THE BIBLE’S DEVELOPING STORY OF SALVATION

An Interpretive Overview  –  Bob Wilson
The Bible’s human writers sought to faithfully record the story of Jews (O.T.) and Christians (N.T.).                They developed what God appeared to progressively reveal about His “salvation” intended for the whole world.                    We will need to grasp the story’s major themes and flow before we can make sense of its’ details.                                  Knowing the promises of the O.T. story will be vital in recognizing what Jesus fulfills in the N.T.

                                              The Old Testament – Story of Israel
The Jews’ view of God gave life its’ meaning.   So in Genesis 1-11, while suffering exile in Babylon, they modified pagan creation stories to show how they saw the human predicament in light of God’s character.   

Stories of other cultures said that multiple gods had battled violently to shape the creation days!   This left us trapped amid nature’s competing & capricious powers,  anxious about which one to appease next.  But Israel uniquely recognized that One Lord was behind the whole universe (Isa 44:6-20).  Other gods were 1st seen as inferiors (Ps 95:3; 2 Kgs 17:35-9),  but soon Israel’s main affirmation recognized that fully trusting ourselves to the One Source who unifies everything  is what allows us to be more secure & whole (Dt 6:4f).

In Genesis, the creation is not the bodies of deities, but a separate reality from God.    Religions tried to keep life stable by appeasing the gods, or to just accept what happens.  But if God & nature are different things, what happens  may not be what ‘ought’ to happen,  and history brings evils that must be changed.

It’s vital that God’s character is a model of moral good.    Selfish pagan gods put us in danger by creating us in order to benefit and feed them.    But Israel’s God creates humanity as one family,  and develops the creation to bless and nourish us (1:29).    Israel saw that this Source of our being must be personal like us, not detached, but caring for us like a parent.    God seeks our welfare, lifts people out of slavery, and has compassion on widows & orphans.   For God embodies eternal righteousness and compassion toward all.  

The creation God orders is “good,”  but from the start, it is not portrayed as ‘perfect,’  but as a formless abyss of “darkness” over a threatening “deep” (1:1f; 31; Ps 74:13f)!     One unexplained ‘creation,’ a serpent,  is already challenging God’s values   (3:1-5)!    But God is introduced as the invisible “Spirit”  hovering with care to bring order out of this chaos (1:2-19),  the One still at work in creation (Ps 104:30; 65:9f; Job 33:4). 

Thus even before sin is depicted, our calling is given as sharing with God in a necessary “subduing” rule  over challenges found in creation.    We are created in “God’s likeness,”  which is then explained as made to share in God’s caring “dominion” over the created world (1:26-28;  2:15,19).    Thus, in pursuing a people and creation that are all we are meant to be, God emphasizes becoming moral choice-makers, not simply followers of our innate instincts.  So he calls us to “learn to do good” & to “Choose life” (Isa 1:16f; Dt 30:19).                  
                                                                                                                                                                  Since “Adam” means ‘Mankind’ (male & female-5:1f),  his story of making a bad choice about one tree can portray all humanity’s challenge with choices.   It portrays earliest mankind as just like us.  We are easily deceived and we resist God’s pursuit of a good world.   For we all enter existence as finite creatures, only able to see life through the eyes of our ego-centered self.   We begin experientially ignorant that what his Spirit tells us is truly best.  We doubt that ignoring his way will bring judgment’s practical consequences.  

Instead of trusting that God’s wisdom has our interests at heart, our pride seeks to be independent,  & fill our need by grabbing created things (3:1-6).   3:7-13 illustrates that we have always been inclined to denial, fear, excuses, and blaming others.    We are God’s uniquely valued offspring, and thus are to “rule as those a little lower than God” (Ps 8:4-6)!    But we are a mix of good and bad,  made of dust with moral limitations (Ps 103:14,15).   Thus, God calls us to be more than an animal, and to go beyond our self.         But arriving “sinful at birth” means that we “miss the mark”  of what God calls us to be  (Ps 51:5). 

Even when Adam’s relationship with God is ideal,  it is “not good”  without human relationships that we are made for (2:18)!    But sin disrupts our roles in relationships.    Sin gets exposed by its’ consequences, just as it had in Babylon.   Being alienated from God’s Spirit means  we will be as dead as the “dust”  we are.    In Babylon, Israel was exiled from God’s presence in Zion’s Temple.   So spiritual death is pictured as being exiled from the garden of Eden, representing being separated from God’s presence (Gen 3:16-19,23f). 
The source of evil is not explained.   The Bible’s story focuses on what God is doing  to enable victory over the powerful evil that we all face.    Therefore, we see a gracious God  who covers Adam’s shame, softens the threat of instant physical “death,”  and restores man’s mission to be “fruitful” (3:20f; 4:25-5:32)!    Indeed, Genesis 3:15 encourages Israel that the woman’s “seed” will ultimately “crush” evil’s power!

But all the stories in Genesis 1-11  illustrate how the reality of our sinful ego continues,  using the same 3-fold pattern:   Sin(Judgment(Grace.    Hence, our wrongful choices call for consequences of divine judgment.   Yet this is still followed by God’s gracious pursuit of what we are meant to be.

