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10 Seth
May God give us a lifetime of surprises together.
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Introduction:
Why the Bible (Still) Matters

Tvan lllich was once asked what is the most
revolutionary way to change society. Is it violent
revolution or is it gradual reform? He gave a
careful answer. Neither. If you want to change
society, then you must tell an alternative story.

Tim COSTELLO

n September 18, 2008, my wife and I found out the child we
were expecting (our third) had Down syndrome. At 22 weeks,
we were given the option of terminating the pregnancy. We also dis-
covered that roughly 92 percent of people receiving the same diagnosis
at the same time choose that option.
How does a person make a decision like this? I have since reflected
a lot on the journey Justina and I took as we went from hearing the
news to seeing Seth born three months later. For us, abortion was never
an option. We grieved and were frustrated, but ultimately we would
receive Seth however God would give him to us. But I also can empa-
thize with those for whom the thought of raising a Down syndrome
child was too much. (Of course, this doesn’t justify their decision to
abort, but I can relate to the feelings of being overwhelmed.)
What guides us in moments like these, when reality comes crashing
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12 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

into our lives without any thought of our preferences or desires? Is it
pure self-interest that guides us? What maximizes pleasure or mini-
mizes pain? What will other people think of our decision? What does
Oprah or Dr. Phil or Dr. Laura think we should do?

I am convinced that most of us live according to a narrative, a
story that governs our lives and gives them structure, form, and shape
(more about this later). These narratives answer the basic questions
about us: Who are we? Where did we come from? Why are we here?
Where are we going? What is right? What is wrong? Can we even
know these things?

We carry these narratives unconsciously until we encounter situa-
tions that don’t fit into the ways we normally make decisions and choices
and deliberate about our lives. In those situations, we are exposed. We
may normally give lip service to creeds, mutter token prayers, or quote
pithy and inspiring slogans, but such things ring hollow in a crisis. The
flannel-board Bible stories we heard in Sunday school aren’t adequate
for the demands of adult life.

Then we discover what kind of story we are actually living by.
When we are sick of our spouses and want to divorce, when we can
earn a ton of money by taking a few moral shortcuts, when a diagno-
sis puts life in perspective, or when every fiber in our being yearns to
hurt those who hurt us—that’s when we find out what the narrative
of our lives really is.

One of the many reasons the Bible still matters is that it reveals the
weaknesses of the stories of our world and tells an alternative story.
And it is not just any story; it is the true story.

The scriptures paint a picture of an alternative reality, of life in
another world. In this world, God raises the dead and breathes hope
into every corner of the universe. In this world, all things are pos-
sible with God—virgin births, miraculous healings, cosmic warfare.
Life is infused with holiness and worth, and people are valued far
beyond their ability to produce or consume. In this reality, blessings
can come disguised as the loss of the job, a health crisis, or the birth of a
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Introduction: Why the Bible (Still) Matters I3

special-needs baby. Justina and I have come to believe that Jesus turns
the world upside down, and as a result, we think and choose, live and
spend, and act and relate differently than we would otherwise. Years
of reading and studying the scriptures and listening to sermons about
the Bible have formed us into people who (usually) believe that the
world it describes is the real world. Without such a basis, I don’t know
how we would have made our decision about Seth.

So why does the Bible matter? Why should we wade through the
begats (as my mom calls them) of this ancient book when we already
have so little time to do so? My answer is simply this: The Bible reveals
the world as it really is. It is not (primarily) a theological textbook,
a body of laws and regulations, or a collection of nice moral stories.
It is a story that presents a different way of seeing the world and our
lives in it.

The biblical narrative is true, good, and right. It makes sense of our
experience and the experiences of others. But the art and science of
seeing the Bible in this way has been mostly lost in the Western world.
Here, the Bible is been dissected, analyzed, cataloged, and categorized
nearly into irrelevance. Even believers approach the Bible somewhat
as if it were a museum artifact—pulling it off a shelf now and again,
looking at and admiring it—rather than the dynamic and dangerous
word of God it claims to be. Christians seem to spend a lot of time
and energy defending the Bible when they could be engaging it in a
consistently honest and meaningful way.

