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3 
Great Appetite for Praise and Sacrifices? 

Divine Arrogance or Humility? 

Humility is a misunderstood virtue. The country singer Mac Davis boldly sang that it was hard to 
be humble since he was perfect in every way. I grew up hearing lines such as "Humble-and proud 
of it!" or "Have you read my book, Humility and How I Attained It?" We immediately detect some-
thing wrong with this picture. Yet the New Atheists wonder how God-who is so, well, God-cen-
tered-can't also be accused of narcissism and vanity. According to Richard Dawkins, God is 
obsessed with "his own superiority over rival gods." 1 The God of the Bible seems to seek attention 
and crave praise-an altogether unflattering characteristic. He's out to "make a name for Himself" 
(2 Sam. 7:23). He delivers his people from Egypt "for the sake of His name" (Ps. 106:8). 

So does God have an unhealthy self-preoccupation? Do our atheist friends have a point? Not on 
this one. On closer inspection, God turns out to be a humble, self-giving, other-centered Being. 

Defining Our Terms 

On one occasion Winston Churchill described a particular person this way: "He's a humble m a n -
and for good reason!" Apparently that man had his limitations and needed to keep them in mind. 

Before approaching most topics, it's good to clear the decks and first define our terms. What do 
we really mean by "pride" and "humility"? Pride, we know, is an inflated view of ourselves-a false 
advertising campaign promoting ourselves because we suspect that others won't accept who we 
really are.2 Pride is actually a lie about our own identity or achievements. To be proud is to live in 
a world propped up with falsehoods about ourselves, taking credit where credit isn't due. 

Yes, in a sense, we can "take pride" or be gratified in our work; Paul did so as an apostle (2 Cor. 
10: 17). Paul was proud of early Christians' progress in their faith and in their proper use of God-
given abilities (2 Cor. 7: 14; 9:3-4). In such cases, Paul recognized that God is the great Enabler. 
The God-dependent believer can "boast in the Lord" (2 Cor. 10: 17) and in the cross of Christ (Gal. 
6: 14). This is no "pull yourself up by your own bootstraps" type of self-reliance; that would be a 
failure or refusal to acknowledge our proper place before God in light of his grace. 

What then is humility? This involves having a realistic assessment of ourselves-our weak-
nesses and strengths. Plagiarism (a big problem in the academic world these days) is an attempt to 
take credit for someone else's work. Plagiarizers create an impression that's out of touch with real-
ity. But think about this: for Yo-Yo Ma to claim that he "really can't play the cello all that well" or 
for Landon Donovan to say he "can't really play soccer" would be equally out of touch with reality 
- a  false humility. (What's more, these kinds of statements are usually a backdoor attempt to get
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attention!) True humility doesn't deny abilities but rather acknowledges God as the source of these 
gifts, for which we can't take credit. What do we have that we didn't receive (I Cor. 4:7)? To be 
humble is to know our proper place before God-with all of our strengths and weaknesses. 

Well, then, is God proud? No, he has a realistic view of himself, not a false or exaggerated one. 
God, by definition, is the greatest conceivable being, which makes him worthy of worship. In fact, 
our word worship is a kind of contraction of the Old English word weorthscipe-or "worth-ship." So 
if an all-powerful but despicably evil being demanded our worship, we shouldn't give it to him. He 
wouldn't be worthy of worship. 

God doesn't take more credit than he deserves. For example, he doesn't claim to make the 
choices that morally responsible humans must make, nor does he take credit for being the author 
of evil in the name of "sovereignty" (which some Christians tend to assign to him when they 
praise God for evil things). No, God doesn't "think more highly of himself than he ought to think" 
(Rom. 12:3). Rather, he thinks quite accurately about himself. 

God's Image-Divine Pride or Gracious Gift? 

Daniel Dennett's charge that God is just a super-man who has an appetite for praise seems to be 
justified by the idea that God makes humans in his image (Gen. 1:26-27). God is like a vain toy 
maker creating dolls that look just like him. Isn't God's act of creating humans in his image just 
another sign of his vanity? 

Actually, to be made in God's image and to receive salvation (entrance into God's family) are 
expressions of God's kindness, not divine arrogance. When God created human beings, he 
uniquely equipped them for two roles, as the early chapters of Genesis suggest. The first is our 
kingly role: God endowed us to share in ruling the creation with him. The second is our priestly role 
of relating to ("walking with") God and orienting our lives around him. Being made in God's 
image as priest-kings brings with it the ability to relate to God, to think rationally, to make moral 
decisions, to express creativity, and (with God) to care for and wisely harness creation. This is 
privilege, not bondage! 

Our being made in God's image is simply God's "spreading the wealth." God's rich goodness 
overflows to his creation, which lives, moves, and has its being in him. Though God created freely 
and without constraint, God is bursting with joy and love to share his goodness with his creatures. 
He allows us, his image-bearers, to share (in a very limited way) in his characteristics. God enables 
us to participate in the life of the divine community, the Trinity-a life that fills him with great joy 
and pleasure (see 2 Peter 1:4). God bestows on us the great compliment of endowing us with a 
privileged position and with important capacities-ones that reflect God's own wonderful nature. 

The Biology of Religious Devotion? 

