The Story of

God and Us

The whole Bible in Eight
Weeks
Introduction and Chapter
One: Shalom Lost
Introduction: One of the most
exquisite examples of stainedglass art can be found on the île
de la cite in the middle of Paris, France, in the famous Saint-Chapelle, or holy chapel.
This chapel was built to house the (supposed) crown of thorns in the thirteenth
century, but that’s not the really amazing thing about it. The tall chapel is lined, wall to
wall, with stained-glass windows, all handcrafted by artisans, depicting individual stories
from the Bible. Each story shows beautiful
craftsmanship and brilliant color, as well as
depicting a scene from either the Old or New
Testament (such as the story of Nehemiah
rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem to the left).
The Rose Window itself depicts, in circular
format, the book of Revelation, with Christ
seated at the center as Lord of all.
What is remarkable about Saint-Chapelle is this dual beauty: a beauty
both of the individual scenes, and of the brilliant display when viewed altogether. In a
fascinating (and somewhat unintentional) way, the artists behind Saint-Chapelle
demonstrated the nature of the Biblical material: individual stories that together
comprise a beautiful, magnificent, jaw-dropping narrative of God’s work in this world.
It is one of the most fantastic displays of the Bible story in art.
We need this kind of beauty in our world. We live in an age when the only
narratives that we care about are those immediately before our eyes, and it can be hard
to find hope in the midst of our stories. But the Bible invites to see the beauty of his
story, of the story he’s been telling all along, and to find our place in that wondrous
tale. Only as we do so can we see what our own stories are really about.
So, it is with this desire, to see the story of God’s work in this world, and to find
our place in it, that we begin our series on the whole Bible in Eight Weeks.

An Introduction to the Bible: What kind of book is that, anyway?
Q: If someone asked you to describe what the Bible is, what would you tell them?
The Bible is simultaneously the most read book of all time, and the most
misunderstood book of all time. How we understand these sixty-six books will
determine how we interact with what is contained therein: we need to know how to
read the Bible.
“The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are revealed belong
to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.” (Deut.
29:29)
The Bible is God’s revelation of his work to bring shalom to the world by his Son.
1. The Bible is revelation (2. Tim. 3:16). The Bible is not a compilation of Hebrew
religious thought, nor is it just an example of the human desire for the divine. The Bible
is God revealing something we would not know otherwise through a plurality of human
voices and genres.
2. The Bible is focused on God’s work of bringing shalom (2 Pet. 1:3-4; Col. 1:15-20).
The Bible, in other words, is not comprehensive, not does it function as a modern
science or history textbook, or political handbook. Where it touches those things, it
speaks truly, but the focus is always on this larger story of God’s work to bring shalom
and our part in that work. Shalom is best described as “the webbing together of God,
humans, and all creation in justice, fulfillment and delight” (Cornelius Plantinga,
Engaging God’s World: A Christian Vision of Faith, Learning, and Living, 14). It is Peace
with a capital “P,” when all the world lives under God’s rule in designed bliss.
3. The Bible is a story made up of many smaller stories. Every book of the Bible fits
into a larger whole, and each one can only be understood in light of what has come
before and what comes after. The fancy word for this is intertextuality: that each story in
the Bible is deeply connected to every other story in the Bible. The pinnacle of this is
the story of Jesus, where you can hear “echoes” of the stories of Adam, Abraham,
Melchizedek, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, Samuel, David, Solomon, the
prophets, the psalmists, and more. *Note: “story” does not mean “untrue,” but rather
that the Bible’s primary function is narratival, that is, that it is telling a tale.
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Chapter One: Shalom Lost (Genesis 1-3)

Q: How were we, as human beings, designed to live?

The first section in our story begins with creation. “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.” (Genesis 1:1). This creation story has several themes:
1. Creation out of nothing: God is the source of all that exists. He is the only one ever
to create ex nihilo, out of nothing.
2. Chaos into Order: the original form of the world is chaotic (“without form and
void,” Gen. 1:2). God brings that chaos into a specific order in chapters 1-2. The flow of
this movement is from darkness to light, and from simplicity to complexity. In chapter
one this work is ordered around six time-periods (or days), with repeated patterns in
each, culminating in the pinnacle of order, whose nature is an “image” of God himself:
human beings (1:26-28).
3. Design: The work that God does is not happenstance. He specifically puts each facet
of creation into its designed place and its designed relationship. He does this by a
divine decree (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14-15, 20, 22, 24, 26-28). The second creation story (chapter
2), narrows in on this design process, showing God’s specific design for male and
female human beings, and showing how this design for them is his blessing (1:28).
4. Goodness: God’s creative work is wholly “good” as it comes from his decree. The
world itself, and every creature within it, lives in designed wholeness, a relationship of
giving and receiving, nurture and mutuality, and joy. There is, in other words, shalom.

