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Legal-Type Notices 
I’m the author of this. 

I reserve the copyright and all similar and related rights of intellectual property. 

But I’m never charging money for this book, so most of these rights relate to not being 

misquoted or unattributed. 

Verse quotes are from the English Standard Version.  Translation groups like you to check in 

and put a specific statement if your work is long enough or you quote long excerpts.  I am 

keeping my quotes short to minimize damage, and since I will make no money from this, I’m 

presumably not worth suing.  In other words, I don’t think it will be like when the RIAA got 

six-figure damages from a woman named Jammie over 24 Kazaa downloads.  If it becomes 

that, then this book has reached more people than I dreamt possible.  And my being a lawyer 

will save me lawyer’s fees.
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Preface 
Most Bible study books are written for people who want to study the Bible. 

This Bible study book is written for people who are tired of studying the Bible. 

Why? Because I have had to unlearn loads of foundational material and study the actual text 

of the Bible, rather than the haze of church culture, to experience Christianity that meant 

anything. 

I was co-valedictorian of Faulkner University in 2006, a Church of Christ-affiliated 

university, at age 20.  I preached in front of 600 people; I led devotionals for senior citizens.  

I was one of the most church-culture-approved fellas you could find. 

I went to law school.  I got married.  I wasn’t ready for either one.  My life fell apart – 

emotions, grades, health, everything really – and it took over a decade before I arguably 

regained functionality.  What I learned in between is that loads of what I was taught in the 

church was flat wrong.  It enforced and reinforced the prevailing church culture and made it 

easier for everyone to go along and get along, but it had no basis in Scripture.  The more I 

replaced, the better I felt and the more I understood how Christianity could be something 

positive instead of an albatross. 

Meanwhile, I became an expert in interpreting texts.  As of writing this, I’m the Seattle Code 

Reviser; Chapter 1.03 of the Seattle Municipal Code is a law I wrote giving me special 

powers.  I’ve advised municipalities in 11 states on how to write better laws that actually 

work, and I’ve helped draft hundreds of ordinances.  My day job is textual interpretation, 

often difficult textual interpretation.  I know exactly how to be a legalist if I want. 

But the Bible isn’t written like that, and my deep professional experience has helped me sort 

out the difference.  So I want to help you get rid of any rot in your foundation and get 

something more solid under you. 

---------- 

Many people have left the church over the years – young, old, sharp, confused.  They might 

have contributed a lot over the years, but life beats them down, and they shrink and slink 

away.  And many, many Christians arrogantly watch this and assume they wanted to quit, 

that they were googly-eyed at the world.  It’s reductionist, it’s insulting, and it doesn’t match 

my experience.  I’ve known far more who leave because what’s presented to them is too hard 

to follow, because it doesn’t make sense, and because the doctrinal pieces can’t form a livable 

standard.  They can sense inconsistency, but they’re too muddled and addled to know how to 
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solve it.  They’ve been given bad theology for years, so they don’t have a lead on finding 

good theology.  The task is daunting; they give up. 

If this describes you, I’m writing especially for you.  I’ve had a long, tiring journey, and I 

want to help you find the truth.  So I’m going to retell you a lot of things with passages you 

might have read, but using the fuller passage and my sizable experience interpreting 

complicated texts instead of trotting out standard arguments.  And here’s the deal I’ll make 

with you, the reader, to save this from being a standard book: 

No one read this book before I published it. 

Not my family, not preachers – nobody.  This is just me talking to you, with no sanitizing.  If 

someone is offended when they read this, then so be it.  I’m stepping out on the best Bible 

reading I know how to do, and if that is also on someone’s toes…they’ve got an army of 

people to comfort them as they tune me out and get mad or whatever they will do. 

I don’t care what they will do.  I care about you, more than you could possibly know.  I’m 

laying out everything I can think of to help you find joy in God, possibly for the first time.  

I’m not trying to be the liberal to anyone’s conservative; I’m not trying to take a side in any 

direction.  I’m checking “none of the above” so I can start over.  If you want to start over, 

join me. 

I’ll start by addressing some common problems in Bible reading and interpretation, 

illustrated with what I hope are digestible examples, and then I’ll go through whatever in the 

Bible interests me.  I don’t want this to read like a traditional Bible study book; there are 

approximately 13,851,294 of those and you’re probably not reading them.  You don’t need a 

commentary saying, “yep, those chronicles sure have numbers in them.”  I want this to read 

like me talking straight to you like I would in person, whether or not I’m 100% right, with 

everybody else miles away from our thinking.  Sound good?  
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The Right Thing v. An Expression of the Right 

Thing 
The Bible says what it says, and it’s important to God to do what it says.  That’s easy to 

understand; that’s what any religion with a text will tell you about that text.  But there is a 

world of difference between what the Bible says – do this right thing – and a culture’s 

implementation of what the Bible says – how to carry out the right thing. 

Here’s an example: 1 Timothy 2 mentions “modesty.”  What does that mean?  Depends on 

the culture and the century you ask.  Women’s ankles apparently set men of the late 19th 

century in a lustful rage, so they were covered up.  Women’s ankles in the 2020s are barely 

thought of at all, and wearing an 1880s dress today would get you loads more attention than 

if you just went with the flow and wore shorts.  Is one wrong and the other right?  No, 

because the Bible doesn’t say modesty means or includes covering up the ankles.  God knows 

how to say that; He didn’t say that. 

An expression of modesty in the past was, in theory, trying to do the right thing.  An 

expression of modesty in the present is, in theory, trying to do the right thing.  When the 

expression of the right thing is conflated with the right thing itself – when how you achieve 

the objective is absorbed into the objective – that creates a hypocrisy bomb ready to explode 

on everyone. 

If you wore what Romans wore when the New Testament was written, you wouldn’t be 

wearing “respectable apparel” under 1 Timothy 2 in any sense; you’d be confused for an extra 

in Gladiator.  That’s the key to understanding why the Bible is routinely phrased in 

objectives like “respectable apparel” and “modesty.”  The New Testament is meant for 

everyone to follow until Jesus comes back; that’s millennia of billions of people around the 

world following it.  God doesn’t care about your ankles; He cares about your heart.  So He 

focused the instruction on the heart and leaves it to you from there.  Any expression of the 

right thing from a modest person in their heart will be fine with God. 

If that sounds squishy to you, keep in mind: 

God didn’t give enforcement power to people (James 4:11-12); and 

Laws that get too specific break over time. 

That second point I know from professional experience.  If your state has laws against 

various gambling card games, they will likely be one of two types: very general (games 

played for money or something like that) or very specific (giving a long list of particular 

games that are illegal to play for money).  I’ve reviewed a few of the latter from the 1950s, 
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and they read like they’re from another planet.  Have you ever heard of panguingue?  

Because it’s illegal in some places.  Have you ever seen a punch board other than Punch-A-

Bunch on The Price Is Right?  Because punch boards and pull tabs are still illegal in some 

places.  If you make a very specific list of illegal games to deal with the evils of gambling, that 

list will look silly a generation later, because the next generation is interested in different 

things. 

God knows that each culture creates a sandstorm of issues around specific things, but there 

are moral truths to find in that sandstorm.  So the New Testament ignores the sandstorm and 

asks for your heart.  We are asked to be Christians, not American Christians or first-century 

Christians or anything else.  Paul wasn’t writing just for those in his lifetime.  God’s not 

asking you to conjure up some other place or time; He’d put that information in the Bible if 

you needed to know it.  No – He’s asking you to be a Christian in your place and time.  So 

understanding the virtue being asked for against your context is what matters.  And 

Christians can only hold each other accountable for not addressing the moral principles of 

the Bible – not whether another Christian’s expression of addressing them matches their 

own. 

To hammer that home, I have to address some other big issues. 
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Isn’t a Law a Law? 
You likely unconsciously put laws into various categories of importance; most people do. 

And so do laws, in fact.  Courts will analyze, if they need to, whether a particular provision is 

mandatory or directory – whether the law in question confers an affirmative duty to do 

something, or whether it states what should generally be the case. 

What’s the difference?  Enforcement power.  A law that says “don’t murder” can’t by itself 

put you in prison, but “don’t murder, and it’s a felony with this range of prison time if you 

murder” can.  If there is a directory provision – a law with no consequences for breaking it – 

someone can be out of compliance but continue on indefinitely.  For example, the Seattle 

Municipal Code says the Council President will review the list of city boards and 

commissions every two years to see which ones are still needed.  Over 40 years later, I don’t 

think that’s ever happened.  But there’s no consequence for not doing it, so everything’s 

okay.  If someone asks me if that’s a duty, it’s a definite yes.  If someone asks me whether it’s 

time to take torches and pitchforks to the Council President because of that duty, it’s a 

definite no. 

In other areas of law besides legislation, this applies in different ways.  One of the first things 

you learn in tort law is the four things you need for a full case: duty of care; breach of that 

duty; causation (it’s the fault of who you’re suing); and injury (a.k.a. damages).  That last one 

is typically forgotten by angry social media users, but it’s huge.  Someone who slanders you 

only to your face is wrong – but there are probably no damages.  Someone who slanders you 

to 100,000 people and you lose your job over it?  Now you’re damaged and can seek relief.  

Same intent, same slander, different damages – courts care about one and not the other. 

And contract law has the notion of substantial compliance with the terms of the contract.  If 

you sue someone for breach of contract on delivering 10,000 green chairs and you ask for 

damages, courts won’t let you not pay for the chairs because a few are slightly less green.  

Unless it’s a very niche situation, exact shade of green is not a material term of the contract.  

If 9,999 green chairs are delivered, the maximum damage is one green chair, and you 

probably didn’t need to sue to get that.  Contract law recognizes that good-faith effort with 

the substantive provisions of the contract suffice to keep a contract in place rather than 

terminate it by court order. 

That hopefully sounds to you like two Bible concepts: grace; and sins not leading to death.  1 

John 1 says that if we walk in the light as God is in the light, Jesus’s blood cleanses us from 

our sins.  In other words, if we’re substantially complying, that’s good to Him.  And 1 John 5 

refers to sins leading to death and sins not leading to death.  Given that we can’t know all the 
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times we sin – because we’re human and we don’t have a perfect perspective on our lives – 

substantial compliance comes with grace for the technical matters in which we don’t 

comply.  If we are complying with the mandatory provisions, the directory provisions won’t 

sink us, because grace exists.  It doesn’t mean you don’t want to do the directory things; it 

means it’s okay if you don’t check them all off the list. 

So how can you tell what the difference is in the Bible?  Enforcement mechanisms, once 

again.  James 4:11-12 generally takes enforcement away from humans and reserves it to God.  

And most things in the New Testament don’t state the consequences of not doing them.  

Some do!  But most don’t.  Does that mean they’re not important?  No, but it means that God 

will view them in light of substantial compliance, in light of good-faith effort, rather than 

seeing if you checked every last box off.  If even American law recognizes that good-faith 

effort and substantial compliance aren’t worth terminating contracts over – if the law has 

grace – the author of grace is presumably similar in His covenants. 

---------- 

In that context, what is legalism?  It’s what Jesus described the Pharisees as doing in 

Matthew 23 – a bunch of small things being observed while ignoring the bigger ones.  To use 

an example from there, cleaning the inside of a cup is substantial compliance with the 

instruction to clean a cup, because that’s the part you drink from.  Cleaning both the inside 

and outside is best, of course, but the inside is the part you drink from.  Cleaning just the 

outside of the cup?  That’s not substantial compliance. 

Legalism holds every law not just as equal but equally condemning, when no law system I 

am aware of works that way.  Think through your own life.  You probably think of yourself 

as an upstanding person, a “law-abiding citizen.”  But how many laws have you read?  Of 

your city, your county, your state, or your country (and don’t forget the administrative 

regulations and the court cases)?  It’s my day job, and I have barely scratched the surface and 

discover new things all the time.  Nobody has read enough laws to know if they’re law-

abiding. 

What “law-abiding citizen” usually means is “I haven’t committed a felony, and I follow 

traffic laws.”  If we’re being legalistic about it, city laws about getting a permit to host a 

garage sale or a license for your pet are as important as not murdering (did you know that 

many cities require permits to host a garage sale?).  And being an inch too far away in your 

parallel parking is as bad in legalism as blowing up the White House.  Raised as I was under a 

preacher who was…fond?...of saying, “Even one unrepented sin can send you to Hell,” my 

teen years were spent being fearfully legalistic on myself, wondering which minor thing was 

condemning me. 
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God’s not like that.  God has asked for substantial compliance.  Not all concepts of law are 

legalistic; some recognize how life works.  God recognizes how life works.  Care about 

everything God says, but know that God does in fact see some things as more important than 

others and tells you which ones are which.  He reserved covenant compliance monitoring 

and enforcement powers to Himself, not to humans.  You understand this silently in your 

relationship with human laws; feel peace understanding this with God’s laws. 
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Is God’s New Kingdom a Large-Scale Old 

Kingdom? 
By which I mean: does the previous existence of God’s chosen people into a physical nation, 

with a bunch of laws on the books, mean He is looking for a diaspora-style version of that 

today? 

And the answer is very easily no.  But while you may reflexively know it’s no, the reasons 

it’s no might completely change how you understand the Bible. 

---------- 

For at least the first two millennia of human history, there was no nation of Israel (since the 

guy named Israel didn’t exist).  God was just talking to people as He saw fit.  And if you got 

the impression that He checked in regularly, the Bible doesn’t indicate that.  When Abraham 

finds out, as his son Ishmael is 15 years old, that God is giving Abraham a son to inherit the 

promises, Abraham laughs and asks God for Ishmael to be that son (Genesis 17).  Here’s the 

thing: God had made this son promise before Ishmael was born (Genesis 15).  For Abraham 

to get to this point 15 years later without knowing that God meant a different son strongly 

implies that God and Abraham haven’t been talking in the intervening 15 years.  Abraham 

apparently went, “I was promised a son, and I have a son, so that’s been fulfilled.”  It stuns 

him that his son isn’t the son.  It wouldn’t have stunned him if God and Abraham had been 

having weekly chats. 

So don’t think the “patriarchal age” was a world of booming voices from the sky all the time.  

The Bible doesn’t teach that.  And there were thousands of years of whatever was happening. 

---------- 

Then we come to what is normally called the “Mosaic age,” which was about as long as what 

we know from the “patriarchal age.”  But the problem with thinking of the “Mosaic age” as 

an age is that it was only that for a tiny part of the world.  It was a split age, with the Mosaic 

law (i.e., Law of Moses) governing the nation of Israel and the rest of the world not bound by 

that (alluded to in Romans 2:14-16).   

The nation of Israel wasn’t called to make converts of all the world, although Rahab and 

some others did convert.  They were called to be a separate nation.  And they were a separate 

nation in one big way: they weren’t much of the world’s population.  If you take Israel’s 

census figure in Numbers 1:46 – 603,550 men aged 20+, so around 2,000,000 total people – 

and put it against the widely varying estimates of world population for the era, the most 
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generous would mean Israel gave to the world population what the state of Washington gives 

to the United States population – no more than 3 percent. 

Understanding the implications of that reframes many things.  The Mosaic law wasn’t a 

blueprint for even its contemporary societies; it was a limited-group, limited-time setup to 

teach some lessons, preserve them in the Bible, and set up the New Testament.  It reads 

awfully that some Jews died instantly to teach lessons about holiness and morality; how 

could God be that vindictive?  But in the larger picture – and keep in mind it’s like the gap 

between talking to Abraham: there’s no indication instadeaths were done beyond the ones in 

the Bible – making the occasional example every few centuries to one nation so that it gets 

written down for the future’s billions comes off as a lot more humane.  It might not be 

humane to the person who was made an example of, but it’s humane to literally everybody 

else on the planet.  God wasn’t trying to make a perfect nation; He planned Jesus as the 

Christ since before Moses.  He was trying to make an instructive nation, both on things that 

worked and things that didn’t, so that the whole world didn’t need to be put through those 

paces.  The nation of Israel was God’s lab, not His model. 

And part of the lab work was to demonstrate that writing all the laws down to their specifics 

didn’t address issues of the heart that He really cared about. 

Keep in mind that, even back then, He didn’t write everything down, because it’s impossible 

to write every law for every person and situation (were it possible to get the best moral 

results that way, God would have done that). 

Check out the Mosaic rules for murder v. manslaughter in Numbers 35.  In Israel, it was 

manslaughter if killing was without intent and murder if it was; those are the same 

definitions as in Western law today.  But determining which was which had some particulars 

in it.  If the killing blow was with something made of iron, that was murder.  If the killing 

blow was with a stone or wooden tool that could cause death, that was also murder.  Pushing 

“out of hatred” or waiting to throw something at the person was also murder.  But throwing 

something without lying in wait to do it was manslaughter. 

So where does that leave throwing something at someone in self-defense?  What about 

someone who uses a wooden tool they think could not cause death, but it turns out it could 

(imagine stabbing an attacker with the pen in your hand, harder than you thought possible, 

and killing them as a result)?  What about biting?  The law is written not to make you choose 

certain tools over others in self-defense.  It’s to illustrate the outer bounds of the 

consideration, so that any situation could be sized up to see if it seemed more like murder or 

manslaughter.  If you were applying this in the 2020s, would you say death by intentional 

ceramic potshard stabs was manslaughter, because ceramic isn’t on the list of materials?  Or 
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would you say, “that’s a whole lot like using an iron/stone/wood implement” and call it 

murder on the facts in front of you?  If you’re honest and sane, then you say Numbers 35 

would call it murder. 

---------- 

Even when God got really specific in criminal law, there were gaps for humans to sort 

through.  The New Testament leans into that by covering what your intent should be on a 

given matter – what the ideal should be – and it rarely bothers saying anything else.  In 

particular, have you noticed there’s virtually never a failsafe or backup plan – “I want you to 

do this, but here’s what happens when you fail in that, since you’re human”?  Why don’t 

those exist?  Because it wouldn’t shape your heart any better.  (This ties back to the lack of 

specific enforcement on many instructions.)  It’s like focusing on the net below you rather 

than the tightrope you’re on – your eyes are on the wrong thing.  So God talks about the net 

broadly and separately – calling it grace – and otherwise keeps hammering home the ideals, 

to fix your focus on them.  Nothing short of those ideals will get God’s people where He 

wants them to be, so why write a bunch of halfway provisions? 

That is, again, why it matters that most things in the New Testament do not list a particular 

punishment for not following them.  If they did, there would need to be further provisions 

on how to handle a breach.  The Bible shows what the ideal husband-wife relationship is.  It 

doesn’t say exactly what you should do if it breaks down.  But it doesn’t list a punishment for 

not figuring that out, either.  There are definite things you shouldn’t do – murdering comes 

to mind – but a range of things fall under good-faith effort and substantial compliance 

standards.  
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Command, Example, and Necessary Inference 
The title’s a common breakdown of how the Bible tells us what to do.  It’s fine enough in 

broad strokes.  But as we’ve covered, there’s an important difference between mandatory and 

directory commands.  And examples deserve their own interpretation. 

The Bible gives loads of examples with loads of interesting details.  It rarely comes out and 

say which parts of those examples are 100% God-endorsed.  Take Paul’s and Barnabas’s 

disagreement over whether John Mark was reliable.  Paul prioritized an incident of John 

Mark deserting him on his work.  Barnabas apparently thought that wasn’t indicative of 

future reliability; Paul thought it was.  Who was right?  The Bible doesn’t say; it says they 

departed and continued to do work. 

Keeping in mind that there is a difference between an idea and an expression of that idea, 

there is a difference between: getting the moral of the story; and confusing the particulars of 

the story for the moral.  This is at the heart of the divide between the one-cup Christians 

(who see that Jesus administered the Last Supper using exactly one cup) and “mainstream” 

Christianity, or (I heard of this long ago as a British thing) those who believe communion 

should be taken higher than the first floor (because the Last Supper was in an “upper room”) 

and “mainstream” Christianity. 

When you read an example, you are always at risk of confusing the moral with the 

particulars.  Everybody is.  Nobody will get a perfect score on all the examples.  But that’s 

okay, because God isn’t asking for our perfect score – He’s asking for substantial compliance. 