Ultimately the biblical narrative is subversive to all other narratives.
In other words, it serves as the fundamental basis for everything else.
We insist that the Bible gives a truer, more accurate account of what
is going on in our seemingly unraveling world than do our advertis-
ers, politicians, and journalists.

Looking at the scriptures this way helps us to be intellectually
honest—grappling deeply with questions about the inspiration, trans-
mission, and interpretation of the text—while at the same time holding
a high view of the Bible. I believe we can hold the tremendous unity
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14 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

and clarity of the Bible—the story of God’s quest to redeem what He
has made—in tension with the utter mystery of many of its parts. But
to do this we need to reframe our view of what the Bible is and what
we expect it to do.

Writing a book about the Bible feels a bit like digging a hole in my
backyard and calling it the Grand Canyon. Regardless of how well I
dig or how deep I go, my hole will never compare to the real thing. So
here’s my first piece of advice for you: Buy yourself a Bible and begin
to read it if you havent already. When you read the Bible humbly and
honestly, it speaks for itself. You don’t need to go to seminary, learn
Greek or Hebrew, or ask an expert in order to understand the basic
message. Anyone anywhere can pick up the scriptures and benefit.

But at the same time, the Bible is clearly more than it first appears.
Far beyond a list of do’s and don’ts, rights and wrongs, laws and com-
mandments, it combines poetry, narrative, parable, apocalypse, gospel,
and more into a combustible mix that can be used for great good or
great harm. Skinheads and cultists appeal to the Bible for authority, as
do great social and moral reformers. The Bible is at the center of faith
for billions of people, and it still stands as the most dramatic, contro-
versial, and inspiring piece of literature ever put together.

And yet for all its acclaim, the Bible remains a mystery to most of
us. Yes, all of us can pick it up and benefit, but we can also spend the
rest of our lives plumbing its depths and never reach the bottom. From
the prophets’ cryptic mutterings to the bizarre images in Revelation,
the Christian scriptures present us with a paradox: How do we rec-
oncile the lofty view of the Bible espoused by millions—that it is the
inerrant and inspired word of God—with the reality that most of us
don’t really understand what it is, let alone what it says. Many of us
simply don’t try to read, study, or apply the Bible much at all. For all
of our defending of the Bible, few of us take it seriously.

How can you take the Bible seriously? That’s the subject of this
book.
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The True Story of the World

The Christian story claims to be the true
story about God and the world.

N.T. WriGHT

Reality can only be partially attacked by logic.

FrIEDRICH DURRENMATT

y kids love jigsaw puzzles. That means I have had to learn to
M love puzzles too. I have discovered what any puzzle lover already
knows: The most important part of the puzzle is the box top, which
shows the big picture. Of course, we still have to do the hard work of
placing the individual pieces together, but the box top gives us a gen-
eral sense of how best to proceed.

Many of us approach the Bible as a bunch of individual puzzle
pieces without any real sense of how they all fit together. We lack a box
top that gives us the big picture. And without it, many of us struggle
to make sense of the individual pieces. How do Jesus’ words to love
our enemies fit with the psalmist’s request for God to dash his ene-
mies’ children against the rocks? Or how do the obscure and esoteric
words and pictures of the prophets fit into the straightforward history
of Acts? We have a vague sense that it should all fit together, but we
don’t know how.
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16 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

So for the most part, we approach the Bible individualistically and
atomistically. We read the gospels as individual and independent stories
about Jesus and rarely consider the way they are edited and arranged.
We read about the people in the Old Testament—Moses or Joseph or
Esther or David—without any sense of how these stories advance the
grand narrative of God’s mission to redeem what He has made.

