SALVATION HISTORY- 3RD ITERATION 

[Man’s disgrace: God’s grace]

1. Summer School 2010

[Slide 1] Welcome to you all to what my fallible memory says is our 5th Summer School. In the first we examined “How the Bible was formed” In the second, we looked at some characters from the Bible. I recall doing a session on the book of Ruth. The third involved all kinds of creative activities. Writing that 50-word story stands out for me. Then came “Reel Christianity: that’s REEL. Do you remember watching Homer Simpson and discussing what counts as stealing? [Slide 2] And for 2010 comes “the big picture”.

It was back in March, that we learnt that Robert Harrison [slide 3], an amateur photographer, from West Yorkshire had set out to get some aerial shots of his home, A local view you might say. A cheap camera in an insulated box slung under a weather balloon did the trick [slide 4], except it went up more 20 miles above sea level. Mr Harrison said the results had been "phenomenal". [slide 5] "I could never have expected to get the results I have - you can see the curvature of the Earth, the blackness of space and the thin blue line that makes up the atmosphere." What he actually got was the big picture.

Week by week in church we look at “local views” from the bible: a passage here, a passage there. In this summer school we hope to step back and view a big picture: God in action through all time. 

[slide 6] Well we’ll have to divide all of time into our three Wednesday sessions! 
Week 1: From the beginning of time to the end of the OT

Week 2: From the end of the OT to the end of the apostolic age

Week 3: From the end of the apostolic age to end of time

A big rush perhaps. 

For weeks 2 and 3 Mike Terry will be your guide.
Today it’s me and we’ll travel through the OT. Here’s the map [handout]. And just as the map of the underground give just the sequence of stations this map merely gives the sequence of significant people and events.

2. The two-fold division of salvation history

Ever had a book, a novel perhaps, with a foreword; or if it’s a classy book perhaps it’s called a prologue? And have you ever passed over the foreword and jump in right at the start of the story?  And if its been a great story, have you gone back and read the foreword? And did you say: “Oh if I’d had read it first how much more I would have understood the story and appreciated it?” Well I quite understand: I’ve done just that myself.

Now the OT, the complete Bible, and indeed the whole of the big picture we are considering, which we come to call salvation history, can be divided into 2 parts: a prologue and the story. The prologue consists of Genesis 1-11. The story begins at chapter 12. The prologue describes the period, to use Milton’s famous description, of paradise lost. The story that follows is all about paradise regained.  This two-fold division is shown schematically in a handout [handout]. 

There are many views on the material to be found in Genesis 1-11, and interpretations of it too, but if you have never met the idea before, [slide 7] consider it now to be the prologue - the must-read foreword - to God’s story of salvation, 

Genesis 1-11-- the must-read foreword - to God’s story of salvation, 

3. Histories and the Old Testament

[Slide 8]

“The past is useless. That explains why it is past" [Wright Morris]. 

O yes there’s ongoing debate as to the nature of history and its usefulness. And our interest is not limited to the past anyway! But rather than this sceptic’s view, [slide 9] here’s a better perspective:

"There is properly no history; only biography" [Ralph Waldo Emerson].

History isn't what happened, but the stories of what happened and the lessons these stories include. The very selection of which histories to teach in a society, shapes our view of how what is came to be and, in turn, what we understand as possible. This choice of which history to teach can never be "neutral" or "objective."  The authors and editors of the OT, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, selected and retold those things which taught them about God and built up their faith.  

So it is that the OT is distinguished by its great emphasis on the historical stories of what would become the nation of Israel.  God is involved, not in isolated stories, but throughout the whole story [slide 10]. That God is active in their history gives it its meaning.

Read Scripture as HIS-Story   

So the key to understand the OT is understand that it tells of “a God who acts”. And, as a consequence, life is not a cycle of meaningless events and an empty existence. No! There is a beginning and an end: and within it all a direction and a purpose. 

4. Scope of Salvation 

And that purpose and direction is salvation [Slide 11]. 