The inventor Thomas Edison said that humans are "incurably religious." History certainly bears 
this out. But why have humans been so religiously inclined across the millennia and civilizations? 
Neo-atheists Dawkins and Dennett interpret the phenomenon this way: theology is biology. To 
Dawkins, God is a "delusion"; for Dennett, religious believers are under a kind of "spell" that 
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needs to be broken. Like computers, Dawkins says, we come equipped with a remarkable predispo-
sition to do (and believe) what we're told. So young minds full of mush are susceptible to mental 
infections or viruses ("memes"). Charismatic preachers and other adults spew out their supersti-
tious bilge, and later generations latch on to it and eventually create churches and religious 
schools. Even i f  there isn't a "God gene," humans have a certain religious urge-an apparent hard-
wiring in the brain that draws us to supernatural myths.3 

Some conclude, therefore, that God doesn't exist but is simply the product of predictable biolog-
ical processes. One big problem with this statement: it is a whopping non sequitur. It just doesn't 
follow that if humans are somehow wired to be religious, God therefore doesn't exist. This is 
what's called "the genetic fallacy"-proving or disproving the truth of a view based on its origin. In 
this case, God's existence is a separate question from the source of religious beliefs. We need to 
sort out the biology of belief from the rationality of belief. 

There's more to say here. We could turn the argument on its head: if God exists and has 
designed us to connect with him, then we're actually functioning properly when we're being 
directed toward belief in God. We can agree that natural/physical processes partly contribute to 
commitment to God. In that case, the basic argument of Dawkins and Dennett could actually sup-
port the idea that religious believers are functioning decently and in order. 

On top of this, we're also left wondering why people would think up gods and spirits in the first 
place. Why would humans voluntarily sacrifice their lives for some intangible realm? Maybe it's 
because the physical domain doesn't contain the source of coherence, order, morality, meaning, 
and guidance for life. Humans, though embodied, are moral, spiritual beings; they're able to rise 
above the physical and biological to reflect on it and on their condition. This can result in the 
search for a world-transcending God.4 

Attempts by these New Atheists to explain away theology as a useful fiction or, worse, a harmful 
delusion fall short of telling us why the religious impulse is so deeply imbedded. If God exists, 
however, we have an excellent reason as to why religious fervor should exist. 

Worship: Getting in Touch with Reality 

During his "Christian phase," singer Bob Dylan came out with the song "Gotta Serve Somebody." 
"It may be the devil or it may be the Lord," he sang, "but you're gonna have to serve somebody."5 
Jesus tells us that worship is directed to either God or a God-substitute of our making (that is, an 
idol). In the Sermon on the Mount, he asserts that we can't serve two masters at the same time; 
we can't love both God and wealth (Matt. 6:24). In Romans 6, Paul affirms that we'll either be 
slaves to obedience or to disobedience (v. 16). 

As we've seen, we're naturally religious creatures. Ecclesiastes acknowledges that God has 
placed eternity in our hearts (3: 11). We're designed to worship and serve. Now, i f  God truly exists, 
then worship turns out to be moral, spiritual creatures getting in touch with reality. Just as gen-
uine humility is rooted in reality, so is worship. Why does God insist that we worship him? For the 
same reason that parents tell their young children to stay away from fire or speeding cars. God 
doesn't want humans to detach themselves from ultimate reality, which only ends up harming us. 
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God's calling for our worship isn't a manifestation of pride-of false, overinflated views of him-

self. The call to worship means inclusion in the life of God. Worship expresses an awareness of 
God's-and thus our-proper place in the order of things, and it also transforms us into what we 
were designed to be. In the end, God desires to be known as God, which is only appropriate and 
the ultimate good for creatures. On the other hand, for humans to desire universal, eternal fame 
would be reality-denying idolatry.6 

Seeking Praise? 

We get rather disgusted when a person is constantly fishing for compliments, don't we? Why then 
does God do this? Why all the praise seeking? 

Actually, in the Bible, God isn't the one commanding us to praise him. Typically, fellow creatures 
are spontaneously calling on one another to do s o - t o  recognize God's greatness and worth-ship. 
Praise naturally flows from-and completes-the creature's enjoyment of God. God is self-suffi-
cient and content in and of himself. He doesn't need frail humans for some sort of ego boost. As 
Psalm 50: 12 reminds us: "If I [God] were hungry I would not tell you, for the world is Mine, and 
all it contains." 

C. S. Lewis had his own misconceptions about this notion of praise and wrote of the lesson he 
learned: 

But the most obvious fact about praise-whether of God or anything-strangely escaped me. I thought of 
it in terms of compliment, approval, or the giving of honor. I had never noticed that all enjoyment sponta-
neously overflows into praise . . . .  The world rings with praise-lovers praising their mistresses, readers 
their favorite poet, walkers praising the countryside, players praising their game . . . .  I think we delight to 
praise what we enjoy because the praise not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is 
appointed consummation. 7 

Lewis realized that praise stems from doing what one can't help doing-giving utterance to what 
we regard as supremely valuable: "It is good to sing praises to our God." Why? "For it is pleasant 
and praise is becoming" (Ps. 147:1). 

Another related point: when we creatures truly show love for God, it's not because of a crass 
desire for rewards or to avoid punishment. The sheer enjoyment of God's presence-the greatest 
good of humans-and his approval of us are reward enough. Once again, Lewis has offered a 
delightful picture: 

Money is not the natural reward of love; that is why we call a man mercenary if  he marries a woman for 
the sake of her money. But marriage is the proper reward for a real lover, and he is not mercenary for 
desiring it . . . .  Those who have attained everlasting life in the vision of God know very well that it is no 
mere bribe, but the very consummation of their earthly discipleship.8 

The Humble, Self-Giving God 

Many Christians have the false impression that something resembling divine humility appears 
occasionally in the Bible-for example, in the incarnation of Christ-but that humility isn't an 
enduring divine quality. Upon closer inspection, God-yes, even in the Old Testament-is charac-
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teristically humble. The "high and exalted One" dwells "with the contrite and lowly of spirit" (Isa. 
57:15). Psalm 113:5-6 affirms a God who stoops to look upon us. In God's interaction with Israel, 
we see an other-centered, patient endurance despite Israel's rebellion, grumbling, and idolatry. 