---------- 

Can you see how legalism that treats every last instruction in the Bible as equally damning 

creates a cascade of problematic interpretation?  Examples are squishy for teaching without a 

divine approval stamp on each element, and not all the Bible’s examples have that stamp.  So 

it would be irresponsible of God to give you examples and expect you to interpret all of them 

100% correctly.  That’s not why those examples are there.  He offers them to help you get an 

overall moral, while the details might help you deal with particular situations.  It’s a great 

approach if the primary point is your heart; it’s a terrible approach if the primary point is 

your to-the-letter obedience. 

---------- 

And there are indeed necessary inferences in texts.  But it’s statistically unlikely that the 

people who talk most about them have caught all of them.

  



 

14 

 

GENESIS
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1: What Matters Out of the Creation? 
I grew up in a young-earth creationism environment.  I have no urgency in ditching it in its 

broad sense.  But: 

- The Bible says a lot less about what actually went on than many care to admit; and 

- What matters most is how the Bible uses the creation account. 

The New Testament makes many points based off Adam and Eve and that the world is 

created.  None of those points care when that creation happened.  And nobody – not Bible 

writers, not modern scientists – was around before people; that’s definitional.  So it won’t be 

figured out to perfection anyway. 

What matters out of the creation is that God designed the universe, because that design 

means some things regarding intent for our lives.  The rest is highly interesting, but vestigial, 

details.  If it mattered getting those precise details right, the Bible would have given them to 

us.  But it doesn’t, so it didn’t. 

(To be clear, there are some awful arguments available in trying to harmonize the world’s 

and the Bible’s understanding.  Using Peter’s note that with the Lord a day is like a thousand 

years is in the context of patience for Christ’s second coming; it’s not a temporal exchange 

rate.  But…the Bible doesn’t say everything in Genesis 1 was consecutive days.  They might 

well have been – the evening/morning references probably point to that being the intention 

– but nothing in the account requires them to be.  Does the Bible allow for the six days of 

creation to be spread out before people showed up?  It does.  It would be dishonest of me to 

say otherwise, even as I don’t think that’s likely and even as that makes it harder for me to 

think through the text.)  
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GENESIS 3: The Curse in the 2020s 
Due to sin, the curse given to Adam was the ground being hostile to him as he worked it – 

thorns and thistles and sweat to get food.  The curse given to Eve was pain in childbirth and 

a desire for her husband, who would rule over her. 

Some of the biggest Western social issues in the 2020s are fair labor practices and women’s 

equality/equity.  Paid parental leave is a big deal in corporate benefits right now.  Do you see 

how those things tie directly into the curse?  No matter how far we go, core concepts of what 

vex people still go back to that curse – it’s hard to make a living, and things are uneven 

between men and women. 

I say that to say two things: 

- God knows how to make an effective curse; and 

- Don’t hate on people frustrated by the curse’s effects, because that’s what a curse is about. 

If you know someone who tells you all the time how hard their job is but doesn’t want to 

hear from women looking for fairness in society, they only want to talk about the part of the 

curse they don’t like.  And how cruel would someone have to be to say, “Shut up about pain 

in childbirth; that’s just life”?  Being kind to people involves offsetting the effects of the 

curse, from health and income issues to making pregnancies a better experience to lifting up 

women in society.  We should be trying to deal with the curse – an aftermath of sin – in the 

same way we’d deal with everything else: as a problem we’re trying to make better.  Don’t 

hate on the people doing that. 

(Also, don’t try to spin the effects of the curse into some happy thing.  Paramilitary 

motivational posters about how pain and labor are great is one example.  So is the 

“everything about being a housewife and mommy is super-dee-duper!!!!” blog.) 
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GENESIS 4: My Brother’s Keeper 
I’ve heard many a sermon say I am my brother’s keeper (usually in some accountability way, 

although it’s not entirely clear).  The reasoning seems to be that, because Cain answered God 

sarcastically that he didn’t know where Abel was, and because he was wrong on that, then 

we are our brother’s keeper. 

The text doesn’t imply that.  The opposite of a wrong person isn’t automatically a right 

person.  Cain was lying anyway; he knew where his brother was – dead where he’d killed 

him.  A bad man saying X doesn’t mean the anti-X is true – even if it makes for a poignantly 

dramatic sermon. 

7: Clean Animals? 
This is the first mention of clean and unclean animals in the Bible – when God tells Noah 

how many of each type of animal to take on the ark.  That’s largely a Mosaic law concept, so 

it’s jarring to read before then. 

Two thoughts: 

1) Noah offers some of the clean animals as a burnt offering after the floodwaters recede and 

he gets out on dry land; this may have already been a concept between him and God. 

2) It is possible that the term is in the text for the sake of space, and that God called those 

animals something different – or just listed them – rather than called them “clean animals” to 

Noah, who might have thought about putting soap on a bird otherwise. 

I raise point 2 because it is easy to forget that we talk like that regularly in summing up 

stories to people.  We use one phrase in a conversation, and then we use an interchangeable, 

shorter phrase describing that conversation later.  Or if we summarize something like that in 

an article today, we’ll put [these brackets] around it.  But there isn’t a universal style manual, 

so it’s not like the Bible’s going to have [those]. 
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GENESIS 9: Canaan’s Curse 
The last few decades have thankfully eroded this in the United States.  But there was a 

popular, racism-enabling belief in Christianity for awhile that, because Ham’s son Canaan 

was cursed by Noah, and because Ham’s descendants are normally said to have settled in 

Africa, that black people were cursed to be servants of others’ descendants. 

The text doesn’t even remotely imply that; you have to read loads into the text to get there. 

Two big problems: 

- The curse wasn’t pronounced upon descendants beyond Canaan. 

- Since when did Noah have the power to bind God on curses? 

Now the way it’s phrased does mirror blessings patriarchs give to their children, which are 

meant to be perpetual…ish.  (They last awhile.)  But whatever it means, it’s not necessarily 

true Noah was giving a prophecy, or that the prophecy lasted millennia – or meant anything 

in the United States. 

The ability to recite a passage, or 20 of them, as evidence for a belief says nothing about the 

validity of the belief.  A huge house of cards isn’t a brick house. 
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GENESIS 13: Worldliness? 
The story of Lot, as it was told to me as a child, has multiple issues compared to what the text 

actually says.  One involves when Lot and Abram pick generally divergent directions to go in 

because their employees are fighting.  Abram gives Lot the first choice of which way to go – 

besides Lot being the nephew, it might be that Lot had less than the “very rich” Abram 

(although both had “great” possessions).  Lot chooses the part that’s lusher and better for 

sustaining what he has. 

This was taught to me as Lot choosing worldly pleasures over God, because Sodom was in 

that half.  And it’s true that Lot chose to set up shop in Sodom.  But going in that direction 

has nothing in particular to do with that.  It’s like saying “oh, I’ll move from Seattle to St. 

Louis” and someone telling you “that’s closer to Washington D.C., so watch out for the 

government.”  If it were that big a problem, then Abram shouldn’t have A) given Lot the 

choice or B) offered to go that way if Lot didn’t.  (Also, Canaan, where Abram settled, wasn’t 

a hotbed of holiness.) 

Lot made some bad choices after the first choice, but the first choice wasn’t wrong.  And if 

your livelihood depended on it, you were given first choice, and the uncle giving the choice 

was super-rich, you might make the same choice too. 
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GENESIS 16: What Percentage of Our Lives 

Does God Actively Get Excited Over? 
Here lies the troubling tale of Abram and Sarai and Hagar.  Abram and Sarai do not come out 

looking good from it; Hagar is oppressed and gets favor from God as a result. 

How did Abram treat the rest of his household?  We don’t know.  But given that he was very 

rich, and at one point could summon 318 men born under his watch into a successful army 

(Genesis 14), there was a bit of CEO in him.  And like the stereotypical Western CEO, he 

stepped on the low-level foreigner, Hagar the Egyptian, a lot. 

---------- 

How much of a righteous person’s life is actually righteous?  What percentage of time is 

spent doing actively righteous things, as opposed to bad things (sinning) or neutral things 

(sleeping)?  It’s far from 100%, not just from sin but from maintenance/transitory/rest 

activities.  Abram was counted righteous, but he messed up a lot (like here) and he ran a tiny 

empire; even tiny empires take a fair amount of time to maintain. 

I mention this to note a flaw in how a lot of church culture types describe their own 

righteousness, e.g., growing every day and instructing their kids when they lie down and 

when they rise up (quoting Deuteronomy 6).  I heard it more because I was homeschooled.  

It can imply that righteousness is like a test grade – they’ve maximized Righteous Time, and 

here comes their A. 

Nothing indicates the Bible’s righteous people pursued righteousness like that.  It was about 

alignment – team participation – not maximization.  It doesn’t mean they were against 

maximizing it or that discipline-related ideas are inherently bad.  But, of course, it’s a lot 

easier for full-time paid preachers to take more time for those things than the people paying 

them – who have less time because they are working to pay them. 

Meditating on the Word day and night doesn’t necessitate some separate, monklike existence 

or a per se slate of activities.  Seeing the world in front of you through the Bible’s lens is 

applying the Word day and night.  Do you look at a student constantly reading their 

textbooks and go, “they must be at the top of their class?”  They might be, but they also 

might be headed for burnout.  It’s different from person to person, and max effort isn’t the 

same as max results (nor is it clear that God is looking for some arbitrary idea of max results, 

since you can’t know your max anyway).  And Abram’s busy, messed-up life is a reminder of 

that.  
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GENESIS 19: Dramatizing Lot 
I’ll get straight to it: 

- Artwork in kids’ books showing Lot running away from a burning Sodom and Gomorrah is 

biblically inaccurate. 

- Lot’s wife didn’t turn into a pillar of salt because she looked back and got caught, Pompeii-

style, in the fire and brimstone. 

- The angels tell Lot not to look back.  They also tell him to get safe, because they can’t do 

anything until he gets safe.  So Lot’s family is out of the way before the destruction. 

- And the instruction not to look back is just that – its own instruction, separately violated, 

separately saline. 

---------- 

A lot of harm has been done over the years, by telling visually interesting tales to children so 

often.  First is that there’s the temptation to zhuzh up the visually interesting parts – hence 

the misleading art.  But it also overrepresents these dramatic incidents’ frequency in the 

Bible.  Folding in my world population point – that God used His nation as a lab more than a 

model – it’s also apparently true that there aren’t huge bundles of miracles in the Old 

Testament that we don’t read about.  In Luke 4, Jesus says that Elijah only miraculously fed 

one widow and only one leper was cleansed.  He was making a point about how non-Jews 

were helped in each case, but He also ends up correcting skewed perspectives about the 

frequency of miracles.  I don’t know whether He was referring to the Bible only talking 

about each of these miracles or whether He was saying they were literally the only miracles 

of those types in that time period.  Either way, the Old Testament records a few dozen – 

around 90 by one website’s count – in one nation over millennia.  That’s a very different 

scope of claim than acting like they were flying around all over the place and then stopped 

after the apostles. 

So where do the incorrect notions come from?  I think from hearing about those miracles all 

the time as a kid.  As we get older, we learn about the nonmiraculous bits and the bloom falls 

off the rose.  The Bible becomes less exciting and more humdrum.  But the miracles aren’t 

the point.  The vivid stories aren’t the point.  Being more godly people is the point.  And the 

way Lot’s story is told is a reminder that excitement steers the teaching ship too often. 
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GENESIS 22: Dramatizing Isaac 
This might be another case of artwork and drama getting in the way of the story. 

When Abraham and Isaac are going up the mountain for this sacrifice, Isaac asks his dad 

where the lamb is.  Abraham says that God will provide it.  In Hebrews 11, Paul reckons that 

Abraham was willing to write off Isaac as dead under the assumption God could bring Isaac 

back to life.  For all we know, that was just in Abraham’s head.  There’s no indication he said 

that out loud to his son at any point. 

So while he did put Isaac on the altar and it says he “took” the knife, does that mean he 

brandished it in front of his son before the angel interrupted him?  No.  The fire that 

Abraham brought with him doesn’t seem to have touched the wood.  At no point does 

Abraham put his son in mortal danger.  He does some outwardly weird stuff with him that 

might have been suspicious if you’re Isaac.  But it’s not clear that Isaac suspected his dad was 

ready to part with him on faith that he’d get him back.  Isaac was told there was going to be a 

lamb for the offering; nothing was so contradictory on that point that he necessarily 

disbelieved it by the time the angel showed up.  (It’s also not clear whether Isaac could hear 

the angel.) 

Critics of the Bible can read in dramatic details just as easily as misguided followers of the 

Bible can.  If it’s taught dramatically, it raises the odds of getting refuted dramatically.  I’m 

not saying Genesis 22 makes me all warm and fuzzy inside; I find it weird.  But it doesn’t say 

the outer 30% of what people – Bible-thumpers or Bible-haters – say it does. 

24: You Could Just Ask 
When Rebekah’s family is presented with what they believe is a God-arranged marriage – so 

they don’t deign to weigh in – they want at least ten more days with her before she leaves.  

But Abraham’s servant wants to leave immediately to bring Rebekah back to Isaac.  How to 

settle this? 

They ask her.  She’s willing to go, so she goes. 

Small point here, but this isn’t an arranged marriage in any traditional sense.  The family 

fears God, they see a sign from God, and they act accordingly.  When there is a bit of 

implementation beyond that, they ask Rebekah what she thinks and don’t contradict. 

That’s not everything, but it’s not nothing, either.  
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GENESIS 25: Name Abraham’s Kids 
Like me, you probably don’t think much about Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and 

Shuah.  They were Abraham’s kids after Ishmael and Isaac by his post-Sarah wife Keturah. 

Biographies tend to fast-forward through boring bits.  An old man having six kids isn’t 

boring, but it wasn’t as relevant to God’s long-term aims as other things, so less is said about 

it. 

Remember that nobody gets a complete picture in the Bible.  The Bible never promises lives 

chock full of Bible-worthy moments.  Looking for them everywhere is more likely to stress 

you out over everything than prepare you for anything. 

Exhaustion 
You can’t put all of the blame on Esau selling his birthright entirely on one party or another.  

Jacob was evil to ask for the birthright over some stew; Esau must have been in a weird place 

to say that’s a good deal (he said he was about to die, so the birthright didn’t matter). 

People often make bad decisions when they’re exhausted, as Esau was here.  Frequently, 

resisting temptation is presented as thinking the tempting thing is icky or has cooties or 

something.  This might be because one of the most-discussed ones is alcohol.  But a lot of 

resisting temptation is knowing how to stay within yourself when exhausted – knowing 

when to remove stimuli because you’re too weak to resist.  If you never admit that you get 

too weak to resist in some moments, you won’t think about how to steer your life away from 

those moments.  Maybe if Esau had come in from the field 30 minutes earlier, his life would 

have gone better. 
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GENESIS 26-28: That’s One Way 
When Esau was 40, he married Judith and Basemath, who were Hittites.  Genesis 26 says 

they made life “bitter” for Isaac and Rebekah; Rebekah later says there’s no point in living if 

Jacob marries a Hittite too. 

Esau at this point had lost his blessing; Jacob tricked their blind dad Isaac to finish stealing 

the birthright (it appears Isaac was unaware of that stew deal and didn’t consent to it).  He 

sees that Jacob is sent away from the land to find a wife, much as Abraham’s servant did to 

find Rebekah. 

Esau decides this is some opportunity to make his dad happier, so he…marries an Ishmaelite 

woman as a third wife. 

Firstly, that’s probably not a close enough relation for his dad; the point was presumably 

about finding people who fear God, not on finding a relative.  Secondly, how does a third 

marriage help?  Whatever was rough about living with Judith and Basemath, I’m sure an 

extra person wasn’t the answer. 

Esau strikes me as a linear processor.  He’s got pluck, but all his work is harder rather than 

smarter.  Have you known someone who does a long string of things at 70% focus, so life 

never comes together for them like it would if they had done one thing with 100% focus?  

Esau is Mr. 70%. 

32: It’s Just Saying 
There’s a note after the Jacob-God wrestling match that Jews don’t eat thigh sinew on the 

hip socket, because that’s where God touched Jacob to give him a limp. 

This appears to be nothing more than an explanation of a custom the reader was familiar 

with – “if you’ve ever wondered, here’s the reason for it.”  But I’ve known enough people 

who would assume the mere mention of it meant it was some sort of back-door way to 

introduce a command. 

Beware theology that allows back-door commands.  It is a tool of the passive-aggressive, 

because it lets them normalize things like back-door parenting.  And there’s no end; you’ll 

eventually see a command around every corner and get jumpy.  That way lies literal 

madness. 
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GENESIS (the Joseph chapters): You Won’t 

Figure It Out 
Once you get to the end of the Joseph story, you see the sequence of events that got Joseph 

back together with his family with a happy ending.  But there is no way Joseph could have 

traced any of it as it happened.  Timing for his ascension to being just under the pharaoh was 

based on him: 1) interpreting a dream while in prison; and 2) the person he interpreted it for 

immediately forgetting and only remembering two years later.  Then there’s a seven-year 

abundance before a seven-year famine – that presumably only Egypt knew about, since it 

was revealed to Joseph – and Egypt’s abundance leads to Jacob’s family going down there to 

buy grain.  And that says nothing of the prophesied 400 years of Egyptian slavery that would 

set the stage for the nation of Israel. 

Just like it pays to be suspicious of those who would slip biblical commands through a back 

door, be suspicious of those who think they have figured out everything about God’s 

provisions moments after an incident.  God demonstrates repeatedly in the Bible that He 

works on a looooooong timetable.  I’m just now in my late 30s starting to see one reason 

why, despite my best efforts, I wasn’t allowed to fully fit in with the “superstars” and “in-

crowd” of my church peers: I wouldn’t have come anywhere near what I’m doing now, 

professionally or with this book.  You can say that’s happy coincidences; I’m fine with that.  

But something I experienced primarily as sadness and loneliness turned out to preserve my 

soul, and I’m learning to be thankful for this historical sore spot. 

Perspective is a long, slow, weird thing to get.  Don’t rush into conclusions about what X or 

Y means.  Maybe you’ll discover a layer or two immediately, but past that, understanding 

might take decades.  And for the same reason, don’t trust those who think they know what X 

or Y means for you and have a whole shopping cart of advice to match.  That’s just creepy.  
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GENESIS 45/47: Gloomy Gus 
When Jacob’s sons inform him that his favorite son Joseph is not dead but alive, the Bible 

says Jacob’s spirit was revived.  Wow!  Great!  What does he say? 

“It is enough; Joseph my son is still alive.  I will go and see him before I die.” 

That’s revived?!? 

Later, the pharaoh asks him how old he is.  He gives the answer and then says his days are 

“few and evil” and weren’t as many as his ancestors. 

Maybe that’s just how people answered that kind of question back then.  But for all the 

heartache Jacob had – and to be clear, he had a lot; there’s some soap opera stuff – it seemed 

to break him to where he couldn’t answer basic factual questions without inserting some 

doldrums.  
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EXODUS 
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EXODUS 1: God Loves a Liar 
Or at least He does here.  He treats the Hebrew midwives well after they completely lie 

about why they aren’t killing Hebrew sons – they say it’s because they can’t get there in time 

due to fast deliveries. 

Combine this with Rahab later lying about whether she’s seen spies, and now we’ve got some 

morality issues to think through.  A true legalistic stance can’t handle this, since any 

violation is a problem (like James 2:10 talks about).  Sometimes, there are competing moral 

priorities and humans have to sort through them.  This fits with what I talked about on the 

murder/manslaughter distinction; God didn’t attempt to lay out every last scenario, just the 

outer bounds so you can connect the dots within them. 

Against that backdrop, I think it’s improper to say that God treated the midwives and Rahab 

well because they lied.  Hebrews 11 describes Rahab as acting in faith because she gave a 

“friendly welcome,” not because she deceived.  I think it’s better to say that what God liked 

about the Hebrew midwives and Rahab is that they understood the right moral priority to 

follow in the situation – especially since in the midwives’ case it was a life-or-death thing in 

saving babies.  Any expression of that counts as good. 