Cain’s insecurity produces angry violence,  exiling him from home.   But God’s grace protects him  so he can be fruitful again (4).  In pagan stories, a flood punishes for waking god up!   But in 6-8, man’s violence  to each other brings the watery chaos (Cf 1:2).   Yet even rescuing Noah does not change his heart (9:21-27).    God’s grace  vows not to repeat such ineffective judgment,  and preserves a few to re-start Man’s calling (9-10; cf 1:28/9:1,7).  A sin that put Jews in Babylon, Babel’s pride, elevated them (11)!    He again limited evil by ‘scattering’ sinners.  But His grace and pursuit of a righteous humanity now seems to end with Babel!                                                                                                          

  *    *    *   *    *    *   *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *   *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *   *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *   *    *

Yet then Gen. 12 (c. 2000 BC) brings a new approach to the nations’ need to overcome evil.   God’s promise now focuses on creating just one “great nation” from Abraham.    God preserves his life (12:17f),  and that of his only son (22:13f).    So Abraham becomes a model of self-giving (13:9; 14:15f) & trusting God’s leading              

                                                                                                                                                                                                   (12:1-4; 22:3-9). 

It is difficult to understand why the God of all the nations would choose one small people for such an advanced understanding of God, morality, and justice.    But, Jews sensed that God’s sheer grace had  just revealed this to them (Dt 7:6-8).    They saw that they had no superior wisdom to deserve it, and that they were not chosen for privilege,  but for a painful servant role of restoring the larger world (Isa 26:18).      For the specific purpose of this covenant is that “all people on earth will be blessed through you” (12:3).

In those days, promises were sealed as a covenant  by walking through the blood of an animal cut in two, signifying:   ‘If I break this promise, may I be like this carcass.’    Only God does this (15; Cf Jer 34:18f), and re-promises to provide Issac, the child who fulfills the coveant (16).     So, unremoveable “circumcision” is adopted as a physical “sign”  confirming the permanence of God’s “everlasting” covenant with them.  Thus, it was seen as required, even for all Gentile converts who shared in these promises (17:9-14; Ex 12:48).         
In 12-25, it’s hard to trust and obey God’s promises.  Abraham (& Sarah) take it into their own hands, and  invite pain.    But as God’s grace rescues & provides,  he learns to obey & trust to God the very son (Issac) essential to fulfilling God’s great promises (22).   His obedience confirms God’s promises to bless all the earth will prevail (22:15-18).    But 18-50’s stories of family dysfunction and generational breakdowns seem to endanger God’s promises.     For Israel is an example of man’s disobedience that produces judgment.  
But God does all it takes to faithfully preserve the promised family line.   God is intent on using even  their foolish decisions to replace evil with righteousness  and ultimately fulfill his purpose for his people.           In 25-36: God’s promise to Abraham is reaffirmed to his son (Issac) and grandson, Jacob (renamed Israel), whose sons become its’ twelve tribes.    Revealing Jacob’s devious character especially shows that only God’s grace brings him to the right response (32),  and confirms that his line will bless all humanity (28:14).                                                                                                                     

37-50   exposes that Joseph’s family is unhealthy too.    It also takes God’s working to reconcile them    and achieve His good purpose,  even out of what they intended for evil (50:20)!    A famine explains why  they went to Egypt.   They multiplied there 400 years, until its’ fearful king put them into slavery  (47:27). 

                          *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Exodus     When they cry out, God calls Moses to rescue them.   This affirms his promise to Abraham to make them a nation (3:6-10; 6:1-8).     Just as Adam’s rejection of God’s way brot consequences, Egypt now faced “curses” for abusing Israel.    But these plagues, and Israel’s deliverance, are to help Pharaoh and “all the earth” see that God is Lord of all (5:2; 7:16f; 9:16).    God is praised for again conquering the chaos of the “sea” (15:8).    For Jews, God revealed himself in life,  and history’s events carried great meaning  & taught them.    So the Exodus had to mean that He is the liberator of the oppressed (Ex 6:3,6; 20:2; Dt 6:21f).    

God was powerful and loving toward all.   It follows that God expects us also to be good (Dt 10:18f; Am 9:7).      So Israel’s calling was not to assuage nature’s powers like pagans did, but to obey God’s will.   Looking back, they found His caring hand at each step (Abraham, Issac, Jacob & Joseph).   Only His unearned grace upon Israel could explain why they continued as a nation.    They celebrated this deliverance in a yearly “Passover” meal (12-13:16),  praying that God would again deliver them from their own day’s suffering!  

Moses’ Law &  Mt. Sinai’s Covenant (19:1-6)  gave Israel the conditions for experiencing God’s blessings.  “The whole earth” is God’s.    Thus, He calls all of Israel to be obedient “priests” who fulfill their calling to be mediators that draw all people to God’s goodness.     “Observe My laws; this will show My wisdom to the nations…  and all people on earth will see” (Dt 4:6-8; 28:9f).    God’s Law was not given to earn their relationship with Him.   For God had first freely saved His undeserving people out of Egypt.   The Law that He now gives Moses (20-40) is also to bless them, yet as a response to his grace, it is vital to obey it.   