The New Testament only expands on this theme of divine humility; it doesn't invent it. There, 
God's humility is made more apparent in three ways. 

First, God is triune. Three distinct divine persons share an eternal, unbreakable unity of one being. 
(As an analogy, think of the mythological three-headed dog Cerberus-three centers of awareness 
having a canine nature but in one dog.) God is inherently loving and self-giving within the rela-
tionships of the divine family, the Trinity. In this divine inter- (and inner-) connection of mutuality, 
openness, and reciprocity there is no individualistic competition among the family members but 
only joy, self-giving love, and transparency. Rather than being some isolated self or solitary ego, 
God is supremely relational in his self-giving, other-oriented nature. 

Second, God becomes human. Further evidence of divine humility is the incarnation of Christ. God 
becomes a Jew in the person of Jesus of Nazareth! Because humans are made in God's image, it's 
not a contradiction for God to become human; after all, what makes us human is derived from 
God's nature in the first place. 

So the incarnate Christ describes himself as "gentle and humble in heart"-this in the very same 
context as his declaration of (1) uniquely knowing, relating to, and revealing the Father and (2) 
being the one who gives the weary rest for their souls (Matt. 11 :27-29). Greatness and humility 
don't contradict each other. In fact, God's greatness is seen in his willingness to serve us: "I am 
among you as the one who serves" (Luke 22:27). Jesus comes not to be served but to "serve" and 
to "give His life a ransom for many" (Mark 10:45). 

Third, God takes our place on a cross. A Muslim friend, Abdul, once expressed his difficulties with 
God becoming a human and dying on the cross. "It's such a humiliation!" he exclaimed. For the 
Muslim, God is so utterly transcendent and removed from us. Yet Philippians 2 marvelously dis-
plays the depths to which God is willing to go for our salvation: God the Son humbles (empties) 
himself, becoming a slave (doulos) who dies fully naked, for all to see- in  great shame and humilia-
tion (vv. 6-8). Jesus's crucifixion is a picture of both humility and greatness. God's humiliation 
turns out to be his own mark of distinction and moment of glory! Jesus, who was faithfully living 
out Israel's story as God had intended it, was actually enduring the curse of exile and alienation so 
that God's new community could receive blessing. 

John's Gospel refers to Jesus being "lifted up" on the cross (12:32; cf. 3:14- 15; 8:28). This is 
both literal and figurative. Being lifted up is both the physical act of being raised up onto a cross and 
the figurative reference to exaltation and honor from God, including the drawing of the nations to 
salvation Gohn 12:32). The moment of Christ's humiliating death is precisely when he is "glori-
fied" Gohn 12:23-24; 13:31-32). God's great moment of glory is in the experience of the greatest 
humiliation and shame-when he takes the form of a slave and suffers death on a cross for our 
sakes. 

This is how low God is willing to go for our salvation! This act of divine service to humans is 
utterly unique in antiquity. No wonder the late German New Testament scholar Martin Hengel 
wrote, "The discrepancy between the shameful death of a Jewish state criminal and the confession 
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that depicts this executed man as the pre-existent divine figure who becomes man and humbles 
himself to a slave's death is, as far as I can see, without analogy in the ancient world."9 

Once a Muslim expressed to me his disbelief and even scorn at the idea of Christians wearing 
crosses: "How can Christians wear with pride the instrument of torture and humiliation? If your 
brother were killed in an electric chair, would you wear an electric chair around your neck?" I 
replied that it depends: "If my brother happened to be Jesus of Nazareth and his death in an elec-
tric chair brought about my salvation and was the means by which evil was defeated and creation 
renewed, then he would have transformed a symbol of shame and punishment into something 
glorious." 

One theologian puts it this way: it's "truly godlike to be humble as it is to be exalted."10 The 
New Atheists wrongly assume that God must be an egalitarian deity-that he is just like us (see 
Ps. 50:21).11 We can set aside the false accusation that God is a divine, pompous windbag seeking 
to have his ego stroked by human flattery. That's the argument of village atheists, not those who 
have seriously examined the Scriptures. 

Further Reading 

Bauckham, Richard. Jesus and the God o f  Israel: God Crucified and Other Studies on the New Testa-
ment's Christology. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008. 

Lewis, C. S. "The Weight of Glory." In The Weight o f  Glory and Other Addresses. New York: 
Macmillan, 1965. 
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6 
God's Timeless Wisdom? 

Incremental Steps for Hardened Hearts 

Someone posted an "Open Letter to Dr. Laura" on the internet. I Dr. Laura Schlessinger, of course, 
is the Jewish author and (until recently) radio talk show host who offers practical advice about 
relationships, parenting, and ethical dilemmas based on Old Testament principles. Here's part of 
that letter, which is saturated with sarcasm: 

Dear Dr. Laura: 
Thank you for doing so much to educate people regarding God's Law. I have learned a great deal from 

your show, and I try to share that knowledge with as many people as I can. When someone tries to defend 
the homosexual lifestyle, for example, I simply remind them that Leviticus 18:22 clearly states it to be an 
abomination. End of debate. 

I do need some advice from you, however, regarding some of the specific laws and how to follow them: 

• I would like to sell my daughter into slavery, as sanctioned in Exodus 21:7. In this day and age, what do 
you think would be a fair price for her? 

