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Dear Reader:


The following “Writer’s Voice” entry is the final chapter from the book project, A Promise Kept.  My hope in writing this project has been to produce a book can carry a reader through the Bible and make it fun, like the Bible story books that are written for kids.  Maybe then, people like my friend John, who learns the Bible by reading stories to his children, can find courage to discover the Bible for himself.  My neighbor Nancy, who has never read the Bible until now, might gain a new curiosity for the Bible with the help of A Promise Kept.  With these hopes in mind, I’ve tried to write the project in a way that is accessible to a wide audience, yet challenging enough that seasoned Christian readers will want it for themselves.  

The Promise Kept, the first of what I hope will be a series entitled: Bible Stories for Grownups.  The Promise Kept is a narrative trip through Genesis that reveals biblical worldview and teaches life lessons along the way.  I hope you enjoy this final chapter from The Promise Kept.
Mark LaFollette

Lead Pastor, New Life Church of Woodbury, MN

www.newlife4u.org
Chapter 18

Where We’ve been…  Where We will be

“Sometimes I think of Abraham

How one of those stars he saw had been lit for me”       



          





 Rich Mullins

When I was in the seventh grade, my buddies and I would hang around the athletic fields after school.  Sometimes we’d talk about politics, changes going on in the world, and God.  On one of those afternoons, my friend Steve asked the rest of us if we would go to a party at his church.  It sounded fine to me as long as my friends were there too.  It was going to be a costume party, and my dad said I could wear his army uniform.  


The party was a good time.  At one point we were led around blindfolded.  I remember having my hand stuck into what I guess was a bowl of jello cubes while someone said, “eye balls” in a fake, raspy voice.  It was good enough entertainment for this seventh grader.  


Toward the end of the evening, we were brought into a large room to sit down and listen to the minister speak.  I have only a general memory of what the minister said, but I do remember that it was a message about a lot of things we’ve been talking about in this book.  The impact of that night has changed me.
Ω

Before I get back to my story, I want us to look back on where we’ve been.  In the beginning, Adam and Eve were created in God’s image and welcomed into a perfect home made for them.  The man and the woman enjoyed peace and freedom without shame in their relationship with each other and with God.  After a while, an intruder came with a dark offer.  The serpent said that if Eve would eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil she would become like God.  Eve took a bite; and Adam along with her.  


From that time, Adam and Eve were different from the people they had been.  Now that they knew evil, it had become part of who they were.  By becoming more like God in one way, they became less like God in all the ways that mattered.  Every injustice, every tragedy, every selfish act inflicted by one person against another, and every evil thing that you and I have thought or done, no matter how small, can be traced back to that one moment.


The impact doesn’t end there.  Because Adam and Eve were now familiar with evil, changes needed to be made in the created order, changes that affected everything in creation.  The greatest impact for humanity is that there would be death, with no hope of anything good beyond.  I remember the moment this first dawned on me the night the minister was speaking.  Even though I was probably a decent enough kid by most people’s standards, I knew that my life was no exception to the human problem that began when humanity learned evil.  I realized that barring a miracle, my life was headed toward a hopeless eternity.  


And yet, if you think back to chapter 2, there was this mysterious thing that God said to the serpent.  God spoke of how one man would come out of Eve’s ancestral line and crush the serpent’s head; and that he would get a lethal wound in the process.  We were left to wonder if, maybe, this was a clue that someone would come to rescue us from the curse of death, a man who would be injured in the process of performing that rescue.

   As we went on through Genesis, we saw the way evil spread its roots into human society and showed itself in the form of murder and other acts of cruelty.  The world went through a deluge and the survivors were scattered around.  Among those that were scattered; there was a man named Abraham.  God promised Abraham that he would receive a new land as his home and that he would be the father of a great nation.  Along with all this, he was told that he would be a “blessing to all peoples.”  At that time we saw that a blessing is the reverse of a curse.  So here was another clue that God might have a plan in mind to take the curse away from us.  


Then, one night, when Abraham was wrestling with doubt and wondering how a great nation was going to come from him and Sarah, God invited Abraham to step outside and look up at the millions of stars and said, “So shall your offspring be.” We are told that “Abraham believed the LORD and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  To be righteous means to be in full alignment with everything God expects or demands- to be completely accepted by God and enfolded into his love.  This righteousness was all “credited” to Abraham, meaning that God gave it to Abraham as a gift, simply because Abraham chose to trust God.  So, for Abraham, the curse of evil was taken away simply because he believed God.