We may approach the book of Proverbs for practical guidance and
advice about living, parenting, running a business, or dating. Others
of us may turn to 1 Corinthians 13, Psalm 23, the Beatitudes, or the
Lord’s Prayer for comfort and inspiration. In fact, if your Bible doesn’t
include a list of what passages to read when you are depressed or wor-
ried or sad, you can find one at the nearest Christian bookstore. Still
others of us love the intellectual challenge of unraveling the paradoxes
in the Bible. Whats the deal with blood sacrifice or predestination
or hell? How does Paul’s emphasis on faith fit with James’ emphasis
on works? Was there one blind man or two, and did Jesus encounter
him (or them) while entering Jericho or leaving it? Those who read
the Bible this way often look for a verse or story that will support their
position.

But all of these approaches ignore the fact that although the Bible
was written by many authors over hundreds of years, it presents one
unified story—the story of God’s creative and redemptive work in the
world.! And it is precisely in understanding the Bible as one overarch-
ing narrative that all the rest of it begins to make sense. The problem
with approaching the Bible in one of these other ways—for guidance,
challenge, or inspiration—is that we use the Bible for what we want
and dont allow God to use it to form and shape us according to what
He wants.

We must move beyond reading the Bible for our purposes and learn
to receive it according to the authors intentions. We must learn to read
the Bible as it is presented to us and not always in the way we want,
molding and shaping it to reinforce our own preferences, prejudices,
or desires. And to do that, we must see the Bible as a unified whole.
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The True Story of the World 17

Yes, this story does consist of many other stories, but each smaller story
advances the narrative arc of the whole.

This story develops over a long time, so we must continually reconnect
each individual part—a proverb, song, poem, prophecy, or parable—to
the whole. Further, as the story advances, each scene sheds new light
on the earlier parts of the story.

One Story or Many?

I grew up hearing that the Bible is composed of many kinds (or
genres) of literature: poetry and history, parable and sermon, letter and
genealogy, oracles and prophecies, songs and visions. And of course,
there were stories. Loads of them. Stories about Jesus, about David
and Goliath, Noah and the ark, Joseph and the famine in Egypt...
But it never occurred to me to ask if the whole Bible fell into its own
category. Now I believe it does. It is one unified story that is made up
of a lot of individual pieces and parts, and the overriding narrative of
the biblical story shapes these individual parts. The songs, letters, and
genealogies make the most sense when we see them embedded in the
larger plotline—the narrative thread that binds together the authors,
books, and types of literature in the Bible.

That the Bible is one story should be apparent simply from the
way it begins in Genesis with God creating the heavens and earth
(Genesis 1:1) and ends in Revelation with the new heaven and new
earth (Revelation 21:1). The biblical story works, of course, on many
different levels and with many types of literature within it. Much of
it doesn’t read like a typical story, but such material makes full sense
only within the broader story line.

Far from being a random mix of law, prophecy, poem, theology, and
history, the Bible is a unified and progressively unfolding drama—the
story of God’s intention and work to redeem and restore what He has
made—and each individual bit must be understood in the context of
the whole. And God intends that whole story to be the framework that
guides His people as they live, relate, and work in the world.
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18 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

Every culture has an overriding narrative that shapes its collec-
tive consciousness. When we look at only the individual pieces of the
Bible, we may misunderstand or distort them. Or we may remain
myopic and individualistic, using the Bible for our purposes instead
of submitting to God’s purposes for us in it. But the greatest danger
is that we will continue to live by other stories and interpret the Bible
according to them. And that’s a problem because most of the domi-
nant values and narratives of the Western world are antithetical to the
narrative of scripture. Make no mistake: We do live our lives accord-
ing to a narrative (a framework, or a way of looking at the world)
even if we cannot articulate what it is. So the question is not whether
we live according to some overriding narrative but rather which one.
Our stories shape us, and we shape our stories. The people of God
have been called out of the patterns and narratives of this world and
into something far truer, richer, and deeper—the story of God and
His work in the world.