Read Scripture as HIS-Story: His story of salvation

The first story of all, that of creation, helps us to fix what salvation is and is not.  [Slide 12] For we are clearly told that God reflected on his creation and proclaimed it to be good! 

[Slide 13] Creation is good, so we may be sure that salvation is not an escape from an evil world, as many religions have thought.

Adam and Eve live in a garden in which God walks, and they work in that garden, participating in its creation and development. They are loved. They know both where they belong and their purpose in life. Adam and Eve are true partners; there is innocence and perfect ease between them. 

[Slide 14] But this first Adam disobeys God, and his and Eve’s wonderful blessings are lost, and their relationships– to God, to each other, to the good earth - are marred: all immediate casualties of the fall.

[Slide 15] If you watch TV programme like “Flog It” you will hear on, occasions, antiques experts say, “This is a nice item, but it’s been restored, and so it’s not worth so much an undamaged one.” 

 [Slide 16] In the left hand picture you see a hapless Nick Flynn snapped as he lies among pieces of a 17th century Chinese porcelain vase It’s one of three big vases he accidentally smashed when he tripped on a shoelace whilst visiting a museum. The three vases were estimated to be worth around £500,000.  In the right hand picture is the restored vase after the 113 pieces have been professionally glued together. To the naked eye the vase looked perfect, but experts would be able to see the cracks. God’s salvation is 

Do not think of God’s salvation as fixing the damage.  It’s not a case of gluing together a broken world.  [Slide 17] His Salvation will be total and holistic. It will be the complete reversal of all that’s lost

God’s Salvation will be a new creation reinstating all that was lost 

Well that, at very least, is what it will be! I for one doubt whether such a creative God will settle for that alone.

5. Review of the prologue

The prologue refers to a time we call pre-history when knowledge is passed on orally. And so God uses and preserves oral stories. Stories that tell both of the downward spiral of humanities’ morals and how a grieving God acts. 

Although he ejects Adam and Eve from the garden, God clothes them in garments of skin. [Slide 18] But not before he’s cursed Satan. 

God told the serpent… “I'm declaring war between you and the Woman, between your offspring and hers. He'll wound your head, you'll wound his heel" [Ge3: 15 the Message].

Known as the “protevangelium” – it is the first mention of a Gospel. In the midst of the catastrophe, the promise of a victorious descendant! 

Neither does God abandon his creation, and Eve gives birth to children. [Slide 19] Even when her son Cain becomes a murder, God does not allowing him to be hunted down and killed. But eventually evil is out of control and the flood is God’s response to such endemic wickedness. The land is once again inhabited, [Slide 20] and then the people’s arrogance and self-belief leads them to plan and begin to build a city with soaring monument to themselves. “We have replaced God,” is their thinking. But it goes from Babel to babble as God scatters and divides them.

6. Abram and the patriarchs

Are you one who marks important texts in your Bible or not? [Bible] Here’s one I used some 20 years ago. O dear I haven’t marked Ge12v1-4! Well 20 years ago I didn’t view the Bible from the perspective of salvation history.

[Handout] Ge12v1-4. It’s the turning point in the whole story, as shown in our schematic diagram of salvation history. God acts, [slide 21] he makes his first move, and what does he do? He chooses a man, and tells him [slide 22]:

"Leave your country, your family, and your father's home for a land that I will show you. I'll make you a great nation and bless you. … All the families of the Earth will be blessed through you." So Abram left just as God said… [Genesis 12:1-5 The Message].

[Slide 23] Abram gives up his family inheritance of ancestral land and property and in so doing gives up his security and put it all in the hands if God. Abram’s faith [his trust shown in his obedience] is a feature of salvation from the outset. [Slide 24] And Abram’s faith was counted as righteousness.

God said, "Look at the sky. Count the stars. Can you do it? Count your descendants! You're going to have a big family, Abram!" And he believed! Believed God! God declared him "Set-Right-with-God" [Genesis 15:5-6 The Message].