But, this raises another question.  If the problem of sin is so big that because of it God chose to curse the whole world and cause us to die, how can God justify reversing the curse simply because somebody believes him?  How can God take such a huge problem and make it into something so small that faith can make it disappear?  The next events in Abraham’s starry night give us a clue.  This was when God told Abraham to sacrifice a young cow, a goat, a ram, a dove and a pigeon.  Abraham was then told to split the carcasses of the four legged animals in two and lay them out so that there was an aisle on the ground with half the dead bodies on one side and half on the other.  According to the custom of the time, two people making a covenant with each other would walk together on the path between the halves of the dead bodies.   In walking between the carcasses each of them was probably saying: “If I don’t follow through on my end of the agreement, let me be like one of these poor dead animals.”


Abraham fell asleep and then woke up to see a single torch and a firepot passing suspended in the darkness above the broken bodies.  It was God walking the path of blood alone as if to say, “Abraham, every promise I have made to you falls on me and no one else.”  Whatever needed to happen to secure our forgiveness and hope for life beyond death, God was going to do it all by himself.  And, the dead bodies of the animals seemed to imply that blood would be shed.  


After Isaac was born, God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son, as was done in some religions of that day.  But, just as Abraham raised his bronze dagger to take Isaac’s life away, God stopped him and directed Abraham’s attention to a ram whose horns were caught in the bushes nearby.  From here on, substitution is a dominant theme in the Bible.  It’s the idea that a person who is doomed can be saved by someone else stepping in to pay the price of death for him.  Then, two generations later, Judah offered himself to be thrown into an Egyptian prison to save his brother Benjamin.


So it all comes down to this.  God would bring someone to crush the serpent’s head.   That man would receive a lethal strike in the process.  In receiving the “bite” of death, he would be acting as a substitute for us.  He would be someone who has no connection to our evil just as the ram that died for Isaac had no relation to Isaac’s plight other than the fact that he was called out to die in Isaac’s place.
Ω

Where does this all lead?  If we look ahead again to the prophet Isaiah, God gave Isaiah an advance message about a Savior who would die as our substitute.  Isaiah said:  

     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 53:4-6


Isaiah was writing about something that was yet to happen.    Someone would come and be “pierced” and “crushed” beyond human recognition.  The general opinion of those looking on would be one of scorn toward this man, thinking that he was being “stricken” because of something bad he had done.  But, all the time, he was suffering punishment for our evil.  Little did humanity know that as they watched and jeered, the curse that held them in death was being reversed before their eyes by the man they mocked.   The outcome for us would be that this “punishment that… was upon him” would bring us peace.


As we go forward about 700 years from Isaiah, Peter, who along with John was a follower of Jesus Christ, went right back to the words of Isaiah to explain what Jesus Christ accomplished when he died on a Roman cross.  Peter said:      

When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; 

when he suffered, he made no threats. 

Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, 

so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; 

by his wounds you have been healed.  

For you were like sheep going astray… 

1 Peter 2:23-24

When Jesus Christ died on a cross 2000 years ago, he was being punished in our place for every kind of sin ever done since Adam and Eve.  The ram that died for Isaac and Judah who offered himself in Benjamin’s place were sneak previews of a Savior who would come and give up his life in order to rescue us, who are helpless in the death grip of the curse.  


Jesus did this because God is just.  Someone had to pay the consequences of our evil.  And, Jesus was the only one who could do it.  No one of us could die and take away the sins of the world, any more than Abraham could secure God’s promises by walking the path of death between the broken bodies of the animals.   We can’t solve the problem because we’re the ones trapped in the problem.  Just as God had to walk the path alone that night as Abraham watched, Jesus, the Son of God had to die as we watched.  


When Abraham believed the LORD and received a gift of righteousness, he only had to believe God and receive the gift.  A gift never costs the receiver anything.  It wouldn’t be a gift if it did.  But, a gift almost always costs the giver something.  In this case, it cost Jesus his life and the experience of having to go through our punishment.  As mysterious as it sounds, the price that Jesus paid 2000 years after Abraham would secure Abraham’s forgiveness, and give him the gift that reversed the curse.  God is no servant of time.  The work of Jesus is enough to forgive anyone past or future who believes.  


There I was at the closing moments of the costume party.  I knew that I was destined to an eternity of pain, because I was no better than Adam or Eve, and I was under the curse, same as they were.  It was kind of like standing under the same sky that Abraham gazed up to so long ago, but for me there were no stars.  I could only see darkness, the darkness that would be my life forever unless something changed.  Then the speaker told us about Jesus, and asked, “Is there anyone who is ready to put their trust in Jesus tonight?  Would you raise your hand if you are?”  My hand went up.  I believed.  And, I guess you could say that for me, the stars came out at that moment.  As Rich Mullins says in his song, “Sometimes by Step” for anyone who will trust Jesus, it’s as if one of those stars that Abraham saw was lit for you.  The God whom Hagar called, “the God who sees me,” has seen you from the beginning, and he’s is ready to offer you life.  But, you have to decide whether or not you will accept him.  It’s your choice to make.