Our modern Western stories are so engrained in our minds that we
naturally use them to interpret the biblical story. These other (mislead-
ing) stories are insidious because they are so foundational to the way
we look at ourselves and the world. We rarely notice them, let alone
call them into question. But that is precisely what we must do, for the
Bible assumes (and the earliest Christians believed) that it alone tells
the true story of our world.

Stories and Truth

Looking at the Bible this way may feel a bit odd to some of us because
we grew up approaching the scriptures in search of timeless truth and
doctrinal propositions. And certainly the Bible contains truth and doc-
trine and more besides. But those truths and propositions are housed in a
narrative structure. They are not presented to us as abstract ideas discon-
nected from time, place, or culture. Just the opposite, in fact. A narrative
arc (or structure) connects the many movements within the Bible. Our
modern obsessions with doctrinal and theological fastidiousness have
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The True Story of the World 19

blinded many of us to the rich images, allusions, symbols that perme-
ate the Bible because of our search for the truth (or moral or point)
behind the story. In our never-ending quest for the bottom line, we
miss the significance of the journey along the way.

For instance, Jesus didn’t describe God’s love with three principles
in alliteration. He told a story about a man who had two sons. When
asked about loving one’s neighbor, He told the story of the Good Samar-
itan. He used images (pearls, seeds, nets, soil) and symbols (temple,
wind, bread) that were embedded in everyday Jewish life to commu-
nicate the truth about the kingdom of God.

Similarly, when God gave the Ten Commandments to the nation
of Israel at Mt. Sinai, He began by saying, “I am the Lorp your God,
who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.” The com-
mandments that God gave Israel are not abstracted tidbits of morality.
Instead, they are connected to an event that was very fresh in their
minds—the powerful work of God to deliver them from Egypt. That
story connected the commandments to the nation and to God. The
God who spoke to the Israelites and commanded them to worship and
obey is the same God who led them out of Egypt and promised to
establish the nation in the Promised Land. Israel’s God can be identi-
fied only by telling this story.

In the Old Testament, God’s name and the story of His works go
together. The Bible does not allow for disembodied, theoretical truths
floating out there in creeds and doctrinal statements; it is rooted and
grounded in history through and through. It deals with particular
characters and events unfolding over real time and real places.

So when I say the Bible matters because it tells an alternative story,
I am not suggesting that the Bible is a fable, myth, or fairy tale. On the
contrary, | have become convinced that we are impoverished because we
have reduced the Bible down to propositions, steps, and principles. It is
so much bigger and deeper and truer than that. The Bible is presented
to us as a story for a reason, and I want to bring a needed correction
to our fascination with defending, defining, and “doctrinalizing” (I
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20 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

needed another & word) at the expense of the rich and varied liter-
ary forms and structures that communicate at least as much truth as
do propositions. New Testament scholar N.T. Wright highlights the

nature and importance of stories:

When we examine how stories work in relation to other
stories, we find that human beings tell stories because this
is how we perceive, and indeed relate to, the world... A
story...is, if we may infer from the common practice of
the world, universally perceived as the best way of talking
about the way the world actually is.... If Jesus or the evan-
gelists tell stories, this does not mean that they are leaving
history or theology out of the equation and doing some-
thing else instead.”

Why a Story?

Beyond a rule book, a systematic theology textbook, or a collec-
tion of inspiring sayings, the Bible presents itself to us as a story that
describes the way the things really are. Stories, simply by virtue of their
form, come to us less directly and immediately than propositional
statements or doctrinal creeds. Stories, like those things, can either
be true or false, but unlike them, stories leave room for our participa-
tion. God could have revealed Himself to us in any number of ways,
but He chose to do it through narrative. We can reflect a bit on why
He chose story as opposed to anything else.