A commonly understood idea at this time was that of a covenant. A powerful ruler or conqueror [a suzerain] would offer a covenant to his subservient vassals. The suzerain would demand loyalty and obedience from the vassals, and he in his turn would protect them. God uses this concept to bind himself to those he calls and chooses. It a major concept in understanding God’s promises and his expectations of those he saves.  

So God makes an everlasting covenant with Abram and his descendants. They will be many descendants and the land of Canaan is to be their permanent home.  They are to walk in God’s ways, and every male is to be circumcised. Given that there is no sign of God delivering on his promises, Abram’s action of having every male in the household/camp circumcised again shows his faith in God.

As a result God now tells Abraham [as he is now called] about the planned destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and Abraham pleads for those who live there, and God listens and responds. The whole affair illustrates just how pleasing to God is prayer for sinners, and that God is ever more ready to pardon than to punish. 

[Slide 25] Abram and Sarah grow old and in old age Sarah conceives and gives birth to a son called Isaac. 

Tent and altar epitomise life for Abram in pagan Canaan. The altars are built to the Lord for offering sacrifices to honour God and they are erected at sites where God’s presence or power had been experienced. [Slide 26] This is the background to the extreme testing of Abraham. 

 Then God said, "Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about" [Genesis 22:2 NIV].

[Slide 27] Note the roles played in this drama: Abram experiences the love and pain of a father surrendering his son. “Take your son, your only son whom you love…” Isaac is the quiet unresisting victim.

“Where’s the lamb?” asks Isaac. “God will provide the lamb for the offering,” answers Abraham. [Slide 28] And God does, and Isaac is spared

So Abraham called that place The LORD Will Provide. And to this day it is said, "On the mountain of the LORD it will be provided" Genesis 22:14 [NIV]. 

Where is this drama of a father a dearly loved son and a sacrifice played out? Some 50 miles away in the region of Moriah, on a mountain that God selects. But Mount Moriah is a name for the mount on which the temple will one day be built, so the sacrifice took place on the site of what would be Jerusalem, if not the temple hill.

You must have noticed how soon children learn for their parents. Dad was frustrated that the car just wouldn’t go and gave vent to his annoyance. But his 3-year old daughter consoled him, “Never mind daddy, buy another one.”

God’s Salvation is no such easy quick fix. Slowly the Abraham’s descendants grow in number, experiencing numerous problems. Getting the right wife is a major headache, and too often they first experience bareness. The families are racked with favouritism and feuds. Through it all God provides for them, and chooses who in each generation will carry forward his plan: Isaacs Jacob and Joseph. [Slide 29] Before dying, Jacob blesses his 12 sons, declaring the primacy of the tribe of Judah UNTIL the advent of the promised one who will rule the nations.

“The right to rule will not leave Judah. The ruler's rod will not be taken from between his feet. It will be his until the king it belongs to comes. It will be his until the nations obey him” [Genesis 49:10 New International Reader's Version].

It is a promise of things to come.

So Genesis closes with a family of just 70 - in Egypt! 

7. The exodus

Some 400 years pass, and when the book of exodus opens the Israelites are “exceedingly numerous”, [Slide 30] but they are not a nation. Three things are needed. 

Nation = people + governance + land 

God will take them to the Promised Land. But to establish the right governance of the nation, they will go via Mt Sinai.

So God first acts to save his people from slavery and captivity, rescuing those who could never rescue themselves. He is their redeemer. 

When later generations wanted to remind themselves of the characteristics of God they turned to the story of the exodus. They remembered God as active in history and seeing the nature of that activity, they gained insight into the character of God himself.

They would celebrate the Passover recalling how on that momentous night the Israelites were “saved from death by the blood of a lamb” This ceremony would not merely be a remembrance of a past event – it was the assurance that God was still the saviour of his people. They would see the exodus as a “second birth” which they all shared.

The importance of God’s timing you know about, but so to is his sequencing of events. God did not send Moses down to Egypt to the slaves with two tablets of the Ten Commandments tucked under his cloak, and say, “Here you are, this is God’s law. If you manage to keep it for a few centuries, God will reward you by rescuing you from this cruel oppression.” That would be to say you must earn your salvation.