It was to shape every part of their life & prevent moral disaster in areas like violence, wealth, sex, and  speech.    Laws appear designed to set them apart from tempting values & vile practices of the gods of other cultures, which they were tempted to embrace  (including child sacrifice:  2 Kgs 16:3; 17:17; Ezek 20).          Laws reveal profound advances in the values of justice and compassion, usually placing people above property.   Still, some laws resemble rules & penalties of other ancient cultures that today seem immoral.      Recognizing our perversity, it’s even said, “God gave them laws that were not good” (Ezek 20:25; cf  Mt 19:8). 
People in those days knew of two kinds of covenants:        (1) A ruler simply promises to bless his people       (e.g. God’s unconditional promise to Abram: cf 2 Sam 7:11-16).  (2) Both sides make pledges & these promises require meeting the conditions,  or judgment follows  (e.g. Moses’ covenant).    The Scripture pursues this  tension between salvation as unconditional and conditional.    God’s love, being unconditional, “endures forever,”  but God does not accept every behavior,  and enjoying God’s blessing is conditional.     At end, the story requires an obedience & righteousness in us, while affirming that this is a result of God’s grace. 

In the OT,  “salvation” meant being chosen, and then rescued out of Egypt.    Salvation meant enjoying God’s blessings in the present world: God’s protection, provision, health, and also well-being in Israel’s promised land (Lev 26:3-13; Dt 28:3-14).    Their word, shalom, meaning wholeness in body and spirit, pointed to this blessing of becoming what we’re meant to be.    While partially enjoyed now, gaps in obedience led them to look for a future age when God would bring a greater faithfulness and complete wholeness 

                                                                                                                                                    (Jer 31:31-34).  

Moses’ Law was seen as doable, a gift that eternally guides all men to blessing (Dt 30:11-20; Ps 119:47,77,101-5,160;  Mt 5:18).    Yet perfect obedience was not required; only sincerely seeking to follow it, and to offer atonement that assured forgiveness when they fail.    But a continuing commitment to obedience was a condition for staying in salvation’s blessings, and being ‘justified’ (declared ‘righteous’) on Judgment Day.
Being counted as righteous required recognizing their guilt, repenting, and some practical righteousness.  This was produced by obediently trusting in God.     Thus, faith means they embrace God’s will as what is good.   But such righteousness was seen as a result of God’s gracious gift of choosing, correcting and  forgiving them.   Obedience revealed a faith that looked to God’s promises and grace, not to themselves. 

The Bible unexplainably sees both that God is sovereign,  yet we are free enough to be responsible.    This implies that in events,  God can respond to our choices by rewarding or punishing.    So, when they prosper, God must be blessing their obedience.   But their suffering was associated with sinning.  Letting them reap such pain  was still seen as a result of God’s loving purposes:  to deliver the oppressed, bring perpetrators to repentance, deter us from evil’s destructive ways, refine, and discipline us  (Deut 8:5).    

But O.T. writers quickly observed that sinners often unjustly prospered,  and God’s love was often good   to the wicked.   In addition, God could allow, and use, suffering in the lives of those who had not sinned  (e.g. Job 21:7-15; Ps 73; 37:16; Jer 12:1; Mal 3:15).   Later this reinforced a growing belief that dealings of judgment and reward needs to extend beyond this life, when God will fully rescue us from evil and put things right.
God’s commands were to promote justice & our well-being, to offer ‘light’ to bless all (Dt 10:13,18; Mic 4:2).  So His ‘anger’ seeks obedience, for our sake, not for God’s!    The destructive results of sin are seen as God’s active punishment.   Yet, these are also seen as its’ natural consequences.    Sin is choosing “that which does not profit,”  so that we are “brought down by our own wickedness,”  and are “trapped by our schemes” (Pr 11:5f).  Embracing false values (or gods)  intrinsically leads to destruction.  We build “cracked cisterns that can’t hold water.”     So, sin’s suffering  is what we “brought on ourselves”  (Jer 2:13,17-19; 44:7f). 

Worship Laws   detail a Tabernacle showing that God wanted his presence to be recognized at the center of Israel (Ex 25-31,35-40).    Its’ rituals and priesthood did not create the relationship God had already given them, but was to remind them of God’s promises and calling.   But this worship instruction is interrupted when they broke their covenant by building a golden calf,  an image of this world’s ‘gods’  that they can control.     This rebellion showed their distrust about God (32-34; Cf. 19:5f; Gen 3:5f).    But Moses appeals to God that if He rejected them, his promises would appear untrue.    So God agrees to give them the land. 

Leviticus  presents ways to maintain a right relationship with God.    Sabbaths and feasts reinforced their  focus upon God’s gracious deliverance and calling.    Distinguishing clean things from “unclean”  helped     a morally illiterate Israel tangibly grasp that God wanted a “holy” people, set apart from the world (10:10).   
Leviticus’ focus is on sacrifices offered by priests who represented the people in such rituals (8, 9, 21).    These assured ‘forgiveness,’  defined as restoring God’s covenant blessings  which sins had taken away.   All nearby pagan cultures saw sacrifices as appeasing the gods’ anger,  so that it would not vent on them.    And Israel’s use of sacrifices appears to please God and make ‘atonement’ (1:6,9; 4:27-35).   But Israel also reinterprets them as a gracious gift God himself “has given” to confirm his reconciling forgiveness (17:11).  