Younger generations don’t need to be convinced of the power of
story. In their world, a cold, logical, abstract argument holds little
value. They intuitively embrace imagination, mystery, ambiguity, and
tension. Something is lost, of course, in the transition from more clas-
sically rational ways of understanding and discoursing, but much more
is gained. When we read the Bible as a story, we allow it to speak for
itself. On the other hand, when we argue about whether Adam and
Eve had belly buttons, the message of the Bible can’t get a word in
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The True Story of the World 21

edgewise. Stories are rational in their own way. They convey truth as
do propositions, but they gain greater hearing these days.

How We Know Each Other

Stories are the most common way people relate to each other. When
two people go on their first date and begin to get to know each other
and share themselves with each other, they don’t read each other’s
résumé. They tell stories about where they grew up and what they like
to do. In cultures all over the world, stories are handed down from
parents to children and repeated around the dinner table or campfire,
reinforcing values, ideals, norms, and structures. They are the most
accessible forms of speech: Young or old, educated or illiterate, anyone
can savor a good story. In this digital age, where mountains of impor-
tant or trivial information come to us in the form of raw data, stories
help make sense of the overall scheme of things. For all our sophisti-
cation and expertise, we remain unsure of how best to run our lives.
We need a narrative that speaks the truth about who we are, who God
is, and why life is the way it is.

Stories reveal things to us in ways nothing else can. Propositions
tell us things; stories show them to us. They draw us into relationship
and open up new worlds to us in ways that textbooks or rule books
never can. In the Bible, knowing is always relational. When the Bible
says that Adam knew his wife, it doesn’t mean that Adam could list
Eve’s interests, but rather that Adam and Eve knew each other sexually
and thus intimately and personally. The scriptures always assume that
to know something is to know it with both the head and the heart.
The two are always inseparably connected.

The Bible is God revealing Himself—showing us what He is like—
in ways that transcend merely telling us (in an informational way)
about His nature. This is not like the way we engage a textbook on
mathematics or a dusty tome about copyright law. No, this is encoun-
tering a person in the pages of a text. The Bible is revelatory, not just
informational. Story is the only form that allows for such personal
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22 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

engagement. When Jesus taught about the kingdom, He never gave
a textbook definition. Instead, He told stories and parables that illu-
mined those who had ears to hear and hearts to receive the truth He
revealed.

It's a Big World After All

Stories enlarge our world. Suppose you lived your whole life in a small
village in the bottom of a valley that was surrounded by mountains.
Suppose also that you were never allowed to climb the surrounding
hillsides and had never heard anyone talk about life outside the village.
Once you become an adult, however, you decide to see for yourself
what lies beyond your small piece of the world. Imagine how you feel
when you climb one of the peaks and discover that you live on a small
island in the middle a vast ocean dotted by other islands. As your view
stretches endlessly from horizon to horizon, you realize the world is
much bigger than what you had previously known. Your village never
looks the same after that. The limited perspective you once lived by is
gone forever.

This is what stories do to us—they open up whole new worlds, pro-
vide us with unique and dissimilar perspectives, and cause us to look
at our own lives a bit differently. They pull us out of ourselves and into
a larger universe, stretching our imaginations and lives beyond their
original shape. And this is also what the Bible does—it opens up a
new and yet strangely familiar world of creation and conflict, angels
and demons, sin and redemption. Beyond what we have learned (or
figured out on our own), the scriptures open up a world with God, a
world in which all things are possible.

The Bible is not one story among many stories; it is #be story, of
which all others are but faint echoes. Stories enlarge our world, and
the biblical story most of all.

We are not accustomed to thinking about the Bible this way. We
talk of “bringing the Bible to life” or “making the Bible relevant to our
lives” as if our lives were large and the Bible should fit into them. But

Copyrighted material



The True Story of the World 23

that is exactly the opposite of what is really the case. The Bible is the
vast, true world, and our tiny, sin-constricted lives desperately need
to fit into #hat. The scriptures crack open our narcissistic shells and
expose us to a “God-bathed world,” to use Dallas Willard’s beautiful
phrase. The world of the Bible is far larger than the world of television
and the Internet. This is the fundamental change many of us must
make: to quit trying to fit the Bible into our lives and begin seeing
our lives in it.