Given that Jesus describes the Pharisees as wicked for taking care of the smallest things but 

ignoring the big things, the safest phrasing is that proper moral prioritizing – big picture 

understanding – is a virtue, while improper moral prioritizing – such as mint tithes over 

justice, or putting sacrifice over mercy – is a vice.  This makes perfect sense in a substantial 

compliance world, where decisions in an emergency can require prioritization (like reckless 

driving to get a dying person to the hospital in time).  Legalism can’t handle this.  And it isn’t 

enough to quote Peter in Acts about obeying God rather than man, because some of the 

contexts where the prioritizing occurs aren’t obedience dilemmas.  They’re things like the 

midwives encountered, where telling the truth gets babies killed.  
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EXODUS 2: Good Thing That Happened Earlier, 

I Guess 
Given his level of intent, it looks like Moses, who murdered an Egyptian for his mistreatment 

of someone else, would have deserved the death penalty under the Law of Moses.  I say that 

in part because I hadn’t thought about it, in part to note that the Law of Moses was intended 

for a limited time for limited purposes, and in part to note that the death penalty isn’t God’s 

eternal preference for murderers. 

God raised up a guy with murder on his rap sheet to lead his people while said guy was living 

in another country to avoid prosecution.  God raised up an accomplice to murder (or close to 

it) in Paul to be an apostle.  (While I’m here, it’s interesting that the Jews of Jesus’s and Paul’s 

day weren’t going to prosecute themselves regarding some big murders.  Power has been 

known to corrupt.) 

4: Don’t Take My Word for It 
When God says Moses will lead the Hebrews out of Egypt, Moses asks a lot of clarifying 

questions that lead to backing away from the task.  In discussing one of those, God gives 

multiple signs in case people don’t believe the first one. 

Was that mostly to comfort Moses, or because God knows that some people won’t accept the 

first sign?  I don’t know.  But it is a reminder that Jesus showed up in person, and loads of 

people didn’t believe Him at the time, in part because they didn’t want to.  We see in Exodus 

6 and forward that the pharaoh didn’t want to lose all his slave labor if he could help it, so he 

resisted, even through some obvious disasters that should have let him know he was a stick 

in the mud. 

So if you’ve ever wondered why God doesn’t just speak directly to everyone, under the 

assumption it would convince them…God’s never thought it would.  And individual 

ambitions and positioning are a lot of why. 
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EXODUS 4 (again): Fun at the Hotel 
God shows up at some lodging where Moses’s family is staying on the way to Egypt, seeking 

to kill Moses.  Based on how the story ends – Moses’s wife Zipporah angrily circumcising 

their son – it appears this was something of a heavenly audit, where the problem was obvious 

if you asked Zipporah but Moses hadn’t bothered to deal with it. 

I mention this because A) it’s weird, B) it’s cinematic because you can picture a sort of 

murder chase scene in a hotel as a modern update, and C) it’s a reminder that Bible stories 

sometimes fill in the gaps for you by context of others’ reactions.  Lots of storytelling does 

this – the response on the face tells you what they’re looking at – so it’s important to note the 

Bible does that sometimes. 

5: “You Are Idle” 
When the Egyptians take away the Hebrew slaves’ straw for making bricks, and they’re 

instructed to keep production quotas at the same rate despite depriving them of supplies, the 

company line is that the slaves are idle, or lazy, or some similar word. 

I have known a lot of holders of irrational standards who believe that others not meeting 

them are lazy.  40-year-olds expecting 14-year-olds to grasp all the lessons it took 40 years to 

learn leads to teenagers being “good for nothing” and “lazy” – that sort of thing.  And since 

time immemorial, laziness is an easy accusation from someone who wants to be, and stay, 

mad.  The Egyptians did it to maintain slaveholder authority.  Parents might do it to 

maintain parental authority. 

Sometimes, a teenager is lazy; sure.  More often, accusations of laziness are cheap ways to 

claim someone being whipped is being whipped into shape. 

10: “For That is What You Are Asking” 
In the middle of all that plague business, the pharaoh asks Moses who all would leave for a 

bit to go worship God.  Moses asks for everybody.  The request is denied and limited to just 

the men, “for that is what you are asking.” 

Has someone told you that you don’t know what you want, and what you actually want is 

something that conveniently (costs less money/is easier to give/gives them control over you)?  

World leaders have done that too.  If you want to beat someone down emotionally, it’s a 

proven strategy. 
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EXODUS 12: Slave Nation Wealth-Building 
As the Hebrews were leaving Egypt, the Egyptians were willing to give them plenty of stuff 

as they left; the Bible describes this as a “plunder.”  God told Moses in Exodus 3 that this was 

how they were going to leave: with full coffers.  The Bible doesn’t say whether the Egyptians 

were so willing because they were being nice or because they would do anything to get the 

Hebrews and the plagues away from them (Exodus 12:33 weighs in), but it happened 

regardless. 

I mention this as an expert bit of planning on God’s part.  How do you set up a slave nation 

you’re about to free with some national basics?  The nation’s slave masters willingly giving 

up their wealth is unusual; in the United States, wealth-building for descendants of slaves 

remains a big issue 160 years into the subject, with reparations sometimes a consideration.  

God handled this with the Hebrews at the time of freeing them.  That fascinates me.  And, 

particularly with historical perspective, it weakens the later Hebrews’ notion that Moses led 

them out to die.  They left Egypt as freed slaves, but not necessarily poor. 

13: I Mean, He Tried… 
God led the Hebrew nation the long way through the wilderness instead of near Philistia so 

that they would not revolt at the sight of war and want to go back to Egypt.  It reads like 

something Moses happened to know from God at some point, not something God told the 

nation at the time, and I have no idea what specifically would have caused national blues.  

But it intrigues me that, of all the things the nation did lose heart about, God did shield them 

from one that He figured they might, or likely would, lose heart about. 

15: Tracks 1 and 2 
Moses’s song, followed by Miriam’s song with tambourine and dancing, are the first recorded 

songs of praise to God – millennia into human history.  It’s not far into the Bible, but it is far 

into history. 

Why is that significant?  Because it’s a reminder that each era, each age, stands on its own 

relative to what are often called acts of worship.  Animal sacrifices have been a part of 

worshipping God longer than they haven’t been, and longer than singing has been as 

recorded in the Bible, but that has no bearing on now. 

When it comes to what God wants from us today, the New Testament stands on its own; 

there’s simply no implication that past arrangements inform present ones.  That should make 

life easier, but for those so minded it somehow makes it a lot harder.  
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EXODUS 18: On Hating Sins 
When Jethro advises Moses to set up a system of judges for small claims, he advises that the 

judges need three characteristics: fearing God; being trustworthy; and…hating a bribe. 

Only in the most sheltered mind can someone be thought to hate every sin.  Why?  Because 

it takes effort to truly hate something, compared to just being basically against it.  You can’t 

go around with strong reactions to everything wrong; it will exhaust you.  You are fueled by 

your experiences into caring about some sins more than others. 

That’s not a bad thing!  Jethro’s not casting aspersions on the rest of the people by saying 

they’re evil if they don’t hate bribes.  It’s how God sharpens people into useful tools to 

accomplish purposes.  I don’t personally know anyone who loves bribes, but I know people 

who hate them and people who might just politely decline them.  The latter probably 

shouldn’t be judges (or other government officials), because there will be all sorts of weird 

situations that come up where it can be spun to look like you’re okay with a bribe.  This is 

part of the art of framing someone; if they stay and listen long enough, they might give the 

aspiring framer enough material. 

Hating a bribe, on the other hand?  Those sorts will run, not walk, away from the situation.  

And that’s what you need in a judge.  You don’t need it in a librarian or a nurse most days, 

but you do need it in a judge most days. 

Whatever sin, whatever wrong treatment, whatever injustice you hate?  Following that to 

channel it for good might locate your place is in the world.  A whole lot of what I do 

professionally is motivated by wrongs in my past that I will presumably care about forever, 

because the pain of those wrongs was branded into me.  Would I prefer not having those 

pains?  Of course.  Were they necessary to keep getting up every day with focus and 

dedication to public service?  I’ll stipulate that.  And in that, I thank God that I’m useful for 

something. 

So early in the Bible, we get a glimpse of several life lessons on how to channel ourselves into 

usefulness.  You can’t practically hate every sin, but the ones you’re motivated to eradicate 

can tell you what your day-to-day life should look like. 
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EXODUS 20: No, Not That Part 
I’m skipping past the Ten Commandments because I don’t have anything to add beyond the 

volumes already taught about them.  My attention is drawn to verse 26, in the middle of a 

discussion on how to make an altar and how not to make one.  In the list: not building steps 

to the altar, so as not to expose nakedness. 

I’ve heard this used as an indication that modest clothing is meant to go down to the ankle, 

because that’s what would be shown in particular as you go up the altar (assuming certain 

types of clothing, which is outside the scope of the passage).  I might not have heard exactly 

that, but I heard something close to that, and I think I kinda believed it for awhile in my 

teens. 

The trouble is that it doesn’t make any sense framed that way.  The command appears to be 

not to build any steps, not to only build steps if they don’t expose nakedness.  The nakedness 

is an explanation of the command, not an essential clause of it (and yes, lawyers have to 

think about this stuff regularly when interpreting texts).  Building two 1/2-inch steps to an 

altar would not expose nakedness based on the clothing of that day, but it would be building 

steps to an altar, so it would be violating the command.  Plus, Exodus 28:42-43 talk about 

linen underwear to cover naked flesh, and it only mentions going around from the hip to the 

thigh.  If anything, that seems to be what Exodus 20 and the steps would be concerned about 

– the back of the priests’ legs as they went up the steps, not just any old part. 

Although the Bible’s meant to be read as a whole, it strains credulity that the definitive 

answer to what modesty means in the New Testament is found in a half-sentence in Exodus 

20 about altar building.  That’s Da Vinci Code/National Treasure levels of hunting.  Going 

that way will yield truths coincidentally and errors aplenty; don’t go that way. 
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EXODUS 21: The Outer Bounds of Decency 
My concept of the Mosaic law giving the outer bounds of decency and expecting the reader 

and/or judge to fill in the rest accordingly – similar to how many modern laws operate – is 

very important when you get to here and you start reading laws about slaves and other 

person-to-person laws. 

Before covering a few of them, I need to cover a pernicious fallacy.  The oft-quoted 2 

Timothy 3:16 states that “all Scripture is…profitable” for a range of things.  It does not state 

the converse: i.e., that all profitable things are Scripture (or, put another way, that only 

Scripture is profitable).  If the converse were true, then Philippians 4:8 talking about the 

qualities of things to think about would be a pointless list, and the various priests in Ezra 8 

reading the Mosaic law to the people shouldn’t have tried to explain it in their words to aid 

understanding, because that wouldn’t aid understanding. 

If you read these laws with that fallacy – that the only things to care about are specifically 

what’s written as law and nothing more –you will get terrible results.  If you thought the 

only point of lawyers was to argue, it isn’t; it’s to interpret what’s written against new 

situations that come up, whether that’s giving advice to someone who hasn’t yet acted or 

accusing/defending someone who has.  It’s the same here. 

So when, for example, Exodus 21 states that a master must free a slave if the master knocks 

the slave’s eye or tooth out, those aren’t the only body parts to which the principle would 

apply.  If I’m a judge, I’m looking at a severed finger and applying this principle. 

(Incidentally, for all the old-timey American Christians who could condone slavery because 

it’s in the Bible – and this was a time of not working on Sundays because of a Sabbath rest 

idea from the Old Testament – it wasn’t usual to free slaves because the master beat them up.  

And of course, nowhere does God claim that slaves weren’t people, as many Americans over 

the years claimed.) 

I don’t pretend to understand every Mosaic law’s just principles.  But I do understand how 

they are written, and it’s not in some legalistic way.  Don’t believe the oversimplified 

dichotomy that it was all law and order in the Old Testament and all grace in the New 

Testament.  It makes preaching on the topic easy, but so would throwing out most of the 

text. 
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EXODUS 23: Surprising Topics for Laws 
As I’ve mentioned, there is a fundamental difference between mandatory and directory laws.  

That’s an American distinction that doesn’t necessarily fit with how God writes, but it’s 

important to understand generally.  I re-mention it here because some of the directory 

provisions in this chapter are not things I would think of for laws, but they’re great moral 

principles. 

Verse 2 says not to join a wicked majority, whether in or out of court.  That’s hard to enforce 

as a regular law – in American law it would be like conspiracy/attempted conspiracy, except 

that God’s threshold of action seems lower and the number of people higher.  But it’s 

obviously bad if someone does it, so it’s a good thing to direct people not to do. 

Verses 3 and 6 combine to urge impartiality in either direction when someone poor brings a 

case, while verses 10 and 11 instruct everybody to let their fields lie fallow every seventh 

year for the sake of the poor.  Combined with Leviticus 25’s explanation of the same thing, it 

looks like everyone would live off the land together for a year rather than having some 

people cultivate and harvest while others didn’t have a chance to.  This reads like closing an 

income inequality gap, and while I don’t know whether that’s part of the idea, it might be. 

Good Things Take Time 
Here, God states that He will take time to drive Canaan’s denizens out of the land, so that it 

doesn’t become desolate and overgrown while the nation of Israel is moving in.  That’s 

another sort of sustainable-change passage.  I’m sure it didn’t have to take the 40 years that it 

took for later reasons, but it was never going to be some immediate thing. 

(While we’re here, a cross-reference helped me with something I don’t recall hearing.  Verse 

28 says God will drive out some of Canaan’s people via hornets.  Deuteronomy 7 reiterates it.  

In Joshua 24, that work is declared done, as the two Amorite kings were driven out by 

hornets.  Certainly, if you think of the way towns might be evacuated due to wildfires or 

hurricanes, evacuating by hornets is surprisingly feasible.  And it gets style points from me.) 
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EXODUS 24: A Lot More People Than I 

Realized 
Here, we see many things as Moses is about go up the mountain to talk to God: 

1) Aaron’s priest sons Nadab and Abihu show up.  I’m used to them from the “strange fire” 

story from Leviticus 10 that is often said to show a principle about New Testament worship, 

but they show up elsewhere.  And that they show up here is important because 

2) While I’ve heard that Moses was the only one back then to see God in the way that he did, 

that’s not the whole truth.  Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and 70 elders all see God here.  God 

doesn’t pass by them the way He passes by Moses later; that is true.  But all of them get to see 

God.  That frames later idolatry differently than I’m used to, as well as later grumblings 

against Moses taking so long to talk with God.  There are dozens more leaders who have also 

seen God by then. 

3) While Moses is gone, he appoints Aaron and Hur as interim judges.  For narrative ease, it’s 

easy to paint a picture of everybody just staring at their watch equivalents waiting for Moses 

to come back.  But accidents and arguments weren’t going to stop just because Moses was 

getting more laws.  As long as humans live near each other, there will be a need to settle 

disputes.  Not even having God among them stops that, because people are different from 

each other. 

30: A Smell Like No Other 
The tabernacle incense had a specific recipe, and anyone who used that specific recipe for 

any other purpose (like to use as perfume, according to the end of the chapter) could not stay 

in the nation. 

As with many things in the Mosaic law, the emphasis is on enforcing distinctiveness as a 

form of holiness, rather than saying the thing being discussed is holy per se.  Understanding 

this cuts off a lot of bad reasoning elsewhere.  There is no reason one spice mix is holier than 

another.  But there is a reason God’s holy place should seem distinctive even down to the 

smell, and there is a reason that smell should not be used at home or marketed.  It’s a scent 

trademark, more or less, and God cares about His trademarks. 
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EXODUS 31: I Keep You Always Forever 
God says the Sabbath rest should be kept “above all,” that it’s a “covenant forever” with the 

generations of Israel, and that violating the Sabbath should get the death penalty. 

This brings up two things for me.  One is that the massive importance of the Sabbath can 

lead Pharisaical tendencies to swallow up scared people.  Jesus’s discussions on the Sabbath, 

allowing a lot of things that the Pharisees did not, seem without context to act like you can 

take some risks on the Sabbath compared to the Pharisees.  I read about a death penalty here, 

don’t feel like taking risks, and then want to be on the Pharisees’ side – better safe than 

sorry. 

The problem is that “better safe than sorry” in a spiritual context can yield a lot of 

conclusions that aren’t connected to safety at all.  Jesus was primarily concerned that the 

Pharisees ruled out doing good on the Sabbath; He didn’t much address work versus not 

work.  But one of the problematic attitudes was that things that were very much not work in 

the gathering-for-self sense – getting snacks from a field or helping an animal out of a ditch – 

had globbed onto the notion of work. 

And a lot of “better safe than sorry” ideas go that way ultimately.  It might start by avoiding 

things that might be work, but eventually it warps the definition of work to keep expanding 

the definition.  It is better to be safe than sorry, but the way to be safest is to be more 

accurate about what work is, not have the biggest definition of what work is. 

While we’re here, I want to bring up how God uses “forever” and similar words in the Old 

Testament.  In U.S. law, some things like easements (a right that someone else has to use 

your property a certain way, like using your private road to get to their house behind you) 

can be “in perpetuity” or “perpetually.”  That doesn’t mean it has to last forever no matter 

what happens.  It mostly means that the easement lasts indefinitely rather than for a fixed 

amount of time or based on a certain event happening.  God’s not an American property 

lawyer, but we use words that sound like they mean “forever” but mean “indefinitely,” and it 

looks like God did the same thing.  (Leviticus 7:36 uses “perpetual” similarly.) 
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EXODUS 32: It’s Just an Idea 
I’ve heard people struggle with the idea of God not changing his mind (according to 

Numbers 23) but relenting from killing the nation of Israel after Moses talks to Him here.  

But God doesn’t change His mind here.  He states an idea to Moses – I’ll start over with just 

your family – and Moses urges Him to retract the idea and do something else. 

Just because you say an idea out loud doesn’t mean you’ve committed to it.  Life isn’t 

professional chess, where touching a piece means you have to move it.  God’s allowed to 

think out loud; He does that here.  If you consider menu options in sequence – “oh, I might 

do that…but no, that other thing seems better…” – are you fickle?  No, you’re considering 

things.  It’s the same with God. 

33: Walking Out the Door 
God changed how He interacted with the nation on a personal basis because He was upset 

with their idolatry.  He says that He won’t “go up among you, lest I consume you on the 

way.” 

This is God leaving the room to not get angrier.  If it’s good enough for God in the right 

circumstance, it’s good enough for you too.  If a family member is making you as angry as 

God was here, you might owe them the grace of leaving the room rather than give into a 

demand to stay put. 
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EXODUS 34-35: A Very Temporary Law 
As we’ve looked at, God always intended for the Mosaic law to be for a limited people – a 

single-digit percentage of the world – for a limited time to demonstrate certain things.  There 

are two reminders in these chapters of how temporary it is: a requirement for all the males to 

convene in one location three times a year (34:23-24) and to make no fires in homes on the 

Sabbath (35:3). 

If the size of the nation following this law gets large, these commandments are physically 

impossible.  If you spread the meetings out every four months, someone who lives more than 

two months away from Israel – like across the Atlantic Ocean – can’t fulfill the law; it would 

just be a life of round trips.  And far enough north or south, not kindling a fire once a week 

in winter might just kill you.  (If you’ve ever read anything on those Russian towns with a 

central heater that is always running in the winter and the town is finished if it ever stops, 

I’m thinking of that kind of place.) 

And with the various exiles and dispersions over time, genealogies have been fractured to the 

extent that the priesthood isn’t literally recoverable today.  (My small understanding of this 

is that the surname Cohen is derived from the Kohathites, so Cohens would be allowed to be 

priests if temple worship is fully restored in Israel.  I don’t know if that’s what would 

happen, but that’s what I read one time many years ago.)  Some parts of the Mosaic law can 

only be followed in spirit today; too much time has passed and too diverse of climates have 

been occupied to follow items like these. 

Do you see more of why the New Testament was written to be followed by any culture 

anywhere – and why it’s more accurate to say we are following first-century text rather than 

first-century Greco-Roman culture?  The more someone acts like the best way to follow the 

New Testament is something conveniently in their culture, the more they make their 

Christianity vulnerable to the issues the Mosaic law had. 
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LEVITICUS 
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LEVITICUS 4-5: Unintentional Sins 
There is a whole part of the Mosaic law about unintentional sins and how to atone for them.  

Depending on how strict the Mosaic law was presented to you, this might surprise you.  If 

you hear “sin brings death” too many times in isolation, along with the extraordinary 

occasions where God brought made an example by instant death, the very idea of an 

unintentional sin mattering differently from an intentional one can get pushed out the 

doctrinal back door. 

