham  asked  for  a  city  of  strangers,  and  the  city  fell.  The  one

person he never asked for, he was given. Whatever mercy was in

the man, there was more of it in the one he was talking to.

A T H R E A D  A N D  A S H O E L AT C H E T

He had shown the trait once before. When raiders carried off Lot

with the goods of Sodom, Abraham armed his household, chased
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them down, and brought everything back. The king of Sodom of‐

fered him the recovered property. Abraham refused all of it: I will

not take from a thread even to a shoelatchet, and that I will not take any

thing that is thine,  lest thou shouldest say, I  have made Abram rich

(genesis 14:23).

He risked his life and took nothing for himself, on purpose, so

that no one could say he’d been paid. Long before the accuser

asks whether Job serves God for nothing, Genesis had already

answered, with a man turning down a king’s reward.

T H E  F O L L O W- U P

A first positive only matters if it turns up again. Does the trait

carry to the next generation?

Abraham sends his  servant  back to  his  homeland to  find a

wife for Isaac. The servant stops at a well at evening with ten

camels and, before anything happens, sets a test. The right young

woman will be the one who says Drink, and I will give thy camels

drink  also (genesis   24:14).  And  before  he  had  done  speaking

(genesis 24:15), Rebekah comes out with a pitcher on her shoul‐

der.

He asks her for a little water. She gives it, and then offers what

he didn’t ask for: I will draw water for thy camels also, until they have

done drinking (genesis  24:19).  Until  they have done drinking. A

camel at  the end of  a  desert  crossing drinks a great  deal,  and

there are ten of them. She ran again unto the well (genesis 24:20),

over and over, for a stranger’s animals, while the man wondering

at her held his peace (genesis 24:21). She doesn’t know who he is. It

buys her nothing she can see.

The mother of the next generation is chosen for kindness to a

stranger’s animals.
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The Law writes the test into Israel’s code, and aims it at the

hardest case:  If thou meet thine enemy’s ox or his ass going astray,

thou shalt surely bring it back to him again (exodus 23:4). Not your

animal. Your enemy’s.

When  a  lawyer  asks  Jesus  to  define  the

terms,  who is my neighbour? (luKe 10:29), Jesus

tells about a man beaten and left on a road. A

priest passes by on the other side, and then a

Levite: two men whose work was the service of

God’s house. The one who stops is a Samari‐

tan, an outsider with every reason to keep walking. He binds the

wounds,  pays  the  innkeeper,  and  promises  to  cover  whatever

more  it  costs  (luKe   10:35).  A  stranger,  at  a  cost,  with  nothing

coming back. It’s the road above Sodom, told as a parable.

The trait is the same at the very end. When Jesus describes the

final judgment,  this  is  the evidence the verdict  reads:  I  was an

hungred, and ye gave me meat… I was a stranger, and ye took me in

(matthew 25:35). And the ones who did it had no idea they were

being tested. Lord, when saw we thee an hungred? (matthew 25:37)

They weren’t performing. That’s why it counts.

They weren’t earning, either. The kingdom they receive was

prepared for you from the foundation of the world (matthew  25:34),

before any of them had fed anyone. What they did was the fruit

of a grace they didn’t know they carried, which is why it comes

as news to them. The deeds are the evidence the verdict reads,

not the ground it stands on.

Then the King tells them who the stranger was: Inasmuch as ye

have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it

unto me (matthew 25:40).

It had happened once already, at Mamre. Three travelers came

to a tent in the heat of the day, and an old man ran out to meet
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them, had water brought for their feet, and fed them under a tree.

Two of them were angels. The third was the LORD. Be not forget‐

ful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels un‐

awares (hebrews 13:2).

The King has been standing among the strangers since Gene‐

sis.

Read it yourself: Genesis 18–19; Genesis 24; Matthew 25:31–46 
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T

C H A P T E R  E I G H T  

Royal Priests

wo  PeoPle  stand  among the trees in aprons they have sewn

out of fig leaves. They have just heard what their choice will

cost: the ground cursed, the work hard, the body going back to

dust. The sentence has been spoken, and they are about to be sent

out.

And then this: Unto Adam also and to his wife did the LORD God

make coats of skins, and clothed them. (genesis 3:21)

The last  thing God does  before  he sends them out  is  make

them clothes. It isn’t part of the sentence, and nobody asked for

it. It’s the kind of detail you would never put in a story about a

tyrant, and the record sets it right after the hardest words in Gen‐

esis.
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The  two  people  wearing  those  coats  didn’t  know  what  it

meant. A little earlier they had heard him walking in the garden

and  hidden  among  the  trees.  He  called  out,  Where  art  thou?

(genesis  3:9),  and the man answered,  I  was afraid,  because I  was

naked;  and I  hid  myself (genesis   3:10).  The first  words a human

speaks to God in the Bible are an admission of fear.

The coats are God’s answer to that fear. The rest of the Bible is

the long work of getting the answer through.

W H AT  W E  W E R E

It hadn’t always been fear. The first job description in Genesis has

two halves. One is royal: let them have dominion over the fish of the

sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the

earth (genesis  1:26). The other is priestly. The man is put in the

garden to tend it and to guard it (genesis 2:15), and those two He‐

brew verbs are the pair used later for the Levites’ work at the

tabernacle  (numbers   3:8).  The  garden  was  a  sanctuary  before

there was a sanctuary, and the first humans were royal priests in

it.

Everything they had was given. The garden, the work, the rule

over  it,  the  one  who  walked  with  them  in  the  cool  of  the  day

(genesis 3:8). They had every reason to trust the king who gave it.

What they had never yet done was hear someone tell a different

story about him.
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T H E  M I S R E A D I N G

The serpent’s story is short. First a question that shrinks the gift

to its one limit: Yea, hath God said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the

garden? (genesis   3:1)  Then  a  flat  lie:  Ye  shall  not  surely  die

(genesis  3:4). Then a motive:  God doth know that in the day ye eat

thereof,  then  your  eyes  shall  be  opened,  and  ye  shall  be  as  gods

(genesis 3:5).

The lie  about  death is  the  bait.  The lie  about  motive  is  the

hook. A king who had given them everything becomes a tyrant

who is holding one thing back to protect himself. Nothing God

had done gave them cause to believe it. They believed it anyway,

because the other voice was easier to act on than trust.

From then on they saw a tyrant, and hid from him. The rest of

the record shows them the king they stopped being able to see:

one who gives, and who turns out to be a father as well.

B R E A D  A N D  W I N E

Genesis gives one early picture of that king, and it’s easy to miss.

Abraham is coming home from a night battle with his nephew

and everything the four kings had carried off. Two kings come

out to meet him. The king of Sodom comes to talk terms. The

other comes with food. And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth

bread  and  wine:  and  he  was  the  priest  of  the  most  high  God.

(genesis  14:18) He blesses Abraham, and then he’s gone. Three

verses. The text gives him no parents, no birth and no death.
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He doesn’t come for tribute. He comes with bread for a tired

man, and a blessing. And he is a priest as well as a king, holding

together the two jobs the garden held.

T H E  L A S T  C O V E R I N G

The next time bread and wine are handed across a table by some‐

one  who  is  both  priest  and  king,  it’s  the  night  before  the

crucifixion. At that supper Philip asks,  Lord, shew us the Father,

and it sufficeth us (John 14:8). Jesus answers,  he that hath seen me

hath seen the Father (John 14:9).

Then he goes out and shows him. The garden had been told of

a king who holds back. At the cross the king holds nothing back,

not even himself. He doesn’t wave the sentence away. He carries

it. The Son shows what the Father always was: a king who gives.

Go back to the coats. The text doesn’t dwell on it, but skins

come from somewhere. The first covering for frightened people

cost a life. So did the last.

B A C K  T O  T H E  G A R D E N

And  then  the  old  job  description  comes  back.  Peter  tells  a

scattered  church,  ye  are  a  chosen  generation,  a  royal  priesthood

(1  Peter  2:9 ). And the song in heaven gives the reason and the

result in one breath: for thou wast slain… And hast made us unto our

God  kings  and  priests:  and  we  shall  reign  on  the  earth

(revelation 5:9–10).
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Kings and priests. What we were in the garden, before we took

the serpent’s  word about the one who made us and hid from

him.  There  is  no  fear  in  love;  but  perfect  love  casteth  out  fear

(1   John   4:18 ).  The  first  human said  I  was  afraid,  and  God an‐

swered with a  coat.  Scripture  ends with the same humans re‐

stored to the same two offices, and nobody hiding.

Read it yourself: Genesis 1–3; Genesis 14:17–20; 1 Peter 2:9 
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E

C H A P T E R  N I N E  

Moriah

arly  in  the  morning, an  old  man  saddles  a  donkey  and

splits firewood.

Abraham rose up early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took

two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son, and clave the wood

for the burnt offering (genesis 22:3).

It’s the second time in two chapters that he has gotten up early

to lose a son. One chapter earlier, in almost the same words: Abra‐

ham rose up early in the morning, and took bread, and a bottle of water,

and gave it unto Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and

sent her away (genesis 21:14). Ishmael went into the desert with a

skin of water. Now Isaac is walking toward a mountain, and the

wood is for him.
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Any reading of the Bible as a trial has to face this morning: the

one test the narrator names as a test before it  begins, over the

head of the man being tested, and the hardest one in the Bible.

T H E  L A B E L

Genesis 22 opens with a sentence the people in it never hear: God

did tempt Abraham (genesis 22:1).

P R O V E

The Hebrew verb nasah means to put something to the test to find

out what it’s made of, the way metal is assayed. The King James

Version renders it tempt here, when the word could still simply

mean try, and prove in many other places, such as the manna: that I

may prove them (exodus 16:4). A test and a temptation can be the

same event with a different purpose. One is meant to show what

is there. The other is meant to make you fall.

The arrangement is Job’s. The reader is told what’s happening.

Abraham isn’t. He hears a command, not a label. Whatever he

does over the next three days, he does without knowing it’s a

trial, and that’s what makes it one.

Two old traditions go further. Neither is scripture, and both

should be read that way. The book of Jubilees, from the second

century BC and not in most Bibles, puts an accuser in the scene: a

figure called Mastema tells God that Abraham loves Isaac above

everything,  and proposes the test  (Jubilees  17:16).  The Talmud

gets  there  from the chapter’s  first  words,  after  these  things,  be‐

cause the Hebrew for things also means words. Whose words? The

accuser’s, one rabbi answers (Sanhedrin 89b). Both turn Moriah

into another Job, with the terms set in a room Abraham never

enters. Genesis doesn’t go that far. It only says it was a test, and

lets the reader see what Abraham couldn’t.
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W H AT  WA S  A S K E D

Say it plainly, because the text does.  Take now thy son, thine only

son Isaac, whom thou lovest… and offer him there for a burnt offering

(genesis 22:2).

That is the first time the word love appears in the King James

Bible, and it’s attached to the son Abraham is told to kill.

There is no softening this. The later Law counts child sacrifice

among the worst things the nations did:  even their sons and their

daughters  they  have  burnt  in  the  fire  to  their  gods

(deuteronomy 12:31). Jeremiah has God disown it in the strongest

words he has: which I commanded them not, neither came it into my

heart (Jeremiah 7:31). Readers have been disturbed by Genesis 22

for as long as it has been read, and Søren Kierkegaard wrote a

whole book, Fear and Trembling, about it. They’re right to be dis‐

turbed. A reading that made this morning comfortable would be

lying.

What the text does is keep the command next to what became

of it. This is the only story in scripture in which God tells a man

to offer his child, and God stops it  himself.  Set it  beside Jeph‐

thah’s vow, and the contrast is plain: the one sacrifice of a child

that God commanded never happened. The one that happened,

God never commanded.

That is a real difference, and it still isn’t a resolution. It tells

you what God wanted from the altar.  It  doesn’t  take back the

three days Abraham walked toward it not knowing, or the mo‐

ment Isaac was bound and laid on the wood.  Genesis  doesn’t

take them back either. It lets them stand, and at the end of the

scene it counts what they cost.
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T H E  M A N ,  A S  F I L E D

Genesis doesn’t let its first positive stand there clean. He passed

his wife off as his sister to protect himself, twice (genesis  12:13;

20:2). He sent Hagar and his firstborn into the wilderness with

one bottle of water. Hagar herself was an enslaved woman, given

to him to bear a child, and when Sarah mistreated her he handed

her  back:  thy  maid  is  in  thy  hand;  do  to  her  as  it  pleaseth  thee

(genesis 16:6). The first confirmed case of the trait is a man who

also  lied,  and  also  sent  a  child  away.  That’s  what  admissible

means: the man is filed with his defects.

It also changes what the test is testing. Abraham had already

given up one son, and God had told him to let the boy go with a

promise attached: also of the son of the bondwoman will I make a na‐

tion (genesis   21:13),  and  in  Isaac  shall  thy  seed  be  called

(genesis 21:12). Every promise Abraham had been given now ran

through Isaac. The command on Moriah sets God’s word against

God’s word. The question isn’t only whether Abraham will obey.

It’s whether he believes the one who made the promise will keep

it, when keeping it looks impossible.

W H AT  H E  S A I D  O N  T H E  WAY

Abraham’s answer is in two sentences he says on the road, and

both are easy to miss.
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At the foot of the mountain he tells his servants: Abide ye here

with the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come

again to you (genesis 22:5). Come again. We will come back.

Then Isaac, carrying the wood, asks the question: Behold the fire

and  the  wood:  but  where  is  the  lamb  for  a  burnt  offering?

(genesis   22:7)  And his father answers:  My son, God will  provide

himself a lamb for a burnt offering (genesis 22:8).

You can read those lines as a man hiding the truth from a boy

and from his servants. The letter to the Hebrews reads them the

other way:  Accounting that God was able to raise him up, even from

the dead (hebrews 11:19). On that reading, Abraham didn’t know

how the promise would survive the command. He only knew

who had made both. It’s the faith of the three men at the furnace,

seen from the other side. They said but if not. He said we will come

again. Neither made the result a condition.

And he never argued. The man who pleaded for Sodom says

nothing at all for his own son. The difference is in what he was

given. At Sodom, God told him what he meant to do and waited

to  hear  him:  Shall  I  hide  from  Abraham  that  thing  which  I  do

(genesis 18:17). That was an invitation, and Abraham spoke, and

asked the question underneath all  the bargaining:  Shall  not  the

Judge of all the earth do right? (genesis 18:25) On Moriah there was

no invitation, only a command, and between Abraham and God

a command had always meant one thing. It had since the first

call:  So  Abram  departed,  as  the  LORD  had  spoken  unto  him

(genesis 12:4). The way I read it, what he had with God by then

was  trust,  built  over  more  than twenty-five  years  of  promises

kept.  At  Sodom  he  asked  whether  the  Judge  of  all  the  earth

would do right. On Moriah he didn’t need to ask. He rose up ear‐

ly.
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N O W  I  K N O W

Then the knife, and a voice. Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither

do thou any thing unto him: for now I know that thou fearest  God,

seeing  thou  hast  not  withheld  thy  son,  thine  only  son  from  me

(genesis 22:12).

Now I know. That line is a problem for any reading that holds

God already knows the result, and that the trial isn’t run for his

information. It should be faced here. Read plainly, Genesis 22:12

says God learned something on the mountain.

The old commentators saw the problem too.  Rashi,  the me‐

dieval  rabbi  whose notes  on Genesis  are  still  the  most  widely

read, gives the line this sense: from now on I have an answer for

the accuser, and for the nations who wonder why I love you. Not

now I have found out, but now it can be shown. That is the reading

followed here, and it’s worth being clear that it’s a reading. What

changed on the mountain wasn’t what God knew. It was what

could be shown. Before Moriah, Abraham’s faith was something

God could see. After Moriah, anyone could see it, including any‐

one in the room who doubted it. James says the same thing about

this scene: faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made

perfect (James 2:22). Made complete. Brought into the open.

I N  T H E  S T E A D  O F  H I S  S O N

And Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a

ram caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the

ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of  his  son

(genesis 22:13).

In  the  stead  of.  That  is  substitution,  stated  as  plainly  as

scripture ever states it: one life offered in place of another. The

rest of the record is built on it.
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Abraham names the place for what the answer turned out to

be: Jehovah-jireh: as it is said to this day, In the mount of the LORD it

shall be seen (genesis  22:14). The LORD will provide. The LORD

will see to it. It’s what I realized on a drive home, broke: as bad

as  it  was,  God would always  provide.  The  epilogue  tells  that

night.

The history keeps coming back to  this  mountain.  Moriah is

where Solomon builds the temple, on the threshing floor where

the plague after David’s census was stopped (2  chronicles 3:1 ).

The place where a  substitute  was provided becomes the place

where substitutes are offered, every day, for most of a thousand

years.

And there are details a Christian reader can’t unsee. The son

carries  the  wood up the  hill  himself,  the  way John says  Jesus

went out bearing his cross (John 19:17). In the Greek translation of

Genesis, the angel’s words are thou hast not spared thy beloved son,

and Paul uses the same verb when he writes that God spared not

his own Son, but delivered him up for us all (romans 8:32). Beloved is

the  word  the  voice  uses  at  the  Jordan:  This  is  my  beloved  Son

(matthew 3:17). And when John the Baptist sees Jesus coming, he

says the words that answer Isaac’s question:  Behold the Lamb of

God (John 1:29).

Read that as a called shot, set down early: the lamb Abraham

promised his son, provided by God. It’s a reading, but it’s the one

the New Testament writers made themselves.

W H AT  I T  C O S T

Genesis doesn’t end the scene with the ram. It keeps the rest.

Going up, the text says twice that they went both of them together

(genesis 22:6,  8 ). Coming down, it says only this:  So Abraham re‐

turned unto his young men (genesis 22:19). Isaac isn’t named. Gen‐
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esis never says Sarah was told where they went that morning.

The next chapter opens with her death (genesis  23:2). Abraham

and Isaac are never shown speaking again.

When Isaac  reappears,  he’s  living by a  well  called Lahairoi

(genesis 24:62; 25:11 ). It’s Hagar’s well, the one she named in the

wilderness for the God who saw her (genesis 16:13–14), the one

the epilogue begins with. The son who was nearly sacrificed set‐

tled at the well  of the woman who was sent away. And when

Abraham dies, his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him (genesis 25:9).

The two boys he sent off on two early mornings came back and

buried him together.

On Moriah, the father’s hand was stopped. The next chapter is

about the Son who walked up the hill of his own will:  No man

taketh it from me, but I lay it down of myself (John 10:18).

Read it yourself: Genesis 21–22; Hebrews 11:17–19 
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C H A P T E R  T E N  

Substitution

esus is walKing in the temple courts, and the men who run the

temple stop him with a question:  By what authority doest thou

these things? (marK 11:28) He answers with a story.

A certain man planted a vineyard, and set an hedge about it, and

digged  a  place  for  the  winefat,  and  built  a  tower,  and  let  it  out  to

husbandmen, and went into a far country. (marK 12:1) At harvest the

owner sends a servant for his share of the fruit. The tenants beat

him  and  send  him  away  empty.  He  sends  another,  and  they

throw stones at his head. He sends another, and they kill him,

and  many  more  after  that,  beating  some,  and  killing  some

(marK 12:5).
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Then the owner does the thing no sensible landlord would do.

Having yet therefore one son, his wellbeloved, he sent him also last unto

them, saying, They will reverence my son. (marK 12:6) In Greek, well‐

beloved is the same word the Greek Genesis uses for Isaac on Mo‐

riah. This time no ram is caught in the thicket. The tenants reason

that with the heir dead, the vineyard is theirs, and they kill him

and throw him over the wall.

The men listening knew exactly whom it was about. They knew

that he had spoken the parable against them (marK 12:12). They were

the tenants, and he was telling them what they were about to do.

It’s the Old Testament in one story: a long line of people sent,

and none of  them enough.  The  patriarchs  die.  The  judges  are

local and temporary, and their book ends with every man did that

which was right in his own eyes (Judges 21:25). The kings do what

Samuel warned they would, and the best of them takes another

man’s wife. The priests  were not suffered to continue by reason of

death (hebrews 7:23). The prophets are ignored, or killed, or, like

Jonah, they run, because they would rather the enemy weren’t

spared. Death, corruption, bias. The text draws the conclusion it‐

self:  None of them can by any means redeem his brother, nor give to

God a ransom for him. (Psalm  49:7) Put the three most righteous

men in the record,  Noah, Daniel,  and Job,  in a land under judg‐

ment, Ezekiel says, and they shall deliver neither sons nor daughters

(eZeKiel  14:14–16). He is talking about surviving a disaster, not

about saving a soul, and even there the best men who ever lived

can’t carry anyone else through.