You're Invited

Stories invite us to participate. The parable of the prodigal son (Luke
15) may be the most well-known story Jesus told. A father has two sons,
the younger of which demands his inheritance in advance. Inexplicably,
the father acquiesces to his son’s wishes, and soon the son is off blow-
ing his wealth on what the Bible politely calls “wild living.” As we all
know, the son eventually becomes destitute, returns to his senses, and
makes the journey home. The father sees his son in the distance, runs
to embrace him, and throws a party to celebrate his homecoming. We
then meet an older son, who, resentful at the party thrown in honor
of his irresponsible brother, refuses to join in the celebration. The story
ends with the father pleading with the older son, and then...

That’s it. No resolution, no happy ending. No sudden twist, no big
surprise. Jesus simply ends the parable right there. Jesus told two other
parables before this one, all to answer Pharisees who criticized Him
for spending too much time with “sinners.” I believe Jesus ends His
story in this way precisely so the Pharisees might find themselves in it.
The parable is actually about two lost sons, not just one. The younger
son’s rebellion is not the only issue or even the main issue; the pride,
self-righteousness, and ingratitude of the older, law-keeping brother
causes him to be lost as well. The story ends without resolution. The
ending is up to each of us.

Good stories leave much to the imagination so we can find our-
selves in them. They don’t give us all the details or fill in all the blanks.
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24 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

Stories allow us to continue the drama in our heads and hearts. They
invite us to identify with their characters, feel the weight of their emo-
tions, and imagine ourselves in their world.

What is true of the parable is true of the Bible as a whole. When we
read it properly, the Bible pulls us out of ourselves and invites (some-
times demands) participation in the world it describes. Our attempts,
then, on getting a bit of the Bible (or God, for that matter) into our
lives is totally misguided. The scriptures draw us in to meet God on
His terms, and its narrative form as well as its overall narrative arc
(God working to redeem fallen humanity and restore creation) calls
for our involvement in it.

How do we teach children the Bible? We tell them stories: Noah
and his ark, David and the giant, Daniel and the lions, Jonah and the
whale, Mary and her baby, Peter on the water, and Jesus. The Bible
allows our kids to enter into its world through the stories it tells. Or to
use another example, when we attend a funeral, how do we celebrate the
life of someone we loved? We tell stories. We don’t just talk in abstract
terms about the person. We say, “Do you remember the time...?” In this
way, we are drawn into the loved one’s life again and again. Kenneth E.
Bailey, an author who has spent decades in the Middle East studying
the New Testament, explains the way Bible stories do their work:

A biblical story is not simply a “delivery system” for an idea.
Rather, the story first creates a world and then invites the
listener to live in that world, to take it on as part of who
he or she is... In reading and studying the Bible, ancient
tales are not examined merely in order to extract a theo-
logical principle or ethical model.?

Going Deeper

Stories have layers of meaning,. Stories are always embedded in a
cultural context, yet they transcend context better than any other liter-
ary form. If we return to the parable of prodigal son, we can read it and
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grasp its main point without any knowledge whatsoever of first-century
Jewish culture. Stories reach far beyond their cultural setting.

When we do study the cultural context, however, we notice detail
and nuance in the parable that would otherwise escape us. For instance,
in that day, the younger son’s request was a clear statement that the
money meant more to him than his father did. In effect, he was saying
he wished his father were dead. And the father’s acceptance of the
arrangement was equally as scandalous. Finally, in Jewish culture,
the head of a household would never 7u#, so the father’s dramatic and
hurried response to his son’s return is even more surprising. Like King
David, who “defiled himself ” centuries earlier by dancing before the
Lord, this father was so filled with joy, he never noticed (or didn’t care)
that he humiliated himself.