Yet, Israel treats them as a procedure that guarantees forgiveness.    So, later prophets denounce Israel’s trust in sacrifices, urging that God does not really want them.   Without a righteous and merciful life, the Day of Atonement won’t bring God’s acceptance (Isa 1:10-17; Am 5:25; Hos 6:6; Mic 6:6-8).   Such obedience was necessary to be counted among the righteous who enjoy salvation’s blessings.    Though God’s gracious deliverance preceded the sacrificial system,  God still required obedience, albeit imperfect  (Jer 7:21-23). 
A violent sacrifice underscored the seriousness of their sins,  and required admitting guilt.    A sacrifice never substituted for offering their selves to God.    It showed the cost of following God is offering our ‘best’ fruits (Mal 1:8,9;  Lev 22;  2 Sam 24:24).   Its’ aroma can symbolize sincere prayer rising to God (Isa 56:7; Lev 2:1f;  Rev 5:8).    It was a tangible offering expressing a repentant heart.     This implied commitment to obedience brought His forgiveness, and only He can determine if this was sincere (1 Sam 15:22; 1 Kgs 8:46-50).
It would be unjust to acquit the guilty by punishing someone innocent (Pr 17:15; Eze 18:4).   For their God is  forgiving,  yet does not fail to deal with the guilty (Ex  34:6,7).     A sacrifice cannot buy God’s forgiveness.  Nor does He need one to change his disposition.   For God’s merciful nature had always been able to for-
give the repentant.    Thus, sacrifice in itself did not secure forgiveness, cleanse sin, or effect atonement.  Yet sacrifice was ‘required,’ in that it was the symbol that God chose for assuring Israel of his blessings.

Numbers:  God rescued & provided,  but stubborn disobedience produced a long wait in the “wilderness.” Israel needs to quit this in the future (Neh 9:29; Ps 106:14).  Counting the army seemed optimistic for obtaining victory,  but grumbling and gossip led to fiery judgment on the camp (1-12).    When Israel’s spies report Canaan’s strength, fearful grumbling about God’s intentions invited destruction.  Moses intercedes & God forgives, yet vows none of an unbelieving generation can enter the Land (13f).   So, they wander 40 years!                                                                                                                                        

Deuteronomy:      Renewing the covenant  challenges a new generation (29).    Moses reviews lessons   of their history.    For blessing in the new land required obeying an expanded law,  which is “their right- eousness.”   It must be posted everywhere (6:1-25).   Loving God required obedient circumcised hearts that fulfill their mission to the world (10:16).    So, they must choose blessing (“life”) or ‘curses’ (“death:” 28,30)!   
Canaan’s Conquest: Joshua (c.1400) is chosen as the new Moses, leading a new ‘exodus’ (1:1-9).  God again goes before them to part the waters “so that all the earth may know” him (4:24).   Crossing the Jordan they secure the land (1-12).  They take Jericho’s central highlands, miraculously overcome the south & conquer the north’s united forces.   So the promise seems complete as the tribes divide the land (11:23; 21:43f; 13-22).  Then the Sinai covenant’s terms are renewed, with a warning not to worship idols like the nations (23,24).     

Stories of ‘holy war’  illustrated that they must only trust in God  who brings the victory in their battles (10:42; Dt 20; but cf Eph 6:12).    Their early perception of the way God called them to defeat evil and prevent perversity from infecting them, was through merciless warfare & extermination (6:21; 10:28-40; 11:20).  But later, God’s prophets saw God as calling them to “give up violence & war” (Eze 45:9; Job 16:17; Hos 2:18; 4:2f; 5:2; 10:13; 1:4f-cf 2 Ki 9:6f, 10:30;  Isa 1:15; 2:1-4; 9:5; Mic 4:1-4; Zec 9:10; cf 2 Sam 24:1 & 1 Chr 21:1; Tit 1:7; Mt 5:9; 38-48; 26:52).                                                                                                                                                         

Judges (1375-1050):   When their leader, Joshua, was gone, Israel’s tribes ignored their calling & embraced other ‘gods’ (e.g. Baal’s appealing fertility cult)!   So, foreign powers keep dominating them.   When they cry out, God appoints heroic judges who defeat these oppressors.  Yet their sin increases, and her judges get worse (Samson’s perversity)!   Citizens end up in civil war, raping & murdering each other.  For “Israel had no king & everyone did as they saw fit” (21:25).   So only God’s faithfulness to his covenant preserves her.

The Kings-1 Samuel:     Despite having the ark of the covenant (symbolizing God’s presence),  Israel’s sin means the Philistines crush her & capture the ark (1-4)!   God forces its’ return (5f) & gives barren Hannah, Samuel, who calls them to repent (5:19f; 7:3).   Yet fearful Israel asks for a king to fight its’ battles  “like all other nations.”  God warns, rejecting him as their King means they’ll suffer under kingship (8:5-20; 12:12-25).   But they insist it is vital for military alliances,  and God seems to accommodate to their hard hearts (8:21).   So Saul becomes king (1050).    But initial victories are followed by awful disobedience (15:23),  deranged pursuit of David (his chosen successor),  & suicide (31).   It confirms the folly of looking to an earthly king.