No. God acted first.  He took the initiative. He came down to Egypt “with a mighty hand and outstretched arm” [Psalm 136: 12NIV] and swept his people to freedom. He did so out of love and faithfulness to his earlier promise to Abraham. This is grace.

Only then did God say to them, “Now I have rescued you, this is how I want you to live. I have freed you to be my people. I ask you to keep my commands and be loyal to me alone out of gratitude to me as your God.” This is the sequence: “belong, believe, behave”.

At Sinai the people they undertook to live by a series of moral guidelines. Summarised in the Ten Commandments these guidelines indicated that God took more delight in justice, truth integrity and mercy than he did in the observance of ritual and sacrifice.

[Slide 31] What is more the Israelites have a role in God’s plan for salvation for all.

“If you will listen obediently to what I say and keep my covenant, out of all peoples you'll be my special treasure. The whole Earth is mine to choose from, but you're special: a kingdom of priests, a holy nation” [Exodus 19: 5-6 The Message].

[Slide 32] They are to be the go-between.
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8. We want a king!

I listen intently to the account of a woman who did not have the ability to forget. It was she said an affliction. Mention any date in her adult life and she could recall the newspaper stories for that day, and there would be amongst them an awful story that left her left sad and dejected. And yet there are some things that should not be forgotten. After the Israelites had been settled in the Promised Land for a couple of generations, the lessons of God provision in the wilderness years were forgotten. 

[Slide 33] The recurring story of the book of Judges tells how repeatedly they spiral into sin, and then marvel at how God in his mercy delivers them over and over again. The cycle is: sin… servitude…supplication…salvation…silence…

sin… servitude…supplication…salvation…silence…
The lessons of Judges, and the lesson the prophets hammered home in the nation’s later life, was: as Israel was faithful to their calling they would prosper, when they were unfaithful they needed to return to God and ask forgiveness. Each story teaches, obedience to God brought success: disobedience led to failure.

Having to rely on God to keep them safe was of course part of the covenant, but it was, at times, living life on the edge. Being a united people based upon a loose tribal structure was undergirded by the belief that God himself was ‘King’. It follows that the link between the tribes were necessarily weak and informal. To the average Israelite this could feel precarious, especially at a time of threat from outside. In such circumstances the idea of having a visible king and a strong army had a real appeal. The dependence on charismatic ‘deliverers’, which was part of ‘God’s package’, required a good deal of faith. And this could not be counted on in Israel 

[Slide 34] The call to have a king like other nations was contrary to God’s purpose, namely that they should be a people unlike other nations: a people of the covenant, and ‘a light to the gentiles’.


“You are to be holy to me because I the Lord, am holy, and I have set you apart to be my own” [Leviticus 20:26NIV].

Saul is more like the charismatic deliverer than later kings. David sets the standard for kingship and firmly establishes the monarchy,

Above all, God made a covenant with David. It all began with David’s noble wish to build a house [i.e. a temple] for his God. This God sets aside and instead promises him a house [i.e. a dynasty]. [Slide 35] More than that, the dynasty is to be forever.

“Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever” [2 Samuel 7:16 NIV].

From this moment onwards the Jews look for ‘the Son of David’ who will be their Messiah. 

9. Prophets – their role

What had been largely a story of God and people now becomes a more complex story of God, prophet, king, and people.

It is not a coincidence that kings and prophets appear at the same point in Israel’s history. God sends the prophets to remind the nation to be faithful the covenant in this new age of Israeli kings. The result is a clash of the prophets with the politicians, kings, and priests and even the people. They will misunderstand God’s role in history. They imagine that his dealings with them were a sign that they were God’s favourites. The prophets knew God’s intentions were clear and firm – salvation of all peoples as he had promised Abram.