You get the picture. Stories can translate between cultures effectively,
and yet knowledge of those cultures allows us to find new shades of
meaning and significance that deepen our understanding of the sto-
ries and their impact on our lives.

We may read about the plagues God sent against Pharaoh and
Egypt and understand that God was releasing Israel from bondage.
Yet when we learn a bit about ancient Egyptian religion, we discover
that God targeted each plague at a particular Egyptian deity. (That’s
why God says, “I will bring judgment on all the gods of Egypt” in
Exodus 12:12.) Far from being natural occurrences or random series
of judgments, the plagues display God’s greatness and power over the
false gods of Egypt. The main point of the Exodus narrative stays the
same, but the cultural details add depth and richness to the story and
deepen our appreciation of God.

The Subversive Nature of Storytelling

Stories can be incredibly subversive. The most powerful journal-
ism is storytelling. I can read statistics about the rise in autism, or I
can meet Brian, a sweet five-year-old who lives in our area who strug-
gles to interact socially with his peers and is still learning how to talk.

Copyrighted material



26 WHY THE BIBLE MATTERS

Which is more moving, the statistics or the story? The story, of course.
As Ivan Illich so powerfully states, telling an alternative story is the
surest way to revolution. N.T. \Wright agrees:

Human life, then, can be seen as grounded in and consti-
tuted by the implicit or explicit stories which humans tell
themselves and one another... Stories thus provide a vital
framework for experiencing the world. They also provide
a means by which views of the world may be challenged...
Stories are, actually, particularly good at modifying or sub-
verting other stories and their worldviews. Where head-on
attack would certainly fail, the parable hides the wisdom
of the serpent behind the innocence of the dove, gaining
entrance and favour which can then be used to change
assumptions which the hearer would otherwise keep hidden
away for safety.t

Isn’t that what we read in the book of Acts as the disciples begin
to announce the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth? As they testify to
the reality of Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s hopes, they (consciously
or not) begin to subvert Jewish narratives of the day, such as these:
There is no Messiah to be expecting, there is no resurrection of the
dead, and Rome must be defeated by strength of arms. When Paul
began his missionary efforts in Roman Asia Minor and insisted that
Jesus is Lord, he boldly co-opted a title that the Caesars had reserved
for themselves. The imagery of the book of Revelation was also sedi-
tious. It suggested that much of the propaganda of Roman emperor
worship was misplaced and even demonic, that Jesus is greater than
earthly rulers, and that He alone is Lord.

The Bible is the most subversive story ever written. As we look at
each stop along the narrative arc of the scriptures, we’ll see how the
biblical story indicts the major narratives that govern our lives as West-
erners in the twenty-first century and offers something much better,
truer, and larger.
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The Story God Tells

Of course, some stories are good and true, and others are bad and
false. Stories also differ in their purposes. Some entertain, some teach,
some remind, some provide warnings. And some stories reveal the
foundation and base of our worldview. They attempt to answer the
big questions of life. These stories are the most important ones even
though we don’t often think about them.

The Bible offers the truest story of the whole world—all of life,
history, experience, culture, and civilization are encompassed in its
pages. To see the Bible as the truest story is not to say that the story
helps us function well or that it was passed down to us merely as a
cultural inheritance. The scriptures must be taken seriously because
they claim to tell us the true story from the creation of the universe
all the way to its re-creation. Not one moment is left out of its pages.
The content of the Bible lies at the very core of reality. This is the way
the world really is.

If we don’t read the scriptures this way, if we try to fit them into
our individual or collective modern stories, we lose the full reality of
God and His work in our world. Our world shrinks as well. The story
of the Bible is the story of enlargement, not reduction. In God’s world,
a teenage virgin wakes up one day to discover she will give birth to the
promised Messiah, a lowly fisherman becomes a cornerstone of the
church, murderers and prostitutes turn into saints, and our ordinary
world becomes a vessel for the holy. Modern narratives seek to reduce
us, making us out to be nothing more than our synapses, impulses, or
environmental conditioning. The scriptures call us into a much larger
world, and in so doing, they beckon us beyond the reach of our wills
and experiences.