• I have a neighbor who insists on working on the Sabbath. Exodus 35:2 clearly states he should be put 
to death. Am I morally obligated to kill him myself?

• A friend of mine feels that even though eating shellfish is an abomination (Lev. 11: 1 0), it is a lesser
abomination than homosexuality. I don't agree. Can you settle this?

• Leviticus 21:20 states that I may not approach the altar of God if I have a defect in my sight. I have to 
admit that I wear reading glasses. Does my vision have to be 20/20, or is there some wiggle room here?

• Most of my male friends get their hair trimmed, including the hair around their temples, even though
this is expressly forbidden by Leviticus 19:27. How should they die? 

• I know from Leviticus 11:6-8 that touching the skin of a dead pig makes me unclean, but may I still
play football if I wear gloves?

• My uncle has a farm. He violates Leviticus 19: 19 by planting two different crops in the same field, as 
does his wife by wearing garments made of two different kinds of thread (cotton/polyester blend) . . . .  

I know you have studied these things extensively; so I am confident you can help. Thank you again for 
reminding us that God's word is eternal and unchanging. 

Your devoted disciple and adoring fan. 

Twelfth-century rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides) counted out 613 distinct laws (365 prohi-
bitions, 248 positive commands) in the Pentateuch. Talk about dos and don'ts! It's no secret that 
Westerners find many of these commands-and the ancient Near Eastern world in general-baf-
fling. They seem millions of miles removed from u s - a l l  the regulations about food laws and skin 
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diseases, not to mention prohibitions against cutting the edges of one's beard, wearing tattoos, or 
cooking a kid goat in its mother's milk. Israel's perplexing precepts, principles, and punishments 
seem odd, arbitrary, and severe. 

When the New Atheists refer to the "ubiquitous weirdness" of the Bible, this may simply be the 
knee-jerk reaction of cultural snobbery or emotional dislike. It may also reflect a lack of patience to 
truly understand a world different from ours. C. S. Lewis warns against chronological snobbery-the 
"uncritical acceptance of the intellectual climate common to our age and the assumption that 
whatever has gone out of date is on that count discredited."2 

How would you respond to the challenges of the open letter? Our discussion in part 3 will look 
at laws that may strike us as random, bizarre, and harsh. While the Old Testament world is in 
many ways a strange world to us moderns, to be fair-minded, we should at least try to understand 
it better. 

After some introductory thoughts to frame the discussion, we'll look at issues related to cleanli-
ness and the treatment of women and slaves, concluding our discussion with Israelite warfare. 
Hopefully, this lengthy but popular-level discussion will help put Israel's laws and ancient Near 
Eastern assumptions into proper perspective. 

The Law of Moses: Inferior and Provisional 

On Palm Sunday in 1865, the brilliant Confederate general Robert E. Lee surrendered to the tena-
cious, gritty Northern general Ulysses S. Grant-sometimes called "Unconditional Surrender" 
Grant. This day at the Appomattox Court House was the decisive end to a costly war. Well over six 
hundred thousand men were killed in the Civil War-2  percent of the United States' population-
and three million fought in it. 

Despite the North's victory, the Emancipation Proclamation that preceded it Qanuary 1, 1863), 
and the attempt at Reconstruction in the South, many whites did not change their mind-set in 
regard to blacks. As a nation, we've found that proclamations and civil rights legislations may be 
law, but such legalities don't eradicate racial prejudice from human minds. A good deal of time 
was required to make significant headway in the pursuit of racial justice. 

Let's switch gears. Imagine a Western nation or representatives from the West who think it best 
to export democracy to, say, Saudi Arabia. Think of the obstacles to overcome! A radical change of 
mind-set would be required, and simply changing laws wouldn't alter the thinking in Saudi Arabia. 
In fact, you could probably imagine large-scale cultural opposition to such changes. 

When we journey back over the millennia into the ancient Near East, we enter a world that is 
foreign to us in many ways. Life in the ancient Near East wouldn't just be alien to us-with  all of 
its strange ways and assumptions. We would also see a culture whose social structures were badly 
damaged by the fall. Within this context, God raised up a covenant nation and gave the people 
laws to live by; he helped to create a culture for them. In doing so, he adapted his ideals to a peo-
ple whose attitudes and actions were influenced by deeply flawed structures. As we'll see with 
regard to servitude, punishments, and other structures, a range of regulations and statutes in 
Israel reveals a God who accommodates. Yet contrary to the common Neo-atheists' caricatures, 
these laws weren't the permanent, divine ideal for all persons everywhere. God informed his peo-
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ple that a new, enduring covenant would be necessary Qer. 31; Ezek. 36). By the Old Testament's 
own admission, the Mosaic law was inferior and future looking. 

Does that mean that God's ideals turn up only in the New Testament? No, the ideals are estab-
lished at the very beginning (Gen. 1-2). The Old Testament makes clear that all humans are God's 
image-bearers; they have dignity, worth, and moral responsibility. And God's ideal for marriage is a 
one-flesh monogamous union between husband and wife. Also, certain prohibitions in the law of 
Moses against theft, adultery, murder, and idolatry have enduring relevance. Yet when we look at 
God's dealings with fallen humans in the ancient Near East, these ideals were ignored and even 
deeply distorted. So God was at work in seeking to restore or move toward this ideal. 

We know that many products on the market have a built-in, planned obsolescence. They're 
designed for the short-term; they're not intended to be long-lasting and permanent. The same goes 
for the law of Moses: it was never intended to be enduring. It looked forward to a new covenant 
Qer. 31; Ezek. 36). It's not that the Mosaic law was bad and therefore needed to be replaced. The 
law was good (Rom. 7:12), but it was a temporary measure that was less than ideal; it was in need 
of replacement and fulfillment. 