Ω


Maybe you made the decision to believe in Jesus years ago.  Or, perhaps you made the choice to trust Jesus just recently.  Wherever you are, I have something more for you as we’re getting close to the end of our journey.  As we look over the Book of Genesis, we see God’s dealings with all kinds of people over many centuries.  Sadly, many turned their backs on God and lived and died with no way out of the consequences of their sin.  But there were others who lived through failure and tragedy and came to a point in their journeys when they were able to trust God.  They were not perfect, but they were loved.


Genesis is a true story of the love of God.  It is the opening movement of the larger story of God’s love that runs through the whole Bible.  Now, you have been made a part of that story.  God revealed his love to people like you and me.  He came to Abraham and patiently loved a man who was remarkable for his bravery and his cowardice.  God visited Sarah who laughed with disbelief from behind the tent flap when he promised her a son.  He made himself known to a young woman named Hagar whom no one else cared about.  God took hold of Jacob who spent much of his life consumed with himself.  With patience and love, God wrestled the arrogance and self-infatuation out of Jacob’s soul.  God reached into the life of Judah who did just about every kind of stupid thing that he had the opportunity to do, and made him the human ancestor of the King of all heaven and earth.  None of them was perfect.  But, they were loved.


And, what about Joseph?  As I’ve mentioned already, a common opinion on Joseph is that he was a nearly perfect example of courage and the power to forgive.  Those who view Joseph in this way are of the opinion that, when Joseph concealed his identity from his brothers, he was doing this out of obedience to God as a part of his own compassionate plan to prepare his family to be reunited.  The simple truth is that there is no evidence in the Bible to suggest that God told Joseph to torment his brothers or that God even approved of what Joseph did.  I believe that when we lay aside our need to make Joseph out to be an epic hero and choose instead to draw our conclusions from the simple facts of Genesis, we will preserve Joseph’s humanity.  More than that, we will see how God freed Joseph of his inner darkness, and how God can set us free.  


Think back to our chapters on that time when Joseph hid his identity from his brothers. Go to Genesis 42 and read what happened for yourself.  When you do this, you will see a Joseph who waffled back and forth in his decisions about what to do with his brothers when they first arrived in Egypt.  In his treachery and his tears he showed the human inconsistencies of a man who had rejected his brothers and yet still cared about them.  If you look at Joseph’s actions and make an honest appraisal, the one constant you will see is that Joseph was trying to reunite himself with Benjamin and get the rest of his brothers out of his life.  As he worked toward his goals, he used lies, manipulation, and fear to get what he wanted.  In these chapters, Joseph bore all the earmarks of a man who knew what God wanted him to do and yet was too filled with hurt and anger to do it.  Joseph couldn’t do what God wanted him to do until God did a work of love through Judah to get Joseph to where he needed to be.


I believe that to my dying day I will treasure Genesis 44:18-34 as one of the most subtle, but amazing moments of history in the Bible.  So much turns on what happened there, but we can easily miss it if we’re not watching.  Take a careful look at what Judah said when he was begging to Joseph for the freedom of their brother Benjamin.  Judah’s entire statement was a message of loving correction from God to Joseph.  Judah had no idea what he was doing, but God was speaking to Joseph through him.  Like he did with Cain, God carefully chose every word to help Joseph see the evil in what he was trying to do.  The message in essence was, “Don’t do this Joseph.  Don’t destroy your family.  Don’t do the one thing that will kill your father!  You know there’s another way.”  God gave Joseph a tender invitation to acknowledge that what he was intending to do was no better than what his brothers had done to him and would have more severe consequences. 


Then, Judah did something similar to what his descendant, Jesus Christ would do.  He offered his own life for his brother.  In that moment Joseph broke, the family was saved, and Joseph was freed from the prison of his own rage.  No wonder he wept so loudly that word of it went all the way to the king of Egypt.


Every word in these verses shouts of the fact that Joseph came apart because of what Judah had done.  This strong, self-sufficient Joseph who had been a rock through slavery and prison was now crushed into fine particles of moldable clay by the love of God.  Joseph was now ready to carry out what he knew he was supposed to do.  While many would say that Joseph had been testing his brothers all this time, I believe the more accurate conclusion is that God had been testing Joseph.