The letter to the Hebrews puts the same history in one sen‐

tence: God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time

past unto the fathers by the prophets, Hath in these last days spoken

unto us by his Son. (hebrews 1:1–2) Messengers, refused one after

another, and then someone who is not a messenger at all.
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B O T H  S I D E S

Every messenger failed or was refused. So the son doesn’t testify

from the outside. He takes the test himself.

Isaiah described him centuries  ahead:  despised and rejected of

men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief. (isaiah 53:3) Not a

king arriving in  fire,  but  a  servant  who suffers.  The  governor

who tried him said it three times: I find no fault in him. (John 19:4)

Innocent, and sentenced anyway. It’s the Job test run one more

time, with the widest limit the accuser was ever given: not  save

his life this time, but his life too.

The letter to the Hebrews puts it in the terms of a court.  We

have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our

infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.

(hebrews  4:15)  In that he himself hath suffered being tempted, he is

able  to  succour  them  that  are  tempted. (hebrews   2:18)  He  didn’t

come as an expert witness who had read about human life. He

came as a party who went through it, under the same conditions

as everyone else.  Though he were a Son, yet learned he obedience by

the things which he suffered. (hebrews 5:8)

Job, in the ashes, had asked for a daysman, someone to lay a

hand on both sides. Here he is: One mediator between God and men,

the man Christ Jesus. (1 timothy 2:5)

It also explains why the courtroom needs more than one per‐

son in it. The Son prays to the Father. The advocate pleads before

the judge. If God were only changing costumes, there would be

S U B S T I T U T I O N

89



no one to plead to and no one pleading. The church spent cen‐

turies insisting on that distinction, and a courtroom shows why: a

trial needs distinct parties, and the one on our side of the table

has to have actually sat there.

He also went where the accuser had the most leverage. Death

is the hold the accuser has on every life, and fear of it is how he

keeps people all their lifetime subject to bondage (hebrews 2:15). The

debt itself was owed to God’s justice, never to him, but the fear

was his to use, and the Son took on flesh and blood that through

death he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil

(hebrews 2:14).

And then the second half. The one the whole world tried to

destroy is the one it can’t.  Why do the heathen rage… against the

LORD, and against his anointed… He that sitteth in the heavens shall

laugh. (Psalm 2:1–4) The suffering servant and the  King of kings,

and Lord of lords (revelation 19:16) are the same figure. The accus‐

er’s argument was that humanity isn’t worth it. The answer came

from someone who became human, was treated as worthless by

humans, and still loved us.

The accuser can’t impeach that witness on standing. He was

there.

H E  D I E D

Paul hands it on as the first thing: Christ died for our sins according

to the scriptures; And that he was buried (1 corinthians 15:3–4).
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He  was  abandoned  first.  They  all  forsook  him,  and  fled

(marK  14:50). On the cross he cried,  My God, my God, why hast

thou forsaken me? (matthew 27:46) That is a death of its own, the

kind you can suffer while still breathing. But the gospels insist on

the other kind too. He didn’t only lose everyone. He lost his life.

Follow that afternoon through, and see who confirms it. The

soldiers, whose trade was killing, came to break the legs of the

three men on the crosses and hurry them along.  But when they

came to Jesus, and saw that he was dead already, they brake not his legs

(John 19:33), and one of them put a spear into his side to be sure.

Pilate was surprised it had been so quick, and before he released

the  body  he  called  the  centurion  and  asked  (marK   15:44–45).

Joseph  of  Arimathea,  a  council  member  with  a  name  anyone

could check, laid him in his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in

the  rock (matthew   27:60).  The next  day the chief  priests  asked

Pilate for a guard, lest his disciples come by night, and steal him away

(matthew  27:64). They were worried about a body. Nobody on

either side thought there wasn’t one.

Outside the church, the record agrees. Tacitus, a Roman histo‐

rian who despised Christians,  wrote around AD 116 that  their

founder  “suffered  the  extreme  penalty  during  the  reign  of

Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus”

(Annals 15.44).  Josephus,  a  Jewish  historian,  reports  the

crucifixion under Pilate too (Antiquities 18.3), in a passage Chris‐

tian copyists later expanded, though most scholars think its core

is his. And the creed Paul quotes is one he says he received, a for‐

mula most historians date to within a few years of the cross. The

Qur’an, six centuries later, says it was only made to appear so

(4:157), but that is a theological claim, not a new witness. Few

historians of any persuasion doubt that he died.
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What evidence can’t establish is why. No centurion signs off

on for our sins. That part is the meaning, and it rests on testimony

and on the story this chapter began with: every messenger re‐

fused, then the son, who stands on both sides and pays the penal‐

ty himself. Scripture states the purpose as plainly as the death:

God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners,

Christ died for us (romans 5:8). Who his own self bare our sins in his

own body on the tree (1 Peter 2:24).

H E  R O S E

Paul’s creed doesn’t stop at the tomb.  And that he rose again the

third day according to the scriptures (1 corinthians 15:4).

It’s  the most thoroughly called shot in the record.  Jesus an‐

nounced it more than once, to followers who didn’t understand:

the Son of man must suffer many things… and be killed, and after three

days rise again (marK  8:31). His opponents had heard it too. It’s

why they asked for the guard:  Sir, we remember that that deceiver

said,  while  he  was  yet  alive,  After  three  days  I  will  rise  again

(matthew 27:63).

And Paul stakes everything on it, with a stated failure condi‐

tion: if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is

also vain (1  corinthians 15:14 ). If a body could be produced, the

faith was finished, and the people who most wanted it produced

were the ones who had posted the guard.

The record keeps what an invented story would leave out. The

first witnesses are women, whose testimony counted for little in

that world’s courts, and the men don’t believe them:  their words

seemed to them as idle tales, and they believed them not (luKe 24:11).

One of the twelve refuses to believe until he can put his hand in

the wounds (John 20:25). The opponents’ explanation is kept: His

disciples  came  by  night,  and  stole  him  away  while  we  slept
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(matthew 28:13), which concedes that the tomb was empty. And

Paul lists his witnesses: Peter, the twelve, James, and  above five

hundred brethren at once; of whom the greater part remain unto this

present (1   corinthians   15:6 ).  Most  of  them were  still  alive,  he

says, and could be asked.

Now the honest limits, and there are more of them here than at

the cross.

Nobody  in  the  gospels  sees  him  rise.  The  women  find  the

tomb empty. The act itself happens out of sight.

The accounts don’t  line up neatly.  One angel or two, which

women and how many, whether the disciples first saw him in

Jerusalem or in Galilee:  the four gospels tell  it  differently,  and

people have worked at fitting the pieces together for centuries.

Some of  it  fits,  and some of  it  strains.  Independent  witnesses

often  disagree  on  details,  but  so  do  stories  that  grow  in  the

retelling,  and the differences alone can’t  tell  you which you’re

reading.

The oldest manuscripts of Mark end with the women running

from the tomb: neither said they any thing to any man; for they were

afraid (marK   16:8).  And even on the mountain in Galilee,  with

him standing there, Matthew records that they worshipped him: but

some doubted (matthew 28:17).

Nearly everyone who saw him was already a follower. There

are two exceptions on the record: James, his brother, who hadn’t

believed  in  him  (John   7:5)  and  who  is  on  Paul’s  list

(1   corinthians   15:7 ),  and  Paul  himself,  who  was  hunting  the

church down.

And the willingness of the first witnesses to die proves they

were sincere. It doesn’t prove they were right. What it does rule

out is the plainest kind of fraud, because people rarely die for a

story they know they invented.
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A historian working by the rules of the trade can go this far

and no further: the tomb was reported empty, the first followers

were convinced they had seen him alive, and men who ran away

at the arrest were later willing to die saying so. The method is

built to look for ordinary causes, so it can’t conclude that God

raised a man from the dead. That isn’t a verdict against the resur‐

rection. It’s the edge of what the method can say. What caused all

that is where the argument is, and no book can settle it for you.

It can say this. The claim was called in advance, heard by both

sides, stated with a failure condition, supported by named wit‐

nesses,  and  kept  together  with  the  doubts  of  its  own  people.

That’s the shape of the whole trial: enough to take seriously, not

enough to force you.

The death was the substitute. The rising was the verdict:  de‐

clared to be the Son of God with power… by the resurrection from the

dead (romans   1:4).  Every shot the old record called was aimed

here.

A M A N  Y O U  C O U L D  WA L K  PA S T

In the parable,  the tenants know the son the moment they see

him: This is the heir. (marK 12:7) They kill him because they know

him.  In  the  event,  most  people  didn’t  know  him  at  all.  The

substitute didn’t look like one.

Zechariah had said how the king would come: lowly, and riding

upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass. (Zechariah 9:9) Every‐
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one watching for a king was watching for a warhorse. They had

been  told  exactly  how he’d  arrive,  on  the  least  kingly  animal

available.

The chapter of Isaiah that says he was wounded for our transgres‐

sions (isaiah  53:5) also says you wouldn’t look twice at him:  he

hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no

beauty that we should desire him. (isaiah 53:2) The one who carries

the sins is the one you could walk past in the street. The people

who walked past him weren’t stupid. They had already decided

what God would look like, and this wasn’t it.

On Sinai, nobody could miss God, and it made little difference.

On the road, you can walk right past him.

It  keeps  happening  after  the  resurrection.  Mary  Magdalene

sees him standing outside the tomb and takes him for the garden‐

er, which, if you’ve been reading since Eden, is closer to the truth

than she knows.

That same day two of his followers walk the seven miles from

Jerusalem  to  Emmaus,  talking  about  the  crucifixion,  and  a

stranger falls in beside them.  But their eyes were holden that they

should not know him. (luKe 24:16) He asks why they’re sad. One of

them,  Cleopas,  asks  if  he’s  the  only  visitor  in  Jerusalem  who

hasn’t heard. The stranger walks them through the scriptures the

whole  way,  and  they  still  don’t  know him.  At  the  village  it’s

getting dark, and they press him to stay.

And it came to pass, as he sat at meat with them, he took bread, and

blessed it, and brake, and gave to them. And their eyes were opened, and

they knew him; and he vanished out of their sight. (luKe 24:30–31)

They  had  walked  seven  miles  beside  him.  They  knew  him

when he broke the bread.
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Read it yourself: Isaiah 53; Mark 12:1–12; Matthew 27; 1 Corinthians 15 
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N  

The Other Side Runs a Test

he  Philistines  have  caPtured the ark of the God of Israel,

and it is ruining them. They set it beside their god Dagon,

and in the morning Dagon is lying on his face in front of it. Then

the plague starts, and it follows the ark from city to city. After

seven months the lords of the Philistines need to know one thing:

is this the God of Israel, or bad luck?

So their priests design a test.

Take two cows that have just calved and have never worn a

yoke. Shut their calves up at home. Hitch the cows to a new cart,

put the ark on it,  and let them go. If they take the road up to

Beth-shemesh, into Israel and away from their calves, it was God.
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If not, and they say this before the cart moves, it was a chance that

happened to us (1 samuel 6:9).

Scientists call that a null hypothesis: the ordinary explanation,

written down in advance, that a result has to beat. And the de‐

sign is honest. Every instinct a nursing cow has points back to the

barn. The cows walk the other way, lowing as they went, and turned

not aside to the right hand or to the left (1 samuel 6:12 ). They didn’t

want to be in the study. They stayed in it anyway.

In the record, God gets tested by outsiders like these Philistine

priests, by his own people, and finally by his enemy. Side by side,

the tests answer a question worth asking: what does a fair test of

God look like, and what kind of asking does he refuse?

The  outsiders  aren’t  scenery.  They  are  allowed to  run  their

own tests, on their own terms, and they get honest results. What

they  check  isn’t  whether  God can part  a  sea.  It’s  whether  his

hand shows up at small scales: two cows on a country road.

Pharaoh’s magicians ran the same kind of check, centuries ear‐

lier. When Aaron turns the Nile to blood, they do the same with

their enchantments. When he brings up frogs, so do they. For two

plagues  the  other  side  replicates  the  result,  and  a  reasonable

Egyptian  could  decide  Moses  is  only  a  better  magician.  Then

Aaron strikes the dust and it becomes lice. The magicians try, but

they could not (exodus 8:18). In a lab, a result no one else can re‐

produce is the suspect one. Here it runs the other way, and the

magicians knew it. They had a name for what they’d seen, and

they took it to their king. This is the finger of God (exodus 8:19).

Much later, in Jerusalem, the council has the apostles on trial

and  wants  them  dead.  A  Pharisee  on  the  council  named

Gamaliel, a teacher of the Law and no follower of theirs, stands

up and proposes the cleanest null hypothesis in the New Testa‐

ment: if this counsel or this work be of men, it will come to nought: But
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if it be of God, ye cannot overthrow it (acts 5:38–39). Let them go,

and watch. The outcome will tell you.

A  skeptic  has  a  fair  answer  to  all  of  this.

Every story like these reaches us in documents

written after both the call and the result were

known, and none of them can be dated tightly

enough to prove the call came first. What can

be checked, on any page, is whether the record

keeps  its  own  rules.  The  Law  says  a  prophet  is  known  by

whether his word comes true. When a prophet named Hananiah

promises  that  Babylon’s  yoke  will  break  within  two  years,

Jeremiah answers with that test (Jeremiah 28:9) and calls a shot of

his own, this year thou shalt die (Jeremiah 28:16), and the next verse

records it: So Hananiah the prophet died the same year in the seventh

month (Jeremiah 28:17).

The Law says a charge stands only on two or three witnesses,

and at  Jesus’s  own trial  that  rule  is  what  fails  to  convict  him:

many bare false witness against him, but their witness agreed not to‐

gether (marK 14:56). Careful scribes would keep their own rules

too, so this shows how the record was kept, not who stood be‐

hind it. Chapter 17 takes up what would break the reading.

T H E  H A R D E R  O U T C O M E

Many signs in the Bible simply arrive, like the burning bush or

Dagon on his face; they are the largest group in the survey at the

back.  But  when a  result  has  to  stand up in  front  of  doubters,

Israel’s own people name the terms first, just as the Philistines

did, and the best of their tests share one habit. They ask for the

outcome nature won’t produce on its own. The cows walk away

from their calves. Gideon takes the habit further than anyone.
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Gideon is called to save Israel from the Midianites, and he has

already had one sign: the angel touches his offering with a staff,

and there rose up fire out of the rock (Judges 6:21). Before he leads an

army, he asks for another. He lays a fleece on the threshing floor:

in the morning, let the fleece be soaked with dew and the ground

around it dry. It happens. He wrings out a bowlful. Then he asks

again,  and  he  knows  he  is  pushing:  Let  not  thine  anger  be  hot

against me, and I will speak but this once: let me prove, I pray thee, but

this once with the fleece; let it  now be dry only upon the fleece, and

upon all the ground let there be dew (Judges 6:39). A fleece soaking

up dew overnight might be ordinary. A fleece staying dry on wet

ground is not. He reversed the conditions to rule out the easy ex‐

planation.

People still talk about putting out a fleece when they have a

decision  to  make,  and  the  story  doesn’t  quite  support  that.

Gideon wasn’t choosing what to do. He had already been told.

He was asking for the nerve to do it, and he asked like a man

who knew he was trying God’s patience.

And God bore with him. The text records no rebuke, only an

answer, twice. If you are someone who is afraid to ask God for

anything, or afraid you once asked the wrong way, this is what

the record chose to keep:  a  frightened man apologizing in the

middle  of  his  request,  and  a  God  who  answered  the  request

instead of the apology.

Then God runs a test of his own on Gideon’s army. Thirty-two

thousand men answer the call, and God says it’s too many,  lest

Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying, Mine own hand hath saved

me (Judges   7:2).  He cuts the army to three hundred. The point

isn’t  the  battle.  It’s  the  attribution.  A  confound  is  a  second

explanation that muddies a result, and thirty-two thousand sol‐

diers are a confound: they could explain the victory without him.

Three hundred can’t.
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And in Babylon, a young captive named Daniel is put on the

king’s rich food. He proposes a trial instead: Prove thy servants, I

beseech thee, ten days; and let them give us pulse to eat, and water to

drink (daniel   1:12),  and then compare us with the young men

who eat the king’s food.  Pulse is food grown from seed. A test

group, a comparison group, a fixed length of time, and a result

anyone could see.  Every expectation in the palace favored the

king’s table. At the end of ten days, Daniel and his friends looked

fairer and fatter in flesh (daniel 1:15) than the young men who ate

it. It’s often called, only half in jest, the first controlled trial on

record.

None of this goes behind God’s back.  Prove me now herewith,

saith the LORD of hosts (malachi 3:10).

P R O O F  O N  D E M A N D

If the record welcomes tests, it also refuses some. The Law says ye

shall  not tempt the LORD your God,  as ye tempted him in Massah

(deuteronomy   6:16).  At  Massah,  the  people  had  already  been

brought out of Egypt, fed with manna, and given water once, and

they asked anyway:  Is the LORD among us, or not? (exodus 17:7)

Gideon had signs already too, and asked for more. The difference

is  what the asking was for.  Gideon asked so that  he could go

forward. Massah asked so that it could turn back: Wherefore is this

that thou hast brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us? (exodus  17:3)
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One was asking in order to obey. The other was asking in order to

refuse.

The gospels draw the same line from the other side. Whenever

an opponent demands a sign from Jesus,  he refuses,  or  points

only to the sign of Jonah. There shall no sign be given unto this gen‐

eration (marK 8:12). Herod hoped to have seen some miracle done by

him (luKe 23:8) and got nothing, not even an answer. At the cross

the mockers state their terms like Philistine priests:  let him now

come down from the cross, and we will believe him (matthew 27:42).

Refused. The one demand that’s met is Thomas’s, and Thomas is

a  friend who wants  to  believe,  not  an opponent  who wants  a

show.

The sharpest case is the first. Jesus has fasted forty days in the

desert when the accuser comes to him and opens twice with the

same words: If thou be the Son of God (matthew 4:3, 6 ). Turn these

stones into bread. Throw yourself down from the temple.

That’s temptation, but it’s also the enemy running a test: name

a condition,  then see what answers.  God tests people who are

already known to him,  partly  for  their  sake.  The accuser  runs

tests because he doesn’t  know. The Greek  if can also carry the

sense of  since, so he may be taunting rather than asking. Either

way, he gets nothing to measure. Jesus doesn’t perform, doesn’t

confirm, doesn’t deny. Three times he answers with scripture it‐

self, It is written (matthew 4:4,  7,  10 ), and the accuser goes away

no wiser.

Paul says the other side never did work it out in time:  which

none of  the  princes  of  this  world knew: for  had they known it,  they

would not have crucified the Lord of glory (1  corinthians  2:8 ). The

demons will soon be crying out his name. But knowing his name

isn’t knowing his plan, and the plan is Paul’s point. God’s hid‐

denness cuts both ways. The accuser ran the most careful test in
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this chapter, and he still  couldn’t see where God was standing

until God chose to show it.

Read it yourself: 1 Samuel 5–6; Judges 6–7; Jeremiah 28; Matthew 4:1–11 
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T

C H A P T E R  T W E L V E  

The Pharaoh Curse

he  frogs  are  everywhere. In  the  ovens.  In  the  kneading

bowls. In the king’s bedroom, on his bed.

Pharaoh sends for Moses and asks him to make it stop. And

Moses  does  something  strange.  He  doesn’t  set  the  terms.  He

hands  them  over.  Glory  over  me:  when  shall  I  intreat  for  thee?

(exodus 8:9) You pick the time.

Pharaoh says: To morrow.

Not now. Tomorrow. One more night with the frogs,  on his

own schedule. And Moses answers with the sentence this chapter

is built on:

Be it according to thy word. (exodus 8:10)
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Once you hear it, you hear it again and again in the record.

People are judged by their own words. They name the time, set

the terms, pronounce the sentence, and then the sentence is car‐

ried out on them. Often nobody has to invent a punishment. The

defendant has already written it.

T H E  P H A R A O H  C U R S E

This book’s name for a pattern where people pronounce their own

sentence. Pharaoh picks the hour the frogs will leave. David

condemns the man in Nathan’s story and turns out to be the man.

Haman, whose story comes in chapter 15, designs the honors he

expects for himself and ends up delivering them to his enemy.

God hands people the pen and holds them to what they write,

except when he lets it go, and he often does.