Parts of this story are repeated in worship and liturgy, recited in
creeds, and reenacted in baptism and communion. But to get the full
measure, we need the whole of the Bible from beginning to end. The
scriptures narrate the essential story we live in as God’s people in the
world. We can proclaim our belief that the Bible is God’s word, but
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until we allow it to define us to this degree, our hollow words are noth-
ing more than lip service.

The Bible was written by many different authors across hundreds
of generations and is now organized into 66 different books. To get a
handle on its great and grand story and trace its narrative arc, we must
utilize the largest biblical categories we can find. We can delineate these
categories in different ways, but some consistency in the overall picture
remains. The scriptures present a multiact drama of salvation that uni-
fies the Bible as a whole story. The stories about Jesus, for instance, are
presented in continuity with the stories about Israel and make sense
only in that narrative framework. Jesus cannot be abstracted from the
rest of the biblical story. “As the fulfillment of creation and the story of
Israel, Jesus initiates the life of the church that witnesses to the coming
new creation.”

Very simply, the overall story line goes something like this: God
creates the world and everything in it. His creatures rebel, allowing sin
and death to mar all that God made. God is rescuing and restoring
creation and will renew it completely sometime in the future.

At the beginning, the triune God created everything in the universe
and declared it all to be good. Human beings, bearing the imprint of
their Creator’s image, were made for relationship (with God and each
other) and dominion (caring for God’s world). They originally existed
in perfect harmony (right relationship) with God, creation, and each
other (Genesis 1-2).

Sin entered the world when God’s creatures rebelled against His
good and gracious rule, subjecting all aspects of God’s good creation
(including people) to corruption and decay (Genesis 3—11).

God immediately began to redeem what sin had corrupted. He
invited one man, Abram, to live again under His reign. From Abraham
(as we know him now) came the nation of Israel, which foreshadows
and leads up to God’s saving work in Christ.

Jesus came to earth to inaugurate God’s reinstituted kingdom,
through which God will rescue the world and reinstitute His original
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intentions for it. The Creator of all things has now become the Redeemer,
and through His life, death, and resurrection, Jesus of Nazareth accom-
plished for us what we could not do for ourselves. He announced that
the redemptive work of God is present in the kingdom of God and
is available to anyone who calls on Him. He reversed what resulted
through our rebellion and frees us from the power and consequences
of sin and death.

The Bible teaches that God’s work in the world is comprehensive.
He is seeking to restore all of creation to its original design and good-
ness. The salvation of individuals is the most important part, but it is
not the whole of God’s work. This teaching makes some people ner-
vous, so let me clarify.

The biblical picture of restoration and renewal extends to all of cre-
ation. But that does not suggest that somehow the earth itself is divine
(pantheism) or that all people everywhere will live with God in His
new world (universalism). Rather, the scriptures reveal that human
beings and the created world around them are tied together in sin and
fallenness, in redemtion and restoration (Romans 8).

The through-line in each of these sections is the kingdom of God.
I have suggested elsewhere that the kingdom is the major (but not
only) way of framing God’s work of redemption.® 7he kingdom God is
a descriptive name for His reign and rule over His people and eventu-
ally over all creation. Many of the covenants of the Bible are (or will
be) fulfilled by the King in His kingdom. They define the relationship
between the King and His subjects. As we enter into a relationship
with God, we come under His governance, and His will is done. This
rule and reign eventually will make its way through all of creation
(more about that later).

N.T. Wright has offered his own overview of the central story of the
Bible in the form of a five-act play, with most of the fifth act missing.”
Bartholomew and Goheen suggest that Wright follows the structu