But intent mattered to God, then as now.  5:17 covers what happens when someone sins 

without knowing but realizes it later.  The necessary implication is that God at various points 

gives people time to realize.  Sin brings forth death, but it’s generally not a touch-the-hot-

stove thing. 

Part of why I say this is because the instadeaths versus the later prophets imploring for 

centuries can make God seem dramatically schizoid.  It’s why I keep coming back to the idea 

of God using one nation as a lab to demonstrate various things: if you wrongly read Israel as a 

model nation, then God is a lot more likely to use instadeaths.  And understanding that God 

built in intent and time plans into His harshest law helps reconcile it all. 

5: A Rash Oath to Do Good 
Verse 4 covers what to do in the case of a “rash oath” either for bad or good.  Rash oaths for 

bad are obviously an issue.  But why rash oaths to do good are a problem is interesting to me. 

Years ago, I pledged lifetime support to a charitable church cause whenever I got more 

money.  By the time I got that money, other circumstances and things needed help, so I 

helped them instead.  I am not under the impression that the original charity took me 

seriously.  But what if it had and relied on my expression of intent in some financial way?  

Now I’ve hurt that cause because I broke trust. 

Rash oaths to do good also can cheapen regular mental attempts to do good.  I’ve been at a 

few dramatic invitations to rededicate lives or get rid of certain media – pep rally sort of 

things, ultimately.  It’s easy to get caught up in the moment, because who doesn’t want to 

pledge to do good?  But many of those can be rash, and the damage is to the hearers (as your 

“yes” becomes “no” increasingly) and to you (as you might believe yourself less). 

So avoid pledging to do a specific good unless you’re absolutely sure you’ll pursue it.  Also, 

public calls to action that want a public response are a breeding ground for bad pledging. 
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LEVITICUS 10: The Actual Point 
Nadab and Abihu didn’t die solely because of using unauthorized incense and fire.  They died 

because there was a commandment on the incense and fire to use, and they deviated from 

that. 

When God says A on a subject, don’t do B. 

When God says --- on a subject…it doesn’t imply what happens if you do B. 

In other words, this story doesn’t cover how to make an argument from silence. 

One of my ways of checking whether someone has a valid point or whether someone has a 

peeve is seeing whether they routinely come back to the same example for their point and 

they have no other examples.  Of course, regularly there’s one best example for something; 

that’s not what I’m talking about.  I’m talking about when one example is trotted out 

regularly and it’s never fleshed out.  That might be doctrinal tunnel vision.  (I discuss this 

more in my comment on Mark 12.)  This story is silent about silence.  
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LEVITICUS 11: Sani-Tarrying 
This chapter contains a lot of the Jewish diet laws – what animals are clean and unclean.  If 

you have never heard of the book None of These Diseases, it was written by a doctor in the 

1960s (with a later update by the doctor’s grandson) and discussed the health benefits of a lot 

of them, under the basic idea of God knowing better all along (quoting Exodus 15 for the 

book title). 

None of These Diseases, from my homeschool education memory, seems to have been the 

flagship book for the notion that these dietary laws were for the Jews’ benefit, citing various 

things about how many things that were unclean were dangerous to eat pre-refrigeration. 

That’s fine as far as it goes.  Some dietary laws are clearly good sanitary ideas.  But…the Bible 

doesn’t claim that’s what they’re in for.  And if it was about living conditions of the time, did 

they improve in the important ways by the first century, when God removed the 

restrictions?  No, they did not. 

When these sort of “extra” arguments, even when they have a fair amount of real life truth 

in them, become important to someone’s beliefs, they introduce fragility into the belief 

system.  It only takes one animal making no scientific sense to avoid eating before the belief 

system frays.  Why do that to yourself?  It’s neither stated nor implied that the dietary laws 

are required because they confer health benefits.  (Believing that to the extreme also would 

aver that God stopped caring about health when Christianity came, which…that’s not a great 

position to take.) 

Don’t add fragile beliefs to your solid ones just because more support feels nice.  There are 

hidden risks to doing that.  Eat Ezekiel bread if it helps your health or you like the taste; 

don’t eat it because Bible bread makes it superior bread.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going 

to eat and market a diet of fig cakes and raisins based on 1 Samuel 30. 

17: Laws Get Amended Sometimes 
Verse 3’s list of animals that may not be killed except to offer as sacrifices was amended in 

Deuteronomy 12 (thanks, cross-references, for pointing this out) when the nation got too 

large for the reason behind verse 3 to make sense. 

If you do not understand how laws get amended and why – or that God did this within the 

Mosaic law (I didn’t know that until writing this) – then many laws you read will seem like 

contradictions of other laws (since the purpose of an amendment is to differ from what 

exists).  But amendments are principally adjustments, not walkbacks or contradictions.  It’s as 

true for God as for human law.  
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LEVITICUS 19: A Host of Small Topics 
There’s a lot of humanity in this chapter and a few other things that deserve discussion.  

There’s material about leaving gleanings for the poor, i.e., not harvesting every last bit of 

your crop, so that the poor have free food.  There’s an Israelites with Disabilities Act in verse 

14: that you shall not “curse the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind” (in other 

words, take advantage of someone through their disability).  And there’s an instruction in 

verses 17-18 not to hate or hold a grudge against someone but to “reason frankly” with them 

instead. 

That last one reads more like the Sermon on the Mount than a law.  It seems directory rather 

than mandatory, since no consequence is listed; that makes sense for something that occurs 

entirely in the heart.  But that it’s in the Bible this early is noteworthy in and of itself, 

especially since the counterbalance to a grudge is to reason frankly.  Don’t just reason all 

over someone; do it frankly, with nothing to hide.  And don’t just be frank with someone; 

reason with them, to try to arrive at a better place, rather than merely telling them what you 

don’t like. 

---------- 

Some topics from a different angle: verse 19 talks about not mixing two types of fabrics in 

clothing.  To go with my point about leaning too far into “every statute is physically good for 

you,” I asked some smartypants (presumably not blended pants) types about how this fit into 

that idea.  They cited something quickly about a benefit – I can’t remember exactly what, 

maybe to skin – and that was that. 

I talked about fragile theology with Leviticus 11, but rigid is another good descriptor.  If 

you’re supposed to stand up straight for awhile, you won’t do that by standing up fully 

straight.  That’s because locking your knees to do so will do weird things to your back.  To 

stand up straight for awhile, you will need to bend at the knees sometimes.  Be the same way 

in your approach to the Bible.  Standing up straight doesn’t mean with your knees locked; it 

won’t work.  You need some bend for what life throws at you. 

---------- 

Last but not least, verses 35-36 discuss using just weights and measures in business.  This is 

not a set of laws you probably think about much today, but they are important.  In the week 

I am writing this material, I have also been working on amendments to a municipal weights 

and measures code in response to state law changes.  In Washington, there’s a whole set of 

state inspectors for weights and measures, and loads of definitions and regulations on how to 

weigh certain things so that you get what you’re paying for at the store.  It’s not something 
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that people try to cheat much these days.  Violators are normally warned before they’re fined 

– the point is to get it right, not to punish people.  But while the boundary operates silently, 

it’s important that it’s there. 

It’s fine if a lot of the Bible’s boundaries operate silently like weights and measures laws in 

your life.  There’s a temptation for the hard-studying type to go, “I haven’t applied this 

passage to my life!” and then subconsciously expand what the passage means to include 

something closer to their struggles.  For instance, even as idolatry is still a thing in the world, 

in American teaching “television” or “the internet” often stands in for idolatry.  People can 

be unhealthily addicted to consuming media for sure; that doesn’t mean they are 

worshipping it.  If idols aren’t a part of your world, that’s okay; warnings against idolatry 

don’t apply to your current life.  You don’t have to find something that slots into every Bible 

command.  They’re allowed to be in the background. 
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LEVITICUS 21: Of Jurisdiction and Uncleanness 
Two notes here as God covers for a few items for the priests, such as not making themselves 

unclean by going into mourning for people beyond a certain degree of relation (I think it’s 

talking about cultural variations on armbands more than simply crying) and marrying from a 

partially limited pool: 

1) It’s common in my experience to take passages addressed to leaders in the Bible and teach 

that they’re aspirational for others.  This is bad, and the main reason is easiest summed up as 

jurisdictional.  If God wanted to make it for everyone, He’d do that.  But leaders need extra 

attributes (like my Exodus 18 discussion about judges needing to hate a bribe).  That doesn’t 

make them better people; it makes them better suited to what they will do.  And to put that 

burden on everyone is putting a burden that God didn’t intend for them to bear. 

This isn’t a strict problem these days like it would be if you applied priest regulations to 

others, because the priest regulations were about demonstrating separateness and qualities of 

elders aren’t about that.  If you’re hospitable but not an elder, that’s obviously fine.  If you’re 

not a priest but categorically refuse to marry a widow, that’s…weird.  There’s no virtue in 

acting priestly in that circumstance; it would be illogical and against the purpose of the 

restriction to place that on someone else. 

In other words, God wasn’t specifying what He wanted out of subsets of people as some 

passive-aggressive hint for the others. 

2) Mourning someone who died made you unclean for a time, as did several other things for 

varying periods.  It’s easy to equate “unclean” with “sinner.”  While that could be true when 

applying to what a Jew ate, it’s not true when referring to the status; most of what it means is 

that the person could not approach the tabernacle during that time.  Leviticus 15 discusses 

that, if someone has a “discharge,” they have to wash their clothes and bathe, and they’re 

considered unclean for the evening.  It wasn’t a sin to discharge; everybody has that happen 

to them at some point and there’s clearly no intent element.  But don’t come into the 

tabernacle like that. 

So God never intended the clean/unclean system to be a judgment.  Several passages talk 

about someone being “cut off” from the people if they do certain things; that’s a judgment.  

The death penalty, or restoring what you took from someone – those are judgments.  

Clean/unclean had a different purpose. 
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LEVITICUS 25: Filthy Socialism… 
Because God was giving Israel the land they were going to possess, He made rules about 

property sales.  Specifically, if Israelites sold to each other, then a family member could buy 

back that property based on however long was left until the year of jubilee (which was every 

50th year).  If they didn’t buy it back, then every 50th year it would revert to the original 

person anyway. 

At a maximum, an Israelite could buy real property from another Israelite for 50 years, and 

that was only in the first year after jubilee.  On average, bought property stayed with the 

buyer for 25 years, after which it went back to whoever sold it. 

Modern societies are trying, with various degrees of effort and success, to deal with the 

concepts of inherited wealth and their snowball effects in making some people a lot richer 

than others.  How radical a notion for equity would it be if everyone got a plot of land and it 

always went back to their family after enough time?  Remember that all the Israelites moved 

into this land after wandering for years; they didn’t have a home before that.  So while they 

might well have done business among each other and become prosperous over the years that 

way, they didn’t have any land to build wealth from – one of the biggest ways with which 

Americans have built wealth and continue to try to build wealth. 

This ties in with a later instruction in the chapter to let your brother move in and to support 

him if he can’t support himself.  It’s difficult to imagine that flying in modern society for a 

host of reasons – it’s just not built that way. 

I don’t claim to understand the societal perspective of the Mosaic law.  But it feels far ahead 

of the 2020s on addressing income inequality by curtailing land grabs.  At the very least, it 

would change the wealth structure of the United States significantly.  And that would 

compensate (literally) for the effects of other inequities in varying degrees. 

Like other things covered earlier, this exact plan has implementation limits in modern times.  

But you see how much it cuts against the wealth-hoarding dark side to capitalism.  The rule 

against perpetuities in modern property law gets at a few concerns the Mosaic law gets at 

here, but it’s focused on the length of time a conveyance or sale of property can have certain 

conditions, not limiting the length of time period.  Western society simply doesn’t have a 

thing like this.  Maybe it should. 
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NUMBERS 
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NUMBERS 4: The Scope of the Tabernacle 
The number of tabernacle “employees” – who was tasked with serving or carrying things – 

was over 8,500.  I don’t know if they all had to do things at the same time, or if that was just 

counting the eligible workforce.  But that is still a lot. 

I work in Seattle government; it has around 10,000 employees to serve a city of over 700,000 

people.  And city government encompasses a whole lot of buildings: the seven floors of City 

Hall, dozens of floors in the Seattle Municipal Tower, other owned/rented buildings, power 

stations, and so on.  Imagine that but for worshipping God, checking out diseases, and other 

things the priests did. 

I mention this because I find it hard to get a handle on biblical scope sometimes.  This was a 

big undertaking. 
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NUMBERS 6: The Nazirite Vow 
What I said about priestly regulations not spilling over into the rest of life is clearly true of 

the Nazirite vow as well.  There were special things about taking the vow that weren’t meant 

for everyone or for indefinite periods (although God instructed Samson’s parents to make 

him a lifelong Nazirite). 

In emphasizing that, it’s worth noting that the modern treatment of alcohol and drunkenness 

in a lot of Christian teaching makes discussion more difficult than it should be.  First is a 

misuse of Proverbs 23 – turning advice not to look at wine when it “sparkles in the cup” or is 

“swirling in the cup” (i.e., don’t get drawn in at its most appealing or believe the advertising) 

into a command to avert your eyes from it.  (If it’s that literal, that will come up many times 

in life – the adjacent table at Olive Garden, or going to the bathroom until a Budweiser 

television ad is done.) 

But a second issue – lesser and nuanced, but still an issue – is simplifying all this with a 

lengthy discussion of what New Testament wine generally was.  I’ll spare you the details, but 

the Greek oinos was mixed with enough water that it “rounds down” to water.  The 

discussion from there often says (accurately) that today’s wine is different from that wine, so 

there might be a prohibition on modern wine that wasn’t there for ancient wine. 

The Old Testament has a different breakdown than the New Testament of all these things, 

including that the Nazirite vow discusses other types of alcohol.  The Nazirite vow 

prohibited more than wine; it prohibited consuming any grape products.  (You couldn’t take 

a Nazirite vow today and receive a Christian communion; Welch’s is too strong.)  It also 

prevented “strong drink,” which is a category that by implication of being in this vow was 

generally not prevented in the rest of life. 

I note that to note that the New Testament discusses wine, but God was previously aware of 

other alcoholic drinks and had different words for them.  So it’s a simplification to say the 

New Testament’s talk of wine is necessarily a window into what percentage alcohol content 

is okay for Christians to consume in any kind of drink.  Prohibition against characteristic 

drunkenness (in that it often shows up in a list with thieves and robbers in a way that 

indicates, at minimum, a habitual thing while discouraging one-time occurrences) covers the 

concept no matter the drink.  Modern wine/oinos distinctions can’t be reasonably stated to 

“solve the puzzle” for what’s fine in your non-wine. 
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NUMBERS 11-12: What’s Up With This? 
Here, God is angry while His people complain.  Moses responds to God by more or less 

complaining while God decides to be constructive with that complaint.  How is it that God 

hated one complaint and accepted the other?  Why did only Moses get to complain? 

It’s important to figure this out because a lot of people don’t want you to voice concerns and 

will stifle you by filing it all under whining or complaining.  If those people have taught the 

Bible to you, it can feel dangerous to pray for anything.  Every prayer for something different 

says you want things to be different, which can be spun into sounding like a complaint.  At 

what point are the psalms expressing feelings versus whinings? 

This account doesn’t reveal everything, but there are a few keys.  The first description of the 

people’s complaint is that it was “about their misfortunes.”  Later, they’re said to be weeping 

because they don’t have meat or certain fruits of vegetables like they had in Egypt.  I 

personally doubt that a nation of slaves had food as abundantly as the weeping suggests.  

They seem to be speaking with some melodrama – not only missing the food in Egypt but 

expressing disgust with the free manna God was providing for everyone.  The psalms speak 

with some hyperbole, too; to speak emotionally often brings hyperbole with it as the feelings 

get explored. 

God summarizes this complaint as saying, “Who will give us meat to eat?  For it was better 

for us in Egypt.”  Besides a lack of gratitude for God’s free food – wanting different free food 

– the big problem seems to be that they explicitly prefer not-God’s-plan to God’s plan.  God 

is physically by the tabernacle as a pillar of cloud or fire depending on the time of day; He’s 

in the camp.  And they want to leave for some food. 

Moses’s complaint is that he can’t handle what God has given him based on how much they 

are complaining.  He says the burden is too big for him.  He would rather God kill him than 

that his life continue like this.  Those are big complaints!  And when God says He will send 

the people loads of meat to teach a particularized lesson, Moses wonders, seemingly with 

incredulity, how the logistics of that will work. 

I think the biggest difference between the people’s and Moses’s complaint is what’s 

threatened if God doesn’t answer it.  Moses wanted some very strong things, but if he did not 

get them it appears he would still lead the people and (grumpily?) follow God’s plan.  But the 

people’s preference for Egypt sounds like they might leave the camp and go back to Egypt if 

God didn’t give them what they wanted.  That’s not 100% clear – I’m reading into it some – 

but there is more demand from the people than from Moses, even though Moses’s is phrased 

more directly.  Saying “I can’t make it today because I don’t have X” is, depending on how 



 

52 

 

it’s meant, a way of saying “if I don’t have X, I won’t try to make it today.”  “I can’t even” can 

come off as more or less of a threat depending on other factors. 

God is always interested in our requests, and He accepts a wide variety of tones with those 

requests – He’s not the tone police.  Every prayer for something that isn’t already happening 

is saying the parameters of the life around you should change; He’s okay with that.  But He 

will not take an ultimatum where the result might be you leaving the plan.  It’s not the scope 

or tone of the complaint; it’s whether you’re threatening action if God says no.  I’m sure it’s 

more nuanced than that, but I think that’s the difference between the complaints here.  And 

there are gradients of happiness between those two.  Miriam and Aaron complain in chapter 

12 that God has elevated Moses above them, using his marrying a foreigner as an excuse to 

get mad.  God afflicts Miriam with leprosy briefly; when Moses asks God to heal her, it’s 

revoked, and the extent of punishment is putting her outside the camp for seven days like it 

was any other similar uncleanness.  I’d say that’s closer to the people’s complaint than 

Moses’s complaint, and it got an intermediate response. 

Figure out how you will be fine with God saying no before you ask God for a yes.  Make your 

request with as much emotion, as much oomph, as it deserves; God can handle that.  But be 

okay with a no before you ask, and that should cover most of the issues. 
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NUMBERS 13: Going Off-Script 
The spies sent into the land were asked to report whether the people spied on were strong or 

weak.  Reporting back that the people spied on were strong wasn’t wrong.  The wrong here 

was that they inserted their opinion as to whether they could take the land at all. 

The assignment was to get information on the land they were about to take.  So when Caleb 

tries to improve the cheer of the other spies by saying the people are able to take it, and the 

other spies reply that they can’t, that’s them going way outside the assignment. 

The issue isn’t negativity; it’s adding an opinion they weren’t asked for.  Yes/no was a doubt 

they introduced into the discussion, and it sent the people in the wrong emotional direction. 

14: The Important Parts 
This hadn’t stuck with me before now. 

When the Israelites complain enough that God decides to start the promised land over with a 

new generation 40 years later, Moses asks God to pardon the people He wasn’t going to bring 

in the promised land...and He does.  The spiritual part of this was taken care of before they 

received earthly consequences.  Even though God still wanted the lesson taught and was still 

upset with them, He forgave them of their sin. 

God has said He will forgive us if we properly approach Him for that.  He never conditioned 

it on mood.  The amount of sorrow we cause has nothing to do with whether He will forgive 

us.  That’s good to know. 

---------- 

I don’t know if the people, after hearing their punishment, might have gotten out of it if 

they’d asked Moses to ask God if they could repent and go into the promised land.  That sort 

of thing works sometimes elsewhere in the Bible.  But they didn’t go for that.  They made up 

their mind to go forth and conquer because they said they were sorry, even though Moses 

informed them God wouldn’t be with them. 

It reads like they’re genuinely sorry.  I mostly believe them.  But the proposed remedy was 

actually the same problem with a twist – going off on their own and doing a thing.  If you’ve 

had someone wreck your car and buy you fancy bread as an apology – when you’re allergic 

to gluten – you get why this didn’t work.  Half of the situation reads as an “I get it”; the other 

half totally doesn’t.  
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NUMBERS 15: Team and Individual Errors 
Verse 27 starts talking about a single person’s mistake.  We’ve seen some material about that 

already.  But verses 22-26 cover a group’s mistake and how to atone for it. 