It would be easy to read this as God enforcing a rule. It reads

better the other way around: God declining, wherever he can, to

write the sentence himself. Even the last plague on Egypt, God’s

own word spoken before the first,  answered a decree Pharaoh

made years earlier, when he ordered every Hebrew son thrown

into the river. He had judged another people’s sons worthy of the

river, and the measure he used was measured back to him. The

grief that night was real, as chapter 1 said. And the frogs leave on

Pharaoh’s schedule, not God’s, which is the more common shape.

God takes no pleasure in punishment, for he doth not afflict willing‐

ly nor grieve the children of men (lamentations 3:33), and wherever

he can, he lets people write the sentence.

T H E  K I N G  W H O  A S K E D  A Q U E S T I O N

It starts before the frogs. The first time Moses asks Pharaoh to let

the  people  go,  Pharaoh  answers  with  a  question:  Who  is  the

LORD, that I  should obey his voice to let Israel go? I know not the

LORD. (exodus 5:2)
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Everything that follows is the answer. The phrase that keeps

coming  back  through  the  plagues  is  that  thou  mayest  know

(exodus 8:10; 9:14). Pharaoh asked who. He was told, ten times.

Then there’s  the  hardening,  which  has  troubled  readers  for

three thousand years. How is it fair for God to harden Pharaoh’s

heart? Follow the sequence. God announces it before the contest

begins,  I will harden his heart (exodus 4:21), a called shot like the

rest.  But  once  the  contest  starts,  the  text  leaves  the  hardening

with  Pharaoh.  At  the  blood,  Pharaoh’s  heart  was  hardened

(exodus 7:22), and the Hebrew says the same at 7:13, where the

KJV  has  he  hardened.  After  the  frogs,  the  ones  he  kept  for  one

more  night,  he  hardened  his  heart,  and  hearkened  not  unto  them

(exodus 8:15). Not until the sixth plague does the text name God

as  the  one  doing  it:  the  LORD  hardened  the  heart  of  Pharaoh

(exodus 9:12). The choice came first, and then it was confirmed.

Be it according to thy word.

Paul reads the same story from above, as God’s purpose: Even

for this same purpose have I raised thee up, that I might shew my power

in thee (romans 9:17). The record holds both, and doesn’t pretend

they fit together easily. Pharaoh chose, and God used the choice.

Before the last plague, Pharaoh makes it formal. See my face no

more; for in that day thou seest my face thou shalt die. (exodus 10:28)

And Moses: Thou hast spoken well, I will see thy face again no more.

(exodus 10:29) Pharaoh wrote the end of their dealings himself,

and Moses held him to it.
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T H E  R U L E ,  S TAT E D  O U T  L O U D

Jesus states it outright, and he states it first as a warning about

judging other people: Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what

judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with what measure ye mete,

it  shall  be  measured  to  you  again (matthew   7:1–2).  The  way we

judge others is the path we lay down for our own judgment. Ev‐

ery case in this chapter is that warning told as a story. Later he

says it of words as well, and it cuts both ways: by thy words thou

shalt  be  justified,  and  by  thy  words  thou  shalt  be  condemned.

(matthew  12:37) It is about verdicts people pronounce in rebel‐

lion, not a law that words create sickness or wealth, and a sick

believer who blames herself for having spoken it is carrying a sen‐

tence nobody wrote.

The accuser knew the rule. Look at what he bet: not that Job

would  stop  believing,  but  that  he  would  curse  thee  to  thy  face

(Job 1:11), pronouncing the verdict himself. The text keeps score

on exactly that:  In all  this did not Job sin with his lips (Job  2:10).

With  his  lips.  That  was  the  contest,  and  Job  never  gave  the

accuser the sentence he came for.

T H E  P H A R A O H  C U R S E

107



T H O U  A RT  T H E  M A N

The cleanest case in the record is a king who never saw it coming.

After  David  takes  Bathsheba  and  has  her  husband  Uriah

killed, the prophet Nathan comes to him with what sounds like a

legal case. A rich man with huge flocks had a guest to feed, and

instead of taking one of his own sheep, he took a poor man’s only

lamb, a lamb the poor man had raised with his children, that lay

in his bosom, and was unto him as a daughter. (2 samuel 12:3)

David is furious. He pronounces sentence on the spot: the man

that hath done this thing shall surely die: And he shall restore the lamb

fourfold. (2 samuel 12:5–6)

And Nathan says four words. Thou art the man. (2 samuel 12:7)

David wrote his own verdict. The death sentence was let go.

But  the  fourfold  stands,  and  the  first  to  pay  it  was  a  baby.

Bathsheba’s son fell  sick, and for seven days David lay on the

ground and would not eat, begging for him. When the boy died,

the servants were afraid to tell him. David said the only thing a

father  can  say:  I  shall  go  to  him,  but  he  shall  not  return  to  me.

(2   samuel   12:23 )  She had lost  him too,  and the record doesn’t

forget  her:  David comforted  Bath-sheba  his  wife (2   samuel   12:24 ).

The text gives a reason, his father’s sin. The Talmud later counts

the fourfold in David’s house: the child, Amnon, Tamar, Absalom

(Yoma 22b).  The record doesn’t  let  the first  of  them be only a

number.
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It’s natural to want to judge it. This is one of the two questions

in this book that were hardest for me, and here is how I’ve come

to read it. Judging fast was David’s instinct, a few verses earlier.

He heard about a stolen lamb and sentenced the thief to death on

the spot, when the Law asked only that he restore… four sheep for a

sheep (exodus   22:1).  He  judged in  one  breath,  harder  than the

Law, and never saw that the case was his own. The comparison is

about the rush to judge, not about anyone’s grief.  God judged

adultery and murder, both capital crimes, and said thou shalt not

die. The slower judge was the merciful one.

He was also the only one who saw it all. For thou didst it secret‐

ly (2 samuel 12:12 ). The only witness to what happened to Uriah

didn’t use what he saw to condemn David. He sent a prophet,

and let him live. That’s the witness this record keeps pointing to:

the one who sees everything and stands with us anyway. David,

who had every reason after that week to accuse God, gave his

own verdict instead: that thou mightest be justified when thou speak‐

est, and be clear when thou judgest (Psalm 51:4). And anyone who

still asks why a son should die for his father’s sin is asking the

question of the cross, where Christ suffered for sins, the just for the

unjust (1  Peter 3:18 ). God didn’t take David’s son and spare his

own, and his own went willingly.

W H E N  T H E  W O R D  FA L L S  O N  S O M E O N E  E L S E

The record doesn’t keep only the satisfying cases. Sometimes the

cost of a word falls on someone who never said it.

Jephthah,  a  judge  going  into  battle,  vows  that  if  he  wins,

whatever comes out of his door to meet him when he gets home

will be the LORD’s, offered up. He wins. His daughter comes out

of the house to meet him, dancing, with timbrels. I have opened my

mouth  unto  the  LORD,  and  I  cannot  go  back. (Judges   11:35)  She
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asked  for  two  months  to  go  up  into  the  mountains  with  her

friends and grieve, and he let her go. Then she came home. No‐

body asked for that vow. He bound himself with a sentence he

didn’t need to say, and it fell on the one person he would never

have chosen. The text passes no verdict on him. It remembers her

instead: the daughters of Israel went yearly to lament the daughter of

Jephthah the Gileadite four days in a year (Judges 11:40).

T H E  C A S E S  T H AT  D O N ’ T  F I T

Two stories in the record don’t sit  easily with any of this,  and

each deserves to be read slowly.

In the first church, Ananias and Sapphira sell a field and bring

part  of  the  money  to  the  apostles  as  though it  were  all  of  it.

Nobody  required  them  to  give  anything,  and  Peter  says  so:

Whiles it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was it

not  in  thine  own power? (acts   5:4)  The  offense  wasn’t  keeping

money. It was counterfeiting grace: taking credit for a gift while

keeping  back  the  price.  Ananias  falls  dead.  Three  hours  later

Sapphira comes in, not knowing her husband is already buried,

and Peter asks her a plain question: Tell me whether ye sold the land

for so much? And she said, Yea, for so much. (acts 5:8)

The question was a door left  open. She could have told the

truth. She didn’t, and the young men who had just buried her

husband carried her out and buried her beside him (acts 5:10).

The pattern is there, but a pattern is not the point. A woman

walked into a room without knowing she was a widow and nev‐

er walked out. It is right to be shaken by that. The record doesn’t

soften it, and neither should we.
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The other story is  the bears.  Elisha,  newly

Elijah’s successor, is walking up to Bethel, the

town where the northern kingdom kept one of

its  golden  calves  (1   Kings   12:29 ).  A  crowd

comes out of the city and mocks him:  Go up,

thou bald head (2 Kings 2:23 ). He curses them in

the name of the LORD, and there came forth two she bears out of the

wood, and tare forty and two children of them (2 Kings 2:24 ). The KJV

calls them little children; the Hebrew word covers anyone from a

boy to a young man. Go up may be a jeer at Elijah, who had just

gone up.

The text doesn’t say God commanded it. It says Elisha cursed

them in the name of the LORD and the bears came, and it passes

no verdict of its own.

Both endings look too heavy from where we stand. But where

we stand is the problem. God knows everything: what was in the

hearts  of  a  husband and wife who agreed together to lie,  and

what  the  crowd on  the  Bethel  road  meant.  Peter  names  what

Ananias had actually done:  thou hast not lied unto men, but unto

God (acts   5:4).  To  judge  God’s  judgment,  we  would  have  to

know everything he knows, and we don’t. Moses sang it at the

end of his life: He is the Rock, his work is perfect: for all his ways are

judgment:  a  God of  truth and without iniquity,  just  and right is  he

(deuteronomy 32:4). A record you can trust keeps what its read‐

ers  can’t  explain.  That  doesn’t  mean there  is  nothing  there  to

explain it. It means the explanation is his.

W O R D S  T U R N E D  A R O U N D

One case has to be handled carefully, because it has been used for

terrible things.
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At the trial  of  Jesus,  Pilate  washes his  hands and says he’s

innocent of this man’s blood. And the crowd answers: His blood be

on us, and on our children. (matthew 27:25)

For centuries that sentence was used to blame the Jewish peo‐

ple for the death of Jesus, and to justify persecution and murder.

That use is exactly backward. It was one crowd, on one morning.

Jesus was a Jew, and so were his mother, his disciples and the

whole first church. The Catholic Church said as much formally in

1965: what happened in the Passion cannot be charged against all

Jews then living, or against the Jews of today. And the old read‐

ing is worse than wrong. Turning a crowd’s words into a curse on

a  whole  people  is  precisely  what  the  accuser  does:  an  enemy

using the record against the ones it was written for.

In the rest of the Christian record, his blood on us isn’t a curse.

It’s the cure. The letter to the Hebrews calls it  the blood of sprin‐

kling, that speaketh better things than that of Abel. (hebrews  12:24)

Abel’s blood cried out from the ground. This blood speaks some‐

thing else.  And from the cross,  about the people who put him

there, Jesus prays: Father, forgive them; for they know not what they

do. (luKe 23:34) A crowd pronounced its own sentence, and God

took the words and made them mean salvation.

The rule runs both ways, as Jesus said, and one person in the

gospels  takes up the Pharaoh formula herself  and means it  as

trust. An angel tells a young woman in Nazareth what is going to

happen to her, and she answers in almost the words Moses spoke

to Pharaoh: be it unto me according to thy word (luKe 1:38). Pharaoh

put God off until tomorrow. Mary let him in today.
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E V E RY  C H A N C E  H E  G E T S

Now count  the  other  thing,  because  it  turns  up  just  as  often.

When a sentence can be let go, it very often is, even when part of

it still stands.

David pronounces death on himself, says I have sinned, and in

the very next breath hears thou shalt not die (2 samuel 12:13 ). Nin‐

eveh has earned its destruction, and the city repents and the day

passes.  The  people  break  Saul’s  rash  oath  to  save  his  son

Jonathan (1  samuel 14:45 ), and heaven is silent. The crowd calls

down blood on itself, and the blood becomes the cure.

Hosea records God arguing with himself over a people who

had earned everything the Law said they would get:  How shall I

give  thee  up,  Ephraim?…  mine  heart  is  turned  within  me,  my

repentings  are  kindled  together. (hosea   11:8)  That’s  not  a  judge

reaching for the sentence. That’s a father looking for any way out

of it.

And Ezekiel puts it under oath: As I live, saith the Lord GOD, I

have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn

from his way and live. (eZeKiel 33:11) Not every page shows it to

us; Sapphira’s doesn’t, and the bears don’t. But the pattern holds

far more often than it breaks. When a sentence comes, it is, again

and again, the one we wrote. And every chance he gets, he lets it

go.

Read it yourself: Exodus 8–10; 2 Samuel 11–12; Judges 11; 2 Kings 2:23–25; Acts 5:1–11 
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A

C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N  

On the Job

man  is  standing  in front of a bush that is on fire and not

burning up,  and God is  telling him to  go to  Egypt  and

bring out a nation of slaves.

He argues.  He isn’t  the  right  person,  he  says.  Nobody will

believe him. O my Lord, I am not eloquent… I am slow of speech, and

of a slow tongue. (exodus 4:10) God answers every objection, and

Moses finally says what he means: send, I pray thee, by the hand of

him whom thou wilt send. (exodus 4:13) Anyone but me.

He goes anyway. And for the next forty years, the text shows

him and his brother Aaron carrying the power of God around the

desert  like  two men assembling furniture  without  the  instruc‐

tions.
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Aaron is left in charge for forty days, and when Moses comes

down there is a golden calf. When Moses asks what happened,

Aaron gives what may be the worst excuse in literature:  I cast it

into the fire, and there came out this calf. (exodus 32:24) It just came

out. Years later, Moses is told to speak to a rock so it will give

water. Instead he turns on the crowd — Hear now, ye rebels; must

we fetch you water out of this rock? — and with his rod he smote the

rock twice (numbers   20:10–11).  The water comes anyway. But it

costs him the one thing he wanted: ye shall not bring this congrega‐

tion into the land. (numbers 20:12)

Most  people  read  these  men  as  heroes.  They’re  something

more useful than that.

N O B O D Y  G O T  F I R E D

Here is what happens to these men next. They don’t get fired.

Aaron built the calf, and not long afterward Moses poured of the

anointing oil upon Aaron’s head (leviticus 8:12) and made him high

priest. Jonah bought a ticket in the wrong direction, spent three

days in a fish, and got the same assignment again: the word of the

LORD came unto  Jonah  the  second time (Jonah   3:1).  Peter  swore

he’d  die  before  he  denied  Jesus,  then  denied  him three  times

beside a  fire  of  coals.  The first  message from the empty tomb

singles him out by name:  tell his disciples and Peter (marK  16:7).

Then,  beside  another  fire  of  coals,  he  was  asked  three  times

whether he loved him, and sent back to work three times: Feed my

sheep (John 21:17).

Not  everyone  was  kept  on.  Saul  lost  his  kingdom,  and  1

Samuel says so. But again and again, the failure that should have

ended  a  career  didn’t.  The  assignment  came  first.  The

competence came later, on the job.
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That’s why the failures are kept. Before they are anything else,

they are the story of God staying faithful to people who failed

him. Only because of that are they also, read from the inside, a

stack of other people’s training records, filed with the mistakes

left in. Moses wasn’t a better kind of person than you. He was

you, given a different job. You watch him learn it in public and

get  it  wrong  often  enough  that  you  can  see  where.  You’re

supposed to read about the rock and think: don’t hit the rock. Edit

those pages out and you lose what they can do for you: show you

someone like you, doing the job badly, and being kept on it any‐

way.

B E F O R E  A N Y O N E  I S  R E A D Y

The assignment usually comes before the person is  ready,  and

often to the one nobody would have picked. Old Jacob, almost

blind, crosses his hands so the firstborn’s blessing lands on the

younger of Joseph’s boys. Joseph tries to move them, and the old

man won’t budge: I know it, my son, I know it (genesis 48:19). Cen‐

turies later Samuel comes to Jesse’s house to anoint a king, and

the one God wants isn’t even in the room: There remaineth yet the

youngest, and, behold, he keepeth the sheep. (1 samuel 16:11 ) David is

anointed as a boy and then spends years learning the job the hard

way, hiding from Saul in caves, long before he wears a crown.

A whole people was chosen the same way: not for its size or its

goodness,  the  text  says,  but  because  the  LORD  loved  you

(deuteronomy 7:8), and kept on through failure after failure.

The job comes first, and nobody earns it. And most people are

never told what their job is. Most are like Esther before Mordecai

spoke: already in the room, not yet knowing why.
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T H E  O L D E R  S O N

The parable of the two sons says all this in one scene.

The younger son wastes everything and comes home. The old‐

er son stays, works, and never breaks a rule, and when the party

starts for his brother, he won’t go in. Listen to how he argues: Lo,

these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy

commandment: and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make

merry with my friends. (luKe 15:29)

Serve. He talks like an employee. He thinks his place in the

house  is  wages  for  his  good  behavior,  and  that  his  brother’s

welcome is back pay his brother didn’t earn.

The father’s answer takes one sentence: Son, thou art ever with

me, and all that I have is thine. (luKe 15:31)

He already had everything. He’d had it all along. Being good

didn’t earn it, because it was never the currency. He was a son,

not a hired hand. Staying home and not wasting the money is a

good thing, but it isn’t the thing.

That’s what grace looks like from the inside. It doesn’t mean

effort doesn’t matter. It means your place was never payment for

it.
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T R A I N I N G  F O R  S O M E T H I N G  L A R G E R

So why the training at all? If the place is given, not earned, why

put anyone through the desert, the rock, the calf, the denial?

Because the job doesn’t end here. In the parable of the talents,

the reward for doing well with a little isn’t retirement. It’s more

work. Thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler

over many things. (matthew 25:21) In Luke’s version it’s concrete:

have  thou  authority  over  ten  cities. (luKe   19:17)  And in  the  last

chapter of the Bible, inside the city, the description of eternity is

not rest. It’s his servants shall serve him. (revelation 22:3)

The same work, larger. This life is the apprenticeship.

The  rock  really  did  cost  Moses  the  land.  At  the  end  of

Deuteronomy, God takes him up a mountain in Moab and shows

him all of it: I have caused thee to see it with thine eyes, but thou shalt

not  go  over  thither. (deuteronomy   34:4)  He dies  there,  and God

buries him himself. The failure cost what it cost. It didn’t end the

job. The next time anyone sees Moses, he is standing in the land.

That’s the pattern, all the way through. The calf, and then the

oil. Tarshish, and then the second time. The denial, and then the

sheep.
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Read it yourself: Exodus 3–4; Numbers 20:1–13; Luke 15:11–32 
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T

C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N  

The Method

he flies come on the day Moses named, and they come into

everything. Into Pharaoh’s house, into his servants’ houses,

onto the ground itself: the land was corrupted by reason of the swarm

of flies (exodus 8:24).

Except in one place. Somewhere between the palace and the

pastures where the Hebrew slaves keep their flocks, the swarm

stops.

Moses had said it would, before a single fly was in the air.  I

will sever in that day the land of Goshen, in which my people dwell, that

no swarms of flies shall  be there (exodus  8:22).  Then the sentence

that explains the rest: I will put a division between my people and thy

people (exodus 8:23).
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It is the fourth plague, and the first one the text draws a line

around. Same country. Same day. Same sky. One difference, stat‐

ed in advance, and it was the difference the whole contest was

about: whose people you were.

C O N T R O L  G R O U P

In an experiment, the control group is the one that doesn’t get the

treatment. Everything else about it is kept as close to the same as

possible, so that if the two groups come out different, you know

what made the difference. Without one, a result tells you almost

nothing. Maybe the patients would have recovered anyway.

Maybe it was a bad year for flies. Goshen is the control group,

fenced off before the plague began.

Read as a lab notebook, the record holds more than a hypothesis

and a result. It holds the rest of the method too: the dull parts, the

ones that make a result worth believing. Nobody in the text calls

them by these names.  They are there anyway,  scattered across

more than a thousand years, and a record written only to impress

would have had no use for most of them.

T W O  TA B L E S

Centuries later, in Babylon, a young captive named Daniel set up

a control group of his own, and the first person to describe it was

the man who turned him down.

Daniel asks not to eat the king’s food. The palace official in

charge of him says no, and his reason is a comparison: if the king
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sees these boys looking worse than  the children which are of your

sort (daniel 1:10), it will cost the official his head. So Daniel goes

to the steward under him with a smaller  request.  Ten days of

pulse  and water,  Then let  our  countenances  be  looked  upon before

thee, and the countenance of the children that eat of the portion of the

king’s meat (daniel 1:13).