Though a necessary part of God's unfolding plan, the Sinai legislation wasn't God's final word. 
As the biblical scholar N. T. Wright affirms, "The Torah [law of Moses at Sinai] is given for a spe-
cific period of time, and is then set aside-not because it was a bad thing now happily abolished, 
but because it was a good thing whose purpose had now been accomplished."3 This is the message 
of the New Testament book of Hebrews: the old Mosaic law and other Old Testament institutions 
and figures like Moses and Joshua were prefiguring "shadows" that would give way to "substance" 
and completion. Or as Paul put it in Galatians 3:24, the law was a "tutor" for Israel to prepare the 
way for Christ. 

Incremental Steps toward the Ideal 

How then did God address the patriarchal structures, primogeniture (rights of the firstborn), 
polygamy, warfare, servitude/slavery, and a number of other fallen social arrangements that were 
permitted because of the hardness of human hearts? He met Israel partway. As Jesus stated it in 
Matthew 19:8, "Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but 
from the beginning it has not been this way." We could apply this passage to many problematic 
structures within the ancient Near Eastern context: "Because of your hardness of heart Moses per-
mitted servitude and patriarchy and warfare and the like, but from the beginning it has not been this 
way." They were not ideal and universal. 

After God invited all Israelites-male and female, young and o ld- to  be a nation of priests to 
God, he gave them a simple covenant code (Exod. 20:22- 23: 19). Following on the heels of this 
legislation, Israel rebelled against God in the golden calf incident (Exod. 32). High priests would 
also have their own rebellion by participating in deviant, idolatrous worship (Lev. 10). As a result 
of Israel's turning from God, he gave them more stringent laws Qer. 7; cf. Gal. 3:19). In the New 
Testament, Paul assumes that God had been putting up with inferior, less-than-ideal societal struc-
tures and human disobedience: 
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• Acts 17:30: Previously, God "overlooked the times of ignorance" and is "now declaring to men

that all people everywhere should repent."
• Romans 3:25: God has now "demonstrate[d] His righteousness" in Christ, though "in the for-

bearance of God He passed over the sins previously committed."

Like two sides of the same coin, we have human hard-heartedness and divine forbearance. God put 
up with many aspects of human fallenness and adjusted accordingly. (More on this below.) 

So Christopher Hitchens's reaction to Mosaic laws ("we are not bound by any of it because it 
was put together by crude, uncultured human animals") actually points us in the right direction in 
two ways. First, the Mosaic law was temporary and, as a whole, isn't universal and binding upon 
all humans or all cultures. Second, Mosaic times were indeed "crude" and "uncultured" in many 
ways. So Sinai legislation makes a number of moral improvements without completely overhauling 
ancient Near Eastern social structures and assumptions. God "works with" Israel as he finds her. 
He meets his people where they are while seeking to show them a higher ideal in the context of 
ancient Near Eastern life. As one writer puts it, "If human beings are to be treated as real human 
beings who possess the power of choice, then the 'better way' must come gradually. Otherwise, 
they will exercise their freedom of choice and turn away from what they do not understand."4 

Given certain fixed assumptions in the ancient Near East, God didn't impose legislation that 
Israel wasn't ready for. He moved incrementally. As stated repeatedly in the Old Testament and rein-
forced in the New Testament, the law of Moses was far from ideal. Being the practical God he is, 
Yahweh (the Old Testament title for the covenant-making God) met his people where they were, 
but he didn't want to leave them there. God didn't banish all fallen, flawed, ingrained social struc-
tures when Israel wasn't ready to handle the ideals. Taking into account the actual, God encoded 
more feasible laws, though he directed his people toward moral improvement. He condescended by 
giving Israel a jumping-off place, pointing them to a better path. 

As we move through the Scriptures, we witness a moral advance-or, in many ways, a move-
ment toward restoring the Genesis ideals. In fact, Israel's laws reveal dramatic moral improve-
ments over the practices of the other ancient Near Eastern peoples. God's act of incrementally 
"humanizing" ancient Near Eastern structures for Israel meant diminished harshness and an ele-
vated status of debt-servants, even if certain negative customs weren't fully eliminated.5 

So when we read in Joshua 10:22-27 that Joshua killed five Canaanite kings and hung their 
corpses on trees all day, we don't have to explain away or justify such a practice. Such actions 
reflect a less morally refined condition. Yet these sorts of texts remind us that, in the unfolding of 
his purposes, God can use heroes such as Joshua within their context and work out his redemptive 
purposes despite them. And, as we'll see later on, warfare accounts in Joshua are actually quite 
tame in comparison to the barbarity of other ancient Near Eastern accounts. 

So rather than looking at Scripture from a post-Enlightenment critique (which, as we'll see later, 
is itself rooted in the Christian influence on Western culture), we can observe that Scripture itself 
acknowledges the inferiority of certain Old Testament standards. The Old Testament offers 
national Israel various resources to guide them regarding what is morally ideal. God's legislation is 
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given to a less morally mature culture that has imbibed the morally inferior attitudes and sinful 
practices of the ancient Near East. 