I can’t draw particular conclusions for the modern world.  But know that God has, at least in 

one point of the world’s history, thought about group mistakes on their own track from 

individual mistakes.  Certainly a lot of the New Testament is written to groups, whether the 

books are named for them or whether they’re letters contained in Revelation.  It’s worth 

rereading those with Numbers 15 in mind, even if nothing ends up reading differently. 
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NUMBERS 16: Revolt Leads to Revolt 
Some Kohathites – Levites, but not priests – pull the same rebellion against Moses that 

Miriam and Aaron do: wondering what makes Moses so great compared to them and why 

they can’t be priests.  And it’s not just a scattered thing; “250 chiefs of the 

congregation…well-known men” join them to ask the same question.  This is a factious 

insurrection, and Moses and God treat it as such.  The rebels die miraculously for their 

rebellion; Moses specifically asks for a never-before-seen supernatural option so that it’s clear 

Moses isn’t making stuff up. 

The day after, another rebellion starts because of that failed rebellion.   Okay, not quite; it’s a 

set of complaints rather than a full-scale rebellion.  But the listed cause is that…Moses and 

Aaron killed the rebels. 

You could say that’s what happened.  But the ground literally opened up to swallow the 

rebels.  Moses didn’t open up the ground; it was God’s decision to listen to Moses and punish 

how He did.  It couldn’t have been visually clearer the difference between Moses/Aaron and 

God.  But those determined to make a negative PR spin will find a way. 

God punishes this one more than He punishes the first one.  And this chain – loads of 

complaining, asking to go back to Egypt, and God sending the same austere message a million 

different ways – leads me to think of the most toxically negative people I’ve known.  It’s not 

necessarily that they’re pessimists; it’s that they’re determined to not be on top, because they 

derive enjoyment from sniping at others from below. 

This is a nation that has been enslaved for over 400 years, and now they get to choose their 

own work on a day-to-day basis.  There’s not even a whole lot of work, other than following 

God, gathering manna and otherwise taking care of the family, and being ready to pack up 

and move.  Yes, it’s a wilderness and some things seem touch-and-go, but there’s no slave 

driver – no one and nothing forcing them up at a certain time of day. 

But we constantly see complaining against Moses like a lot of people complain about their 

work bosses or the mere fact that they have to go to work.  There’s a desire to stay the 

underdog, to avoid thinking that things could be better today than they were yesterday. 

And I wonder if some of that was left over from being slaves, because I see it so often as a 

coping mechanism for work situations people don’t like today.  A lot of things are dim and 

gray, so we might as well round up to everything being dim and gray.  While it’s obviously 

accurate that being slaves to the Egyptians was bad, if it broke somebody’s spirit and they 

didn’t recognize that, it would be tempting to stay in that groove by making Moses a slave 
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master replacement in spirit.  It’s an emotional hole filled by complaining about the boss 

regardless. 

Again, it’s just wondering.  But I’ve known many like that, and I bet you have too.  And it’s 

not emotionally safe to be around them, because the only direction they’re going is down. 

If people are determined to be mad, it doesn’t matter if they have something to be mad 

about.  If people are determined to grouse about authority, it doesn’t matter if they have 

something to grouse about.  Negative outlooks can get fuel from anywhere.  Don’t find out 

where. 

  



 

57 

 

NUMBERS 20: If You Thought That Was Bad… 
When the people run out of water, they say that they wish they had died when the earlier 

Israelites did.  That is quite a take – nostalgia for recent tragedies.  I’ve never felt like I’m 

dying of thirst, and I know hyperbole’s a thing, but that’s rich: “we wish we had revolted and 

died too!”  I guess everything from the past can seem attractive if you hate your present. 

22-24: The Cursenary 
That is my portmanteau of “curse” and “mercenary,” and that is what Balak perceives Balaam 

to be, hiring him to curse the Israelites in case that stops them from invading. 

But Balaam won’t curse God’s people, because he says he will only do what God tells him to 

do.  Great!  But to say that Balaam is a True Follower™ of God is a stretch.  For one, God got 

so angry at Balaam trying to go carry out Balak’s instructions the second time that He would 

have killed him had his donkey not respected the angel.  (God tells him he may go, but it 

appears to be one of those situations where the person isn’t really asking for permission, so 

God resignedly lets him go.)  For another, he’s quite mean to his donkey, even to the point 

that he just snipes back at his donkey rather than to stop and think that his donkey is 

literally talking to him.  In the world of bad jokes, the punchline is supposed to involve 

“Wow!  A talking donkey!” but that never happens here. 

Later parts of the Bible describe Balaam as a bad seed.  Numbers 25 and 31 seem to combine 

to say that Balaam helped introduce some idolatrous practices into Israel; Revelation 2 calls it 

out explicitly.  Joshua 13 describes him as practicing divination and perishing with the 

enemies of God.  And Deuteronomy 23 and Joshua 24 describe Balaam as being interested in 

cursing Israel except that God stopped him. 

How does all that add up – a guy who tells Balak he can only speak what God will let him 

speak, then does all this?  I think the clue is in the profession – he pronounces curses and 

blessings for hire.  That is unsavory in the extreme.  And if he knows about God, but he waits 

to see whether God will give him the red light or green light on cursing the nation of 

Israel…I know news could travel slowly back then, but it doesn’t add up that someone who 

says he may only serve God has to ask whether he should curse God’s people.  Maybe it was a 

genuine question; it doesn’t read to me as genuine. 

Balaam is a bigger figure in the Bible than I realized before reading for this book.  I’ve heard 

lessons praising his words on only doing what God lets him do, primarily in the context of 

sermons that want to highlight the nature of biblical authority.  But Balaam is a terrible 

example for that idea.  
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NUMBERS 32: Going Off-Script 
The tribes of Reuben, Gad, and (part of) Manasseh like the land before crossing over the 

Jordan River quite a bit.  (The plan was for the whole nation to live across the Jordan River.)  

They ask to settle there, which will work if they help the rest of the nation settle in as 

opposed to just saying bye to everyone now.  They agree to that, and everything works out. 

I mention this for two reasons.  One is that this was a part of God’s plan that they deviated 

from and was okay.  It didn’t strictly matter to God that they wanted an adjacent parcel of 

land rather than the original promised one.  But this does nearly cause a civil war down the 

road in Joshua 22 that is one of my favorite Bible passages, so consider that queued up. 
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DEUTERONOMY 
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DEUTERONOMY 2/9: It’s Not Just Y’all 
God gave Mount Seir to Esau and he gave Moab and Ammon to Lot (they were his kids from 

a messed-up situation), so the instruction to the Israelites was to leave them alone.  Later, 

Moses instructed Israel not to think their righteousness and the vanquished nations’ 

wickedness as the reason they get to move in, because Israel had plenty of rebellion itself.  It 

was instead keeping the covenants God made with their forefathers.  Keeping the early 

promises catalyzed everything else. 

Moab and Ammon had wrapped up their existences by the time of Jesus.  It’s possible that 

the Jewish ruling classes by then had a bigger chance to assert their righteousness in a way 

Moses warned against, because they had outlasted a number of the nations from back when.  

God’s side deals with nearby nations had lost their relevance over time, so it might have been 

easier to forget that God had made those deals in the first place. 

The Pharisees liked to talk about having Abraham as their father as if that made them 

special, and Esau was also a child of Abraham.  Would the Pharisees have enjoyed any 

surviving Edomites’ thoughts on that?  I think of that because I have observed a general 

temptation to conflate victory with superiority and outlasting with outperforming.  In a 

world where getting someone “cancelled” off social media is considered cause for celebration, 

that basic temptation exists – thinking their getting what they deserved means you got what 

you deserved, which is watching them leave while you stay.  But their just desserts don’t 

imply anything about yours.  Moses is telling Israel that as they enter the land promised to 

them.  To the extent Israel ever got that lesson – or the lesson that they weren’t the only 

nation God cared about – it’s faded by the New Testament.  They’re tough lessons to absorb, 

but they’re important to avoid arrogance. 
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DEUTERONOMY 4: It’s Complicated 
Moses instructs against any idol that attempts to be a likeness of God, listing several types of 

likenesses by way of example.  The reason is that, when God spoke to the people at Horeb, 

He chose not to give a form of Himself. 

I note this because God did appear in some form to Moses and a few dozen others in Exodus 

24.  What is it about appearing formlessly at Horeb that gives it religious precedence? 

I think the difference is that God was willing to show sides of Himself in certain 

circumstances, but there was nothing that could capture His whole self.  What we get from 

the Exodus 24 description isn’t even that “buildable”; there are feet and hands and pavement.  

And it’s the only time we get a description that’s like that.  He sorta shows up in other ways 

at other times. 

This ultimately isn’t that different from how you interact with your friends.  You might 

discuss one hobby in one circle, but you wouldn’t put it as the first thing in your social media 

biography, because you can’t be reduced to that.  You’re not your job or your home or your 

favorite food; those are expressions of aspects of your life, and they might not even represent 

your ideal self.  The favorite food you would discover on an unlimited budget would 

probably be different than your favorite food on your budget to date.  So even your favorite 

things don’t necessarily express you well. 

That’s what’s happening here, and why God cared so much about making idols of him, I 

think.  He wanted to get people to understand that He is irreducible.  Private manifestations 

don’t cut against that, much like telling your best friend stories you’ve never told anyone else 

doesn’t mean you’d want those stories to represent you.  It wasn’t simply that various nations 

had idols; it wasn’t uniqueness for uniqueness’s sake.  It was uniqueness because God was 

more complicated than the local gods. 
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DEUTERONOMY 8: Extra Miracles 
We don’t learn until this recap of things that, in 40 years of wandering around in the 

wilderness, Israel’s clothes don’t wear out and their feet don’t swell from all the walking. 

Combine that with the manna they had the whole time, and it sets a better context as to why 

God kept getting as mad as He did with that specific group of people.  It is common for 

Christians who enjoy being mad to take God at His maddest and funnel that energy into 

discussing pet peeves.  But I think the better lens is: take the three most thoughtful things 

you’ve done for the person you care most about – things that fill their needs – and watch 

them get completely rejected.  Buying someone a completely functional house so they can 

get out from their oppressive mortgage, only to have them tell you they’d rather be in their 

old home because of the new house color – it’s that kind of energy. 

They had free food, no need to make new clothing, and no foot pain despite a lot of walking.  

They had to gather the food and they had to take care of their shelter some, but…what a set 

of gifts!  Take however much of your job is spent on food and clothing and your health and 

then find out that you don’t have to spend on those things for the next 40 years.  That is a lot 

of freedom, even if there are some logistics to them. 

If you provided on this granular a level for someone, you’d be deeply upset if they nit-

picked, right?  And you might want to stop providing anything for them, and no one would 

blame you for that.  It would be weird if you got that mad all the time about everything, but 

you’d be understood in that circumstance. 

Exodus through Deuteronomy have some of God’s biggest immediate anger, but don’t take 

the bait – either of critics or the thumpiest Bible-thumpers – that God normally reacts like 

that.  These “extra” miracles are a big difference – taking care of most basic needs in a 

completely hands-on way and it being rejected. 
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DEUTERONOMY 14: Tithing Troubles 
I missed covering this in Numbers 18, because I straight-up didn’t catch it, but here’s good 

too.  Why was Israel instructed to give a tithe (i.e., a tenth) of loads of things?  Was it some 

holy number, rooted in the creation like the Sabbath rest?  Was it based on some principle of 

God’s righteousness?  Was it based on being a separate and distinct people, like loads of 

things in this law were? 

Nope.  It was because the Levites supplied the temple workers and didn’t have a region of 

land as their inheritance. 

That’s it.  It’s not even tied to the tithes Abraham gave Melchizedek in Genesis 14 or Jacob 

promised to give God in Genesis 28.  It’s to support the Levites and God. 

Let’s do some math (or let me do some math).  11 tribes were supporting 1 tribe and the 

temple work (because the Levites in Numbers 18 were instructed to give a tithe to the Lord 

out of the people’s tithe). 

11 tribes were to give 10% of everything, of which 90% went to the Levites and 10% went to 

the temple.  So of the non-Levite tribes, God essentially made a tax of 9% to support the 

Levites and 1% to support the temple. 

If all the tribes had even population, then Levi would have 1/11 the population of the rest of 

Israel.  As a percentage, that’s…9.09%.  If you want to count all 12 tribes together, then 

Levites would be 8.3% of the population.  That clearly still matches up about right. 

Although it’s not stated explicitly one way or the other, the clear reason God set up the tithe 

was that it was the simplest accurate redistribution of wealth from 11 tribes to 1.  It’s an 

evenly distributed pitch-in – 9% of the wealth went to support a group 9% the size of the 

supporters.  Once you see it, you can’t unsee it. 

And once you see it, the idea that it’s some guideline for Christian giving – laudable to shoot 

for, but holier if you exceed it – falls apart.  It’s not bad to plan your giving along those lines, 

but it’s bad to think 10% is imbued with particular biblical approval.  It was just how the 

math added up for the need God was making it for.  Yes, everyone had to do it, but if the 

number of people supported by it had been lower, the percentage expected from everyone 

presumably would have been lower. 

To the extent the tithe teaches anything, it’s that you should give to meet the needs around 

you.  But you probably were doing that anyway.  
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DEUTERONOMY 15: The Seven-Year Unhitch 
Besides more provisions about giving the poor what they need, “whatever it may be,” there’s 

an instruction to release all of Israel’s debts every seven years – with an extra instruction not 

to be stingy just because the seventh year is coming up.  While “there will never cease to be 

poor in the land,” the ideal is that “there will be no poor among you.” 

The verb most likely to go with “poverty” from American politicians and activists is 

“eradicate.”  (I suppose, from the party that doesn’t like to use “eradicate,” that the verb 

might be replaced with some asterisks.)  With that context, the mention of poor always being 

around but the goal being to have no one poor is interesting.  It is easy on the stingy side to 

read Matthew 26, where Jesus briefly mentions the ongoing nature of poverty, and confuse it 

with the idea that we will always have particular poor people with us.  I see this throughout 

America on both sides of the discussion, that poverty belongs to classes for various reasons 

(that, in my view, boil down to that it’s simpler to process and “other” people that way).  But 

the idea here is that poverty can happen to anyone, so have a societal plan for when it does 

(verse 7 is particularly phrased that way).  If the idea of “eradicate” treats poverty like a 

disease that can be eliminated, Deuteronomy treats poverty like a pest that should be 

exterminated.  One you solve for all time; the other you’re always on guard against. 

Granted, the definition of a need here is presumably smaller than today, whether because 

modern society is more complex or because the easiest way to take a privilege for granted is 

to call it a right.  But this extermination model being considered workable for a nation of 

over a million people…it’s thought-provoking if nothing else. 
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DEUTERONOMY 16: “Justice, and only justice” 
This is how Deuteronomy 16:20 starts in the English Standard Version.  This is also how a 

million CBS shows feel like they start.  But what Moses and Walker, Texas Ranger mean by 

justice is different, and it’s important to know that difference. 

The rest of this context makes clear that justice is what follows from good judgment – hence 

why there are judges appointed who “shall not pervert justice” or “accept a bribe.”  

Modernly, “justice” also has another related idea, the idea of law enforcement, of carrying 

out what the law says should happen, that obscures what Deuteronomy is talking about. 

“Justice” gets used several ways in current society, even in similar-sounding phrases.  My 

bachelor’s degree is in criminal justice, which by its first word implies a lot about the second 

word (even though the actual study is much broader).  There’s an increase in niche types of 

justice; the biggest ones in my professional world are social justice and climate justice.  

Though there is an element of wisdom and discretion presupposed in these, the focus is on 

the execution of justice – carrying out the right result – rather than the process of justice – 

figuring out what’s important to understand before then.  _____ justice is frequently a 

synonym for “being right about _____.” 

But God doesn’t seem to use it that way, at least not consistently.  James 2 says that judgment 

without mercy will be shown to the merciless and that mercy triumphs over judgment.  

Amos 5 wants justice and righteousness to roll down like they’re water, as a contrast to songs 

of praise from the insincere.  While you can look at James 2 and say that judgment is mercy’s 

opposite – and therefore more about the execution of what’s right – the process behind it is a 

tailored one, figuring out whether a person has shown sufficient mercy before the judgment.  

And law enforcement doesn’t make a sense as an antidote to the wrongs listed in Amos 5.  

Amos is speaking to a collection of individuals, not to a government or the local police squad.  

Justice as an idea of judgment is something any individual can do; justice as an idea of law 

enforcement is something only government agents can do. 

While we’re at it, God doesn’t seem keen to execute justice in the CBS/law enforcement way.  

He often warns that He will do it, and we see times where He does it.  But many more things 

are phrased as promises and conditions.  It’s a lot closer to saying “Don’t make me pronounce 

judgment on you” than it is “I’m eager to pronounce judgment on you.”   Some places 

mention that He’s “swift” in executing judgment, but “swift” doesn’t always mean “excited 

quick”; it can also mean “efficient quick.”  And that makes more sense when we also read in 

2 Peter that He doesn’t want anyone to perish.  When He finally pronounces judgment, He 

does it swiftly, but He’d rather not carry it out; He’d rather be merciful. 
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So how do we get to a society full of people who read the Bible like God is Walker, Texas 

Ranger?  I think it mostly comes from simplifying other people.  The process of good 

judgment is a long and tough one.  James 2 anticipates looking at whether a particular person 

has been merciful to decide whether the judgment will come with mercy or not.  This makes 

sense with Deuteronomy 16’s concept, just like it does the modern notion of a range of 

sentences the judge may apply based on aggravating or mitigating circumstances. 

But if you simplify people down to their worst desires or worst offenses committed, you fast-

forward through the process of justice – the judgment in the justice – and go straight to the 

execution.  “They got what they deserved” implies that it takes some time to figure out what 

each one deserves, but that’s not what users of the phrase normally mean; they normally 

mean the commission of the crime should go with the maximum sentence, or close to it.  

That’s a tip-off that the justice advocate to whom you speak is not talking about the type of 

justice God means. 

DEUTERONOMY 17: Two Notes for Kings 
The instructions in case Israel wanted a king have a lot of different aspects to them.  Two 

stand out to me.  One is the instruction not to pile up silver and gold, which…well, there’s 

been a lot of resentment and other consequences over the years on kings piling that up.  The 

other is for the king to write out a copy of the law for his own use, which copy would be 

looked over by Levites for approval. 

I have prepared a number of know-the-law trainings in my career, and I have helped present 

other such trainings to elected officials.  Some are required by law; in Washington, a lot of 

that is making sure legislators understand how to hold an open public meeting (how to avoid 

doing things in secret by knowing what counts as secret).  But there are other orientation 

elements, several of them on how Seattle does things, such as the Council Rules. 

Seattle’s laws are far longer than Israel’s.  But what a concept for king orientation: make him 

stay after class and write lines.  Maybe there’s a humility aspect to it; maybe not.  But making 

sure the king’s seen all the laws by making him write them out is more dedication to the 

concept than I’ve ever heard of.  It’s not a task the king got to farm out to a servant; it’s not a 

task that could be punted if the last king’s copy was around; it was a personal task to write it 

all out.  Between that task and not piling up wealth, there’s a message of public servanthood 

in these expectations that, historically, kings have not found fun. 
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DEUTERONOMY 19/21/22: Mosaic Legal 

Procedure 
If you didn’t know what a modern lawyer does other than help navigate “the system” and 

argue, here’s a lot of what I do: I interpret words as best I can, and I try to harmonize one 

law with another law when something falls in between them.  I’m not a litigator, so I don’t 

get called on much to persuade from just one side.  In general, I’m supposed to figure out the 

most likely answer for how multiple considerations would come together. 

In modern Western law, you’ll see a crime listed with its penalty – the elements that mean 

somebody did the crime and the amounts of money/jail/prison time that may be charged for 

doing that crime.  But that doesn’t mean you understand what to do with a criminal 

defendant off those sections alone.  Criminal procedure is going to be in its own part of the 

law, and evidentiary procedure is mostly in court rules.  So if you trace accusation to 

conviction in order, you’ll bounce around code and rules a lot.  It’s not all in one place. 