Two tables in one palace. A set length of time. A result anyone

could see. And the one who reads the result isn’t Daniel. It’s the

steward:  as thou seest, deal with thy servants (daniel 1:13). At the

end of ten days the pulse table looks healthier, and the steward

takes the king’s meat away for good.

The flies prove nothing without Goshen. Daniel’s face proves

nothing without the faces at the other table. The comparison is

the part that turns a story into evidence, and the record keeps it

both times.

A C H A N C E  T H AT  H A P P E N E D

Before a result can mean anything, someone has to say what it

would look like if nothing were there. That is a null hypothesis:

the ordinary explanation, written down first, that the result has to

beat.

The Philistine priests wrote theirs before the cart moved: if the

cows turned back toward their calves, it was a chance that happened

to us (1   samuel   6:9 ).  What makes that a null hypothesis rather

than an excuse is the timing. They said it first.

And the record never pretends the null is always false.  Time

and chance happeneth to them all is in it too (ecclesiastes 9:11), ar‐

gued at length, in a book of its own.
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D O  I T  T H E  T H I R D  T I M E

A result that happens once might be a fluke. A result that hap‐

pens again, under changed conditions, starts to be a finding. Sci‐

entists call that replication, and they trust almost nothing without

it.

Elijah’s orders on Carmel have the rhythm of it: Do it the second

time. And they did it the second time. And he said, Do it the third time

(1  Kings  18:34 ). Gideon ran it with a fleece, wet on dry ground

and then dry on wet, reversing the conditions to rule out the easy

explanation.

Egypt  gets  the  fullest  version.  A skeptic  could  say  flies  are

patchy, or that the pastures were different ground. So the border

is drawn again, with a different plague each time. The cattle:  of

the cattle of the children of Israel died not one (exodus 9:6). The hail:

Only in the land of Goshen, where the children of Israel were, was there

no hail (exodus 9:26). The darkness: all the children of Israel had light

in their dwellings (exodus 10:23). Flies might be patchy. Hail and

darkness that stop at the same line are harder to wave off.

After the cattle, the other side checks the control group itself.

And Pharaoh sent, and, behold, there was not one of the cattle of the

Israelites dead (exodus 9:7). He sent his own inspector, and the in‐

spector confirmed it. The verse goes straight on:  And the heart of

Pharaoh was hardened (exodus  9:7). Replication can settle a ques‐

tion. It can’t make anyone accept the answer.

The Law builds the same rule into every courtroom in Israel.

One witness, however sure of himself, can’t convict anyone: at the

mouth of two witnesses, or at the mouth of three witnesses, shall the

matter be established (deuteronomy 19:15). A single report is never

enough. It has to be heard again, from someone else.
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N O B O D Y  T O L D

In a blind trial, the people taking part aren’t told which group

they’re  in,  because  knowing  changes  what  they  do.  A  patient

who knows he got the real pill may feel better for knowing it. So

the label is kept from him, and what he reports is his own.

The record’s hardest tests are blind in exactly that way. Job is

never told about the room where his terms were set, not during

his  trial  and  not  after  it.  Abraham  is  handed  a  command  on

Moriah,  not  a  label;  the  reader  is  told  God  did  tempt  Abraham

(genesis 22:1), and the man saddling the donkey is not. At the last

judgment, the people on the King’s right hand are blind too, and

they say so: Lord, when saw we thee an hungred? (matthew 25:37)

It  isn’t  what  scientists  call  double-blind,  where  even  the

people running the trial don’t know who got what. One party in

this record always knew. The blinding runs one way, and it isn’t

there to keep the one testing from fooling himself. It’s there so

that the answer belongs to the one who gives it.

F O R  T E N ’ S  S A K E

Every study has to decide how many cases are enough. Too few,

and luck can pass for a result.

Abraham’s  bargaining  over  Sodom  is  a  negotiation  about

exactly that, and it stops at a number: I will not destroy it for ten’s

sake (genesis   18:32).  Centuries  later  Jeremiah  is  sent  into

Jerusalem with a smaller one. Run ye to and fro through the streets

of  Jerusalem… if  ye  can  find  a  man,  if  there  be  any  that  executeth

judgment, that seeketh the truth; and I will pardon it (Jeremiah 5:1).

One.  In  a  laboratory,  a  sample  of  one  proves  nothing.  In  this

record,  one  would  have  been  enough  to  spare  a  city.  In  both

places the number moves the same way: down.
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Gideon’s army moves down too, for a different reason. Thirty-

two thousand men come to fight the Midianites, and God says

they are too many,  lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying,

Mine own hand hath saved me (Judges 7:2). The frightened go home,

and twenty-two thousand leave. The rest are taken to the water,

and the last cut is made by how each man drinks. Three hundred

lap from their hands. The text never says those three hundred

were the better soldiers. A general picks his best men. This cut

picked by a habit at a stream, so that nobody could say afterward

the three hundred had won because they were the best.

A scientist enlarges a sample to rule out luck. Here the sample

is shrunk to rule out credit.

T H E  L O T  I N  T H E  L A P

A  careful  trial  doesn’t  let  the  researcher  decide  who  gets  the

treatment.  The choice  is  made by chance,  a  coin  or  a  random

number, so that his hopes can’t tilt the result. That is randomiza‐

tion.

Israel used the lot. When the land was shared out, the land shall

be divided by lot (numbers 26:55), and no leader chose which tribe

got  which  valley.  And  Proverbs  says  what  the  lot  does  and

doesn’t do: The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof

is of the LORD (Proverbs 16:33).

That is the one place the record turns the method around. Sci‐

ence uses chance to keep the experimenter’s hand out. Proverbs

says his hand is in the chance. The lot keeps the human hand off

the scale. It never claims to keep his off.

The last lot in the record is cast in an upper room in Jerusalem.

The eleven apostles  need to replace Judas,  and they have two

good candidates. They pray that God will show them whether of

these two thou hast chosen (acts 1:24), and cast lots, and the lot fell
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upon Matthias (acts  1:26). Within days the Spirit came, and no‐

body in the record reaches for a lot to learn God’s choice again.

L E T  T H E  O T H E R  J U D G E

P E E R  R E V I E W

Before a scientific paper is published, other people who know the

field read it and try to find what’s wrong with it. That is peer

review. It is slow, it is often annoying, and it catches mistakes the

author can’t see, because the author is the one person who wants

the result to be true.

The church in Corinth had a problem with its  meetings.  More

than one person might stand up with a word from God, some‐

times at the same time. Paul’s answer is a review procedure: Let

the  prophets  speak  two  or  three,  and  let  the  other  judge

(1  corinthians 14:29 ). And he adds that  the spirits of the prophets

are subject to the prophets (1 corinthians 14:32 ). A word doesn’t es‐

cape review because it claims to come from God. That is exactly

when it gets reviewed.

He put his own work through the same thing. Paul had some

of the most dramatic private evidence in the New Testament: a

light on the Damascus road and a voice calling him by name.

Years later, fourteen by his own count, he went up to Jerusalem

and laid out what he had been teaching before the leaders of the

church,  lest  by  any  means  I  should  run,  or  had  run,  in  vain

(galatians   2:2).  The  man  who  had  seen  the  risen  Christ  still

wanted a second reader.

The same rule  runs down to  the  congregation.  The Jews of

Berea  heard  Paul  and then  searched  the  scriptures  daily,  whether

those things were so (acts 17:11), and the record praises them for
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checking him. His own instruction to another church was three

words long: Prove all things (1 thessalonians 5:21).

N O T  D O N E  I N  A C O R N E R

Open data means publishing your raw material along with your

result, so that anyone who doubts it can go and look.

When Paul writes down one of the oldest summaries of the

resurrection, he doesn’t stop at the claim. He gives a list, and the

list has names: Cephas, the twelve, James. Then a number: above

five hundred brethren at once; of whom the greater part remain unto

this present, but some are fallen asleep (1  corinthians 15:6 ). Most of

them were still alive, and a reader in Corinth could go and ask

them. Paul even reports  his  losses.  Some of  the witnesses had

died, and he says so, instead of letting the list look bigger than it

was.

Years later he stood in chains before King Agrippa, and the

Roman governor Festus interrupted him to say that his learning

had driven him mad. Paul didn’t argue with the governor. He

turned to the king,  who,  Paul  said,  knew of  these things,  and

added: this thing was not done in a corner (acts 26:26). The events

were public. The witnesses were findable. Go and check.

T H R O U G H  A G L A S S

A careful result comes with a margin of error: a line on the chart

that says how far off the number might be. A result without one

is claiming more than anyone can know.

The  record  states  its  own.  For  now  we  see  through  a  glass,

darkly… now I know in part (1  corinthians 13:12 ). The word Paul

used means a mirror, and the mirrors of his day were polished

metal that gave back a dim picture. A few verses earlier he says it
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flatly:  For  we  know  in  part,  and  we  prophesy  in  part

(1 corinthians 13:9).

He marks his confidence line by line, too. Writing to Corinth

about marriage, he separates what he has from Jesus from what

he  is  adding  himself.  But  to  the  rest  speak  I,  not  the  Lord

(1  corinthians  7:12 ).  Now concerning virgins I have no command‐

ment of  the Lord:  yet  I  give my judgment (1   corinthians   7:25 ).  A

careful report marks which numbers were measured and which

were estimated. Paul marks which lines are the Lord’s and which

are his.

And the margin is on our side of the glass. The same sentence

ends:  then  shall  I  know  even  as  also  I  am  known

(1 corinthians 13:12). We see dimly. We are not seen dimly.

W H AT  T H E  R E C O R D  D O E S N ’ T  D O

Now the limits, and they’re real.

The record never computes a statistic. There are no averages in

it, no tables of results, no calculation of how likely an outcome

was by chance.  Nobody in it  set  out  to  follow a method.  The

parts in this chapter sit in different books, centuries apart, and it

takes a reader looking for them to line them up. Lining them up

is my reading. What it shows is that the people who kept this

record knew what a fair test looked like. It can’t show, by itself,

who was behind the tests.
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The count of signs at the back has the same weakness, and it

should be named. One person made it, and I am that person. The

appendix admits that another reader would move a handful of

entries. By the record’s own rule, a matter is established at the

mouth of two or three witnesses, and so far that count has one. It

needs a second counter.

And this book needs readers who aren’t its writer. Paul’s rule

for anyone who claims to have heard something true was let the

other judge (1  corinthians 14:29 ). That job is open. The passages

are named, the count is printed, and every verse can be looked

up in an afternoon. You are the other.

A good lab notebook carries one more thing on every page: the

name of whoever ran the test. The record has carried it so far, and

loudly: fire on a mountain, a voice from a bush, a man walking

into a palace to say Thus saith the LORD God of Israel, Let my people

go (exodus 5:1).

The next reports are quieter.  In the first,  his  name turns up

mostly in people’s blessings on each other. The second has a lot

cast into a lap, a result nobody saw coming, and a people alive at

the end to write it down. It has everything a report needs except

the experimenter’s name.

Read it yourself: Exodus 8:20–32; Exodus 9:1–7; Judges 7:1–8; Daniel 1; 1 Corinthians 13; 1

Corinthians 14:26–33; 1 Corinthians 15:1–8 
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P A R T  F O U R

Absence



T

C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N  

Ruth and Esther

wo  widows  walK  into Bethlehem at the start of the barley

harvest,  and  the  whole  town  turns  out.  Is  this  Naomi?

(ruth   1:19)  Her  name means  pleasant.  She  tells  them to  stop

using it. Call me not Naomi, call me Mara: for the Almighty hath dealt

very  bitterly  with  me. And then,  plainer:  I  went  out  full,  and the

LORD hath brought me home again empty (ruth 1:20–21).

She left for Moab with a husband and two sons. She has come

back with neither. What she has instead is a Moabite daughter-in-

law who was told  to  go home and wouldn’t.  Orpah kissed  her

mother in law; but Ruth clave unto her. (ruth 1:14)

Naomi blames God by name. The book is about to spend three

chapters not answering her, and then answer her completely.
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H A N D F U L S  O F  P U R P O S E

The two women have nothing to live on but a law. Leviticus told

every farmer in Israel to leave the edges of his field for the poor

and the stranger. Ruth is both. So she goes out to glean, picking

up whatever the reapers leave behind.

She doesn’t choose a field for any reason the text records. And,

the text says, her hap was to light on a part of the field belonging unto

Boaz (ruth 2:3).

Her hap. Her chance. The narrator uses the word for luck, and

in Hebrew he doubles it: her chance chanced. Nothing announces

itself. The next line is almost a wink: And, behold, Boaz came from

Beth-lehem (ruth 2:4). He is a relative of Naomi’s dead husband.

Of all the fields.

Boaz has already heard about her,  and not her looks or her

family: all that thou hast done unto thy mother in law since the death

of thine husband (ruth  2:11). Then he gives his reapers an order

she doesn’t hear. Let fall also some of the handfuls of purpose for her,

and leave them, that she may glean them (ruth 2:16).

That’s the whole book in one instruction. What Ruth picks up

that afternoon looks like leftovers. It  was dropped for her. She

goes home with about an ephah of barley, a big haul for one day

behind the reapers, and the text never says she learns why.

Count how often the narrator says God did something. The

characters bless each other in his name all through the harvest.

But in the narrator’s own voice, God acts twice: at the beginning,

when  the  LORD  had  visited  his  people  in  giving  them  bread

(ruth   1:6),  and at  the end,  when  the  LORD gave her  conception

(ruth   4:13).  Bread,  and a child.  Everything between is  told as

chance, and as people being kind.

And bold. Naomi sends Ruth to the threshing floor at night to

ask  Boaz,  in  effect,  to  marry  her.  He  sends  her  back  with  six
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measures of barley and a message: Go not empty unto thy mother in

law (ruth 3:17). Empty. Naomi’s word about God, answered by a

man with a sack of grain.

Boaz  settles  it  at  the  city  gate  before  ten

elders. Ruth has a son. And the women of the

town,  the  same  ones  who  heard  Naomi  call

herself bitter, tell her what nobody in the field

could see:  Blessed be the LORD, which hath not

left thee this day without a kinsman (ruth  4:14).

The boy is Obed, the father of Jesse, the father of David (ruth 4:17).

A widow from Moab is great-grandmother to the king.

T H E  B O O K  W I T H O U T  H I S  N A M E

Ruth is set in the days when the judges ruled (ruth 1:1), before Israel

had a king. At the other end of the history, after the last king is

gone, a second book is built the same way, and it goes further. In

the  Hebrew  text  of  Esther,  God  is  not  mentioned  once.  (The

longer  Greek  version  in  Catholic  and  Orthodox  Bibles  adds

prayers that name him; the Hebrew leaves him out entirely.) The

Persian king is mentioned nearly two hundred times. The book

spends its whole length on the most powerful man in the world,

and he is never the one in charge.

There is no temple in the story, and no prophet. A Jewish girl

becomes queen without telling anyone what she is. A man named

Haman casts  Pur, that is, the lot (esther 3:7), to pick the day the

Jews will  be  destroyed,  and the  decree  goes  out  in  the  king’s

name.

Mordecai, the cousin who raised her, walks through the city in

sackcloth and ashes, crying out, as far as the palace gate. Esther,

inside, sends him clothes. He sends them back. What follows is
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one of the great conversations in the record, and the two of them

never meet. A servant carries it back and forth.

Mordecai sends her a copy of the decree and tells her to go to

the king. She sends back the law everyone in Persia knows: any‐

one who walks into the inner court uncalled is put to death,  ex‐

cept such to whom the king shall hold out the golden sceptre, that he

may live: but I have not been called to come in unto the king these thirty

days (esther 4:11). Thirty days. The queen doesn’t know whether

her husband still wants to see her.

Mordecai’s answer is the hardest sentence in the book.  Think

not with thyself that thou shalt escape in the king’s house, more than all

the Jews. (esther 4:13) Then he says something stranger. If thou al‐

together holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and

deliverance arise to the Jews from another place. From another place.

He is sure help will come, and he will not say from whom. And

then the question the whole book turns on:  who knoweth whether

thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this? (esther 4:14)

Her answer comes back, and it is the moment the girl in the

palace takes charge. Go, gather together all the Jews that are present

in Shushan, and fast ye for me… and so will I go in unto the king,

which is not according to the law: and if I perish, I perish. (esther 4:16)

The next line reverses the roles for good: Mordecai  did according

to all that Esther had commanded him (esther 4:17).

Notice what’s missing. Elsewhere in scripture, fasting usually

comes with prayer. Here nobody is said to pray, and nobody says

whom they are fasting before. The whole scene leans toward God

and never says his name.

On the third day she puts on her royal robes and stands in the

inner court,  uncalled, and the king  held out to Esther the golden

sceptre that was in his hand (esther 5:2).
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A  few  nights  later  could  not  the  king  sleep

(esther  6:1). He has the court records read to

him and learns that Mordecai once saved his

life and was never rewarded. At that moment

Haman walks  in,  come  to  ask  permission  to

hang  Mordecai  on  a  gallows  he’s  just  built.

Before he can ask, the king asks him a question: What shall be done

unto the man whom the king delighteth to honour? (esther 6:6)

Haman thinks: To whom would the king delight to do honour more

than to myself? (esther 6:6) So he designs the perfect honor. The

king’s  own robe.  The  king’s  own horse.  A  crown.  One  of  the

highest  nobles leading the horse through the streets,  shouting,

Thus shall it be done to the man whom the king delighteth to honour!

(esther 6:9)

The king says:  good. Go do all  that  for Mordecai.  And you

lead the horse.

Haman dictated every detail of the honor he would give the

man  he  came  to  kill.  Before  long  he  is  hanged  on  his  own

gallows, and the text says his plot should return upon his own head

(esther 9:25). No miracle. No voice. Just a man taken at his word,

the pattern of chapter 12, in the one book where God is never

named.

Proverbs had already said how that works.

The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing

thereof is of the LORD. (Proverbs 16:33) Haman’s

lot. Ruth’s hap. The lot the sailors will cast on

Jonah. Chance is exactly where he works. And

for the sleepless king:  The king’s heart is in the

hand of the LORD, as the rivers of water: he turneth it whithersoever he

will. (Proverbs 21:1) Isaiah names a Persian king, Cyrus, the man
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who sent the exiles home, and says to him: I have surnamed thee,

though thou hast not known me. (isaiah 45:4)

N O  F I N G E R P R I N T S

Why build it this way? Because a result with fingerprints isn’t ev‐

idence.

If  a  hand had written on the palace wall  and the king had

freed the Jews in terror, nobody could say afterward what anyone

in the story believed. They would simply have been on the win‐

ning side.  What the record keeps instead is  a woman walking

into that court with no sign at all, on the strength of who knoweth.

The cost of a clean trial is that you can’t see the hand while it’s

working, and nobody can prove it was there. The same design

that keeps the trial fair keeps it unprovable. But hidden is not the

same as gone. The one nobody named was holding up the field,

the barley and the sleepless night the whole time, and nobody in

the field that morning saw anything but barley. The clearest word

on  what  had  happened  came  afterward,  from  neighbors,

standing around a baby.

Naomi went out full and came home empty, and she said so,

and she said whom she blamed. The book doesn’t scold her for it.

It lets her say it, and then it fills her arms.

Read it yourself: Ruth 1–4; Esther 3–7 
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J

C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N  

Jonah

onah is told to go east, to Nineveh, and preach against it. He

gets on a boat going west. He even pays his own way: he paid

the fare thereof (Jonah 1:3).

Then a storm comes, and the sailors, pagans every one,  cried

every man unto his god (Jonah 1:5). The prophet of the one God is

below deck, asleep. It’s the ship’s captain who has to wake him

and tell him to pray: What meanest thou, O sleeper? arise, call upon

thy God (Jonah 1:6).
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What follows is often read as God chasing

him down. What actually happens is  quieter.

The sailors cast lots, and the lot falls on Jonah.

After that the text keeps saying God  prepared

things:  a  great  fish,  a  plant  that  grows  up

overnight to shade him, a worm that kills the

plant, a hot east wind. God arranges the surroundings, again and

again.  He  never  overrides  Jonah’s  will.  Jonah  is  thrown

overboard because he asks to be: Take me up, and cast me forth into

the sea (Jonah 1:12). He goes to Nineveh because, eventually, he

chooses to.

Bounded, not controlled. The sandbox again: the walls moved,

the man left free. It may be the only book in the Bible in which

the prophet is the least cooperative character, the fish included.

Someone else  is  in  the  story,  too.  The sailors  don’t  want  to

throw him over. They row hard for shore first,  and when they

can’t make it, they pray to Jonah’s God, not their own. When the

sea  goes  calm,  they  feared  the  LORD  exceedingly,  and  offered  a

sacrifice  unto  the  LORD (Jonah   1:16).  The prophet  was running

from his job, and a boatload of pagans came to worship anyway.