Note too that common ancient Near Eastern worship patterns and rituals-sacrifices, priest-
hood, holy mountains/places, festivals, purification rites, circumcision-are found in the law of 
Moses. For example, we find in Hittite law a sheep being substituted for a man.6 In his provi-
dence, God appropriated certain symbols and rituals familiar to Israel and infused them with new 
meaning and significance in light of his saving, historical acts and his covenant relationship with 
Israel. 7 This "redemption" of ancient rituals and patterns and their incorporation into Israel's own 
story reflect common human longings to connect with "the sacred" or "the transcendent" or to 
find grace and forgiveness. In God's historical redemption of Israel and later with the coming of 
Christ, the Lamb of God, these kinds of rituals and symbols were fulfilled in history and were put 
in proper perspective. 

Instead of glossing over some of the inferior moral attitudes and practices we encounter in the 
Old Testament, we should freely acknowledge them. We can point out that they fall short of the 
ideals of Genesis 1-2  and affirm with our critics that we don't have to advocate such practices for 
all societies. We can also show that any of the objectionable practices we find in the Old Testament 
have a contrary witness in the Old Testament as well.8 

The Redemptive Movement of Scripture 

The Old Testament's laws exhibit a redemptive movement within Scripture. It's easy to get stuck 
on this or that isolated verse-all  the while failing to see the underlying redemptive spirit and 
movement of Scripture that unfold and progress. For example, William Webb's book Slaves, Women, 
and Homosexuals9 unpacks this "redemptive-movement" perspective found in Scripture. The con-
trast is the static interpretation that rigidly "parks" at certain texts without considering the larger 
movement of Scripture. 

Some people might ask, "Is this some sort of relativistic idea-that certain laws were right for 
Old Testament Israel but now there's another standard that's right for us?" Not at all! Keep in 
mind the following thoughts we've already touched on: 

• God's ultimate ideals regarding human equality and dignity as well as the creational standard
of marriage made their appearance at the very beginning (Gen. 1-2).

• The ancient Near East displays a deviation from these ideals in fallen social structures and 
human hard-heartedness.

• Incremental steps are given to Old Testament Israel that tolerate certain moral deficiencies but
encourage Israel to strive higher.

So the Old Testament isn't affirming relativism-that was true in the Old Testament but not in 
the New Testament. God's ideals were already in place at creation, but God accommodated himself 
to human hard-heartedness and fallen social structures. Half a loaf is better than none-something 
we take for granted in the give-and-take of the political process in the West. In other words, the 
idea that you can make progress toward the ideal, even if you can't get there all at once, is a far cry 
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from relativism. Rather, your eye is still set on the ideal, and you're incrementally moving toward 
it, but the practicalities of life "on the ground" make it difficult to implement the ideal all at once. 
Likewise, the Sinai laws were moving in the right direction even if certain setbacks remained. 

As we progress through Scripture, we see with increasing clarity how women and servants 
(slaves) are affirmed as human beings with dignity and worth. Let's take slaves, for instance:10 

• Original ancient Near Eastern culture: The general treatment of slaves could be very brutal
and demeaning, and slaves were typically at the mercy of their masters; runaway slaves had to
be returned to masters on pain of death.

• Old Testament improvement on ancient Near Eastern culture: Though various servant/slave
laws are still problematic, the Old Testament presents a redemptive move toward an ultimate
ethic: there were limited punishments in contrast to other ancient Near Eastern cultures;
there was a more humanized attitude toward servants/slaves; and runaway foreign slaves
were given refuge in Israel.

• New Testament improvement on Old Testament: Slaves (in the Roman Empire) were incorpo-
rated into the body of Christ without distinction from masters (Gal. 3:28); masters were to
show concern for their slaves; slaves were encouraged to gain freedom (1 Cor. 7:20-22). Note,
though, that the Roman Empire had institutionalized slavery-in contrast to the Old Testa-
ment's humanized indentured servitude. So the New Testament writers had to deal with a
new setting, one that was a big moral step backward.

• Ultimate ideal: This includes the genuine realization of creation ideals in Genesis 1:26-27, in 
which God's image-bearers live and work together harmoniously and are fairly, graciously
treated; they are viewed as full persons and equals; and genuine humanness is restored in 
Christ, the second Adam/the new man. 

While such a redemptive movement operates for women and servants/slaves in Scripture, the 
same cannot be said for homosexual activity. This action is consistently viewed negatively-a 
departure from God's creational design-plan. Although I go into much detail elsewhere on the 
topic of homosexuality, 11 let me briefly address it in this redemptive-movement discussion. 
Rather than revealing some progression in attitudes regarding homosexual activity, Scripture from 
beginning to end is uniformly negative in its evaluation. Homosexual behavior, though quite com-
mon in the ancient Near East and the Greco-Roman world, was simply "alien to the Jewish and 
Christian ethos."12 

Remember that homosexual a c t s - n o t  simply inclinations/tendencies-were judged to be immoral 
by the biblical authors. No redemptive movement exists to advance homosexual acts toward 
increased moral acceptability. 

Some claim that prohibitions against homosexual acts were "just cultural" or simply "on the 
same level" as the kosher or clothing laws given to Israel to set her apart from her pagan 
neighbors. This is too quick. Actually, the Mosaic law also prohibits adultery, bestiality, murder, 
and theft. Surely these go far beyond the temporary measures of eating shrimp or pork. 
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How then does this redemptive movement show itself in Scripture? As an illustration, consider 

the progression from Moses's permitting a certificate of divorce in Deuteronomy 24: 1-4 to Jesus's 
discussion of this in Matthew 19. Jesus acknowledged the permitting-not commanding-of 
divorce in Deuteronomy 24 due to human hard-heartedness. Yet Jesus didn't simply "park" at this 
Old Testament passage and woodenly interpret it, as his religious opponents did. He considered 
the redemptive component of this legislation. The certificate of divorce was to protect the wife; a 
vulnerable divorced woman typically had to remarry to escape poverty and shame by coming under 
the shelter of a husband. This law took into consideration the well-being of the wife so that she 
wouldn't be divorced and taken back and then dumped once more at the whim of her former 
husband. 