Q: what do the opening chapters of Genesis reveal about our designed relationship to God,
to one another, and to the world at large?

If the story stopped there, we’d be in good shape. But the next thing that happens
changes everything. Adam and Eve, the first humans, are tricked by the serpent, the
“craftiest” beast made by God. He convinces them that God’s design is really not for
their good, and that if they want to live the best kind of life, they’d better take it for
themselves. Instead of trusting God to teach them how to interact with good (tov) and
bad (ra), they take of the fruit from the tree of good and bad themselves, showing that
they don’t believe that God’s plan is good for them.
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Because of this, when God shows up for their daily walk through the garden, they hide
from him in shame. God finds them out and asks them what they’ve done, but instead
of fessing up, they blame each other and the serpent. They’ve taken good and bad into
their own hands, and now they can’t even tell the difference. And so, while before God
had blessed them in his design of their relationship to him, to each other, and to all
creation, now God curses the ground itself and chaos takes the place of order in
human relationships to God, to each other, and to creation. God curses the serpent as
well, making him the most reviled of all beasts, and the enemy of human beings. Adam
and Eve are expelled from the garden, told never to return, leaving not only their home
but shalom behind.
We call this “the Fall.”
Q: Thinking about the Fall, how did it affect our relationships to one another, to God, and
creation? What’s the state of the world now? What should we expect?

These first three chapters of the Bible are the first and definitive story describing our
need of reconciliation to God, to each other, and to all creation. The Bible places us,
not in a place of triumph and advancement, but rather as in a place of cursing and
thorns, a place where humans will define good and bad on their own terms and find
ruin because they do so. Human beings, bearing God’s very image, are now in desperate
need for God to bring back shalom.
And that’s just what he promises to do in Genesis 3:15, when he curses the serpent:
“I will put enmity between you and the woman,
And between your offspring and hers;
He will crush your head,
And you will strike his heel.” (NIV)

In other words, the offspring of the woman will deal a death blow to the shalomwrecking serpent. But this blow will bring pain to the woman’s seed as well, as the
serpent will “strike his heel.”
And now the question is, when will that offspring come?
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Art Depicting Chapter One

God the Geometer, illustration from a 13th
Century manuscript of the Bible, 12201230.
Notice how God (here it is God the Son) is designing
the world, creating order and orchestrating it
according to this design. He even holds an
architect’s tool. In Medieval theology, the sciences
in general, and geometry and astronomy in
particular, found their warrant in God’s ordering of
the universe.

Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden, Hans
Brueghel the Elder,
1615.
This is a great example of
imagination and
contextualization of Adam
and Eve’s life in the
garden. All these animals
are those common in
Flemish life. Notice the
small figures of Adam and
Eve in the middle-right of
the picture, as though they
were simply part of a
cohesive and peaceful
whole.
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God Confronts Adam and Eve
(detail), 12th century Mosaic,
Monreale Cathedral, Sicily.
This mosaic shows the moment when God
(here depicted as God the Son) confronts a
shameful Adam and Eve (off to the right).
The serpent skulks near the bottom of the
picture, and Adam looks clearly concerned.
It is important to note how closely God the
Son and Adam resemble one another.
Adam, as God’s image bearer, is clearly
pictured as a representative of God’s Son.
Also, notice how God the Son carries a
scroll in his hand, symbolizing the law that
Adam and Eve had broken and the cursing
that would follow.

Expulsion, Moon, and
Firelight, by Thomas
Cole, 1828
Thomas Cole painted this
landscape as an allegorical
depiction of Adam and
Eve’s expulsion. The chasm
is inspired by a real place in
the White Mountains of
New Hampshire. On the far
right the Garden of Eden
looks inviting, but the rest
of the picture is a vision of
chaos, death, and danger.
Interestingly, the bridge
and the waterfall taken
together form a cross.
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Adam and Eve Harvesting Grain,
from an 10th or 11th century Ivory
Casket, Byzantine.
This Ivory carving of the story of Adam
and Eve after their expulsion from the
garden was one of two such depictions
decorating a small casket. This small
box probably contained very valuable
items, and the symbols of Adam and Eve
toiling symbolize that any wealth and
profit comes, this side of Eden, only by
God’s grace.

Looking Ahead:
September 13th: Chapter Two: A family and a people (Genesis 4-50)
September 20th: Chapter Three: God keeps his promises (Exod-Deut)
September 27th: Chapter Four: Blessings and Cursings (Josh-2 Chron, prophets)
October 4th: Chapter Five: Who is the King of Glory? (Messiah, Psalms-prophecies)
October 11th: Chapter Six: All strings attached (the gospels-Acts)
October 17th: Chapter Seven: From Darkness to Light (Epistles)
October 25th: Chapter Eight: Shalom Regained (Revelation)
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