Then Nineveh, the great city of Israel’s enemy. Jonah walks a

day into the city and delivers one sentence, the only one the text

records. The whole city repents, from the greatest of them even to the

least of them (Jonah 3:5). The king gets off his throne and sits in

ashes, and his decree includes the animals:  let man and beast be

covered with sackcloth (Jonah 3:8). Everyone in the book responds

except the prophet.

Centuries  later,  when people  demand a  sign from Jesus,  he

refuses every sign but the sign of the prophet Jonas (matthew 12:39):

three  days  in  the  dark,  and  then  out.  Then  he  calls  Jonah’s

audience as witnesses.  The men of Nineveh shall  rise in judgment
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with this generation, and shall condemn it: because they repented at the

preaching of Jonas (matthew 12:41). The pagan city takes the wit‐

ness stand, against the people who had the prophets all along.

A strict reader will catch something here. Jonah’s sentence was

a  called  shot:  Yet  forty  days,  and  Nineveh  shall  be  overthrown.

(Jonah   3:4)  It  didn’t  happen. By the letter of  Deuteronomy 18,

that makes Jonah a false prophet.

The text  answers this  itself,  through Jeremiah:  If  that  nation,

against whom I have pronounced, turn from their evil, I will repent of

the evil that I thought to do unto them. (Jeremiah  18:8) Again and

again, an announced judgment carries a way out. Jonah’s prophe‐

cy wasn’t a failed prediction. It was a warning that worked. God

called a shot so that he wouldn’t have to take it.

Which is exactly why Jonah didn’t want to deliver it. He was

very angry (Jonah  4:1),  and he finally says why he ran. It’s the

most surprising line in the book:  I knew that thou art a gracious

God, and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repentest

thee of the evil. (Jonah 4:2) He didn’t run because he was afraid of

failing. He ran because he expected to succeed. He knew Nin‐

eveh would repent,  and he knew God would spare it,  and he

didn’t want his enemies spared.

Jonah goes outside the city and sits down to

see  what  will  happen  to  it.  God  grows  the

plant over him for shade, and Jonah was exceed‐

ing glad of the gourd (Jonah 4:6). By morning the

worm has killed it,  the sun beats  down,  and

Jonah asks to die.  God asks whether he does

well  to be angry about a plant.  I  do well  to  be  angry,  even unto

death. (Jonah 4:9)

So God puts it to him.  Thou hast had pity on the gourd, for the

which thou hast  not  laboured,  neither  madest  it  grow (Jonah   4:10).
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Should God not spare that great city, with more than a hundred

and twenty thousand people who can’t tell their right hand from

their left, and also much cattle (Jonah 4:11)?

And the book stops. We never hear what Jonah says.

It doesn’t read as an order. It reads as God giving him time,

the way he gave Nineveh forty days.

The last word in the English is cattle. God counted the animals,

the same ones that wore sackcloth. The sailors answered, the city

answered, the king answered. The one person in the story who

knew exactly what God was like is the only one who still hasn’t.

Read it yourself: Jonah 1–4 
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A

C H A P T E R  S E V E N T E E N  

The Dissent

King  decides  to  find out what a life is worth, and he has

the  budget  to  do it  properly.  I  gave  my heart  to  seek  and

search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven

(ecclesiastes   1:13).  He builds houses and plants vineyards.  He

makes gardens and orchards, and pools to water them. He ac‐

quires servants, silver and gold, and singers, men and women.

Whatsoever mine eyes desired I kept not from them (ecclesiastes 2:10).

Then he stops and reads the result: I looked on all the works that my

hands had wrought… and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit,

and there was no profit under the sun (ecclesiastes 2:11).
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He had everything appetite can ask for, and it came to noth‐

ing. Any honest reading of the Bible as a trial has to deal with

Ecclesiastes, because much of it reads like a dissent.

The Preacher’s summary comes first, before

the experiment:  Vanity of  vanities;  all  is  vanity

(ecclesiastes   1:2).  The  Hebrew word is  hevel,

breath or vapor, the thing you see for a second

on a cold morning. The race is not to the swift,

but  time  and  chance  happeneth  to  them  all

(ecclesiastes   9:11).  The  wise  man dies  like  the  fool.  The  same

thing happens to the righteous and the wicked. Nothing under

the sun is new. Nothing adds up.

I won’t explain it away. The Preacher is reporting what can be

seen  under the sun,  his own phrase, and from there the view is

bleak.  The canon argued with itself  before anyone else argued

with it.  Time and chance happeneth to them all,  says the Preacher.

The lot is cast into the lap; but the whole disposing thereof is of  the

LORD (Proverbs 16:33), says Proverbs. Proverbs speaks of the lot

from God’s side; the Preacher speaks from where it lands. Both

are in the book. Neither was removed.

And the dissent asks the central question more directly than

anyone. For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts… as

the one dieth, so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a

man hath  no  preeminence  above  a  beast (ecclesiastes   3:19).  Then:

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the

beast that goeth downward to the earth? (ecclesiastes 3:21)

The question is whether a human being is anything more than

an appetite that breathes. The accuser says no. The Preacher, at

this point, says who knoweth.

But he doesn’t stop there,  and it  would be unfair to him to

pretend he does. Near the end, still in his own voice, he describes
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a body wearing out, and then: the spirit shall return unto God who

gave it (ecclesiastes 12:7). That is his answer to his own question.

He can’t prove it from under the sun. He leans on it anyway. He

does the same with justice, holding the evidence and the faith in

one sentence: Though a sinner do evil an hundred times, and his days

be prolonged, yet surely I know that it shall be well with them that fear

God (ecclesiastes 8:12). He doesn’t pretend the two fit. He keeps

both.

If you have ever stood where he stands, look at where he is

standing: inside the Bible. The people who kept this record could

have left him out, and they gave him a whole book.

There is something else. If God has stepped back from plain

view on purpose, so that belief can be chosen instead of forced,

then from the inside the world could look a great deal like this.

Often it  would look like time and chance.  The Preacher never

doubts that God is at work. He says whatsoever God doeth, it shall

be for ever (ecclesiastes 3:14). What he can’t do is trace it: no man

can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end

(ecclesiastes   3:11).  That  is  what  hiddenness  feels  like  from

underneath, reported honestly.

And even here, at the bottom, the Preacher keeps finding the

same small thing. Eat, drink, enjoy the good of your work: it is the

gift  of  God (ecclesiastes  3:13).  He can’t prove the meaning of a

life. He keeps noticing a gift.

W H AT  W O U L D  B R E A K  I T

The Preacher wrote down what he saw, including what counted

against his own hope. Any reading of the Bible as a trial owes its

readers  the same honesty,  so here it  is.  A theory that  explains

silence as design can explain anything, and a world with no God
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in it would be silent too. On whether anyone is there, the silence

is evidence of nothing. It can’t be counted on either side.

The plainest way the frame could break is if God, while the

trial  is  still  running,  went  back to  compelling belief  by public

force: fire from heaven on demand, before crowds of his oppo‐

nents. That’s a fair condition, but no skeptic can check it in time

to matter.

So here are four claims that can be checked, with a Bible and

an afternoon.  They are  about  the  shape of  the  text,  not  about

whether God exists, and each one can fail.

First, the canon keeps its own damaging material. Single books

sometimes soften a hero; Chronicles leaves out Bathsheba. The

claim  is  that  the  collection  as  a  whole  doesn’t:  the  harsher

account  is  always  kept  beside  the  softer  one.  Find a  hero  the

canon honors whose failures are known from outside the Bible,

from another ancient source, and that no book of the canon ad‐

mits.

Second,  hostile  demands  for  a  sign  are  refused.  Find  an

opponent in the gospels who gets one on demand.

Third, the record states its rules of evidence and keeps them:

two or  three  witnesses,  and a  prophet  judged by whether  his

word comes true. Find a conviction on one witness, or a prophet

honored after an unconditional prediction failed.

Fourth,  direct  public  intervention comes  in  bursts  and then

stops, and doesn’t come back while the trial is running, whatever

the record says of its end. The chart at the back counts it.  The

signs don’t thin out smoothly, and by rate Acts is the busiest book

of all, but after Acts the letters record none. If the letters looked

like Acts, the withdrawal would be something this book brought

to the text, not something it found there.

The hardest case is Tyre. Ezekiel said Nebuchadnezzar would

take the city and plunder it (eZeKiel  26). Sixteen years later the
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same book admits the plunder never came:  yet had he no wages,

nor  his  army,  for  Tyrus (eZeKiel   29:18).  Readers  still  argue over

whether that’s a miss or a conditional promise. Either way, the

admission was kept, the way the Preacher’s doubts were. Huldah

is  another.  She  told  King Josiah he  would be  gathered  into  thy

grave  in  peace (2   Kings   22:20 ),  and  he  was  killed  at  Megiddo

(2 Kings 23:29 ). Her next words say what she meant, that his eyes

would not see the ruin coming on Jerusalem, and readers weigh

that differently. And it’s fair to say that the rule that judgments

are  conditional  (Jeremiah   18:8)  makes  this  third  test  easier  to

dodge than it looks. The cleanest version of it is the called shots

that weren’t warnings at all.

If all four hold, what they show is modest: the record is built

the way a trial  record would be built.  That fits a trial  without

proving one. Honest scribes with a legal culture and a long mem‐

ory could have shaped the same text, and that answer deserves

respect.  What  I’m  offering  is  a  reading  that  fits  the  evidence

better than most people expect, not a proof. You are allowed to

check its work.

T H E  O P E N  Q U E S T I O N

The Preacher never closes his question by force. He gets as far as

a lean, the spirit shall return unto God, and then another voice takes

over, speaking about him in the third person (ecclesiastes 12:9–

10), to say Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God,

and keep his commandments (ecclesiastes 12:13). The conclusion is

about how to live, not a proof of what’s true.

That isn’t careless editing. It’s what a record looks like when

the people keeping it know the verdict isn’t theirs to announce.

So the Preacher’s question is still there, in the middle of the Bible,
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right beside his lean toward God, where anyone who doubts will

find both.

Nobody took it out. It was kept for you.

Read it yourself: Ecclesiastes 1–3; Ecclesiastes 9; Ecclesiastes 12 
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A

C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N  

The Seams

young  man  gets  uP early in the town of Dothan and steps

outside. Overnight the king of Syria has sent an army to

take one prophet, and it has the town surrounded. Behold, an host

compassed the city both with horses and chariots. And his servant said

unto him, Alas, my master! how shall we do? (2 Kings 6:15)

Elisha isn’t worried.  Fear not: for they that be with us are more

than they that be with them (2  Kings 6:16 ). The servant can count,

and that answer can’t have helped. So Elisha prays one sentence:

open his eyes, that he may see. And the LORD opened the eyes of the

young man; and he saw: and, behold, the mountain was full of horses

and chariots of fire round about Elisha (2 Kings 6:17).
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Nothing on the mountain changed.  The servant  was shown

what had been there the whole time.

Much of the time God keeps out of plain view, so that belief

can be chosen rather than forced. Stepping back is not leaving.

Paul told a crowd of Athenian philosophers that  in him we live,

and move, and have our being (acts 17:28). He holds up the world

he hides in. And now and then the record marks a place where

someone was allowed to see him there.

S E A M S

A seam is where two pieces are joined, and where you can

sometimes see through. Here the seams are the places where the

visible world touches what lies beyond it: objects copied from a

heavenly original, like the ark, and moments when someone is

allowed to look, like the Transfiguration.

A F T E R  T H E I R  PAT T E R N

Moses spends forty days on a mountain, and most of what he

brings down isn’t law. It’s a building plan: curtains measured to

the cubit, a gold-covered chest, a lampstand, a table. And a warn‐

ing:  look that thou make them after their pattern, which was shewed

thee in the mount (exodus 25:40).

Not designed. Copied. Hebrews says so: the tabernacle and its

furniture are  the patterns of things in the heavens,  the figures of the

true (hebrews   9:23–24).  The originals  are somewhere else.  And

near the end of the Bible,  for a moment:  the temple of  God was
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opened in heaven, and there was seen in his temple the ark of his testa‐

ment (revelation   11:19).  Not  a  copy.  The  thing  the  copy  was

made from.

The copy remembers Eden. When the garden was closed, God

set  Cherubims at  its  east  gate  to  keep  the  way  of  the  tree  of  life

(genesis  3:24). In the tabernacle, two golden cherubim face each

other over the lid of the ark, and that is where God promises to

meet his  people:  from between the  two cherubims (exodus   25:22).

The guards of the lost garden are back, and the meeting place is

between them.

J U R I S D I C T I O N

Hebrews lists what the ark held: the golden pot that had manna, and

Aaron’s rod that budded, and the tables of the covenant (hebrews 9:4).

Bread from the sky, a dead stick that blossomed overnight, and

stone  written with the finger of God (exodus  31:18): food, life and

writing,  none  of  it  from  here.  So  the  ark  doesn’t  behave  like

property. The power around it came from Someone, and it could

not be owned or wielded.

When  the  oxen  stumbled  on  the  road  to  Jerusalem,  a  man

named Uzzah reached out to steady the ark,  and God smote him

there for his error; and there he died by the ark of God (2  samuel 6:7 ).

He meant well, but the Law had said the holy things were not to

be touched (numbers 4:15), because the one whose presence they

carried is not something anyone takes hold of.
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Israel learned the same thing the other way. Losing a battle,

the elders sent for the ark that, when it cometh among us, it may save

us out of the hand of our enemies (1 samuel 4:3 ). They lost the battle,

and they lost the ark. It was never a weapon.

Again and again scripture draws the same

line.  A dead man touches Elisha’s  bones and

stands up (2   Kings   13:21 ).  A woman touches

the  hem  of  Jesus’  garment  and  is  healed

(matthew 9:20). The power passes through the

thing, from God, on his terms. And when peo‐

ple  began  burning  incense  to  the  bronze  serpent  Moses  had

made,  King  Hezekiah  broke  it  up  and  called  it  Nehushtan

(2 Kings 18:4): a thing of bronze.

The world has handles on it, places to hold on. It has no levers,

no place to stand and move God. In the end the ark itself disap‐

pears, and the Bible never says how. Jeremiah says no one will

miss it:  they shall say no more, The ark of the covenant of the LORD:

neither shall it come to mind (Jeremiah 3:16). The next time anyone

sees the ark, it’s the original, in heaven.

W I N D O W S

Objects aren’t the only seams. Sometimes the wall gets thin, as it

did at Dothan.

Jacob, running for his life, sleeps on a stone and sees  a ladder

set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven, and wakes up
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afraid:  this is none other but the house of God, and this is the gate of

heaven (genesis  28:12,  17 ). Centuries later Stephen, standing be‐

fore a council that is about to stone him, looks up and says  Be‐

hold, I see the heavens opened (acts 7:56). The council  stopped their

ears (acts 7:57).

That is how the glimpses usually come: to one person, or a

handful, and often they can’t be passed on. Even the risen Jesus

was shown not to all the people, but unto witnesses chosen before of

God (acts 10:41). Whoever sees through a seam still has to decide

what to do with what they saw.

T H E  M O U N TA I N

The  clearest  look  through  in  the  whole  record  happens  on  a

mountain, with three witnesses.

Jesus taketh Peter, James, and John his brother, and bringeth them up

into an high mountain apart, And was transfigured before them: and his

face did shine as the sun, and his raiment was white as the light. And,

behold,  there  appeared unto  them Moses  and Elias  talking with  him

(matthew 17:1–3).

Consider who shows up. Moses died on a mountain, and God

buried  him:  no  man  knoweth  of  his  sepulchre  unto  this  day

(deuteronomy 34:6). Elijah never died at all; he went up by a whirl‐

wind into heaven (2  Kings  2:11 ).  Two men whose bodies no one

could find are standing on a hillside, talking.

Luke records what they were talking about. They  spake of his

decease  which  he  should  accomplish  at  Jerusalem (luKe   9:31).  The

Greek word for  decease is  exodos, the word that gave the second

book of Moses its name. The man who led the first exodus is dis‐

cussing the next one. For a moment, three fishermen overhear a

meeting that is normally held somewhere else.
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Peter says the most human thing in the story: Lord, it is good for

us to be here: if thou wilt, let us make here three tabernacles; one for

thee,  and  one  for  Moses,  and  one  for  Elias (matthew   17:4).  Luke

adds, gently, not knowing what he said (luKe 9:33). It’s a loving in‐

stinct. See the real thing, build a tent around it, and keep it, so

you can come back.

He doesn’t get to. While he yet spake, behold, a bright cloud over‐

shadowed them: and behold a voice out of the cloud, which said, This is

my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him. Then it’s

over:  they saw no man, save Jesus only (matthew  17:5,  8 ). On the

way down they get the instruction the seams so often come with:

Tell the vision to no man, until the Son of man be risen again from the

dead (matthew 17:9). Not yet. Not to the crowd.

T H E  L A S T  S E A M

Peter  wanted  a  tent  on  the  mountain.  Seven  weeks  after  the

Passover  at  which  Jesus  died,  he  got  something  stranger.  The

disciples are together in one room in Jerusalem, and there appeared

unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them.

And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost (acts 2:3–4). Fire again,

the sign that sat on Sinai and fell on Carmel. This time it doesn’t

rest on a mountain for a crowd to stand back from. It rests on

people.

Jesus had told them the night before he died: I will pray the Fa‐

ther, and he shall give you another Comforter, that he may abide with

you  for  ever…  for  he  dwelleth  with  you,  and  shall  be  in  you

(John 14:16–17). Jeremiah had seen it coming: I will put my law in

their inward parts, and write it in their hearts (Jeremiah 31:33). The

tabernacle was a portable room where God could be met. After

Pentecost, Paul tells a church, Know ye not that ye are the temple of

God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you? (1 corinthians 3:16).
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That is the one seam that stays open, and nobody can build a

tent around it. It doesn’t force anyone. The crowd that heard the

disciples that morning split two ways: some asked what shall we

do? and others said These men are full of new wine (acts 2:37,  13 ).

The Comforter is a witness, not a verdict. But he doesn’t leave.

A M O R E  S U R E  W O R D

Decades later, in the letter that bears his name, Peter looks back

on it. Many scholars think a later follower wrote it in his name;

the church kept it as his witness. The writer is old, and he calls

his  body  this  my  tabernacle,  which  he  must  shortly put  off

(2  Peter  1:14 ).  We have not followed cunningly devised fables… but

were eyewitnesses of his majesty (2 Peter 1:16).

Then he says something you wouldn’t expect from an eyewit‐

ness. We have also a more sure word of prophecy; whereunto ye do well

that  ye  take  heed,  as  unto  a  light  that  shineth  in  a  dark  place

(2 Peter 1:19).

In the King James wording, one of the three men who looked

straight through the wall calls the written word surer than his

vision. Some translations read it the other way, as prophecy con‐

firmed by what he saw. Either way, it is the prophecy he sends

his readers to. The glimpse was his. The written word is the part

everyone  can  check.  He  adds  a  caution  that  applies  to  every

reading,  this  one included:  no prophecy of  the  scripture  is  of  any

private interpretation (2 Peter 1:20).

That’s where the seams leave us, and it should be said plainly:

most of us never get the morning at Dothan. People pray for their

eyes to be opened, at bedsides and in the small hours, and the

hills  stay empty and the army stays real.  The servant saw the

chariots once. Peter saw the mountain once. Most of the faithful

in the record, and most since, never saw either.
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What they had instead is what the servant had in the minutes

before his eyes were opened: the word of someone who had seen,

telling him they that be with us are more than they that be with them

(2  Kings 6:16 ). It isn’t sight, and Peter didn’t pretend it was. He

called  it  a  light  that  shineth  in  a  dark  place,  until  the  day  dawn

(2  Peter 1:19 ). A lamp doesn’t end the night. It was never meant

to. It shows the next step, and it lasts until morning.

Read it yourself: Exodus 25; 2 Kings 6:8–23; Matthew 17:1–9; Acts 2 

T H E  S E A M S
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P A R T  F I V E

The Called Shot



A

C H A P T E R  N I N E T E E N  

The Terms on Our Side

ProPhet is told to marry a woman who will leave him. Go,

take unto thee a wife of whoredoms (hosea 1:2). He does. Two

chapters later God sends him after an adulteress (most readers

take her to be the same wife):  Go yet, love a woman beloved of her

friend, yet an adulteress, according to the love of the LORD toward the

children of Israel (hosea 3:1).

So he pays for her. So I bought her to me for fifteen pieces of silver,

and for an homer of barley, and an half homer of barley (hosea 3:2).