Many religious leaders of Jesus's day had a stilted interpretation of this passage, making it diffi-
cult for them to see that Moses wasn't commanding an absolute ethic. They couldn't see beyond 
the letter of the law to the spirit of the text. This conflict of interpretations is similar to the one in 
Mark 2:23-28: Jesus looked to the spirit of the Sabbath legislation, informing his critics that "the 
Sabbath was made for people, not people for the Sabbath" (v. 27 NET). 

Jesus instructively pointed out that human hard-heartedness was behind such legislation on 
divorce (Matt. 19:8). After all, God hates divorce (Mal. 2:16); that's certainly not ideal. Instead, 
God desires that a husband and a wife cling to each other in lifelong love and commitment (Gen. 
2:24). Yet the religious leaders of Jesus's day approached the Old Testament so legalistically that 
they missed the spirit behind the Mosaic legislation. 

Throughout this book, we'll repeat the message: Israel's Old Testament covenant wasn't a universal 
ideal and was never intended to be so. The Mosaic covenant anticipated a better covenant. So when Sam 
Harris insists that consistent Bible believers should stone their children for believing heretical 
ideas, he's actually behind the times! As we move from Old Testament to New Testament, from 
national Israel to an interethnic Israel (the church), we see a shift from a covenant designed for a 
nation-with its own civil laws and judicial system-to a new arrangement for God's people scat-
tered throughout the nations of the world and whose citizenship is a heavenly one. In the Old Tes-
tament, the death penalty could be carried out for adultery, for instance. Yet when we get to the 
New Testament, the people of God-no longer a national, civic entity-are to deal much differently 
with adultery. The professing Christian who refuses to stop his adulterous behavior after appropri-
ate warning and loving concern is disciplined by (hopefully temporary) excommunication (1 Cor. 
5:1-5). The Christian can agree that while adultery may be tolerated legally by the state (we don't 
jail people for it), it shouldn't be tolerated in the church. The goal of all such (hopefully temporary) 
discipline of removal is restoration to fellowship-that "his spirit may be saved" (v. 5). 

So as we look at many of these Mosaic laws, we must appreciate them in their historical context, 
as God's gracious, temporary provision. Yet we should also look at the underlying spirit and move-
ment across the sweep of salvation history. 

Israel's History: Differing Stages, Different Demands 

Israel's story involves a number of stages or contexts.13 
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Stage #1: Ancestral wandering clan (mishpachah): Genesis 10:31-32 
Stage #2: Theocratic people/nation ('am, gay): Genesis 12:2; Exodus 1:9; 3:7; Judges 2:20 
Stage #3: Monarchy, institutional state, or kingdom (mamlakah, malkut): l Samuel 24:20; 1 

Chronicles 28:5 
Stage #4: Afflicted remnant (she'erit): Jeremiah 42:4; Ezekiel 5: 10 
Stage #5: Postexilic community/assembly of promise (qahal): Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 13: 1 

With these differing contexts come differing ethical demands. Each new situation calls for differing 
ethical responses or obligations corresponding to them. Don't get the wrong idea, however. It's 
not as though this view advocates "situation ethics"-that in some situations, say, adultery is 
wrong, but in other situations it might be "the loving thing to do." 

Rather, the Old Testament supplies us with plenty of permanent moral insights from each of 
these stages. So during the wandering clan stage, we gain enduring insights about commitments of 
mutual love and concern as well as the importance of reconciliation in overcoming conflict. The 
patriarchs trusted in a covenant-making God; this God called for full trust as he guided them 
through difficult, unforeseeable circumstances. And during Israel's theocratic stage, an enduring 
insight is the need to acknowledge that all blessings and prosperity come from God's hand-that  
they aren't a right but a gift of grace. The proper response is gratitude and living holy lives in keep-
ing with Israel's calling. 

Again, what we're emphasizing is far from moral relativism; it's just that along with these his-
torical changes came differing ethical challenges. During the wandering clan stage, for instance, 
Abraham and the other patriarchs had only accidental or exceptional political involvements. And 
even when Abraham had to rescue Lot after a raid (Gen. 14), he refused to profit from political 
benefactors. Through a covenant-bond, Yahweh was the vulnerable patriarchs' protector and 
supplier. 

After this, Israel had to wait 430 years and undergo bondage in Egypt until the bag of Amorite 
sins was filled to the point of bursting (Gen. 15:16). God certainly didn't act hastily against the 
Canaanites! God delivered Israel out of slavery, providing a place for her to live and making her a 
political entity, a history-making nation. A theocracy was then formed with its own religious, 
social, and political environment. 

To acquire land to live as a theocracy and eventually to pave the way for a coming Redeemer-
Messiah, warfare (as a form of judgment on fully ripened sin) was involved. God used Israel to 
neutralize Canaanite military strongholds and drive out a people who were morally and spiritually 
corrupt-beyond redemption. The Canaanites had sunk below the hope of moral return, although 
God wouldn't turn away those who recognized God's justice and his power in delivering Israel 
from Egypt (such as Rahab and her family). This settling of the land was a situation quite different 
from the wandering clan stage, and it required a different response. 

Later, when many of God's people were exiled in Babylon, they were required to handle this sit-
uation differently than in the previous theocratic stage. They were to build gardens, settle down, 
have children, and pray for the welfare of Babylon-the very enemy that had displaced them by 
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carrying them into exile Qer. 29:4-7). Israel's obligations and relationship to Gentile nations 
hardly remained fixed or static. 