Yet God graciously makes kingship work with David and Solomon (1010),  and produces Israel’s national high point, under David who reflects God’s heart (becoming a model for God’s future king: 13:14).   In facing Goliath, David says the battle is the Lord’s,  already affirming that God intends to keep his promises (17).  David wins battles, captures Jerusalem,  consolidates power,  and purchases a Temple site  (2 Samuel  24).

David’s Psalms and devotion to God provides a model for Israel, its’ future kings & Messiah (1 Kgs 15:3). He shows grace to Saul’s family, and wins Israel’s security.   Yet Nathan must confront his adultery and murder (11,12)!    Repentance brings forgiveness,  yet judgment’s tragic consequences will remain for his family and successors.   These include a son’s death, and Absolom’s assault on his throne. 

And because of his violent role, David is disqualified to build a House for God (7:5; 1 Chr 22:8f).   Still, God makes an unconditional promise  to establish a “house” for him  (a family dynasty).    “I will raise up your offspring and establish his kingdom.    He will build a house for my name, and establish the throne of his kingdom forever;  & he shall be a son to me” (2 Sam 7:8-29).   God also punishes this son’s ‘wrongs,’ which shows that this is Solomon who fails.   So this promise cries out for a better heir in whom God will reign.   

God’s covenant with Abraham to make a great nation appeared secured by this promise to David.   Jews assumed David’s throne lasting “forever” meant that even “if his sons forsake My law… I will not violate my covenant.   David’s line will continue forever.”   But Babylon destroyed their line of kings.  And this implied, God had “renounced the covenant.”   Thus it appears that it was conditional  (Ps 89:30-39; 1 Kgs 2:3f). 

1 Kings:  David (970) names Solomon as his heir (known for his practical wisdom: 1-4; Prov; Eccl).   Now “at rest” he builds God’s Temple and places the Ark of the Covenant there (5-7).   This  meant God dwells in Zion (8).   So it appears the promises to Moses & David are fulfilled so that “all the earth may know God” 

                                                                                                                                                                                             (5:4; 8:10-21,56,60).   But Israel will never be united again.    For Solomon alienated many by his forced labor projects,  took pagan wives,  and built places to worship idols, ruining the covenant, and causing the kingdom to be torn apart (11:31-33).    Thus, in 930 BC,  it was divided by conflict between Judah’s two southern tribes  (under Rehoboam, Solomon’s son),  & Israel’s 10 northern tribes (under Jeroboam who built his own idol temples: 12)!

1 & 2 Kings  highlight how the kings desecrated the Temple and thus God as King,  resulting in Israel and  Judah’s exile in Babylon (cf Dt 12).   All of Israel’s kings failed, and only 2 of Judah’s 20 are rated faithful!          

1 & 2 Chronicles  (written 100 years after the exile) magnifies how Solomon completed the Temple, and reviews how he was promised an “everlasting throne” (1 Chr 17:11-14; 22; 28:1-8; 29:25).    This encouraged the  returnees to faithfully rebuild it and Jerusalem.    For Solomon was presented as an example for present leaders, and David exemplifies the Jews’ hope of a coming king who will fulfill God’s promises to Israel. 

Prophets:   The kings had the political power,  but led to a spiral of injustice & idolatrous alliances.   So God called forth prophets  who shaped spiritual life by speaking His Word.    After bravely challenging the king’s conscience,  they called the whole nation to faithfulness  (1 Sam 13:13f; 2 Sam 12:7-14; 1 Kgs 18-22).                                                                                                                                       

People assumed a nation’s success lay in their own power, and that of their gods.  Morality didn’t matter. But the prophets saw that even the least were created with a worth that kings must respect, and displayed God’s care for all (e.g. Naaman: 2 Kgs 5).   So they saw painful events as God’s wakeup call to pursue justice & social equality (Am 2:6f; 3:11).    They insisted the covenant’s terms for curses and blessings still applied, promising judgment & salvation in one breath.    God was revealing consequences that He wanted all the world to see.  Yet in Israel’s worst defeats  with only a remnant left,  God will never abandon her (Isa 42:6f).  

The Prophets before Exile  warned:  stubborn sin, unjust wealth  & abuse of the poor will bring a military thrashing and exile (Hos, Am, Isa, Mic., Zep, Nah, Hab).    A roller coaster of reforms and decline followed (2 Ki).  In the north, Jehu led Israel in defeating Ahab’s evil reign,  yet he also pursued idol worship (9).    Thus, Israel was vulnerable, and was demolished by Assyria (722).   The loss of their land & king (17)  was seen   as punishing the north’s constant disobedience of the covenant & idolatry that began with their first king. 

Judah did a bit better (17:19).   King Hezekiah looks to God, who delivers them from Assyria (18,19).   Still   he befriends a rising Babylon.   Isaiah warns that this will lead to Judah’s exile also (20:12-19).   Josiah tries to lead Israel to repent & reform,  but it’s too little, too late (23).   So in Zedikiah’s reign, Nebuchadnezzar destroys the royal family, Jerusalem, and the Temple,  dragging off most Jews to Babylon in 586 BC  (25).  