Here’s how Isaiah puts it: [Slides 25,36, 37]
“But here on this mountain, God-of-the-Angel-Armies will throw a feast for all the people of the world, a feast of the finest foods, a feast with vintage wines, a feast of seven courses, a feast lavish with gourmet desserts. And here on this mountain, God will banish the pall of doom hanging over all peoples, the shadow of doom darkening all nations. Yes, he'll banish death forever. And God will wipe the tears from every face. He'll remove every sign of disgrace from his people, wherever they are. Yes! God says so!” [Isaiah 25:6 The Message]

10. The prophets in action

Culture it’s all around you. Celebrity culture, risk aversion, binges drinking … all too pervasive and persuasive.

What was all around the Israelites was pagan Canaanite culture, focused on the worship of Baal, a fertility god. 

One problem in the minds of the Israelites was this: yes God is powerful in the desert and can support a nomadic life: can he do farming? For they’re a farming community dependent on sun and rain, crops and harvests, flocks and herds.

[Slide 39] And when despotic Jezebel, promoter of Baal worship, gains power though her weak husband, King Ahab: the prophet Elijah is brought in by God to do battle. [Slide 40] Each event is a confrontation between Baal and God [Yahweh]; in the realm of control of nature, in worship and in social justice. Elijah speaks as God’s servant, and at his word there is no rain for a few years [1Kings17v1] [Slide 41] On mount Mt Carmel, which had once had an altar to God, but an altar to Baal has replaced it, but in response to Elijah’s simple prayer, it is the sacrifice to God that is accepted. Elijah then prays for rain and a deluge follows. God is to be worshipped: God controls the weather.

[Slide 42] The Baal religion placed no restrictions on the exercise of royal power. So when Ahab takes a fancy to Naboth’s vineyard, Jezebel has no hesitation in having Naboth killed and his vineyard seized.

[Slide 42] So there occurs another dramatic face-to-face encounter between prophet and king Ahab.  Like the ground stained with blood of Abel, this outrageous crime was crying out for requital. And Elijah thunders out the divine judgement. Jezebel gets her comeuppance: Ahab repents and God spares him.

The affair of Naboth’s vineyard brings out how in the covenant every man and woman stood equally before God, and how social justice and freedom were the concern of God just as much as worship and ritual.

[Slide 44] So I wonder, what do you think of greedy bankers and exploiting businessmen – a new phenomenon - don’t you believe it!

Amos lives at a time when Israel is at the height of their power and prosperity. [Side 45] But it’s spiritually corrupt: with a pious veneer of religion, worshiping idols and oppressing the poor. 

“They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals” [Amos2v6NIV].

[Slide 46]

“Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mount Samaria, you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to your husbands, ‘Bring us some drinks!’” [Amos4v1-2NIV]

Amos confronts them with their sin and warns them of the impending judgement, saying: “You are totally misreading the signs of the times. To oppress the poor is to ill-treat those God loves. God wants heartfelt obedience and commitment not superficial religion.”

“The covenant means that God will punish your wrong doings. Being a people chosen to serve God is a great responsibility. You know God’s demands and will be judged more severely as a result.” [Slide 47] And through Amos, God says,

“Away with the noise of your songs! I will not listen to the music of your harps. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!” [Amos 5:21-24 NIV] 

But Amos concludes with a message of hope, of a restored and great people. God loves you and longs to forgive and restore you. Seek God and live.

11. Exile

 [Slide 48, Dr Doom] This is Nouriel Roubini, an economics professor. On Sept. 7, 2006 he stood before an audience of economists at the International Monetary Fund and announced that a crisis was brewing - a once-in-a-lifetime housing bust. He laid out a bleak sequence of events: homeowners defaulting on mortgages, trillions of dollars of mortgage-backed securities unravelling worldwide and the global financial system shuddering to a halt. He warned of a deep recession that could cripple or destroy banks and other major financial institutions. 

The audience seemed sceptical, even dismissive. Even the chairman quipped, “I think perhaps we will need a stiff drink after that.” They thought he was a madman, a year later they knew he was a prophet. They interpret the times.