Silver and barley, counted out by the one man she had wronged.

The marriage is an acted parable. God is the party who stays

committed while the other side doesn’t. He doesn’t only legislate

faithfulness. He demonstrates it, at his own cost, in public.
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If the whole record is a covenant, closer to a marriage than a

contract between strangers, then one party’s obligations are all

over the page. He states his terms before the evidence comes in,

he refuses to buy the answer, and he pays the price himself.

So what are ours?

N O T  A C O D E

The obvious answer is a list of rules, and the obvious problem

with it is that the rules change at every border. Laws differ from

country to country. Customs differ, and so do moral codes. If the

terms on our side were a particular legal code, most of the people

who ever lived were born under the wrong one.

Scripture sees the problem coming and answers it. Underneath

the human codes there’s a second layer that doesn’t vary. Paul

puts it this way:  when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by

nature the things contained in the law, these, having not the law, are a

law unto themselves: Which shew the work of the law written in their

hearts, their conscience also bearing witness (romans 2:14–15).

Written  in  their  hearts.  Nobody is  excused  by  having  been

born  in  the  wrong  place,  because  the  thing  that  matters  was

never only on paper.

T H E  T E R M S  O N  O U R  S I D E

159



Y O U  A L R E A D Y  K N O W

You don’t have to be told not to cheat on someone. “It wasn’t

against the rules where I  live” doesn’t  survive five minutes of

honest thought. And the reason isn’t a prohibition. It’s that you

already  know  what  you’re  owed.  If  someone  promised  them‐

selves to you, you expect them to keep the promise, and nobody

had to teach you that. So you know it about everyone else too.

Split one piece of cake unevenly between two small children,

and the one with the smaller half will tell you it isn’t fair before

anyone has taught either  of  them the word.  The one with the

bigger half rarely raises the matter.

Genesis shows the same knowing at work long before Sinai,

and  its  best  witness  stands  outside  the  covenant  altogether.

Abimelech is a pagan king in Gerar. Abraham, passing through,

says of his wife, She is my sister (genesis 20:2), and the king takes

her into his house. That night God comes to him in a dream: Be‐

hold, thou art but a dead man, for the woman which thou hast taken; for

she is a man’s wife (genesis 20:3).

Abimelech has no Law and no prophet of his own. He doesn’t

ask what the rule is. He already knows it, and his whole defense

assumes it: Said he not unto me, She is my sister?… in the integrity of

my heart and innocency of my hands have I done this (genesis 20:5).

God agrees with him, and adds that  he had been holding the

king back the whole time: I know that thou didst this in the integrity
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of  thy  heart;  for  I  also  withheld  thee  from  sinning  against  me

(genesis 20:6).

Then the pagan calls in the patriarch and rebukes him:  what

have I offended thee, that thou hast brought on me and on my kingdom

a great sin? thou hast done deeds unto me that ought not to be done

(genesis 20:9). Ought not to be done. Nobody wrote that down for

him. He knew it the way the child with the smaller half knows it.

Joseph, a slave in Egypt, knows it too. Propositioned by his mas‐

ter’s wife, with no commandment yet to cite, he refuses: how then

can I do this great wickedness, and sin against God? (genesis 39:9).

And  it  works  in  the  most  powerful  man  in  Israel.  When

Nathan brings King David a case, David passes a death sentence

on the spot, out of nothing but what he already knew. His con‐

science worked perfectly. It just hadn’t been pointed at himself.

He was the child with the bigger half.

Jesus reduced the whole Law and all the prophets to one test:

all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so

to them: for this is the law and the prophets (matthew 7:12). Paul says

the same thing: Love worketh no ill to his neighbour: therefore love is

the fulfilling of the law (romans 13:10). And Micah had written it

out centuries earlier, in the language of a contract: He hath shewed

thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the LORD require of thee, but

to do justly,  and to love mercy,  and to walk humbly with thy God?

(micah 6:8).

Require. Those are the terms. Not a code to memorize. Treat

people the way you already know you need to be treated. Don’t

override the thing written in you.

N O B O D Y  PA S S E S

Here the terms turn around, and they turn on us.

T H E  T E R M S  O N  O U R  S I D E
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The golden rule sounds easy until you run it backward. Take

every time we have said “that isn’t fair,” and hold it up against

what  we  did  that  same  year.  Nobody  passes.  Paul  springs

David’s trap on every reader at once: wherein thou judgest another,

thou condemnest thyself (romans   2:1).  The voice that tells us the

terms  is  the  same  one  that  tells  us  we’ve  broken  them.  His

conclusion takes one line: all have sinned, and come short of the glory

of God (romans 3:23).

So  the  terms  on  our  side  can’t  be  “keep  what  you  already

know,” because nobody has. And “try harder from now on” does

nothing about what’s already done. Jesus gave the real terms at

the start of his work, in two verbs: repent ye, and believe the gospel

(marK 1:15). Then he told a story that shows both.

A young man takes  his  inheritance early,  spends it  in  a  far

country, and ends up feeding pigs, hungry enough to want what

the pigs are eating. And he came to himself (luKe 15:17). That’s the

conscience finally pointed the right way, and it’s the first verb. He

turns around. He even works out what he’ll  say:  Father,  I  have

sinned against heaven, and before thee, And am no more worthy to be

called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants (luKe 15:18–19).

He doesn’t  fix anything first.  He can’t.  He just  goes home, on

nothing but what he knows about his father.

That’s the second verb. And he never gets to the last line of his

speech. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and

had  compassion,  and  ran,  and  fell  on  his  neck,  and  kissed  him

(luKe 15:20).

Hosea’s wife didn’t earn her way back either. She was bought

first. Only then does Hosea tell her his terms, and they are short:

Thou  shalt  abide  for  me  many  days…  so  will  I  also  be  for  thee

(hosea   3:3).  Stay  with  me,  and  I’ll  be  yours.  The  price  came

before the terms, not after them.

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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T H E  O N E  W H O  D O E S N ’ T  F E E L I T

There are two hard cases, and they are opposites.

The first is the person whose conscience has been overwritten,

who genuinely doesn’t feel it anymore. The record knows about

them. It describes people  having their conscience seared with a hot

iron (1  timothy  4:2 ). Scar tissue where the knowing used to be.

Sorting that out person by person isn’t this book’s job, or any‐

one’s but God’s. What it can say is that a seared conscience is a

burned  one,  not  an  absent  one.  Something  was  there  to  be

burned.

The second is the person who can’t stop feeling it:  who has

turned, and trusted, and still  hears the accusation every night.

The record has a sentence for them too. For if our heart condemn us,

God is greater than our heart, and knoweth all things (1  John  3:20 ).

The conscience is a witness. It was never the judge.

W H E R E  I T  E N D S

If  the  terms  are  already  written  in  everyone,  the  invitation

doesn’t need force. The judgment, when it comes, won’t surprise

anyone who read the terms.

That’s the whole agreement. His side is the one Hosea acted

out:  love that wasn’t  returned, paid for out of his own pocket

before a single term was stated. Ours is smaller, and Jesus drew it

in one scene: a son on the road home, rehearsing a speech he’ll

never get to finish, and a father already running.

Read it yourself: Hosea 1–3; Genesis 20; Romans 2 
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A

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y  

Daily Bread

whole  nation  waKes  uP in the desert,  and the ground is

covered in something white.

Nobody  knows  what  it  is.  The  name  they  give  it  is  the

question they ask when they see it:  It is manna: for they wist not

what it was (exodus 16:15). Man hu, in Hebrew: what is it? Moses

gives them the rule. Gather of it every man according to his eating, an

omer for every man (exodus  16:16). A measure per person. Every

day.

God had said what it was for before the first morning: Behold, I

will rain bread from heaven for you; and the people shall go out and

gather a certain rate every day, that I may prove them, whether they

will walk in my law, or no (exodus 16:4). Bread and a test, in one
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sentence. From then on, every morning, the question lay on the

ground again:  will  you  trust  me  for  today?  And the  way  the

bread came says as much about the one providing it as about the

people gathering it.

E X A C T LY  E N O U G H

Some people gather more than their share and some gather less,

and when they measure it,  he that gathered much had nothing over,

and he that gathered little had no lack (exodus  16:18).  The greedy

don’t end up with a surplus. The slow don’t end up short.

Anything kept overnight rots. On the sixth day, and only then,

it doesn’t. They gather twice as much bread, two omers for one man

(exodus 16:22), and the extra keeps through the Sabbath. The one

day storage was needed, storage worked.

It went on for forty years, and it stopped on a date.  And the

manna ceased on the morrow after they had eaten of the old corn of the

land (Joshua 5:12). Not a week before they reached food, and not

a week after. Nothing else ran out, either.  Thy raiment waxed not

old  upon  thee,  neither  did  thy  foot  swell,  these  forty  years

(deuteronomy 8:4). A generation walked the desert in one set of

clothes.

Anyone who has kept a household on a tight budget knows

that  kind  of  care:  every  mouth  counted,  nothing  thrown  out,

nothing bought that the day didn’t need. It shows up again when

Jesus feeds five thousand people on a hillside. There’s food left

D A I LY  B R E A D
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over, and his first order is Gather up the fragments that remain, that

nothing be lost (John 6:12). Even when he gives more than enough,

he doesn’t waste it.

W H AT  T H E  B R E A D  WA S  T E A C H I N G

Moses states the lesson at the end of those years. He humbled thee,

and  suffered  thee  to  hunger,  and  fed  thee  with  manna,  which  thou

knewest  not,  neither  did  thy  fathers  know;  that  he  might  make  thee

know that man doth not live by bread only,  but by every word that

proceedeth  out  of  the  mouth  of  the  LORD  doth  man  live

(deuteronomy 8:3).

The people in the desert hadn’t learned it yet. Within weeks of

leaving Egypt they were saying  Would to God we had died by the

hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the flesh pots

(exodus   16:3).  They  had  watched  the  sea  open.  They  still  as‐

sumed the next meal wasn’t coming. The answer came the next

morning, on the ground, white, enough for everyone.

Later they get tired of it. There is nothing at all, beside this manna,

before our eyes (numbers 11:6). Bread from heaven, every morning,

free,  and  it’s  boring.  That’s  the  same  test  turned  around:  not

whether  you’ll  trust  the  provision when you’re  desperate,  but

whether you’ll stay grateful for it when it’s routine.

W E  A R E  B E I N G  T E S T E D
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G I V E  U S  T H I S  D AY

When the disciples ask Jesus how to pray, he puts one request for

material  needs in  the  middle  of  the  prayer,  and it’s  measured

exactly  like  the  manna.  Give  us  this  day  our  daily  bread

(matthew 6:11). Not this year’s. Not enough to stop asking. To‐

day’s.

Then he gives the reason.  Your heavenly Father knoweth that ye

have need of all these things… Take therefore no thought for the morrow

(matthew 6:32–34).

Proverbs has a prayer for the same measure, and says why:

give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me:

Lest  I  be  full,  and  deny  thee…  or  lest  I  be  poor,  and  steal

(Proverbs 30:8–9). Too much and you forget where it came from.

Too little and you take it.

Then Jesus drew the line from the manna to himself:  I am the

living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread,

he shall live for ever (John 6:51). The night before he died he took

bread, gave thanks, and broke it: This is my body which is given for

you:  this  do  in  remembrance  of  me (luKe   22:19).  The bread from

heaven didn’t stop at the Jordan. The church has been receiving it

ever since.

D A I LY  B R E A D
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W H E N  I T  D O E S N ’ T  C O M E

None of this is a promise that faith fills the cupboard. The prayer

for  today’s  bread has  been prayed,  word for  word,  by people

who didn’t get it:  in famines, in sieges, in prison camps. Some

prayers  for  bread  are  not  answered  in  any  way  the  person

praying could see.

The record doesn’t pretend otherwise. It keeps both sides. One

psalmist writes,  I have been young, and now am old; yet have I not

seen the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging bread (Psalm 37:25).

Another writer, sitting in a starving city, sets down what he saw:

the  young  children  ask  bread,  and  no  man  breaketh  it  unto  them

(lamentations 4:4). Both are in the same book. Nobody edited ei‐

ther one out. And the long roll of the faithful in Hebrews ends

with people who wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins; being

destitute,  afflicted,  tormented,  and says  of  them plainly,  these  all,

having obtained a good report through faith, received not the promise

(hebrews 11:37–39). Not in their lifetimes.

Paul knew hunger from the inside: in hunger and thirst, in fast‐

ings often, in cold and nakedness (2  corinthians 11:27 ). He doesn’t

explain it. He only reports what he found in the middle of it:  I

know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound… both to be full

and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need (PhiliPPians 4:12).

That’s trust with the long view: a day’s hunger weighed against

the whole account, not the whole account judged by a day.
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There is one more thing the record says, and it answers more

of  the question than anything else  here.  It  comes from people

who asked it outright:  Wherefore have we fasted, say they, and thou

seest not? (isaiah 58:3). They had prayed and gone without, and

they wanted to know why heaven was silent. God’s answer was

that he had seen, and that they had kept the wrong fast: Is not this

the fast that I have chosen?… Is it not to deal thy bread to the hungry,

and  that  thou  bring  the  poor  that  are  cast  out  to  thy  house?

(isaiah 58:6–7).

That  turns  the  question around.  The prayer  for  daily  bread

and the fast are two halves of one arrangement. The hungry pray

give us this day. Those who have enough are told to fast, and the

fast God chooses is handing their bread across. Paul reaches back

to the desert for the same rule: your abundance may be a supply for

their want (2 corinthians 8:14 ), because He that had gathered much

had  nothing  over;  and  he  that  had  gathered  little  had  no  lack

(2 corinthians 8:15 ). Jesus even says how to keep that fast: quiet‐

ly, unto thy Father which is in secret (matthew 6:18).

So when the bread doesn’t  come, the prayer has often been

heard,  and  the  fast  that  should  have  answered  it  hasn’t  hap‐

pened. Not always; there are sieges and famines where no one

has  bread  to  pass,  and  the  record  keeps  those  too.  But  often.

Some of the time, the hands the bread was supposed to come

through were ours.

And notice the pronoun. Even in the desert, each man gath‐

ered for them which are in his tents (exodus 16:16). Nobody prays

this prayer for himself alone. Give us this day.

D A I LY  B R E A D
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Read it yourself: Exodus 16; Matthew 6:9–13; John 6; Isaiah 58 
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A

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - O N E  

Within Reach

man  has  Just  Killed his brother in a field, and God comes

asking about him. Where is Abel thy brother? The answer is a

shrug: I know not: Am I my brother’s keeper? (genesis 4:9)

God doesn’t argue the point. He answers the shrug: the voice of

thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground (genesis 4:10).

The rest of the record answers the question. Yes.
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W H O  G E T S  J U D G E D

The trial is about the species. But nearly everything in the record

happens to one person at a time. So is the verdict on us, or on

me?

Both. The Bible judges whole peoples and single households,

and it  never  stops  judging cities;  its  last  pages  still  bring  one

down. But the prophets insist that, in the end, each person an‐

swers for his own life. Israel had a proverb for blaming your par‐

ents:  The fathers have eaten a sour grape, and the children’s teeth are

set on edge (Jeremiah 31:29). Jeremiah retires it:  every one shall die

for his own iniquity (Jeremiah 31:30). Ezekiel says it plainer still: the

soul that sinneth, it shall die (eZeKiel 18:4).

You aren’t only a product of where you live. You’re part of the

verdict on it. That leaves the hard case: a good person in a bad

city, since people move for a job, not for a city’s standing before

God. Abraham put that question to God’s face over Sodom, and

Lot was led out by the hand. But not every door leads out. The

exiles marched off to Babylon were told to build houses, plant

gardens, and stay: seek the peace of the city whither I have caused you

to be carried away captives, and pray unto the LORD for it: for in the

peace thereof shall ye have peace (Jeremiah 29:7). A good person can

live in a bad city, and pray for it.

Again and again, the record posts a door before the judgment:

an ark, a doorpost, a hand on Lot’s, and at the very end one last

warning, Come out of her, my people (revelation 18:4). Not always.
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Jericho’s children had no door,  and the record doesn’t  pretend

they did. Where there was no door, it keeps the grief and leaves

the why with the one who sees what we can’t. But where there is

one, it’s there on purpose, and the one who posted it wants you

through it.

T H E  N E A R E S T  P E O P L E

So when the verdict reads one life, what does it read? Not grand

feelings about humanity. Not a pile of good deeds, either, as if

they could buy anything. Paul is plain about that: by grace are ye

saved through faith;  and that not of  yourselves:  it  is  the gift  of  God

(ePhesians   2:8).  But  a  gift  that  real  doesn’t  stay hidden.  James

puts it as a dare: shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew

thee my faith by my works (James 2:18). And it shows first at close

range, in how you treat whoever is within reach.

Paul is blunt about the family: if any provide not for his own, and

specially  for  those  of  his  own  house,  he  hath  denied  the  faith

(1  timothy 5:8 ). Proverbs covers the house next door:  Devise not

evil  against  thy  neighbour,  seeing  he  dwelleth  securely  by  thee

(Proverbs 3:29). Jeremiah, just now, covered the city. Three rings,

and every one of us stands in the middle of all three.

If  everyone  looks  after  the  people  nearest  them,  the  rings

overlap, until  there’s nobody left  standing outside all  of them.

That’s how the accuser’s claim about the species gets answered.

Not with a speech about humanity. One life at a time.

W I T H I N  R E A C H
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W H AT  A D Y I N G  M A N  S AY S

You can tell  what matters to a man by what he says when he

knows he’s about to die.

The night  before the crucifixion,  knowing exactly what  was

coming, Jesus gave his friends one new instruction:  A new com‐

mandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I have loved

you, that ye also love one another. By this shall all men know that ye are

my disciples (John   13:34–35).  Not a doctrine.  Not a ritual.  How

you treat the people next to you. That, he says, is the evidence

everyone will read.

The next day he kept it himself, from the cross.

John, who says he was standing there, tells us who else was:

Now there stood by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother’s sister,

Mary the wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene (John 19:25). Most

of  the men had run.  Joseph is  nowhere in the scene.  His own

brothers,  John  has  told  us  earlier,  did  not  believe  in  him

(John 7:5).

So his mother is standing where she can see all of it. Thirty-

odd years before, when she brought him to the temple as a baby,

an old man named Simeon had taken him in his arms and told

her: a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also (luKe 2:35). This is

the sword.

And Jesus, carrying the whole weight of the record, with the

debt  of  everyone who ever  lived coming down on him,  looks

down and sees her.

When Jesus therefore saw his mother, and the disciple standing by,

whom he loved, he saith unto his mother, Woman, behold thy son! Then

saith he to the disciple, Behold thy mother! And from that hour that

disciple took her unto his own home (John 19:26–27).

Woman sounds cold in English. It isn’t. It’s what he called her

at a wedding in Cana, when she came to him because the wine
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had run out, and he told her mine hour is not yet come (John 2:4).

Now the hour has come. It’s the hour the whole book has been

walking toward,  and the  first  thing he  says  from the  cross  in

John’s account is to make sure his mother has a home.

From  that  hour. Inside  the  hour  that  settles  the  trial  of  the

human race, there is time to find his mother a room in a friend’s

house.

You are your brother’s keeper. You are your mother’s keeper.

You are the keeper of whoever is within reach, and that is where

the evidence of grace gets written, one of them at a time.

Cain stood over his brother and asked, Am I my brother’s keep‐

er? The cross answers in three words: Behold thy mother.

Read it yourself: Genesis 4:1–16; Jeremiah 29 and 31; John 19:25–27 
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I

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - T W O  

Custodians

t’s  seven  in  the morning in an intensive care unit,  and the

night nurse is handing her patients to the day nurse. She goes

bed  by  bed.  This  one  hasn’t  eaten  since  yesterday.  This  one’s

daughter is coming at noon. This one is frightened of the dark

and won’t say so.

At the last bed she slows down. The family is coming at ten.

They’ve  talked  with  the  doctors  for  three  days,  and  they’ve

decided. Today the breathing machine comes off.

Then  she  signs  out  and  drives  home,  and  he  belongs  to

someone else’s keeping.

Most of life is made of that handoff. Someone is placed in your

care,  and for a while what happens to them depends on what
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kind of person you are. It was the first job the record gives us,

before the rule and before the fall:  to dress the garden and to

keep it, to tend it and to guard it, as keepers of something that

belongs to someone else.