The Prophets during Exile     When the nation is crushed, it painfully looks like God’s power has failed  (Ps 80:12;  137:1;  Eze 10:18;  Lam).    During their long exile, it seemed that the glory of God in their Temple had been lost because of their sin.      But they are to bless the place in which they are planted,  and to  realize that God does not only care for Israel (Jer 29:7).   The prophets dash Israel’s hope of a quick return.        Still, God’s prophets kept alive the dream of restoration,  and the promise of having a just and godly king. 
Jeremiah saw Judah’s last days.  He was painfully rejected (11; 15:16-18) for warning about its’ trust in their sacrifices, and in meeting the Law’s external demands (7-10).     When God gains every nation’s worship, 

Israel’s national symbol, the Ark of the Covenant ,  will be irrelevant (3:16,17).     Repentant obedience and regard for others is what God wants.     So a Day of Judgment will crush Israel, not its’ enemies (32:21-24).    And yet, Israel will become fruitful, and God will still provide the promised Davidic King (23:1-8; 33:14-16)!

Ezekiel lived in Babylon and explained their painful exile.   Israel had long been immoral and unfaithful to God’s covenant  (4-9,16).    Thus, God’s “glory” had disastrously departed from her  (10,11).   Exile felt like spiritual death.  So his vision of restoring Israel involves a ‘resurrection’ (the coming age’s hope: 36:22-37:28).  He sees too that God will yet again conquer the enemy rulers (25-32),  and provide another ‘exodus’ into “their own land,” with ‘David’ as shepherd & king, so that all “will know that I am the Lord” (33-37).

A “New Covenant”    These 2 prophets expect God will uphold Abraham, Moses, & David’s covenants.  But in Jeremiah’s “new covenant,” they will “know God” without ritual, and experience forgiveness  (31: 31-34; 32:39f).   Still, upholding Sinai’s insistence on obedience, amid “hearts of stone,” requires creating a people who keep God’s ‘law,’  because it’s internalized in their hearts.   In Ezekiel, the Spirit of God will give them the obedient and loving “circumcised” heart that God always sought  (36:26f; 11:19f; Deut 10:11-16).   Jews believed this victory over sin,  and even a resurrection of the dead,  would change life in this world.   

Daniel (1-6)  describes how the King of all the earth remains at work in faithful Jews,  even during exile.    His apocalyptic vision (7-12) ends in an “everlasting kingdom, when all rulers will worship & obey Him,” and shows that God will accomplish His purposes in the coming empires  (7:27; 2:44).
“The Day of the Lord”   is seen as a future time that would fulfill God’s promises and judgment, by                delivering Israel from her national foes into a great new age.    This Day of the Lord envisioned this sequence: (1) Judgment on Israel’s own corruption first.  (2) Judgment on the nations who oppressed Israel.   (3) Repentance, then salvation for Israel and the world   (E.g. Zep 1, 2, 3  & Eze 1-24, 25-32, 33-38).   

Isaiah thus rebukes proud enemy nations,  who do not realize that they are simply God’s instruments      for thrashing Israel.   Using cosmic images for a holy war, the coming Day will destroy this arrogance, defeat God’s enemies, restore His people, and cleanse the whole creation (10:12-19; 13:1-13; 24-27; Joel 3:9-16).       Thus Israel calls on God to defend her and punish the nations (Ps 83).    However, the prophets insist that such relished restoration will first require painful judgment  that purifies Israel’s own sins  (Amos 5:18-20).  

God’s Judgment was seen to come through history’s events.   Since a loving God wouldn’t abandon us,   it was assumed suffering must have a purpose.    While Israel had Abraham’s unconditional promises,  violating the conditions of Sinai’s promises  meant receiving painful results from evil nations.    Thus, the future warnings in prophecies are conditional, depending on whether they repent (Jer 18:7-10; Jnh 3:10).  God’s O.T. wrath is usually brought through men’s evil choices.   Yet God’s activity in them is seen as accomplishing redemption.  “You meant it for evil, but God intended it for good!”  (Gen 50:20; Phil 1:15-18). 
But as an expression of God’s love,  wrath is always for the purpose of restorative correction that can change our choices: “When Your judgments come, the people learn righteousness.  I punished them and hid my face in anger…  But I will heal them, I will guide them and restore”  (Isa 26:9; 57:16-18).   “I will not   be angry forever…  I will cure you of back-sliding” (Jer 3:12,13,,22).    So His ‘fire’ of judgment is to purify:  “He’ll be like a Refiner’s Fire & purge away your dross”  (Mal 3:2f; Zec 13:9; Isa 1:25; 4:3f; 33:14f; 48:10; Num 31:23). 

“You’ve kindled my anger & it will burn forever…   an unquenchable fire will completely destroy them.  Yet “the Lord’s anger won’t turn back  until He fully accomplishes his purposes… I will forgive their sin. Moab will be destroyed…  Then she will be ashamed…  for I have broken her.   A fire will pursue them until I’ve made an end of them… Yet I will restore her in the days to come”  (Jer 17:4,27; 25:9; 30:24; 31:34; 48f).  For God’s love “endures forever,” and triumphs over His ‘wrath,’ which is declared to be temporary.                         Thus, “His compassions never fail…   For no one is cast off by the Lord forever”  (Lam 3:22, 31,32).           