The Mosaic law isn’t built exactly like Western law, but my point is that it’s normal for the 

entirety of the law on a subject – all you need – to be synthesized from multiple sources.  

Failure to understand that will lead to some awful and cruel conclusions in biblical study. 

---------- 

Deuteronomy 21 and 22 have some harsh-looking laws.  The part in Deuteronomy 22 that 

brings the death penalty for a rapist of an engaged woman in the middle of nowhere because 

she has no chance to cry for help – so it’s similar to murder – makes a lot of immediate sense.  

The other illustrative scenarios?  Not as much.  And Deuteronomy 21 covers how parents of 

a rebellious son can bring him to be stoned to death if he won’t accept discipline. 

I’m super-sensitive to the notion that parents in agreement could say their child is rebellious 

and get him killed, because I’ve known of some accusatory parents.  My grandmother Isleib 

loved accusing people of evil and rebelling against her; I’m disinherited from my parents 

from seeing some things very differently from them (what I see as attempting to get right 

with God is what they think is keeping me away from God).  So that jumped out at me as 

being highly abusable read by itself.  What’s going on here? 

What’s going on are a few considerations of judicial and evidentiary procedure that don’t 

jump out as you read Deuteronomy 21 and 22 because they’re elsewhere.  And because they 

are very different from Western law, it’s easy to miss that they are stupendously important in 

framing your reading.  That’s not to say you’ll automatically get to the end of this discussion 

and say, “Oh, everything makes total sense to me and I agree with everything ancient now” – 
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that’s not my aim.  My aim is to show you how much legal procedures – the rules of 

engagement – shape your modern-day reading of other times and places and to help you 

“start over” thinking through the Mosaic law (or any other law). 

First: The nation of Israel is set up with judges, but it isn’t set up with police or jail.  None of 

these things are offenses against the nation; there’s no tribal prosecutor in the case of 

Manasseh v. Isleib.  They’re offenses against God, whether directly or because they’re 

offenses against other humans, and they’re brought to court by other humans.  So while the 

range of penalties includes restitution and fines and losing body parts and death – the last of 

which America saves for a select set of criminal offenses, if anything – the cases are brought 

and tried like in a small claims court or the principal’s office.  There’s an accuser, a 

defendant, and a judge – there isn’t the weight of government behind the prosecution. 

Second: That has a domino effect on burdens of proof and evidentiary standards.  American 

law has separated the criminal and civil burdens of proof: the government needs to prove a 

criminal case “beyond a reasonable doubt,” which is a stronger standard than a civil case’s 

“preponderance of the evidence.”  In the Mosaic system, there’s no distinction in prosecutor 

and no distinction in case type; it reads more like a preponderance standard for all cases, in 

the way that a small claims court or a family court decides things in the United States. 

That, plus the lack of lawyers in the Mosaic law, changes how witness credibility is handled.  

Deuteronomy 19 says that “any crime or [] any wrong” needs at least two witnesses to 

establish the case.  It appears that the party bringing the lawsuit is allowed to be one of the 

witnesses, because a “malicious witness” later in the chapter is seemingly counted as one of 

“both parties to the dispute.”  So whoever brings a case needs at least one other person on 

their side in order to bring it. 

That yields a follow-up question: what counts as a witness?  Again, Western law has made 

the concept of hearsay and exceptions to hearsay for witnesses’ personal testimony, plus 

document authenticity and scientific evidence standards.  The Mosaic law doesn’t have all 

that.  The closest definition we get to a witness is in Leviticus 5.  That chapter describes a sin 

of failing to heed a “public adjuration to testify” – a public statement asking people to come 

forward if they know something about a case.  And that chapter’s two-part description of a 

witness fits that idea: “whether he has seen or come to know the matter.”  There are ways to 

“come to know” a matter that, in American courts, are hearsay; the idea of who counts as a 

witness seems broader than what my litigator colleagues would use. 

So every case needs at least two people who know anything about it – the person who brings 

it and somebody else – before anything can be charged against a defendant.  Put this all 

together, and a rape trial plays out very differently in Mosaic courts than American courts.  If 
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a rape victim in the Mosaic law got a friend to help after the incident, and the friend helped 

address any injuries and did some investigative digging on their own – that seems to count as 

a definitely credible witness under Leviticus 5 instead of a possibly not-credible witness in 

the United States.  And the Mosaic law is closer to a preponderance standard than reasonable 

doubt.  In other words, as a matter of legal procedure, it was easier to build and prove a case 

for rape in Israel than in the United States. 

There’s a weak spot in this system so far: anyone could bring a case in what was basically 

small claims court for wrongs all the way up to the death penalty, so malicious prosecution 

looks mighty tempting.  To compensate, the Mosaic law seriously ups the penalty for 

malicious prosecution.  In Washington, RCW 9A.72.020 creates a Class B felony (below only 

Class A) to commit perjury in the first degree (second degree in .030 is just for contracts and 

insurance.)  And malicious prosecution is in RCW 9.62.010, which makes it a Class C felony 

(with five years’ maximum prison time) if the prosecution is of a felony and a misdemeanor 

(with 364 days or fewer of jail time) if the prosecution is of a misdemeanor or gross 

misdemeanor. 

Deuteronomy 19 has that same matching concept – the higher the stakes, the higher the 

punishment if you maliciously prosecute, because the malicious person will get whatever 

they asked for the other person to get.  But that elevates beyond the United States’s concepts 

when the death penalty is at stake in the Mosaic law, like it was for rape and rebelliousness 

against parents.  An American can’t get the death penalty for falsely accusing someone; 

certainly the government doesn’t get much punishment for maliciously prosecuting 

someone, and qualified immunity protects many officers of the law from personal 

punishment (a societal sore spot at time of typing).  The government has a tag-no-tagbacks 

option available; people bringing cases in Israel didn’t.   

Import that understanding into the crimes and punishments reading here, and the 

perspective changes.  It wasn’t “he said, she said” in a rape case where proof beyond a 

reasonable doubt is inherently difficult; it’s “she can back up her story,” it’s a credible story 

backed up broadly by somebody else, and she’s willing to bet her life that her story is true.  

And in the case of a rebellious son – besides that they’re supposed to bring him to the elders 

(it says the father and mother need to “take hold” of him, which sort of naturally puts an age 

limit on the parents’ ability to do that) – if they’re judged to be malicious witnesses, then 

they will die instead.  A whole lot of bad parents are cowardly; their accusations are daggers 

cloaked with generational authority and vanity.  So they’re like the United States 

government in their ability to tag without tagbacks.  But if that happened under 

Deuteronomy 21 and they were wrong, they would die for it.  If a vain parent, or a police 
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officer, could die for their harassment, I assume that would cause the parent or police officer 

to back down. 

Again, you might absorb all this and still think the Mosaic law treatment of these things is 

messed up.  You have every right to think that.  And it’s not like those things being in the 

Mosaic law means that’s how God wants them treated now.  But think what you think after 

understanding the procedural and evidentiary standards between then/there and now/here.  

In the United States, the rules have changed so little, and they’re frequently touted as the 

pinnacle.  I think they’re overall very good.  But the government being the prosecutor in 

criminal cases makes a big difference; having the reasonable doubt standard makes a big 

difference too.  Don’t plonk Israel’s punishments into America’s courts. 

---------- 

I also strongly urge you to consider the “outer bounds” style of writing used in the 

murder/manslaughter laws and elsewhere when reading the rape provisions.  There are so 

many possible precise scenarios between people that it’s super-important to come in with the 

proper writing model.  The one part of the examples for which reasoning is given, 

Deuteronomy 22:26-27, puts rape on par with murder.   

All of the examples make some distinctions among possible marital statuses of the woman; 

some examples make distinctions between whether the woman does or doesn’t cry for help 

when she is in earshot of someone who can help.  That’s a paraphrase, but it’s the kind of 

paraphrase you’d have to employ in finding cases that didn’t exactly line up with the four 

examples.  Think back to how ceramic tools aren’t covered in the murder/manslaughter cases 

and understand that the rape examples have the same gaps – which is okay, because the point 

is to use sound judgment in hearing the case and figure out the best answer from the 

principles in the examples. 

So it says that a man and the married woman he has sex with should both die.  But it also 

says that a man who has sex with an unwilling woman engaged to another man should die, 

and not her if she struggles; his death is because “he violated his neighbor’s wife.”  She wasn’t 

a wife literally; she was a fiancée.  But through that, the later examples reveal principles that 

inform the first example: being attached to someone else was important.  There’s a principle 

of status there to read back into the example of a married woman who is raped and cries for 

help.  It’s not just reading the first example and saying it’s an open-and-shut case; principles 

in later examples inform the first example.   

Western law normally talks in elements, not examples.  If you read Mosaic rape law like 

Western law, you’ll not only be shocked by its cruelty, but you’ll find massive gaps in 

coverage, like for a widow who becomes engaged (she’s no one’s wife at the moment; she 
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isn’t a “betrothed virgin”; and she likely isn’t a “young woman”).  If you read these laws from 

a Western mindset, there is no possible charge of rape against a widow.  If you read these 

laws from an “outer bounds” mindset, there easily can be a charge of rape against a widow 

depending on things like crying for help that demonstrate a lack of consent.  Widows here 

are like ceramic tools in murder/manslaughter distinctions; it’s a superior reading of the text 

to process it as examples rather than the law shrugging at loads of plausibly common 

scenarios.  If each law is written like a math problem, Western law is more like X + Y + Z = 

A, and X + Y = B; Mosaic law is more like X + Y = A, V + W = B, and U + Z = C.  You can’t 

solve for all the variables precisely in the way you can in the United States, but you also can’t 

solve all of life’s variables precisely to begin with. 

---------- 

Since we’re almost done with the portion of the Old Testament considered “the Law,” I want 

to reemphasize: it’s a whole different way of writing laws than the laws of your locality.  It’s 

a whole different way of bringing cases, thinking through witnesses, and understanding law 

enforcement.  Just because some random person reads the word “Law” and knows some 

American laws doesn’t mean they can spout off like they’re equivalent.  A whole lot of what 

doesn’t add up in American teaching on the Mosaic law – and what non-Christians then 

criticize harshly – is wrong because it assumes Israel’s legal system was like the American 

legal system.  In fact, a huge chunk of what I’ve written about so far – and what I will write 

about, I’m sure – is addressing wrong ideas that come from assuming Bible times were like 

American times, when evidence speaks strongly and clearly to the contrary. 
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JOSHUA 
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JOSHUA 2/5: I’m Melting… 
Coming into the land about to be conquered, the two spies who came back from Jericho 

reported that the inhabitants’ hearts were melting because of Israel, in part from Rahab 

noting God’s parting of the Red Sea.  Some kings are later described as having the same 

reaction, because they’d heard about God’s parting of the Jordan River. 

The nation of Israel had taken the original spies’ bad, beyond-scope report and chose to melt 

their own hearts based only on what the spies saw.  But the Red Sea parting Rahab referred 

to predated that.  It’s reasonable to assume the inhabitants’ hearts 40 years before were as 

melted as the Israelites’ hearts were due to the inhabitants. 

“Fear is such a vicious thing; it wraps me up in chains.”  Tears for Fears sang that in “The 

Working Hour,” and it applies here.  Israel saw large people and were afraid.  The large 

people saw larger miracles and were afraid.  And after 40 years, I’m guessing watching a 

nation at least a million strong wander around nearby was unsettling as well.  

5: Right Act, Wrong Order 
Here, we learn that, although circumcision was the sign of the covenant, it hadn’t been done 

while Israel was wandering, so they did it all at once, healed up, and then kept going for the 

promised land. 

Few know or would guess this is a thing in American laws, but the subject of curative 

legislation – that’s what the academic treatises call it – is important.  It’s the idea that, if the 

legislature ought to have voted yes on something in June, it’s okay to vote yes on it in 

December even if it already happened in June.  It’s blessing out-of-order sequencing, which 

naturally occurs in government day-to-day (with contracts and public works, not crimes and 

punishments). 

God had not withheld blessings from Israel, or decided to halt long-term plans, just because 

this hadn’t happened yet.  When it happens, God describes it as removing “the reproach of 

Egypt.”  But it’s not removing His wrath or anything quite that high up the emotional chain.  

It’s always best to do things in the order God wants, but neglecting that order has not always 

received a punishment. 
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JOSHUA 7-8: Ai yi yi 
In a national/military embarrassment, Israel is routed when it tries to conquer Ai.  Joshua 

asks God why, God notes that someone has sinned, and Joshua figures it out.  A man named 

Achan had taken some things from Ai that he should not have, and he confesses his sin and 

suffers the death penalty.  (Note that Achan genuinely repents and confesses.  That didn’t 

change what needed to happen for this one-off national example, but it presumably got him 

some favor with God in the afterlife.) 

So Joshua’s dealt with the big issue, but now there’s the second issue – how to go back to Ai 

now that God’s going to be for them.  Joshua’s plan is to send a group to Ai just to flee, like 

they did out of fear last time.  When Ai pursues them again, this time there will be an Israel 

army behind the city to go in unopposed.  It works perfectly; “Not a man was left in Ai or 

Bethel who did not go out after Israel,” and so the rest of Israel, on God’s timing, went in and 

won easily. 

I note this to note that Joshua was willing to emotionally move on from a big national shame 

in a healthy way.  In the face of an embarrassing defeat like that – not just in front of Ai, but 

in front of God – I don’t know that my first instinct would be, “Ooh!  I can use this to win 

next time.”  But Joshua comes up with that plan, and God blesses it. 

Whatever is in our past, embarrassing or shameful – we can use it to win next time.  Maybe 

you can’t deal with the hurt and it’s generally better not to bring it up.  But if the situation 

calls for it, don’t assume it’s shamefully off-limits to God.  It’s bad that it happened, but it’s 

part of your story now, and you should use your story to help yourself and others.  I consider 

this to be a mature and courageous idea on Joshua’s part, one that’s beyond the dignity of 

tight-lipped sorts but shouldn’t be beyond us. 
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JOSHUA 10: When… 
As Joshua and Israel fight some enemies of Gibeon – who were also Israel’s enemies, but 

Israel had made an indentured-servant treaty with afraid-for-their-lives Gibeon that Gibeon 

obtained through costumed trickery – Joshua asks the sun to stand still long enough to finish 

the job, and God does it.  It’s described having “been no day like it before or since, when the 

Lord heeded the voice of a man, for the Lord fought for Israel.” 

I quote that to remind you of the dangers of overliteral Bible reading.  The Lord’s heeded the 

voice of a human many times; He’d heeded Moses’s voice, and He promises to answer 

prayers.  And the Lord had fought for Israel many times too.  But it’s still correct that there’s 

been no day like it before or since, because the sun stood still for an unnaturally long time. 

Many Bible scholars refer to dictionaries and word meanings to figure out what’s being said, 

and then there’s a conclusion as to whether something is said literally or figuratively.  

Without minimizing dictionaries and word meanings, that’s not how the typical person 

describes an event or uses words.  Words aren’t conceived in dictionaries the way babies are 

conceived in humans. 

For you and me and everybody outside academic papers and legal writing, there’s a huge 

world between literal and figurative: colloquial.  It’s rare to need a word’s exact semantic 

range in basic conversation or description.  And you can describe something in your life to 

someone well with just colloquial terms and phrasing; it doesn’t mean the person knows 

100% what’s being described, but they get the point. 

Applied here, “when the Lord heeded the voice of a man” and “for the Lord fought for Israel” 

aren’t modifiers of “no day like it before or since.”  Those things describe many days 

according to many Bible verses.  The use of “when” isn’t narrowing the range.  It’s re-

describing and summarizing part of a unique day.  If I say to you, “I just came here through 

the nastiest fog – I’ve never experienced anything like it; I couldn’t see beyond my nose,” me 

not seeing beyond my nose isn’t part of the unique experience; it’s a descriptor I’ve put on 

the end of discussing something unique.  That’s what’s going on here.  If you’re looking for 

literal/figurative distinctions alone, you’ll miss that it’s normal to write and talk this way.  

Missing when the Bible is colloquial leads to all kinds of interpretational problems. 
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JOSHUA 13: The Cascade Effect 
Although I’ve discussed it some, the reiteration that the “offerings by fire to the Lord God of 

Israel” are the inheritance of Levi – rather than a region of the nation – brings an important 

note.  Since the priests were to live in part off some of the sacrificed animals – after some 

special processing – if the nation didn’t care about serving God, they were also starving the 

priests. 

I’m exaggerating for effect, but you get the idea.  Israelites caring about what they did, and 

atoning for when they misdid, was foundational to the notion of 11 tribes supporting one.  If 

the Israelites decided to serve another god or not serve this God well, that would leave the 

Levites looking for more ways to get food.  What are all the priests supposed to do if they’re 

full-time priests but nobody’s showing up? 

14: Challenge Mode 
While Joshua gets more coverage between the two original spies with good reports, Caleb 

was no less imposing.  He states, at 85 years old, that he feels as good as when he was 40 and 

spying.  He’s ready to go take some land for himself, land as good as his decades ago but for 

10 troublemaking co-workers. 

And to call back to when he was 40, he wants to take…the Anakim cities. 

The giant-like Anakim with their fortified cities were the original fright to his co-workers – 

they felt like grasshoppers by being regular-size humans.  So Caleb wants to conquer that 

land to come full circle on the point he made in his younger days.  Those people you were 

afraid of so much that you brought all this on me for decades?  God’s got this – lemme at ‘em. 

Although Caleb says “it may be that the Lord will be with me” driving them out, he seems to 

say it in an “if the Lord wills” way, not “I’m struggling with my faith” way.  He knows, just as 

he did back then, that he’s well able if God wants it to happen. 

That is some of the most confident confidence I’ve ever seen.  I’ve got no other comment – 

that’s just one confident guy. 
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JOSHUA 20: We Reserve the Right to Refuge 

Service to Anyone 
How often did someone need one of the six cities of refuge talked about here? 

How often did someone accidentally kill somebody else and then a third somebody wanted 

to avenge it? 

How often did someone lie to the elders about why they’re on the run just to gain safe entry 

to one of the cities of refuge? 

I have no idea.  But I do know that, to whatever extent it was necessary to set up a solution 

for this kind of case, it was low-cost.  And I’m not thinking about budget; I’m thinking about 

time.  There isn’t a bureaucracy set up to oversee manslaughter refugees; there aren’t houses 

reserved for them.  It’s just putting a * on six cities and letting that matter to some people. 

In my professional experience, if you set up a complicated way to deal with something, and 

then that something happens 0-2 times a year, one detail or another is likely to be forgotten 

when you try to use it.  That assumes you’ll remember it’s there in the first place.  Generally, 

if your exceptional circumstances have simple responses, that’s a good match. 

Just because a topic has a Bible chapter doesn’t mean it’s a Major Topic – especially in this 

area of Joshua with administrative information.  Maybe this came up all the time, but I think 

it’s more likely that it was a rare thing with a solution so easy it might as well exist.  
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JOSHUA 22: Wait, De-escalation Works? 
This has long been one of my favorite accounts in the Bible, because it usually doesn’t 

happen in real life.  The 2.5 tribes who had settled early on the east side of the Jordan River 

got concerned that the 9.5 tribes on the west side might exclude them some day.  So they 

built an altar to, basically, show that they knew God well enough to replicate His altar.  If 

you’ve heard those stories of enemy soldiers in World War II claiming they’re American and 

getting asked questions like who plays second base for the Dodgers…the altar was to jump 

out in front of that type of question. 

The west side tribes don’t guess that reason (why would they?), presume it’s an altar for the 

usual (and unauthorized) reasons, and gather for war.  But they send a priestly envoy to warn 

and question the east side first. 

Normally, those gathered for war are not gathered for listening.  But when the east side 

defensively explains what’s going on, the west side calms down and backs down and 

everything’s fine.  And everybody backs down.  It’s not 90% of people backing down and a 

bellicose 10% saying “We still want to fight!” or “We don’t believe you!”  That happens 

plenty in these situations.  But it didn’t happen here. 

Don’t ask a stern question if you aren’t willing to genuinely contemplate the response.  