When people look at the life of Joseph, they point out a lot of events to prove how good he was.  There’s no denying that he demonstrated unusual strength in his dealings with Potiphar, the prison keeper, and with Pharaoh.  Yet, what amazes me the most is the love of God that we see in how Joseph lived his life after God finally got hold of him.   You see a new man who accepted his place in history and embraced the truth that God had been in his suffering and his successes all along. From then on, he spent the rest of his life consumed with caring for the family that he once nearly tore apart.  Joseph, like all those before him and since, was not perfect, but he was loved.  

Ω


As I think about you and me and where we fit in God’s big plan, my thoughts turn to a snowy day.  I was around 14 and I had a morning newspaper route.  I delivered the papers the old school way, walking house to house with a yellow bag slung over my shoulder.  I would get up at around 5am and walk my route before school.  


On one of those mornings I woke up to see a “blizzard of the century” scene outside my window.  As I started walking my route, it seemed that the snow was at least 20 inches deep in the shallowest spots.  Every step meant lifting and plunging one heavy boot after the other up and down through the drifts.  Most of the streets had disappeared under the soft, white depths.  I was only about one fourth done with my route by the time I was physically spent.  I used what energy I had left to climb the hill back home and settle back into bed.  I would get up later and finish.  Maybe they would have the streets cleared by then.  Anyway, who would be expecting an early morning paper on a day when the world was frozen stiff?  What my father did an hour or two later would start me on a journey toward understanding his love for me.


When I was young, I had an off and on resentment of my dad because he didn’t spend time with me in the ways I wanted.  I think we often do this with God.  He doesn’t seem to love us in the way we want to be loved.  We think that if God loves us he will arrange outcomes in a certain way and keep us from the struggles.  The people of Genesis came up against this many times.  But, God’s love works in ways that are beyond us at times.   


 I wanted my father to love me in certain ways.  Yet, God worked on me over time.  By my third year of college I felt led to write my dad a note and thank him for his contribution to my life and to apologize for not appreciating him enough.  A few days later my dad called and thanked me for the note.  As we talked he said, “There was a time early in my marriage to your mom when I kind of turned over the raising of you kids to her.”  As I listened to my dad, I felt no anger toward him.  God had helped me get past my old bitterness.  On top of that, I knew that dad’s assessment of himself wasn’t completely true.


Over the years of my childhood, my dad spent time doing all kinds of things he wouldn’t have done if it hadn’t been for me; helping out with little league baseball, Boy Scouts, and my paper route.  When it came to delivering papers, my dad was my business manager and Sunday morning lifeline.  He would get up by 5am every Sunday.  Our first job was to assemble every newspaper.  These papers were freakishly huge with section after section having to be slipped inside one after another until each paper came together to resemble the telephone book of a major city.  Then dad would follow me in the car all through the route to resupply me with papers.  When we were done, he always took me out for a donut.  Then it was time to go home and get ready for church.  My dad did this with me every Sunday for a year or two.  He never had to do it.  He wouldn’t have done it if it hadn’t been for me.



On that morning of deep snow I woke up to the harsh reality that I still had three-quarters of my paper route to finish.  As I recall, my dad appeared at my door and said: “You can stay in bed.   I took care of your papers.”  I probably mumbled “Thanks dad” and settled back into my pillow.  My father is not a large man.  His legs were shorter than mine.  It would have taken him more effort than for me.  Yet, he did it. It was on that morning that I began to learn that love comes in different forms.  And, that my dad did love me.


As I write this, my father is now 87 years old.  The legs that once plowed through the snow are now frail and my dad needs help to walk.  Past events that were once easily recalled have retreated into the mist.  Often, what my dad is able to see of the past consists of gray, distorted silhouettes of once vivid memories.  But, recently this past Father’s Day I got it in my head to call my dad and thank him for those times when he sacrificed for me, whether he remembered them or not.  Maybe, just hearing my appreciation for his contribution to my life would bring him some happiness.  I reminisced over the phone with him and thanked him for all those early mornings.  I could hear his voice brighten a little.  He said, “Yeah, those were good times.  What matters is; we did it together.”


Whatever your story may be, there is a Father in Heaven who loves you more than any earthly father could.  Jesus went to his death, and came to life to conquer death, and he did it out of love.  You will probably never know the full expanse of God’s embrace of you.  But, his love is real.  He has proven it on the cross.  It is in the comfort of his love that you will find strength to walk with him like those who have gone before you.  Know that God loves you.  Peace to you in Jesus Christ.  

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love,
 may have power, together with all the saints, 
to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,

and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—
that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.

Ephesians 3:17-19