God’s wrath can be seen as harsh judgment that ‘cuts off’ disobedient Israel ‘forever.’  But the same texts then tell us it won’t last, since a God who restores won’t do that.   “You are destroyed Israel…  but I will heal your waywardness & love you freely…I will not carry out my fierce anger.   For I am God, the Holy One,  not a human being!”  (Hos 13:9; 14:4; 11:9).    “The fortress will become a wasteland forever,  until the Spirit is poured on us… Zion says, ‘God has forsaken me.’  But can a mother forget the baby at her breast?   For a brief time, I turned my face from you, but with deep compassion, I will bring you back”  (Isa 32:14f;  

                                                                                                                                                                                                       49:14f; 54:7f). Prophets After the Exile:  In 538, Persia’s Cyrus defeated Babylon, and  released Jews to return & rebuild Jerusalem (Isa 44:24-45:7).    Ezekiel prophesied, God will conquer all enemies & live among Israel in a gol-den era as they re-build a new Temple (38-46).    But when enemies harassed them, work on it stopped (Ezr 1-4).     With no symbol of their identity, they married pagans & Jewish culture got weaker (9f; Neh 13:23-31).  

Haggai said, failure to rebuild God’s Temple had brought famine.    So they start again, with assurance that God would provide victory,  and a Temple of greater glory than Solomon’s Temple  (1:9-11; 2:21f, 1-9).  In Zechariah, the Temple is re-built  & God will be king “over the whole earth” (1:16f; 6:12f; 8:22f; 9:9f; 14:9). 

Ezra/Nehemiah:      Two great reformers reinforced Moses’ Law (Ezra in 458; 7-10).   Jerusalem’s temple was slowly rebuilt (516 BC; Ezr 1-6; Neh 6:15f).    Nehemiah completes the city walls &  routs the traitors (445). Despite restoring the Law, disobedience reappears  (13),  and God’s glorious return remains missing!

Malachi  prophecies last  that God still upholds Abraham’s covenant  and Moses’ insistence on obedient lives (1:2; 2:10; 4:4).   But he describes their disobedience:  insincere worship (1:6-2:4),  marital unfaithfulness (2:11-16), injustice to the needy (3:5) and robbing God (3:8-15).    So breaking the covenant will bring a severe purifying Lord’s Day.  Then a new Elijah will turn hearts to love & God returns to His temple (3:1-4; 4:1-6)!
The Coming KING:  Israel remained enslaved by evil empires.    Thus, Jews continued to seek God for a new Exodus.    They were looking for God to return to Jerusalem’s Temple and reign as their only King.

“Say among the nations, The LORD is King… He is coming to judge the earth…   He will suddenly come to his temple…  His glory will be revealed and all people will see it…  When He returns to Zion they will see it with their own eyes… all the ends of the earth will see our God’s salvation” (Ps 96:10-13; 80:1f; 10:16-18; 

                                                                                                                                                                            47; 145:10ff Mal 3:1; Isa 40:5,10f; 52:8,10).
It was not clear how this would happen.   It seemed that God must rescue Israel, re-occupy the Temple,  defeat the nations,  and reign over all, so that all nations will come to Zion and recognize God as King. 

God’s kingdom  will be established on earth,  and Israel hoped this would fulfill her nationalist dream of ruling over the nations.     But His prophets warn, God’s judgment will fall on Israel’s neglect of God’s values.    Other nations also endure judgment, in order to bring them into relationship with Israel’s God.  

Ezekiel 34  hints that God’s kingship will also happen through his representative,  a new “anointed one”  (= Messiah) like king David.  “You shepherds of Israel…You do not feed my sheep… you have not sought the lost… Thus says the LORD, I myself will seek out my sheep… I will seek the lost…I will feed them.”    But a Davidic kingship is again predicted (cf. 2 Sam 7)!    “I will set one shepherd over them, my servant David, and he shall feed them.   Then they’ll know that I their God, am with them.”     Ps. 2:  “The kings   of the earth set themselves against the Lord  and His anointed…  Then the One enthroned above says to me, I have set my king on Mt. Zion… You are my son…  I’ll make the ends of the earth your possession” 
God’s last 2 prophets (Mal; Zec) see His glory is not in the temple (Eze 43:1-5) but promise God will yet come:   “I will send my messenger to prepare the way.    Then, Jehovah you are seeking will come to his Temple.    But who can endure that day?    For He will be like a refiner’s fire”  (Mal 3:1-5).   “The Lord says, ‘I will return and dwell in Jerusalem…  I will be faithful and save My people.”     Yet this reign also seems to come in human form:  “See, your king comes to you victorious, lowly & riding on a donkey…  the battle bow will be broken, he will proclaim peace to the nations.   His rule will extend to the ends of the earth.”                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                                                                (Zec 8:3f; 9:9-11).