It’s the same in Old Testament Israel, despite all the warning of God’s many prophets they don’t change, The Northern tribes are taken in to exile by the Assyrians, and ~100 years later the Southern tribes are captives in Babylon.

The time of the Babylonian exile would not last forever, and even as they pronounced judgement the prophets looked for a restoration and renewal. The vision of Jeremiah was for a renewed covenant, and a renewed community: an agreement of hearts and minds with individuals who would follow their God willingly. 

Meanwhile the exile tore out the very heart of the belief system of the Southern tribes [Judah], If the people had been asked what are the main pillars of their faith, they would have identified three things: the king, the temple and the land. While the temple was in place, and the king on his throne, all was well. God was pleased with his people – this was their world-view. Now the three pillars had fallen. It is hard to think of a greater trauma for a people. 

Yet for the leaders of Judah taken into to Babylon life was relatively comfortable, and even prosperous. But the religious adjustments they faced were huge. How could God send them into exile? Could God be worshipped in a foreign land where new god’s seemed so powerful to judge by the Babylonian prosperity and military success? 

The first task of the prophets in Babylon was to convince the people that their punishment was a just consequence of their wilful and persistent failure to keep the covenant. Only then did the people search for God, and found him to be their sanctuary [Ezekiel11: 16]. They “gathered together” in groups and studied their religious origins, history and journey.  

However it’s in the period of the exile that the OT doctrine of salvation reaches its zenith in the portrayal of the suffering servant. But is the suffering servant Israel or a person?  It’s like a film scene in which two pictures fade in and out of focus, but finally settles on a man.  [Slides 49,50,51]

“Surely he took up our infirmities 

       and carried our sorrows, 

       yet we considered him stricken by God, 

       smitten by him, and afflicted.

 But he was pierced for our transgressions, 

       he was crushed for our iniquities; 

       the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, 

       and by his wounds we are healed.

 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, 

       each of us has turned to his own way; 

       and the LORD has laid on him 

       the iniquity of us all.”



[Isaiah 53:4-6NIV]
12. Act 1 finale

[Slide 52] Geneva Stanford, a 76-year-old health care worker, says she is glad to be home as she talks in front of her house in the Lower 9th Ward in New Orleans in early August. Her home is approximately 200 feet from a rebuilt floodwall that Hurricane Katrina broke. "They've heightened the levees. They're raised up. It makes me feel safe," she says. It’s not going to flood again she believes. That’s what was said after hurricane Betsy in 1965. But every child born in New Orleans has nearly a 60 percent chance of seeing a major flood in his or her life.

In a competition to find the best single word that could replace the phrase, “making the same mistake over and over again, the winning answer was [Slide 53] “Doh!”

After 70 year of exile God raises up Cyrus, an emperor who enables a remnant to return to the land of Judah. Times are hard; they struggle; eventually build a second temple, but the old sins of Israel are creeping back. Sacrifices are being offered, but the priests are offering cheep religion: sacrificing worthless animals. [Slide 54] God is so angry he says:

"Because of what you have done…I will smear the guts from your sacrifices on your faces. And you will be carried off to the dump along with them” [Malachi 2:3 New International Reader's Version].

They’re going through the rituals. And once again the people are suffering under a regime of injustice and greed.

So we come to the closing words of the OT. Through the prophet Malachi God says, look back: look forward: [Slides 55, 56]
"Remember and keep the revelation I gave through my servant Moses, the revelation I commanded at Horeb [Mt. Sinai] for all Israel, all the rules and procedures for right living.

 "But also look ahead: I'm sending Elijah the prophet to clear the way for the Big Day of God—the decisive Judgment Day! He will convince parents to look after their children and children to look up to their parents. If they refuse, I'll come and put the land under a curse" [Malachi 4: 4-6 The Message].

Look back, look forward: remember Moses through whom you were given the covenant, look ahead for another Elijah, another prophet to challenged your idolatry and immorality.

It’s a second chance. There’s a choice: listen or the land will be smitten with a curse. 

[Slide 57]
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