We still  do that  job.  A mother  raises  a  child.  A teacher  has

thirty students for a year and then hands them on. A physical

therapist  teaches  a  stroke  patient  to  walk  again,  and  at  some

point lets go of the arm, standing close enough to catch. Every

keeper lives inside the same question: what do I owe the one in

my care?

T H E  O N E  W H O  C O M E S  B A C K

Jesus told a story about keepers. A man travelling into a far coun‐

try,  who called his own servants,  and delivered unto them his goods

(matthew 25:14). Then he’s gone a long time. After a long time the

lord  of  those  servants  cometh,  and  reckoneth  with  them

(matthew 25:19). He asks what they did with what he left in their

hands.

He told that story days before the cross, and he was telling it

about himself. He has gone the way the man in the story went.

Everything placed in our keeping, the children and the students,

the patients, the things we make, is in our hands in the mean‐

time.

The hardest form of that keeping is done in rooms like the one

at the end of the hall.

C U S T O D I A N S

177



A T I M E  T O  D I E

Every keeper eventually reaches the day when keeping someone

alive is no longer the same thing as keeping them. Nurses and

respiratory therapists know that day well. Families usually meet

it once or twice in a lifetime, and never feel ready.

The record doesn’t hand anyone a rule for when that day has

come. That decision belongs to the patient’s own wishes where

they’re known, to the family, to the doctors, and to prayer. What

the record does give is a way of seeing it. To every thing there is a

season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: A time to be

born, and a time to die (ecclesiastes  3:1–2). The Preacher doesn’t

call the second one a failure. It is a season, the way the first one

is.

What it gives most clearly is a line between

two things that  can look alike from the hall‐

way.  Withdrawing  a  treatment  is  not  with‐

drawing care. Stopping a machine is not leav‐

ing a person.  The promise God makes to his

own people is not that nothing will ever end. It

is  I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee (hebrews  13:5). And the

psalm everyone knows by heart doesn’t promise to keep anyone

out of the valley.  It  promises company in it:  Yea,  though I  walk

through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art

with me (Psalm 23:4).

So watch what the day nurse does at ten. The family comes in.

Someone turns the monitor away from them, so they’re looking

at his face and not the numbers. The respiratory therapist does

his part gently and then doesn’t hurry out. The nurse makes sure

there is no pain, wets his lips, fixes the blanket, and tells his wife

she can hold his hand and talk to him. Nobody is fighting death

anymore. Everybody is still keeping him.
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That is the dignity of letting go. It isn’t giving up on a person.

It’s  refusing to leave him alone at  the one moment he can do

nothing for himself, and nothing for you.

Some days it is not that clear. Families argue in the hallway. A

death  comes  slowly and hard,  and people  who have watched

many of them go home asking why. The first thing the record

keeps is that at Lazarus’s tomb, knowing what he was about to

do,  Jesus wept (John  11:35). A keeper who still grieves the hun‐

dredth time isn’t weak. That grief is part of the keeping.

Then it keeps the rest. A slow death looks like the worst this

life has. Seen from the kingdom, even the best of this life is small

next to what is coming, and so is the worst:  the sufferings of this

present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall

be revealed in us (romans 8:18). The psalm puts the real pleasures

where they belong: in thy presence is fulness of joy; at thy right hand

there are pleasures for evermore (Psalm 16:11). Paul, who was beat‐

en,  stoned and shipwrecked,  called  all  of  it  our  light  affliction,

which is but for a moment (2 corinthians 4:17 ). And the God of the

far side isn’t only on the far side. He was in the room on the good

days, and he’s in it on the hard ones: When thou passest through the

waters, I will be with thee (isaiah 43:2). Through, not around. The

slow days aren’t the days he finally shows up. They’re more of

the days he never left.

At seven that evening the day nurse gives report. She goes bed

by bed. At the last one there’s no patient anymore, only a clean

bed  waiting  for  the  next  admission.  She  could  skip  it.  She

doesn’t.  She says his name, and the time, and one more thing,

because it’s the part that matters and nobody will ever check it.

He wasn’t alone.

C U S T O D I A N S
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Read it yourself: Matthew 25:14–30; John 11:1–44 
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I

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - T H R E E  

Testament

t’s the last night. Jesus has just washed his friends’ feet, one

at a time, including the feet of the man who will hand him

over before morning. Now he tells them what’s coming. One of

the  men  eating  with  him  will  betray  him,  and  the  scripture

already said so:  He that eateth bread with me hath lifted up his heel

against me (John 13:18). Then he tells them why he’s saying it out

loud, tonight:  Now I tell you before it come, that, when it is come to

pass, ye may believe (John 13:19).

Before the meal is over, it has begun to come to pass. Judas

takes the bread and goes out, and it was night (John 13:30).

He knew. He said so in advance. And he let the night happen

anyway.
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That  raises  the  question  anyone  who  wonders  about  God

eventually asks. If he already knows what is in us, why test at

all?

W H Y  T E S T  AT  A L L

Scripture asks it first. God led Israel forty years in the wilderness

to prove thee,  to know what was in thine heart (deuteronomy  8:2).

Then  Moses  answers  in  the  next  breath,  and  the  answer  isn’t

about  what  God  learns:  that  he  might  make  thee  know

(deuteronomy 8:3). A few verses on he says it again: that he might

prove thee, to do thee good at thy latter end (deuteronomy 8:16). The

test is for the one being tested first. Even Moriah’s  now I know

reads best as now it can be shown.

Picture a piano teacher and a twelve-year-old student with a

recital on Saturday. The teacher already knows the girl can play

the piece. She has heard it in the lesson room a hundred times,

down to  the  bar  where  the  left  hand always  rushes.  She  isn’t

holding the recital to find out. She holds it for three reasons, and

they are the record’s reasons too.

The first is the girl. She doesn’t really believe she can play it

until she has played it with her hands shaking and people watch‐

ing. Until then it’s her teacher’s opinion. After Saturday it’s hers.

That he might make thee know.

The second is the room. There are parents in the folding chairs,

and at least one of them thinks the lessons are a waste of money.

Nothing the teacher says will answer him. The playing will. The

accuser bet that the creature would curse God to his face, and a

bet like that isn’t answered by argument. It’s answered in public,

under pressure. And the room is larger than it looks. When one

person  turns,  there  is  joy  in  the  presence  of  the  angels  of  God

(luKe 15:10).
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The third is the teacher’s own name. Anyone who knows mu‐

sic  can hear  a  good teacher in the way her  students  play:  the

phrasing, the patience, the way they recover from a mistake with‐

out stopping. Her likeness is in them. Not her face. Her hand.

That is the plainest way to read Let us make man in our image, after

our likeness (genesis 1:26). Grace, the gift given for nothing, is that

hand in us, and it was his before it was ever ours: We love him, be‐

cause  he  first  loved  us (1   John   4:19 ).  The  girl  didn’t  invent  the

phrasing. She was taught it. A maker’s hand is in what he makes,

and that is why he cares what becomes of it.

Now,  where  does  the  teacher  sit  on  Saturday?  Not  on  the

bench. If she sat beside the girl and played the hard part herself,

nobody in the room would learn anything, the girl least of all.

She sits in the front row, close enough to reach, and says nothing.

And the program, with the name of the piece on it, was printed a

week ago.

That’s  the  shape  of  the  whole  record,  and Isaiah  puts  both

halves of it within a few pages. The first: Verily thou art a God that

hidest thyself, O God of Israel, the Saviour (isaiah 45:15). The second:

I have even from the beginning declared it to thee; before it came to pass

I  shewed it  thee:  lest  thou shouldest  say,  Mine idol  hath  done  them

(isaiah 48:5).

Hidden in the act, signed in advance.

T H E  O N E  W H O  S I G N S  I T

And whose name is on all this? Revelation answers with one of

its strangest scenes.

John is weeping because no one can open the sealed book. An

elder tells him to stop: behold, the Lion of the tribe of Juda, the Root of

David, hath prevailed to open the book (revelation 5:5). John turns to

look  at  the  lion.  What  he  sees  is  a  Lamb  as  it  had  been  slain
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(revelation  5:6).  He’s told to look for a predator and finds the

prey. They’re the same figure.

The lamb doesn’t  soften the  lion.  It  tells  you what  the  lion

always was. When the accuser is finally thrown down, the people

he accused beat him, and not by strength: they overcame him by the

blood of the Lamb (revelation 12:11).

That answers part of a harder question: why the God of the

early chapters can be so violent. Only part. Jericho’s children stay

where chapter  6  left  them, with the one who knows what  we

don’t. What the record does is show where scripture itself says to

look, when you want to know what God is like: he that hath seen

me hath seen the Father (John  14:9).  Look at a man under arrest

who told Peter to put away his sword when he could have had

more than twelve legions of  angels (matthew   26:52–53).  The hard

pages stay in the record. They aren’t the last word on him. The

lamb is.

A W E D D I N G

And the record ends on a wedding.  The marriage of the Lamb is

come, and his wife hath made herself ready (revelation 19:7). The city

comes  down  prepared  as  a  bride  adorned  for  her  husband

(revelation   21:2).  The Bible’s two halves are called testaments,

and testament translates the Greek word for covenant: a promise

made, and a promise kept.

And the ending isn’t the garden restored. It’s a city with the

garden inside it. The tree of life, last seen behind Cherubims, and a

flaming sword which turned every way (genesis  3:24), stands  in the

midst of  the street (revelation   22:2),  where anyone can reach it.

Even what people built is carried in: the kings of the earth do bring

their glory and honour into it (revelation 21:24). It isn’t a compro‐

mise. It’s a homecoming.
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The wedding was foreshadowed on the first

pages. The first wedding in the Bible is in the

garden:  Therefore shall a man leave his father and

his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they

shall be one flesh (genesis 2:24). Paul quotes that

verse and then says what it was pointing at all

along:  This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the

church (ePhesians 5:32). The prophets used the same language in

between: I will betroth thee unto me for ever (hosea 2:19).

It isn’t a merger of equals. One far greater binds himself for

good to one far lesser, and the greater gives up the advantage to

do it: being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with

God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of

a servant (PhiliPPians 2:6–7).

This book has called the record a trial, and it is one. But what

the garden pointed to was never a verdict. It was a wedding.

Read it yourself: John 13; Deuteronomy 8; Revelation 21 
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I

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y - F O U R  

The Last Second

t’s  the  last  weeK. Jesus  is  sitting  on  the  Mount  of  Olives,

across the valley from the temple, and a few of his disciples

have  come  to  him  privately  with  a  question:  when  shall  these

things be? (matthew 24:3). In a few days he will be dead. He an‐

swers with a long look at the end, and closes on a picture of the

trial’s last day.

When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy angels

with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory: And before him

shall  be  gathered  all  nations:  and  he  shall  separate  them  one  from

another,  as  a  shepherd  divideth  his  sheep  from  the  goats

(matthew 25:31–32).
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Every nation, gathered in one place, and divided in two. It’s

the  most  frightening  scene  in  the  gospels,  and  it  raises  the

question underneath everything else in the record.

Does anyone fail?

Two questions  are  hiding  in  that  one,  and they  need to  be

pulled apart.

T H E  S P E C I E S

The first is about the species. The accuser’s claim was that hu‐

manity is appetite and nothing else. That claim doesn’t need ev‐

eryone to pass in order to fail. One real instance of grace, one gift

given for nothing, one enemy’s ox brought home, would refute it.

The record is  full  of  what looks like it;  whether any given in‐

stance is real is known to the one who sees in secret.

The record also runs the claim on one man, in a wilderness,

and the accuser’s first words to him there are If thou be the Son of

God (matthew 4:3). That scene is in chapter 11. But the if will be

heard again.

T H E  I N D I V I D U A L

The second question is about individuals, and it runs differently.

All have sinned, and come short of the glory of God (romans  3:23).

Nobody walks in clean. What scripture describes instead is a long

process of being worked free of what we are. He which hath begun

a good work in you will perform it (PhiliPPians 1:6).  Whom the Lord

loveth he chasteneth (hebrews 12:6). Malachi pictures God at a fur‐

nace: he shall sit as a refiner and purifier of silver (malachi 3:3). A re‐

finer doesn’t throw the silver away. He sits with it until the dross

is gone.

T H E  L A S T  S E C O N D
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Justification changes the verdict. Sanctification, the slow part,

changes the defendant. Peter’s name for where it ends is partakers

of the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4).

And the offer goes to everyone.  God hath concluded them all in

unbelief,  that  he  might  have  mercy  upon  all (romans   11:32).  The

Saviour of all men, specially of those that believe (1 timothy 4:10 ). Not

willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance

(2   Peter   3:9 ).  The  promise  knows no  boundaries.  The  door  is

open to every person, including the ones nobody wants through

it.

That’s where the demand falls back on the reader. If you’ve

taken  the  offer,  your  place  rests  on  his  faithfulness,  not  your

performance. So what should you want for everyone else? Not

what the older brother wanted at  his  brother’s  welcome-home

party:  he was angry, and would not go in (luKe 15:28), even when

his father came out to plead with him. Not what Jonah wanted,

sulking outside a city God had spared. Someone who has found

grace should wake up hoping the worst  person on death row

finds it too, because that person needs it more than anyone.

Will some refuse it? The record says so: ye will not come to me,

that ye might have life (John 5:40). I won’t guess how many, and I

won’t invent a formula for who. On the record’s own terms, the

claim about  the  species  has  already failed.  Each person’s  case

rests where the record leaves it: with the one who knows every

heart.

The hardest text on this comes at the end of that same scene:

these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into

life eternal (matthew 25:46). The word is aionios, “of the age,” and

it’s the same word, twice, in one sentence: whatever it means for

one  destiny,  it  means  for  the  other.  That  was  Augustine’s

argument (City of God 21.23), and it’s why the Catholic and Or‐
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thodox churches and most Protestant ones hold the punishment

to be as lasting as the life. This book doesn’t try to overturn that,

and it doesn’t claim to know who stands on the far side of it.

What keeps the verse from being cold is who is sitting on the

throne. A few days before he told this story, coming down the

road  toward  Jerusalem,  he  beheld  the  city,  and  wept  over  it

(luKe 19:41). The judge in Matthew 25 is not looking for reasons

to shut the door. He is the one who kept it open and was refused.

The people who carried the offer  after  him sounded the same

way:  we  pray  you  in  Christ’s  stead,  be  ye  reconciled  to  God

(2 corinthians 5:20).

T H E  L A S T  S E C O N D

On the morning he died, all four gospels record a small moment.

Pilate offers the crowd one prisoner to release: Jesus, or a man

named Barabbas,  a  rebel  and a  murderer  (marK   15:6–15).  The

crowd chooses Barabbas.  He walks out,  and the gospels never

mention him again. But his name, in Aramaic, is Bar-abba: son of

the father. The guilty son of the father goes free, and the innocent

Son of the Father dies in his place. The record makes no com‐

ment.

Then there are three crosses.  Two thieves, one on each side,

both condemned, both dying the same death on the same after‐

noon. Same sentence, same hour, two outcomes.

T H E  L A S T  S E C O N D
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At first,  Matthew says,  they  both  joined  in  the  jeering:  The

thieves also, which were crucified with him, cast the same in his teeth

(matthew 27:44). Then something changes. One of them keeps at

it. If thou be Christ, save thyself and us (luKe 23:39).

There’s that if again. The crowd below is saying it too: If thou

be the Son of God, come down from the cross (matthew 27:40). It’s the

wilderness offer, made one last time: prove it, and save yourself

while you’re at it. He turned it down hungry in the desert. He

turns it down dying on the cross. Coming down would have set‐

tled the argument by force, and it would have left the debt un‐

paid.

Asking for proof isn’t the fault.  Thomas asked too, after the

resurrection, from honest need, and he was given exactly what he

asked for: Reach hither thy finger, and behold my hands (John 20:27).

The thief wasn’t asking to know. He was asking for a way down.

The  other  one  has  gone  quiet.  Somewhere  in  those  hours,

hanging next to Jesus, he changed his mind, which is what the

Greek word for repent means at its root. Now he tells the first one

to stop. Dost not thou fear God, seeing thou art in the same condemna‐

tion? And we indeed justly; for we receive the due reward of our deeds:

but  this  man  hath  done  nothing  amiss (luKe   23:40–41).  Then  he

turns and says one sentence:  Lord, remember me when thou comest

into thy kingdom (luKe 23:42).

He has nothing to offer. No time left to reform, no good deeds

to point to, no sacrifice, no ritual. He admits the sentence against

him is  fair.  He’s  a  man convicted  by  his  own mouth,  and he

knows it. Then he uses his mouth one last time, for the only thing

it has left to do.

To day shalt thou be with me in paradise (luKe 23:43).

It’s the only time the word paradise appears in the gospels, and

it goes to a condemned criminal whose name we never learn, at
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the  last  possible  second,  on  the  strength  of  one  sentence.  The

Pharaoh curse, run backward:  by thy words thou shalt be justified

(matthew 12:37).

Two men on either side of him, in the same condition. One

asked for a way down. The other asked to be remembered.

Read it yourself: Luke 23:32–43; Matthew 25:31–46 

T H E  L A S T  S E C O N D

191



T

E P I L O G U E  

God Sees Everything

he  one  Person  in the record who gives God a name of her

own isn’t a king or a priest. It’s a slave girl.

Hagar is Egyptian, an enslaved woman in Abraham’s house,

pregnant by her master and running from a mistress who  dealt

hardly with her (genesis 16:6), sitting by a spring in the wilderness

with nowhere to go. An angel finds her there. And she names the

one who spoke to her: Thou God seest me (genesis 16:13). An out‐

sider, at the bottom of everything, and the thing she knows about

God is that he saw her.

Centuries  later  he  says  the  same  about  a  whole  nation  of

slaves: I have surely seen the affliction of my people… And I am come
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down to deliver them (exodus 3:7–8). In the record, seeing isn’t only

watching. It’s the first half of coming down.

I’ve lived by a version of that sentence my whole life. God sees

everything.

I say it to myself every time I’ve been wronged. It reminds me

that  justice  belongs  to  God,  because  justice  is  complex,  and

nothing is only what I see. I see what was done to me. He sees all

of it: for the Lord seeth not as man seeth (1 samuel 16:7 ). So I leave it

with  him.  Leaving  justice  with  God  has  never  meant  staying

where you are harmed.

I won’t pretend we can always see the second half. People die

in rooms where no one came in time, and from where we stand,

nothing came down at all.  But where we stand isn’t  where he

stands. I believe they were not alone.  Precious in the sight of the

LORD is the death of his saints (Psalm 116:15). The last promise Je‐

sus gave his friends had no exceptions in it:  lo, I am with you al‐

way, even unto the end of the world (matthew 28:20). The room only

looked empty. The one who sees everything was in it.

Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in his sight: but all

things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have to

do (hebrews 4:13).

It’s easy to hear that as a threat. A camera in the corner. Have a

seat; we’ve been recording. But that isn’t what it is, and the shape

of  the  record  says  so.  The  terms  were  published  in  advance.

Again  and  again,  a  way  out  was  posted  before  the  judgment

came. Job never heard the terms of his trial. You’re holding yours.

Being seen completely isn’t what makes the trial frightening.

It’s what makes it fair. A judge who sees all of it can’t be fooled.

And think about what “all of it” includes. Not just what you

did. Why you did it. What it cost you. The thing you did right

when nobody would ever know. The kindness that bought you
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nothing. The temptation you turned down in a room with no one

in it. The prayer in the closet with the door shut. The grace you

passed on for nothing, the one thing the accuser said you could

never do. Are not five sparrows sold for two farthings, and not one of

them is forgotten before God? (luKe 12:6).

Nothing about you is being missed.

And the letter  doesn’t  stop at  the eye.  The next  lines name

who is looking: Seeing then that we have a great high priest… For we

have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our

infirmities…  Let  us  therefore  come  boldly  unto  the  throne  of  grace

(hebrews 4:14–16). The one who sees everything is the one who

sat on our side of the table.

O LORD, thou hast searched me, and known me. Thou knowest my

downsitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off

(Psalm 139:1–2). The psalmist asks where he could go to get away

from it —  whither shall I flee from thy presence? (Psalm  139:7) —

and the answer is nowhere. I tried anyway. For a while I went to

casinos at night and gambled, to get away from him, I thought.

The psalm had already covered it: If I say, Surely the darkness shall

cover me; even the night shall be light about me (Psalm 139:11). God

always sees me. He saw me there. It ended on a drive home. I

was broke, and somewhere on that road I realized that as bad as

it was, God would always provide. Running from him was unfair

of me. But read the rest of the psalm and the psalmist isn’t afraid.

He’s relieved. Someone knows.
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We live after the fire now. No sign on demand, no mountain

burning: a record, a set of terms you already know by heart, and

a still small voice, quiet enough to ignore.