The "ls-Ought" Fallacy 

Christopher Hitchens mentions "the ungrateful and mutinous children of Israel."14 In fact, the 
Old Testament is full of characters who are deeply flawed and all too human. The critic wonders, 
"What kind of role model is Abraham (who lies about Sarah), or Moses (who murders an Egypt-
ian), or David (who power-rapes Bathsheba and then arranges to have her husband, Uriah, 
killed)?" The critic has a point: this isn't the way things ought to be done. But the biblical authors 
often don't comment on such actions because (at least in part) they assume they don't need to. In 
other words, is doesn't mean ought; the way biblical characters happen to act isn't necessarily an 
endorsement of their behavior. 

Here's a question we should be careful to ask: What kind of example are they-morally excel-
lent, evil/immoral, or somewhere in between? Indeed, 1 Corinthians 10 refers to the "ungrateful 
and mutinous" children of Israel who are full of stubbornness and treachery. They end up serving 
as vivid negative examples, and we should avoid imitating them. We can reject the notion that "if  
it's in the Bible, it must have God's seal of approval." 

Take King David. He's more like a figure in Greek tragedies-a hero with deep flaws, a mixed 
moral bag. David is a lot like you and me. He illustrates the highs and lows of moral success and 
failure. Old Testament scholar John Barton puts it this way: "The story of David handles human 
anger, lust, ambition, and disloyalty without ever commenting explicitly on these things but by 
telling its tale in such a way that the reader is obliged to look them in the face and to recognize his 
or her affinity with the characters in whom they are exemplified."15 

Biblical writers are often subtly deconstructing major characters like Gideon and Solomon, who 
are characterized by flawed leadership and spiritual compromise.16 On closer inspection, the hero 
status accorded to Abraham, Moses, and David in the Old Testament (and echoed in the New Tes-
tament) is rooted not in their moral perfection but in their uncompromising dedication to the 
cause of Yahweh and their rugged trust in the promises of God rather than lapsing into the idolatry 
of many of their contemporaries. 

Also, many of Israel's regulations are casuistic-instances of case law. That is, what rules are to 
be in place if such-and-such a scenario presents itself? These scenarios aren't necessarily being 
endorsed or applauded as good or ideal. For example, if someone steals another's possessions or if 
someone wants to get a divorce, then certain actions are to be taken in these inferior circumstances. 
Stealing isn't a good thing, and neither is divorce! 

Unlike the abstracted ancient Near Eastern law codes, the Mosaic law is surrounded by lengthy 
narratives that often illustrate ethical life for Israel. Whether through failure, success, or some-
thing in between, biblical characters and events often put flesh and bones on ethical commands. 
Yes, the prologue and epilogue of Hammurabi's Code is full of self-exaltation and ethical promises, 
but it's fairly ahistorical. In fact, as we compare the Old Testament to other ancient Near Eastern 
worldviews-including beginnings, history, covenant, ethics, and theology-any surface differences 
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fall away. As John Oswalt has recently argued, the Old Testament presents an utterly unique reli-
gious outlook that sets itself apart from its ancient Near Eastern counterparts.17 

On another note, Hammurabi claims merely to speak for the deity Shamash; the Hittites claimed 
the sun god established the laws of the land. Moses, on the other hand, isn't the legislator on 
God's behalf. Rather, the law portrays a personally interactive God who throughout speaks in the 
first person: 18 "If you afflict him [the widow or the orphan] at all, and if he does cry out to Me, I 
will surely hear his cry; and My anger will be kindled" (Exod. 22:23-24); again, "You shall not 
defile the land in which you live, in the midst of which I dwell" (Num. 35:34). God's historical 
action of delivering enslaved Israel from Egypt becomes a model for how Israel is to live-for 
example, how to treat aliens and the disadvantaged in their midst. 

Does this mean that humans can't use their judgment to create new laws? Not at all! Moses fol-
lowed his father-in-law's advice to create a judicial hearing system so that he wouldn't be over-
worked (Exod. 18); David established a statute about giving a fair share to those who fought and to 
those who guarded their baggage (1 Sam. 30:22-25). 

Of course, we should remember that just because the biblical text claims historicity and divine 
involvement, this doesn't yet prove anything. However, as Egyptologist Kenneth Kitchen and others 
have argued, as time goes on, the once-doubted historical claims of the Old Testament-whether 
the cost of slaves in the ancient Near East, camels on livestock lists during the time of Abraham, 
the kingship of David, the mines of Solomon, the metallurgy of the Philistines, or the existence of 
the Hittites-turn out to be anchored in ancient Near Eastern history.19 The Old Testament por-
trays a God concerned enough to enter into and act in history, and these actual events and interac-
tions are to shape and inspire the character and actions of the people of God. 

These then are some important issues that will help us as we approach the law of Moses-a  gra-
cious gift temporarily given to national Israel that bridged God's ideals and the realities of ancient 
Near Eastern life and human hard-heartedness. Some of the troubling, harsh, and seemingly arbi-
trary Old Testament laws-though inferior and less than morally optimal-are often an improve-
ment on what we see in the rest of the ancient Near East. God had to settle for less than the best 
with national Israel; however, he still desired moral improvement and spiritual obedience, despite 
fallen social structures and human rebellion. 

Much in the Old Testament visibly reminds us of God's abundant grace despite human sin and 
fall-damaged social structures. We regularly see God work in and through sinful human beings-as 
inefficient as it seems!-to bring to pass his overarching purposes. 
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