Otherwise, you’re just asking for trouble.  Here, a lot of people could have enjoyed asking for 

trouble.  There’s a fun in being righteously angry!  But they backed down and spared 

everyone’s life.  That’s a much better outcome. 
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JOSHUA 24: Hang On a Minute 
If literal/figurative is reductive when colloquial also exists, what is this?  When the people 

say to Joshua they will serve God, Joshua’s reply starts with several things that are partly 

untrue in any sense: 

“You are not able to serve the Lord, for he is a holy God.  He is a jealous God; he will not 

forgive your transgressions or your sins.” 

His chosen people are unable to serve Him?  And He won’t forgive? 

The best I can come up with on this discrepancy is that the context is choosing between God 

and foreign gods.  Joshua goes on to explain the consequences of forsaking God and choosing 

foreign gods.  And when the people agree to serve God, Joshua tells the people to put away 

foreign gods. 

So Joshua is saying something closer to: “You are not able to serve the Lord in your present 

setup, for he is a holy God.  He is a jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions or 

your sins if you revert to your present setup.” 

That still leaves some questions.  God clearly had been with the people, and they were 

generally serving God.  A national covenant is a different kind of affirmation, I suppose, than 

just generally going along with the situation.  Even so, I don’t know what makes that 

affirmation require a change versus what was happening before this.  But it’s the best 

explanation I’ve got.  And it makes more sense than claiming Joshua was saying the people 

literally were unable to serve (how/why would they make that covenant if they couldn’t?). 
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 JUDGES 
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JUDGES 1-3: How Did We Get Here? 
You initially read in Judges that the people ask God who should fight Canaan, and God says 

the tribe of Judah, and Judah takes the tribe of Simeon and gets the job done…for the most 

part.  The rest of the accounts of tribes and battles is mixed. 

Some of this is explained after the accounts, when an angel tells the nation that God will not 

deal with all the existing inhabitants because Israel has not been tearing down the altars to 

other gods.  It might also be that the tribe-per-area plan – Israel’s zone offense – wasn’t 

something they checked with God about every time, meaning the nation was fragmented 

(and therefore lacking the intended resources) in its battles. 

That’s just my hypothesis; don’t assume it’s true for this text.  But what is definitely true is 

that it’s easy to take a plan that worked when you consulted God, run it back solo for awhile, 

and then wonder what went wrong.  Consulting God is why it worked; that’s the part to run 

back. 

It’s not that different from a company making human resources decisions.  How many times 

has the new guy taken over and just applied what worked at the last place?  It often doesn’t 

work.  But asking the people at the new place what they think of the last place’s plan might 

get it to work. 

Regardless of whether that was what happened here, the result is the same: God is against 

them when they sally forth.  God eventually says that He will stop dealing with the enemy 

nations to see if His nation will follow Him. 

Keeping with the company analogy for a little longer, this decision has the same energy as 

when an employee decides to do things their own way.  You might not want to go as far as 

firing them, but until they’re interested in advice and consultation, you’re not focused on 

helping them thrive, either.  Israel sort of declares that it wants to try things its way; God’s 

response is a form of “Okay; good luck with that.”  While it is described in terms of tests – 

and they are tests – they aren’t tests hoping for ultimate failure; they’re tests hoping to prod 

reconciliation. 

That explains the pity God takes when Israel cries out, and the judges He raises up in 

response.  Israel comes back interested in reconciliation; He’s always been interested in that, 

so He makes a move to help.  But the nation routinely is less interested in reconciliation than 

He is, so it’s back to fractured workarounds. 

A little later, the enemy nations are described as remaining so that future generations of 

Israel might know war.  In context, I don’t think knowing war was the real point; I think it’s 
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more the understanding that serving God involves fighting an adversary, even if that 

adversary is just your own weaknesses (not serving other gods, e.g.).  The implication is that 

a generation without war would surmise that serving God is completely easy – there’s 

nothing to it!  But as soon as anyone believes that, they stop maintaining their service.  You 

don’t maintain what you don’t need, and if you don’t think there’s a fight, you don’t 

maintain a fighting spirit. 

I say all this to emphasize a few things: 

- Sometimes repeating what worked for you earlier is the reason it won’t work next time 

because you’re on auto-pilot without considering new information. 

- God is willing to step back from you when you indicate, by your actions if nothing else, 

that you want some distance.  He might describe it as a test; but you might experience it 

instead as a frustration of plans. 

- It is difficult to be sure of the good in people without some bad for them to respond to – 

just as you can’t test someone’s problem-solving without a problem to solve.  This is probably 

a bigger explanation for the bad in the world than is normally given credit for, although it’s 

impossible to know. 

  



 

83 

 

JUDGES 3: Escaping by Faking a Bathroom 

Break of the Guy You Just Killed (Eglon Musk) 
You’ve probably figured this out by now, but I love Bible content that goes “against type” – 

against what’s considered nice and happy for kids, against what’s considered polite 

conversation.  It’s a good reminder that God’s idea of a happy society isn’t one that avoids 

talking about discomforting things. 

Ehud’s assassination of Eglon is one of those.  Eglon is king of Moab, and Israel pays tribute 

to Moab at this point.  In bringing the regular tribute, Ehud says he has a secret message for 

Eglon (to clear the room), then assassinates Eglon by surprising him as a lefty with a sword.  

Eglon is so fat that his body swallows the blade, and his poop comes out of him on the spot. 

Ehud escapes by faking that Eglon is dealing with his poop in the bathroom (the “closet of 

the cool chamber” – yes, temperature control has always been a human love).  How does he 

fake that?  By locking the doors behind him.  So Eglon’s servants see the locked doors – the 

universal sign for “don’t come in here; I’m in the bathroom” – assume he’s in the bathroom, 

and wait an embarrassingly long time (that’s what the Bible actually says; they wait until 

they’re embarrassed) before checking.  That’s enough time for Ehud to escape, and he 

becomes the second judge of Israel from there. 

Not every judge is talked about with this level of detail.  The next judge, Shamgar, gets a 

single sentence, even as he killed 600 Philistines with an oxgoad, and that was presumably 

memorable if you heard it from him.  It seems Ehud and Eglon get more writeup because – 

well, why would you not preserve that story? 
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JUDGES 5: Go Me! 
Given that Deborah and Barak were national leaders in different ways – Deborah as a judge 

and prophet, and Barak as a military man – the song they sing is closer to what a victorious 

press conference would be called for nowadays.  (Imagine if Joe Biden and someone from the 

Pentagon made a duet, Aaron Neville/Linda Ronstadt-style, when we achieved some goal in 

Afghanistan.  I’d be into it.) 

Keeping that politician edge in mind is important in getting the vibe right as you read this 

song, because Deborah sings how much worse things were under her predecessor.  She talks 

about how, while Shamgar was judging, people were afraid to go out on the roads, but 

Deborah “arose as a mother in Israel.” 

I have no idea whether Deborah’s sentiment about Shamgar was literally true or normal 

post-win hype.  But you hear this sort of thing regularly: “I cleaned up New York City!”  

“Vote for me, because we now have [clean drinking water]/[a new school for your tots]/[a 

new oven for your tater tots].”  And while it might be surprising for Deborah to seemingly 

call out another of God’s servants and label herself superior…doesn’t every statement of “I 

improved this” mean “my predecessors did this worse than me”?  

Of course, maybe Shamgar just wasn’t a public safety expert; maybe that wasn’t in a judge’s 

job description.  So maybe Deborah wasn’t throwing pure shade on Shamgar.  But it’s rare to 

read that range of tones from anyone righteous in the Bible.  It stands out, even though you 

hear variations on it frequently in modern life. 
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JUDGES 6-8: Gideon and the Troubles of 

Starting Over 
It’s a common thread in race/subculture discourse in the United States: groups who haven’t 

been at the top of the food chain continue to have difficulty building the type of wealth and 

stability that enables future generations to build off it.  Emotionally and spiritually, the same 

concept is true.  And we see that in the up-and-down story of Gideon. 

When an angel comes to Gideon and says that God is on his side, to help him deliver the 

nation, Gideon – who doesn’t recognize the angel as an angel – scoffs like the underdog in an 

underdog movie: asking where God is given all of Midian’s oppression, and wondering where 

are all those great things he’d been told about God doing.  The angel doesn’t answer this 

head-on, the way a theologian might feel obligated to; instead, God (who Gideon doesn’t 

seem to recognize either) backs up the angel on being with him. 

And Gideon asks for several signs to be sure about that.  He takes each one in turn and learns 

the lessons and eventually does what he’s asked to do and does it well.  But it takes time. 

At no point does God get angry with Gideon about this (though Gideon worries about that 

once).  I think that’s important.  Unlike what was true with the group out of Egypt – where 

their feet didn’t hurt for years and they still wanted to leave – God demonstrates patience 

with someone willing to believe the good put in front of him but who’s had that obscured by 

years of oppression. 

Just how there’s well-known research about how many compliments it takes to override 

something negative someone said to you, it might take a number of blessings to override your 

traumas.  God demonstrated awareness of this in how He treated Gideon.  It gives me good 

reason to believe you and I get the same treatment. 
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JUDGES 9: Availability Is Not a Qualification 
Yeah boy, some stuff goes down in Judges 9.  It’s got a lot of modern relevance, but it might 

not be obvious given that it’s about kings and family slayings and whatnot. 

Gideon had 70 sons by his wives and one named Abimelech by a concubine in the city of 

Shechem.  The 70 sons rule over Shechem.  Abimelech starts campaigning to be king instead 

of the 70 sons, by talking about how one ruler is better than 70 (not always true) and, 

basically, that he’s local (true, but not a ruler qualification).  The city’s interested and gives 

him some money, and he gets some ruffians together, kills 69 of his 70 half-brothers, and 

goes to be king of Shechem (and apparently of Israel in some way; I’m not sure the full 

connection there). 

The remaining half-brother, Jotham, tells a parable to Shechem in response – a rare parable 

that isn’t from Jesus or a prophet.  It’s about trees asking the best trees – like the olive and fig 

trees – to be king over them.  But the olive and fig trees are too busy being their good selves 

to bother being king.  So they ask the bramble – who is definitely available – and the 

bramble is willing to be king if everyone decides to cozy up to it, with danger if they decide 

they don’t like it after all. 

After three years, Abimelech the bramble and Shechem have a God-fueled falling out 

because they deserve each other.  And they go through the same grumble-rebellion cycle – 

with the same bad list of qualifications.  It says that a guy named Gaal moves into Shechem 

with his relatives and starts talking about how he’d fight Abimelech if he had the chance.  

And because he’s available and talking the talk, Shechem is interested – except that the ruler 

of Shechem, a guy named Zebul, hears about this rebellion and tells Abimelech to show up 

and quash it. 

He’s all too happy to do this, and Zebul keeps Gaal from responding too quickly (Gaal doesn’t 

know Zebul knows everything Gaal said).  Abimelech boots Gaal and his relatives from 

Shechem. 

The end?  Not the end.  Abimelech keeps going and attacks more of Shechem, razing and 

salting the city eventually.  And when everyone goes into the stronghold tower, he burns it.  

Then he starts going after more cities with towers and burns them too – until a woman drops 

a millstone from the top of the tower and kills him.  (Abimelech asks for his sword bearer to 

deliver the final blow so that it isn’t said that a woman killed him.  But of course, that quote’s 

recorded too, so it’s clear that a woman killed him.) 

This all is described as God returning Abimelech’s and Shechem’s evils on each other, in line 

with what Jotham said. 
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What is the modern relevance?  It’s that availability is not a qualification.  Not for your 

friends, not for your role models, not for anything, really.  The good people of the world are 

figuring out how to do good with what they have.  That means they are busy, and that means 

you probably will have to contribute something meaningful to them to involve them more in 

your life.  You can always hire a band of ruffians (and by hire, I mean pay for another round 

at the bar, e.g.).  You can always hang out with the people doing nothing.  But you want to 

hang out with the people already doing something worthwhile.  Find the olive and fig tree; 

don’t cozy up to the bramble just because there’s space.  And for crying out loud, if you mess 

this up once, don’t repeat the cycle three years later. 

JUDGES 11: How Old Is Your Grudge? 
When Jephthah starts to deliver Israel, he asks the warring Ammonites what the cause is. 

Their answer is that they are coming to reclaim territory that Israel dispossessed in their 

various conquests. 

Jephthah takes a long time to set that record straight.  He names several of the nation-states 

that are not Ammon and what exactly happened with them.  And in concluding that God has 

given Israel those lands and Ammon should be happy with what its god Chemosh has 

apportioned, Jephthah notes that Ammon’s had 300 years to care but hadn’t bothered – a 

statute of limitations, basically. 

I note that to note this: claiming to avenge generations of ancestors has been one of the 

biggest historical ways that wars perpetuate.  But is it really avenging generations of 

ancestors?  Or is the hatred nearer and more personal?  I assert that it is impossible to want to 

avenge something 300 years ago while having no anger about the present.  You haven’t met 

the past.  Avenging anger needs more fuel than past centuries can provide. 

If you want to be angry at present injustices, fine.  If they have roots in the past, that’s just 

simply true, so it’s also fine.  But don’t act like your anger is purer or more justified because 

of something that happened 300 years ago.  Your anger can stand on its own terms if it’s 

righteous.  There are a lot of holes that can be poked when you argue from 300 years ago, 

and Jephthah shows that well. 
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JUDGES 11-12: Of Ephraim and Shibboleths 
If you’ve ever heard the word “shibboleth,” which means a term used to distinguish an in-

group from an out-group, it comes from here.  It’s a handy word; I don’t know synonyms. 

It’s here because, for the second time in Judges, Ephraim is mad that national delivery from 

oppressors didn’t involve them.  They did this to Gideon; he placated them.  When they do 

this to Jephthah, threatening to burn his house down, he gets mad, stating that he asked for 

help and they declined to help.  This leads to a war that leaves 42,000 Ephraimites dead. 

And the way Jephthah’s people tell who was who in the civil war is to stop everyone and ask 

them to say “shibboleth.”  Ephraimite accents couldn’t get that first H in, so it’s a dead 

giveaway. 

The first big lesson: when you get violently mad because you feel excluded, you run a great 

risk.  Some people might play nice; others might not. 

The second (and less direct) big lesson: look out for shibboleths in the things you do.  A 

clique might have jokes that are inoffensive by themselves but signify who’s a “real” 

whatever instead of a pretender.  “Oh, you moved here five years ago.  Do you like [long-

established regional thing]?  You don’t?  Then you’re not a real [person of the region].” 

When I was a kid and being homeschooled, several kids in my life liked to tell me “you don’t 

go to real school.”  That put a chip on my shoulder for decades (possibly up through now) to 

do indisputably real things – write books and make laws, for instance.  I like to think I’ve 

made the most out of it, but I would be more balanced without it. 

Jephthah’s origin story is one of exclusion as well, and it’s clear he remains sensitive to 

accusations of exclusion when he was the excluded one for ages.  He was the son of a 

prostitute, and his brothers kicked him out of the house because of his mother.  He only 

comes back into the picture because he becomes a warrior and everyone’s desperate to deal 

with Ammon when Ammon shows up for war.  Jephthah takes the time with those 

requesting mighty deeds to be sure they really are going to let him rule over them if he wins, 

because they banished him in the first place. 

So I can see how he wouldn’t emotionally take accusations of exclusion very well.  And 

ultimately, the people on his side of the war use accents as a tool of exclusion.  Exclusion is a 

powerful force and a dangerous one.  Be careful not to use it unless you have to. 

(Side note: the most famous thing about Jephthah is the death of his daughter stemming from 

a coincidence revealing that his vow was poorly worded.  I hadn’t fully absorbed until now 

the impact on the nation of Israel, that the daughters of Israel spent four days a year 
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lamenting the death of Jephthah’s daughter.  I don’t know of any present nation that spends 

four holidays a year mourning anyone’s death, and it’s interesting to me that it’s a women-

only holiday (possibly a young women-only holiday).  If holidays in the United States 

weren’t quite so tied to national labor standards and when the mail is being delivered, maybe 

our holidays would express a broader range of emotions that allow more subgroups to express 

themselves.) 

JUDGES 13: How Do You Talk to an Angel? 
I’m not going to spend any time talking about Samson.  The stories tell themselves, and he’s 

in general Western consciousness. 

But I will talk about Samson’s parents for a moment, because they (after Gideon) mark the 

second time in Judges that someone doesn’t recognize an angel until after the angel vanishes. 

Some angels revealed themselves majestically; others were plainclothes angels, so to speak.  

This means that Hollywood has done a weird thing with depictions of angels.  If you see an 

angel who’s meant to be a Bible-times angel, you’ll probably see wings and a bunch of white 

garments.  If you see an angel who’s meant to be modern – like in Highway to Heaven, 

Touched by an Angel, or Supernatural – they’ll be in modern clothes.  But putting an angel 

in normal clothes is unintentionally truer to half the Bible’s angels.  All this brainstorming 

about how to update the Bible led to…the Bible. 

This isn’t a big spiritual point or anything; it mostly amuses me. 
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JUDGES 17-21: Why Mention It? 
This is a really messed-up set of events. 

There’s a Levite who’s willing to be someone’s personal priest, right alongside idols, and 

who’s treated as a kind of good luck charm.  That Levite gets captured later on and he doesn’t 

mind, because now he gets to do whatever it is he does for more people.  And a civil war is 

started over the rape of a concubine in the tribe of Benjamin, who chose to defend their turf 

rather than give up the culprits; it nearly wipes out the tribe. 

Throughout, there’s a recurring note that there was no king and everyone did what was right 

in their own eyes.  The impression given to me as a kid – I think from a study Bible – was 

that this was a theme of Judges or that it was a particular anarchic tragedy. 

There’s just no evidence of either being true.  The first 3/4 of the book doesn’t make that 

note.  And God’s design for His people was not to have a human king.  The lack of a king was 

not the cause of these sordid incidents. 

So why is the note there?  First, I think it’s treating judge and king as equivalent for purposes 

of informing.  The note only appears after Samson has died, and no judge is mentioned 

through this part of the book.  So it seems to be saying that the problems you’re reading 

about had no one person to bring them to.  Was that strictly true?  Hard to say; there was 

supposed to be a high priest and a court system, but they don’t appear in these accounts. 

Second, this all seems to be written retrospectively, like a history book.  If so, it likely would 

have been written in the time of kings.  So explaining there is no king marks the distinction.  

It’s similar in my mind to how Houston doesn’t have zoning laws, while the typical big 

American city does.  So if you explained Houston’s growth to someone not from there, you’d 

have to remind them of that pretty often – in those days there was no zoning in Houston. 

Whatever it’s there for, it’s not to say it’s important to have kings for law and order, because 

God didn’t think that.  The broadest theme of Judges seems to be the cycles of starting and 

stopping with God, the looking away and turning back – not this comparatively small thing. 
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RUTH 
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RUTH: How Many Preachers Actually Approve 

of Ruth? 
I am used to the book of Ruth showing up in sermons on Mother’s Day, because look!, here 

are some women and there are some woman things we can talk about to show we remember 

that women exist. 

But as I read Ruth, there are several details about her family that I’ve heard many of the 

Mother’s Day sermon-givers shake their heads at and warn about in other sermons.  This is 

cognitive dissonance waiting to happen, because it’s unsustainably judgmental.  You hear 

someone called a good person because of a good trait, then you hear someone else called a 

bad person because of a bad trait, and it’s impossible to synthesize those for a human who has 

both good and bad traits. 

Cognitive dissonance is available all over the book.  There’s Ruth’s loyalty to Naomi and 

Naomi’s God.  There’s Boaz’s willingness to play the Law’s role of kinship redeemer.  Great!  

But there’s also: 

- Elimelech moving his family out of Israel to Moab apparently to deal with famine – did he 

not have enough faith to stay with God’s people? 

- Elimelech and Naomi allowing their sons (Mahlon and Chilion) to marry Moabites – how 

could they not follow the Mosaic law on this?  And how could Boaz make the same mistake? 

- Naomi saying to everyone who asks that God has dealt bitterly with her and people should 

call her Bitter (it’s what Mara means) – a lot of preaching would say never to talk like this. 

- Naomi encouraging her other daughter-in-law, Orpah, to go back to her gods – how could 

she hurt God like that? 

- An alluded-to age gap between Ruth and Boaz – that’s unseemly! 