                                            Appendix:  ISAIAH’s Summary of God’s Plan

Like other prophets, Isaiah sees God’s goal is that,  “All the earth will see God’s salvation,”  & share in it (52:9f; 2:2-5).  They’ll come to Zion & affirm God is King.  “I’ll make you a covenant for the people, a light for the nations, to open blind eyes & free the captives” (42:6f; 26:18f; 60:2f,14).   “Then all mankind will know I am your Savior”  (49:26; 40:5).   “God will destroy the shroud that unfolds all peoples… and wipe the tears from all faces” (25:7f; 19:21-5; Ps 65:2,5; 86:9).    For Isa. 40-66 envisions a restored Israel, not as land or power,  but a Day when the Spirit fills hearts, bringing salvation to all the earth  (44:3-5; 49:6).    God will even “call salvation their walls” (60:2,f, 14, 18).    Creation will be renewed as “a new heavens and earth”  (65:17-25). 

Exiles wrestled with the meaning of their suffering.  Some saw it as being for the world’s sake.  So Isaiah first sees all Israel as the suffering “servant” who “brings light & justice to all the earth” (41:8f; 42:1-7; 44:21)!  God’s covenant love will pour out his Spirit, & enable them to fulfill their mission to turn all men to God  (42:16; 44:1-5; 45:14-25).   Yet Israel is blind & fails to do this, needing correction herself  (42:18-25).   So, 49:3-9 seems to shift to one faithful Israelite who restores Israel, and is the light of the world that she should be.    

How such healing is achieved is shocking (52:13-53; 50:6f).   One man will voluntarily embrace the crushing death & exile that rebellious Israel has earned.   This is what will overcome evil and ultimately restore the world (55:5; 61).   So God’s mighty “arm” is not in power to crush enemies  (51:5; 52:10),  but in a humiliated “servant,”  who brings mercy to Israel,  to the ones who violently inflicted their “transgression” on him!

                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (52:14-53:8) Israel despised him & wrongly “considered” him “stricken by God” (3,4).    But he really suffers because  sinners inflicted evil on him & he absorbed it (8d; 12c)!    It is God’s “will” to lay this affliction on him (10),  in the sense that for others’ sake, God unsparingly calls him to live out his own message of peace toward enemies, and to willingly bear their abuse.    Because of this obedience, God will “lift up and exalt” him.  God will see that the servant will “be satisfied,”  and see “the light of life” after his death  (52:13; 53:10,11).  

The “knowledge of him” will ‘heal’ & ‘make many righteous’ (11b, 5d).    It appears that “understanding” (52:15) that the servant absorbed such sin  will draw all nations and enable us to turn from “our own way”  to His way  (6; 45:20-25; 66:18-23).   How the Potter will use this suffering to secure His promises is unclear (45:9; 46:10f; 64:8).   But saving even Egypt & Assyria suggests that he is committed to all (19:18-25; Eze 16:53).    

Jewish Views of their History between the Old and New Testaments
The return of some to Jerusalem from exile seemed to fulfill God’s promise (Dt 30:1ff).    But even those who came back compromised with the culture, and for 400 years God seemed silent.  New hearts were not seen, and the new Temple seemed shabby compared to Solomon’s  (Hag 2:3; Ezek 3:12).   Greeks dominated Israel (331-164 BC), put the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek, and pressed for a uniform pagan culture.   In 167 BC, their ruler robbed the Jews’ Temple to pay tribute to Rome, burned their Torah, outlawed circumcision and Sabbath, and sacrificed a pig in the Temple!   Hence, it felt as if Jews were still in spiritual exile.    So they asked, ‘Why doesn’t God deliver us?              

But in 164 BC, the devoted, outnumbered rebel Maccabees  won amazing revenge,  and rededicated their Temple.   Achieving independence  re-convinced Jews that their history showed that God repeatedly restores their kingdom, when they devote themselves to keeping His Law,  and trust Him enough to risk taking up arms  (Deut 30:9,16). 

Yet their own rulers compromised with pagan culture, and in 63 BC Rome’s empire seized Israel.   It ruled through Jewish puppet kings (Herod)  and governors (Pilate),  even appointing the Jews’ Temple priests.    It imposed brutal punishments and impoverishing taxes, and forced its’ culture down their throats.    So, Jews saw them as Daniel’s final Beast (7:7,8).   Their hatred spilled onto all Gentiles, and collaborators such as tax-collectors.    They yearned for God’s promise to liberate them again, but their worldly compromises seemed to extend  & intensify their exile.    

They believed in “the coming age,” God would intervene to deliver them & fill a cleansed earth with justice, peace and knowing God.   Israel would rule all these nations, as they submitted to Jerusalem,  or they would be destroyed   (Isa 60:12,14; Ps 2:9).   They believed that a Davidic “anointed” (‘Messiah’) would lead a war driving out Rome,  and establish God’s kingdom,  and that God would raise faithful Jews from the dead (Dan 12:2) and return to the Temple as king (Malachi 3:1).     But speeding this along required  being ready to take up arms,  and studying and obeying Scripture’s Law that preserved their identity.    In summary,  this O.T. story ends with so many disappointments, that it cries out for a solution,  and makes us ask,  How will the New Testament actually fulfill Israel’s hopes? 