You’re in the case. You always were. None of us has kept the

terms, and the record doesn’t pretend we have. That’s why the

one who sees everything is also the one who paid. And the thief’s

sentence still works, for anyone who wants it:  Lord, remember me

(luKe 23:42).

Here is what I hope you take from the last page. The Bible is a

book of wisdom, guidance and purpose, but it is also a contract.

If you accept that Jesus Christ died for your sins, it promises that

a day is coming when you will never again know pain, loss or

grief: God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be

no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any

more pain (revelation 21:4). And I’ll go further, on my own: all of

the people you’ve lost, all of the victims, all of the people whose

lives were cut short before they had the chance to live them, the

ones who fell or drowned or never came home, are coming back,

and no one will ever die again. Paul told a Roman governor there

would  be  a  resurrection  of  the  dead,  both  of  the  just  and  unjust

(acts  24:15). Jesus is the proof:  now is Christ risen from the dead,

and become the firstfruits of them that slept (1 corinthians 15:20).

And whatever you do with that, in public or in private, with

everyone watching or with no one at all —

God sees everything.
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The Case in Brief

The book’s argument in thirteen sentences, with the chapters that make

each one.

The Bible reads like the record of a trial, and the one on trial is

the whole human race, not one nation or one church

(Foreword; ch. 5).

It begins in a bounded garden: one rule, real choices, and a

maker who never lets go of what he made (ch. 1).

The charge is the accuser’s: that nothing we do is for nought,

that every good thing people do is really wages (ch. 4, 5).

A test can only show character if it can’t be seen coming, so Job

is never told the terms (ch. 2, 5).

God showed overwhelming power early, and it produced fear,

not trust, so he stepped back far enough to be refused (ch. 1,

11).

Grace, a gift with nothing expected back, is the one thing

appetite can’t explain, and it is God’s before it is ours (ch. 4).

The record keeps its own damaging evidence, the way a court

record would, and the rest of a fair test’s method too: a control

group, replication, witnesses, and honest uncertainty (ch. 6, 14,

17).

People pronounce their own sentences, and God often holds

them to their words and often lets them go (ch. 12).

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 
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The answer to the charge is a substitute: the Son, who stood on

both sides, paid the penalty himself, and rose (ch. 9, 10).

Our side of the covenant is to repent and believe. The offer

goes to everyone, and some refuse it (ch. 19, 24).

Not every suffering is a test, and a trial God permits is not an

abuse he blesses (Foreword; ch. 5).

What is placed in our keeping, we answer for, from a brother

in a field to a patient at the end of life (ch. 21, 22).

God sees everything, and that is what makes the trial fair (Epi‐

logue).

What would break this reading: four claims about the text that

anyone  can  check  (ch.   17),  and  a  count  of  every  sign,  which

reports where one of its claims failed (Appendix).

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 
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A P P E N D I X  

The Sign Survey

This appendix counts every sign in the record given at a moment

when someone’s belief or obedience is on the line: someone de‐

ciding whether God is  real,  whether a messenger was sent,  or

whether to obey. Routine healings and background wonders are

left out. There are sixty-seven.

They fall into three kinds:

Pre-stated tests. A person sets or accepts a checkable

condition before the result, the way Gideon does with the

fleece.

Called shots. God or his messenger announces the result

before it happens, and nobody negotiates the terms.

Unannounced signs. No condition and no prediction. The

sign simply happens.

P R E - S TAT E D  T E S T S  ( 2 1 )

# Passage Condition fixed before
the result

1 Genesis 24:12–15 The servant at the well:
the girl who offers to
water the camels

2 Exodus 4:1–9 Three escalating signs for
a skeptical audience

• 

• 

• 
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# Passage Condition fixed before
the result

3 Exodus 7–8 The magicians’ replica‐

tion, until “This is the
finger of God”

4 Numbers 16:28–30 Moses: “If these men die
the common death of all
men… the LORD hath
not sent me”

5 Numbers 17 Twelve rods overnight;
one buds

6 Numbers 21:8 The bronze serpent: “ev‐

ery one that is bitten,
when he looketh upon it,
shall live”

7 Joshua 3:10–13 “Hereby ye shall know
that the living God is
among you… as soon as
the soles of the feet of the
priests… shall rest in the
waters of Jordan”

8 Judges 6:36–40 Gideon’s fleece, then re‐

versed

9 Judges 7:2 The army cut to 300 to re‐

move the attribution con‐

found

10 1 Samuel 6 The Philistine cows, with
a null hypothesis

11 1 Samuel 12:17 Thunder in wheat harvest

12 1 Samuel 14:8–10 Jonathan’s binary condi‐
tion

13 1 Kings 18 Carmel

14 2 Kings 1:10 Elijah: “If I be a man of
God, then let fire come
down from heaven”
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# Passage Condition fixed before
the result

15 2 Kings 5:10–15 Naaman: wash seven
times in Jordan. Result:
“Behold, now I know that
there is no God in all the
earth, but in Israel”

16 2 Kings 20:8–11 Hezekiah picks the less
probable shadow

17 Daniel 1:12–15 Ten days, pulse vs. the
king’s meat

18 Malachi 3:10 “Prove me now here‐

with”

19 Leviticus 25:20–22 Three years’ harvest in
the sixth year

20 John 20:25–27 Thomas’s exact condition
met

21 Acts 5:38–39 Gamaliel’s wait-and-see

C A L L E D  S H O T S  ( 1 9 )

# Passage What was announced

1 Genesis 6–7 The flood

2 Genesis 18–19 Sodom, told to Abraham
beforehand

3 Exodus 7–11 The plagues, most with

times given (“to mor‐

row”); the firstborn an‐

nounced before the first
plague (exodus 4:22–23)

4 Exodus 16:6–12 Quail at evening, bread in
the morning: “and ye
shall know that I am the
LORD”
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# Passage What was announced

5 Exodus 17:5–6 Water from the rock:
“thou shalt smite the
rock, and there shall come
water out of it”

6 Exodus 19:11 “The third day the LORD
will come down… upon
mount Sinai”

7 Joshua 6:5 Jericho’s walls, procedure
given in advance

8 1 Kings 13:3 The altar at Bethel: “This
is the sign which the

LORD hath spoken; Be‐

hold, the altar shall be
rent”

9 1 Kings 17:14 The widow’s meal and oil

10 Isaiah 7:14 The sign offered to Ahaz

11 Jonah 3:4 “Yet forty days, and Nin‐

eveh shall be over‐

thrown” (did not hap‐

pen; see below)

12 Mark 2:10–11 “That ye may know that
the Son of man hath
power… Arise”

13 Luke 1:20 Zacharias struck dumb,
announced as it happens

14 John 11:23 “Thy brother shall rise
again”

15 Matthew 16:21 and paral‐
lels

The resurrection, predict‐
ed repeatedly

16 Matthew 12:40 “The sign of the prophet
Jonas”: three days

17 Acts 1:5, 8 The Spirit, “not many
days hence”

18 Acts 13:11 Elymas blinded, an‐

nounced in the moment
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# Passage What was announced

19 John 13:19 The betrayal: “I tell you
before it come”

U N A N N O U N C E D  S I G N S  ( 2 7 )

# Passage Sign

1 Genesis 11 Babel

2 Exodus 3 The burning bush

3 Leviticus 10:2 Fire consumes Nadab and
Abihu

4 Numbers 12 Miriam’s leprosy

5 Numbers 22 Balaam’s donkey

6 Judges 6:17–21 Fire from the rock for
Gideon (a sign asked for,
form not specified)

7 Judges 14–16 Samson

8 1 Samuel 5 Dagon falls before the ark

9 2 Samuel 6:7 Uzzah

10 1 Kings 17:22–24 The widow’s son raised:
“Now by this I know that
thou art a man of God”

11 2 Kings 2:14 Elisha parts the Jordan

12 2 Kings 2:24 The bears

13 2 Kings 6:6 The axe head floats

14 2 Chronicles 26:19 Uzziah’s leprosy

15 Daniel 3 The furnace

16 Daniel 5 The writing on the wall

17 Daniel 6 The lions’ den

18 Jonah 1–2 The storm, the lot, the fish

19 John 2:11 Water into wine: “and his
disciples believed on
him”
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# Passage Sign

20 John 6 Feeding the five thousand

21 Matthew 14 Walking on water

22 Matthew 17 The transfiguration

23 John 9 The man born blind

24 Acts 3 The lame man at the
temple gate

25 Acts 5:1–11 Ananias and Sapphira

26 Acts 9 The road to Damascus

27 Acts 12 Peter’s release

TA L LY

Column Count Share

Pre-stated tests 21 31%

Called shots 19 28%

Unannounced signs 27 40%

Total 67

Counting is a judgment call at the edges; another reader would

move a handful of entries. The proportions won’t change much.
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W H E R E  T H E  S I G N S  FA L L

Each entry in the survey counted by the section of the Bible it appears in, with the rate

per 100 chapters on the right.

The signs don’t thin out in a smooth line. They come in bursts:

around the exodus and the conquest, around Elijah and Elisha,

and  around  Jesus  and  the  first  church,  with  long  silences  be‐

tween. By rate, Acts is the busiest book in the survey. Then they

stop. The letters record no sign given to settle anyone’s belief,

and neither do the wisdom books. So the count supports a nar‐

rower claim than a steady decline: public intervention comes in

bursts, and after the last one the record expects no more while the

trial  is  running.  (Canonical  order  isn’t  strict  chronology;  the

wisdom books and the prophets overlap the history they sit be‐

side.)
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W H AT  T H E  C O U N T  S AY S

The broad claim fails

It isn’t true that biblical signs usually come with conditions set in

advance. Fewer than a third do (21 of 67). The largest group is

signs that simply happen.

The narrower claim holds

Add the called shots, and more than half the signs (40 of 67) were

fixed before the result, either by a human condition or by a divine

announcement. Unannounced signs are the minority.

Disputes get tests

The sharpest pattern is in what happens next.  When an unan‐

nounced sign is followed by a dispute, a designed test tends to

follow:

The burning bush comes without warning. Moses asks what

to do if the people don’t believe him, and Exodus 4 gives

him signs with conditions attached.

Dagon falls on his face in the night. After the plagues that

follow, the Philistines design a test of their own: the cows

(1 samuel 6).

The widow’s son is raised, and she draws the conclusion

herself. Nobody disputes it, so no test follows.

An unannounced sign persuades the person it happens to. When

the result has to stand up in front of doubters, the record shifts to

stated conditions.

• 

• 

• 
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Demands for proof are refused

After  the  withdrawal,  when  opponents  demand  a  sign,  they

don’t get the one they asked for:

There shall no sign be given unto this generation (marK 8:12).

Herod hoped to have seen some miracle done by him (luKe 23:8),

and got nothing, not even an answer.

If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself down (matthew 4:6).

Refused.

Let him now come down from the cross, and we will believe him

(matthew 27:42). Refused.

The one exception is Thomas, who gets his exact condition met.

But Thomas is a follower who wants to believe, not an opponent

demanding a show. Every demand for proof from an opponent in

the gospels is refused, or answered only with the sign of Jonah

(matthew 12:39), which nobody could collect on the spot. That’s

a  checkable  claim,  and it’s  what  the  withdrawal  predicts:  evi‐

dence you can’t refuse produces nothing worth having, so it isn’t

handed to people who would only use it to be forced.

One called shot missed on purpose

Jonah announced  Yet forty days,  and Nineveh shall  be  overthrown

(Jonah 3:4), and it didn’t happen. By a strict reading of Deuteron‐

omy 18:22, that makes Jonah a false prophet. The record answers

the objection itself:  If that nation, against whom I have pronounced,

turn from their evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do unto

them (Jeremiah   18:8).  Judgment prophecies carry a built-in exit.

It’s  the Pharaoh curse in reverse:  God called a shot so that he

wouldn’t have to take it.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The furnace refuses to become a test

Before  the  furnace,  the  three  young men say  God can deliver

them,  But if  not… we will not serve thy gods (daniel  3:18).  They

won’t turn it into a test. Their obedience doesn’t depend on the

result. It’s the grace test from chapter 4, applied to faith: belief for

nothing.
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Questions for Discussion

For a book club, a class, or one reader with a pencil. Take a Part at a

time.

Part One: The Setup

The prologue says the water on Carmel was “removing a con‐

found.” Is reading a miracle as procedure a help to faith, or a

threat to it?

Chapter 2 says what we need to know is “never withheld from

us,” only hidden. Where in your own life has something

important been hidden in plain sight?

Chapter 4 calls grace, given with nothing expected back, the

one thing appetite can’t produce. Can you remember a kind‐

ness done for you that no one else ever saw? What did it tell

you about the giver?

Part Two: The Protocol

Job was never told the terms of his trial. Would it have been

kinder to tell him? Would it have been the same trial?

Job’s wife is never taken. How do you read her words to him,

and her place in the story?

Part Three: The Record

The Bible keeps the incest, the murders and the failures of its

heroes. Does that make it more believable to you, or less?

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

1. 
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In Moriah, “the one sacrifice of a child that God commanded

never happened.” Does that help with Genesis 22, or does the

command still stand in the way?

The Pharaoh curse says people are judged by their own words.

Have you ever pronounced a sentence on someone else and

later found it described you?

The older son in the parable “talks like an employee.” Where

do you catch yourself treating your place with God as wages?

Chapter 14 finds a control group, a null hypothesis, replication

and peer review scattered through the record, and Paul tells

his readers to Prove all things (1 thessalonians 5:21). Is a faith

that invites testing stronger or weaker for it? What would you

test first?

Part Four: Absence

God is never named in the Hebrew text of Esther. Where have

you seen what looked like chance turn out to be something

more?

Jonah ran because he knew God would be merciful to his ene‐

mies. Who would you least want God to forgive?

Ecclesiastes says who knoweth. Is it a comfort or a problem that

the Bible keeps a book of honest doubt?

Part Five: The Called Shot

Chapter 19 says the terms are already written in us, and that

none of us has kept them. Do you agree with both halves?

Chapter 20 calls the manna a daily test of trust, and asks

whether enough will be enough. What would “enough for

today” look like in your life?

Chapter 22 says that withdrawing a treatment is not with‐

drawing care. What does it mean to keep someone to the end?

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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The two thieves were in the same condition: one asked for a

way down, the other asked to be remembered. Thomas asked

for proof, and he was answered too. Which of the three sounds

most like you, and on which days?

Epilogue

“God sees everything.” When you hear that, is it a threat, a

comfort, or both? Did the book change your answer?

4. 

1. 
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Glossary

Terms this book uses in a particular way, and the biblical, legal and original-

language words it leans on. Chapter numbers show where each is developed.

Accuser. The prosecutor in the heavenly court. In Hebrew ha-satan is a

job title before it is a name. A real enemy, permitted to test and never

hired (Three Readers; ch. 2, 5, 12).

Admissible. Fit to be entered as evidence. The book argues the record

was kept the way evidence is kept, damaging material included (ch. 6).

Advocate. The one who stands beside the accused and pleads for them

(1 John 2:1). The Greek is paraclete, which the King James also renders 

Comforter (John 14:16).

aionios. Greek, “of the age.” Used for both “everlasting punishment”

and “life eternal” in Matthew 25:46; whether it means endless or age-

long is an old dispute (ch. 24).

antidikos. Greek, the opposing party in a lawsuit. Peter’s word for the

devil in 1 Peter 5:8 (Three Readers).

Called shot. An outcome announced before it happens, with no terms

negotiated, so that it can be checked afterward (ch. 1, 11, 23).

Canon. The books admitted to the record. The evidence that was

entered, not everything that existed (Three Readers; ch. 6).

charis. Greek, “grace”: favor given, not earned (ch. 4).

Covenant. A promise before it is anything else, built like a treaty:

parties, terms, obligations, witnesses, and penalties for breach. It means

something only if the one who makes it can deliver. Testament translates

the same Greek word (Three Readers; ch. 1, 19, 23).
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Custodian. A keeper. Humanity’s first assigned job, to dress it and to keep

it (genesis 2:15), and the question of what we owe whoever is in our

keeping, to the end (ch. 1, 22).

Daysman. An arbitrator who can lay a hand on both parties. Job asks

for one and finds none (Job 9:33). The book reads the Son as the answer

(ch. 5, 10).

dōrean. Greek, “freely, as a gift, for nothing.” The Greek Old Testament

uses it for the accuser’s for nought in Job 1:9; Paul uses it for being 

justified freely by his grace (romans 3:24) (ch. 4).

Falsification condition. The result that would prove a claim wrong,

stated in advance. For the accuser’s claim, it is Job refusing to curse God

(ch. 5, 10, 17).

First positive. The first confirmed case of the trait the test is looking for.

The book gives the title to Abraham (ch. 7).

go’el. Hebrew, “kinsman-redeemer”: the relative with the right to buy

back land or a person. Job’s redeemer (Job 19:25); Boaz in Ruth (ch. 5).

Grace. Favor that is not payment. The book calls it the tell: the one thing

appetite cannot produce (ch. 4).

Jubilee. The fiftieth year, when the Law returned land to its original

families. The land was never sold for good (leviticus 25) (ch. 2).

Justification. A verdict: declared righteous, as a court declares someone

not guilty. It says nothing about the defendant’s character, though in

Paul a new life follows it (romans 6:4) (ch. 4, 24).

KJV. The King James Version (1611), the translation quoted throughout

(A Note on the Text).

Mark of Cain. The sign God set on Cain lest any finding him should kill

him (genesis 4:15). A protection, not a curse; the record never describes

it. Read here as a safe-conduct, later misused by Lamech, and much

later by readers who turned it into a curse (ch. 3).

Melchizedek. King of Salem and priest of the most high God, who

meets Abraham with bread and wine (genesis 14:18). Both offices in one
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person, with no recorded descent: the pattern Hebrews applies to Christ

(ch. 8).

Moriah. The mountain where Abraham was told to offer Isaac and a

ram was offered in the stead of his son (genesis 22:13); later the site of

Solomon’s temple (2 chronicles 3:1) (ch. 9).

Pattern. The original the tabernacle was copied from: the pattern shewed

to thee in the mount (Hebrews 8:5, quoting Exodus 25:40). The original

ark is later seen in heaven (revelation 11:19) (ch. 18).

Pharaoh curse. The pattern in which people pronounce their own

sentence and it is carried out on them: be it according to thy word

(exodus 8:10) (ch. 12).

Protocol. The terms of a test: what is being tested, the limits, and what

would count as failure. The book reads Job as the protocol (ch. 5).

Prove. Hebrew nasah, to put to the test to find out what something is

made of. The KJV has tempt in Genesis 22:1 and prove for the manna

(exodus 16:4) and the wilderness years (deuteronomy 8:2) (ch. 9).

Red team. In security work, a team that plays the enemy to find a

system’s weak spots. Here, the accuser: a real enemy, not God’s

employee, whose attacks God permits and bounds (Job 1:12). The

picture breaks at one point: a real red team is hired, and the accuser is

not (Three Readers).

Redemption. Buying back something sold or someone bound. A

commercial and legal term before it is a religious one (ch. 5, 10).

Royal priests. The first job description: dominion (genesis 1:26) and

service in the garden (genesis 2:15). Lost in the garden, and restored at

the end: kings and priests (revelation 5:10) (ch. 8).

Sandbox. In software, a bounded environment where something new

can run without touching anything outside. The book’s name for the

garden (ch. 1), and for the walls God moves around Jonah without

overriding him (ch. 16).
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Seam. A place where the sandbox touches what is outside it: objects like

the ark and the tabernacle, and moments like Jacob’s ladder or the

Transfiguration (ch. 18).

Septuagint. The Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures made

before Christ; the version the New Testament writers most often quote

(A Note on the Text).

shamar. Hebrew, “to keep, to guard.” The verb in Genesis 2:15 (ch. 1,

22).

Sin. From a word meaning to miss the mark: the distance between what

was asked and what was done.

Sons of God. The members of the heavenly court in Job and elsewhere;

in one old reading of Genesis 6:2, the same court crossing a line (ch. 3,

5).

Substitution. One party standing in for another. In this book, both the

sequence of human authorities that failed and the one who didn’t

(ch. 10).

Testament. The same Greek word as covenant. The English word shares

a Latin root, testis, with testimony: a witness (Three Readers; ch. 23).

Withdrawal. God’s stepping back from direct, public intervention, so

that belief can be chosen rather than compelled. It comes in bursts with

long silences between, and after the first church the record expects no

more while the trial is running (ch. 1, 2, 10, 17; Appendix).
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