I’ve had loads of lessons tell me that these are awful characteristics, and yet loads of other 

lessons tell me these are great people of faith.  The failure to account for both aspects strips 

the humanity out of the Bible and therefore its applicability to humanity. 
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1 SAMUEL 
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1 SAMUEL 1: “So it went on year by year” 
This phrase is used to describe the provocation from one of Elkanah’s wives to the other, 

from Peninnah to Hannah.  Hannah’s vow to dedicate a son to God – which God grants in 

Samuel – arises not just from the provocation, but from the continuity of provocation. 

It is easy for biographies and history books to fast-forward to the parts where someone gets 

famous.  They have to summarize so much, and the highlights are what keeps things 

interesting.  The same is true of movies, where hugely thorny problems tend to resolve 

within 90ish minutes. 

These tendencies can lead you to feel like your life isn’t fast enough or big enough.  But any 

of us could summarize any life as, “and after some boring stuff, some less boring and maybe 

even exciting stuff happened.”  The period lengths differ, but the statement is universal.  So 

it’s worth having reminders once and again that various media naturally does that too. 

(1 Samuel 3 mentions that God directly showing up and saying anything was rare in that era.  

In context of what’s about to happen with Samuel, it’s establishing the same idea – we’re 

skipping through a lot of not-God-talking to get to God-talking.)  
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1 SAMUEL 2: Hophni and Phinehas 
Nadab and Abihu get more press than Hophni and Phinehas when it comes to corrupt priest 

sons of another priest (and a judge to boot, as we learn a little later).  Because Leviticus 

explicitly mentions that God did not authorize the fire Nadab and Abihu used, it’s easier for 

point-provers to splorp them onto a plate like a Spam casserole. 

God definitely didn’t ask for Hophni’s and Phinehas’s conduct either, because (like with the 

fire) He asked for something different.  With them, it was two things: insisting on cooking 

the sacrifice meat with the fat they liked; and, to paraphrase into modern office language, 

sleeping with the temple receptionists.  Their dear old dad Eli gave what I’m sure was a stern 

talk in his mind, but it wasn’t in their minds (the text says God made sure they didn’t listen 

so that He could kill them – He was that fed up with how they fed themselves up). 

God later visits Eli and says he will be punished for “honor[ing] your sons above me.”  The 

punishment will come through calamities to his family, including Hophni and Phinehas 

dying on the same day. 

---------- 

As with Ruth, I want to point out that a number of things here would be considered by many 

to be sins of omission in dealing with Hophni’s and Phinehas’s sins of commission.  Some 

examples: 

- “Hannah shouldn’t have worshipped in a place with such corruption.” 

- “How could Hannah send her little kid to an environment that vile?” 

- “If the nation had been righteous, they would have killed Hophni and Phinehas way before 

this.” 

Think of the first two as a very suburban church mindset – stricter standards only made 

possible by an abundance of choice – and the last as misunderstanding the Old Testament.  If 

you say you’re dedicating a hypothetical future child to God and there’s only one national 

meeting place, well…you’re going to send him to a place where the priests sleep with the 

receptionists (note that it doesn’t say Hannah or the general public knew about this).  And 

the Old Testament’s civil laws with a death penalty didn’t particularly cover priestly 

corruption; they were meant for judges to decide cases.  So what do you do?  Alert 

authorities and hope they care, I guess.  And leave the matter to God. 

That last bit is important to mention here because the New Testament says not to repay evil 

for evil.  It’s most clearly talking about evil done to you, I suppose, but the reason given is 
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that vengeance belongs to God.  I’ve heard that stated many times, but with the benefit of 

time I suspect that many who stating it to me reeeeeeally wanted vengeance to be theirs if 

God would let them have a crack at it (they’d be responsible with it, believe them!).  So the 

Old Testament commands to put away certain people for certain things are appealing for that 

whiff of vengeance. 

But no burden is indicated on the general public for “failing to deal” with this.  The burden is 

given to Eli for letting it continue.  This is a good reminder that God wants leaders to lead on 

this kind of thing.  It’s part of what being a leader is, not being a person generally.  You 

might be a leader in your family but not at your job.  Wherever you are a leader, God expects 

you to care about that leadership.  Wherever you are not a leader, it’s not necessary that you 

become a leader; God is waiting for the existing leaders to do the right thing. 

This topic has much more nuance available that would blow my mind, I’m certain.  But I 

wanted to note how God calls Eli – and only Eli – to the mat for this.  God knew how to 

adjust for the sincerity of Hannah’s worship under the toxic priestly filter. 
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1 SAMUEL 4: How Many Times Does It Take? 
A tiny thing here: the Philistines are alarmed when God’s ark of the covenant shows up.  

And part of why they’re alarmed is because that belongs to the God who struck the 

Egyptians down (hundreds of years ago). 

Why does that show up so much through the centuries, both as a reminder from God and as 

a scare in other people?  Isn’t that old news at some point? 

My best answer to that is from one of my other endeavors (which I somehow got this far 

without mentioning) as a baseball writer.  If you’re evaluating a teenager’s playing ability, 

you’ll take notice if he hits the ball really far or throws it really hard.  Now, can he repeat 

that?  If he easily can, then he’s a top prospect and you should want to sign him for your 

minor league system.  If he cannot…that doesn’t automatically make him not a top prospect.  

He just demonstrated that he’s capable of doing something major-league quality.  I’m not 

going to demonstrate a 100-miles-an-hour fastball even once.  If someone demonstrates it 

exactly once rather than 30 times in a row, then the conclusion is that he can throw that 

hard, and with coaching he might do it 30 times in a row. 

I think the mention of Egypt all the time is the flipside of this kind of evaluation.  If God has 

majorly punished a nation once, that’s enough to worry about it if you’re not a God-fearing 

nation.  If God has majorly blessed you once, that’s enough to demonstrate that He can do it 

again, and what you definitely know is that His power hasn’t gone down. 

God demonstrates a lot of patient, normal responses in the Bible when someone thinks He 

doesn’t want to act.  That’s a complicated subject He’s chosen not to reveal His reasoning on.  

But if our doubt is whether He’s capable of acting – that is a different kind of doubt.  Just like 

you throwing the ball 100 miles an hour one time and 80 miles 30 times after that doesn’t 

mean you can’t throw 100 miles an hour, God doing something big for you one time 

demonstrates that it can happen again.  
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1 SAMUEL 6: Ph.Ark. 
In attempting to get rid of the ark of the covenant without further blight, the Philistine 

priests and diviners decide on a plan.  They’ll put it on a cart and send its oxen away.  If it 

goes toward Israel, then God was behind the blight.  If it goes somewhere else, then the 

blight was a coincidence. 

God impliedly decides to go with this plan; the oxen go straight back to Israel.  But what led 

the Philistines to decide their own plan would show the difference between fate and chance? 

I’m not sure they were sure.  In the Bible, diviners/seers not aligned with God seem to pull 

from this playbook a lot: put their heads together, come up with a plan that is actionable and 

decisive, and if everyone goes with it they can feel like they did their best.  The goal isn’t to 

find the objective best answer; it’s to find a satisfying-feeling answer.  (That makes sense 

when you work for a king and that king has whims.) 

Modern humans do that sort of thing all the time.  Legal strategy in a desperate time, public 

relations spin, or national leaders giving a rousing speech on the state of things while 

downplaying looming disaster – any of these can offer confidence as an ersatz solution.  The 

job titles have changed, but the game remains the same. 
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1 SAMUEL 8: Family Matters 
I have always had this preached to me as a failure of the people, to have evil desires to have a 

king like the nations around them.  Samuel certainly frames it that way. 

But what was the inciting incident?  It was Samuel’s sons being corrupt judges. 

(If it’s still cool to insert a record scratch to interrupt flow, here is where to insert one.) 

Since when was judging Israel passed down within a family?  Since never.  Most judges are 

described as God raising them up.  Joel and Abijah do not fit that description, and their 

willingness to accept a bribe is a big problem.  It was Samuel’s decision to tweak the 

judgeship this way, and it wrecks the nation.  (It isn’t completely clear whether they were 

made chief judges like the others, but they have national jurisdiction at the very least.) 

And he even had a childhood example of the perils of when your sons follow in your judicial 

footsteps, as this is what Eli goes through with Hophni and Phinehas (although it’s never said 

that Eli appoints them to anything).  So far, the United States Supreme Court has had only 

one family with multiple generations, and both were independently qualified and 

distinguished (John Marshall Harlan I and II).  This was not that. 

So while the people did not have entirely proper motivations for wanting a king, Samuel 

started it by naming his sons as judges.  A lot of people make bad decisions that they 

wouldn’t make when everything is fine.  That doesn’t make their bad decisions better, but it 

highlights that a bad decision in one area often starts a domino rally of bad. 

(In 1 Samuel 12, Samuel notes in his farewell address to the nation that his sons are with 

them.  I…wouldn’t have mentioned that.) 
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1 SAMUEL 9: There’s a New Term in Town 
In the middle of describing how Saul met Samuel – to ask a man of God where his dad’s 

donkeys have gone – it quotes Saul as wanting to visit a seer.  Then it explains that what is 

now called a prophet used to be called a seer. 

This fascinates me.  Terminology changes happen all the time in modern life.  Garbagemen 

become sanitation engineers, handicapped becomes disabled becomes person with a 

disability, and so on.  The change gets marked as a sign of societal progress or ruin, 

depending on the person doing the marking. 

But terms often change for no obvious reason.  I’m not obsessed with fresh coats of paint, but 

they make a lot of people happy, and changing out one accurate descriptor for another is a 

linguistic fresh coat of paint.  I’m not fooled into thinking it will do much other than go 

nicer with stuff.  I’m not expecting it to change my life.  But for those going on about it like 

it will, I’ll just leave them alone. 

I wonder if there were any blowhards during the changeover who thought these newfangled 

kids with their words like “prophet” were ruining the good old days.  
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1 SAMUEL 10: God Touching Hearts 
When Saul was made king, “with him went men of valor whose hearts God had touched.” 

That’s a very Hallmark phrase, isn’t it?  I point that out to help erase any notions of a 

bifurcated God – angry then, soothed now – or an alpha- v. beta-male God.  God was 

touching men’s hearts in the Old Testament. 

1 SAMUEL 13: Back in the Day 
I’m not intending to cut one way or the other by bringing this up – it’s just context – but 

governmental weapon control has historical precedent as a form of quelling uprising and 

maintaining oppression.  There’s an extended explanation here on how Philistia kept 

blacksmiths out of Israel to deprive Israel of swords and spears.  Even better for Philistia, 

anyone living a normal civilian life who just needed their tools sharpened had to travel to 

Philistia – seemingly no matter where they were in Israel – and pay for the privilege.  (Travel 

and fee hassles are another time-honored option for oppressive governments.)  Would you 

want to take a week off farming to sharpen your tools? 

So while the Second Amendment to the United States Constitution might read to you like it 

was written for a different world – if for no other reason than a modern oppressive 

government has missiles and access to the power grid – that world genuinely existed for a 

very long time. 
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1 SAMUEL 14: Food Fight 
Weird story here, so I’ll summarize it as best I can.  I think the main takeaway is that 

attempts to motivate groups aren’t just things you should do off-the-cuff.  What you choose 

to motivate with can do all sorts of bad if left unchecked. 

What Saul chooses to motivate the troops with is to swear to the people: no one eats until the 

battle’s over.  Sure; fine.  But the battle is hard, and everybody’s hungry. 

How did this battle start?  Saul’s son’s Jonathan went rogue and instigated a confusion in the 

Philistine camp that was so effective that the Philistines were killing each other.  Jonathan 

was away from everyone when Saul made the oath.  And Jonathan’s super-hungry at this 

point, sees some honey in the forest, and tears into it; it says his eyes became bright once he 

got some honey in him. 

When those with Saul start getting through Philistia’s ranks enough to get to the yummy 

meaty livestock, they can’t help themselves due to hunger, so they help themselves to the 

livestock.  They’re so quick that they eat the meat with the blood, in violation of God’s laws.  

Saul stops them and they then process the food the right way. 

But that’s not the end of it.  Saul, at the encouragement of a priest, asks God for further 

advice.  And God – who’s seen Saul recently assert himself religiously – doesn’t answer at all.  

Saul whips out the divine Magic 8-Ball, the Urim and Thummim stones, to ask God whether 

the reason he’s not answering is with him/Jonathan (Urim) or the people (Thummim).  An 

apparent Urim answer followed by lot casting reveals that Jonathan’s at fault.  (I’ll note here 

that, when Jonathan heard of his dad’s oath after eating the honey, he said his dad messed up 

by doing that.  The point goes to Jonathan on that one.) 

Jonathan is willing to die for his accidental treachery, and Saul’s willing to kill him for it, but 

the people intervene, noting that Jonathan’s the reason anything’s been working.  More 

particularly, the people say that “he has worked with God this day.”  That was apparently 

true, too: Jonathan started all this because he figured God might deliver something great out 

of his small effort. 

Every last bit of this trouble was because Saul thought food-based oaths were good 

motivational tools.  Maybe they work for you personally; if so, great.  But don’t project that 

efficacy onto others; doing so will only make things worse.  
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1 SAMUEL 15: Oh, Wait, This Is a Lesson for 

Me, Too? 
This chapter has been covered roughly 342,157 times, and I have little to throw on top of 

that pile.  But one thing stood out to me this time: in the parallelism that makes up Hebrew 

poetry, rebellion is as bad as divination…but presumption is as bad as idolatry. 

That word “presumption” is also translated as stubbornness or arrogance.  Rebellion is a 

popular word to say is bad, because that’s a very parental/authority-figure kind of bad.  

Presumption?  Stubbornness?  Arrogance?  Those are often in the parents/authority figures to 

begin with, so they are frequently dismissed as a quirk or even a charm (“oh, you know 

Merle; he always wants his dinner at 5:37 sharp.  But we luv him!”). 

Stubbornness isn’t a personality.  Saying “Well, I just figured that…” as an explanation for 

your conduct isn’t valid.  Stubbornness can pair with rebellion against an authority figure, 

but it can also be a doubling-down mechanism used by the authority figure.  From parents to 

children, rebellion is usually portrayed as worse than presumption.  But God sees them the 

same.  (And that’s not even broaching that prejudice is a specially ensconced presumption.) 
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1 SAMUEL 15 (again): What Does Regret Mean? 
Samuel informs Saul of the finality of God’s decision to take the kingdom away from him (to 

give it to someone “better than you”) with the note that God isn’t a human in “that he should 

have regret.”  But at the end of the chapter, God regrets that He made Saul king. 

The King James Version says “repent” in both places; the New International Version uses 

“change his mind” and “regret,” presumably to help answer this: how can both statements be 

true? 

It was easier to discuss in my note on Exodus 32 v. Numbers 23, because they were at least 

separate contexts.  Here, we have to drill into the context a lot… 

…or do we?  I think that the types of regret talked about are different.  In Exodus 32, we 

were dealing with an idea God proposed and then didn’t implement in favor of a different 

idea.  He was at the brainstorming stage; you’re not committed in brainstorming to the 

extent that anything you do differently is changing your mind. 

The first use of regret here expresses the finality of God’s decision to take the kingdom away 

from Saul.  God’s not human because His decisions are final.  That’s different from having 

plans to do something (Exodus 32) or how He feels about something after the fact (the 

second regret in this chapter). 

My takeaway is that, if God’s decisions are that final, then what He considers a decision (like 

the part of decision synonymous with judgment) is a much smaller portion of His actions 

than is normally credited to Him.  And that’s how it’s different from humans; day-to-day, 

the word connotes intent more often than it connotes finality.  But they appear to be 

separate to God.  For my sake, I’m glad they are.  
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1 SAMUEL 17 (and then back to 8): The Best 

New Thing Is That Old Thing We Always Had 
When Saul is anointed king, he was a head taller than everyone else.  And the point of a 

king, according to the people wanting one, was to go out and fight the battles. 

But when Israel’s tallest man-king is called to face off against one of Philistia’s tallest 

(Goliath), Saul…just kinda doesn’t.  So a roughly teenage David does, from the start, what 

kings are appointed to do, because the king in front of him isn’t doing it. 

What is the reward listed for beating Goliath?  Among other things, making the victor’s 

family “free” in Israel – tax-exempt – was one of the choicest plums theorized to be on offer. 

Not that long ago – pre-Saul – everybody was tax-exempt from paying a king because there 

was no king.  Now, it was thought to be amazing, wondrous relief up there with riches and 

the king’s daughter. 

When Samuel warned everybody what a king would do, 10% taxation was literally one of 

the things he mentioned.  It costs money to make a government, so having this civil 

government in addition to the religious government would double taxation up to 20%.  (I’d 

never realized ancient taxes got that high until doing this math.)  It didn’t sound like a big 

enough deal at the time, but it quickly became one.  If that doesn’t sum up grass-is-greener 

issues, I don’t know what does. 

(Incidentally, Samuel also noted that a royal government would need the people’s daughters 

to be perfumers and cooks and bakers.  The notion of women in “the workplace,” however 

you’re defining that, and particularly in government service, is not new.) 
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1 SAMUEL 18: Wrong Way, Bud 
Like Cain, Saul became a marked man after one too many rebellions/presumptions against 

God.  So God was willing to send a distressing spirit on him from time to time.  But in the 

other moments, Saul showed that he cared more about slights and status and envy than 

anything else.  The end of this chapter sums up the problem: Saul knew God was with David, 

so Saul was afraid of David and was his “enemy continually.” 

To what extent being specially marked by God for a special form of rebellion has an escape 

clause by future virtue, I don’t know.  It is not a subject I hope ever applies to me or to you.  

But there’s always the option of being a decent person when you know your kingship is 

transferring to someone else – showing them the ropes rather than being petulant.  There’s 

trying not to kill people when you know God is with them.  Those are available no matter 

your circumstance.  Maybe they wouldn’t have redeemed Saul given his particulars.  But 

they wouldn’t have hurt. 

(Later, when Saul finds out his son Jonathan has been helping David, he calls Jonathan the 

“son of a perverse, rebellious woman.”  Pure class, that guy.) 

22: A Collection of People 
When David is a wanted man for being better at king-ing than the king, he escapes and 

pretends several things – first that he’s on the king’s business, and later that he’s insane, to 

avoid enemy recognition – to get far enough away to figure out what to do next.  Once he 

stays in one place for a bit, his family shows up – along with “everyone who was in distress, 

and everyone who was in debt, and everyone was bitter in soul[.]” 

Did David put out a flyer for these groups?  Of course not.  But these are the groups that are 

most looking for hope, or at least something different.  That’s always true. 

Why do I mention this?  Don’t conflate who’s drawn to a candidate’s message with what the 

candidate is actually like.  Of course those who are struggling to make ends meet under one 

government are interested to hear about changing the government.  If your only clothes 

were ripped, then you would be interested in a promise of new clothes, sight unseen.  It’s the 

same idea here. 
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1 SAMUEL 25: Nabal 
Have you ever had a boss whose main skill is standing in the middle, like Dr. Seuss’s Zax?  

They’re definitely in charge of their spot; they tell you all the time.  And while they’re 

telling you, the work is going on around and without them.  Employees help each other 

secretly to avoid the boss knowing – that kind of thing. 

Nabal is that kind of boss.  He’s described as “very rich”; the Bible does not describe many 

people as “very rich.”  Also, he’s “harsh and badly behaved” and shows it quickly.  David and 

his group act as private security for his shepherds for awhile, and the shepherds appreciate it 

(Nabal doesn’t bother to find this out).  For this good service, David asks to show up on a 

feast day and get his group some food. 

Nabal dismisses them, in part by talking about how (I’m paraphrasing, but only slightly) he 

worked hard for his food and water and he doesn’t know who David is and for all he knows 

David is just a runaway. 

Them’s fightin’ words to David, but some of Nabal’s employees get wind of this and tell 

Nabal’s wife Abigail.  Abigail, who is described as “discerning,” takes a bunch of food down 

to David to make peace, describes her husband as an idiot (because he is), and asks for 

forgiveness of everything to smooth it all over.  It works, and Nabal dies of his own accord 

(in the middle of the huge feast) when Abigail reveals that she was nice to David. 

It’s hard to envision this in modern terms – it sounds rude to ask for food for hundreds of 

people unannounced – but the details frame it properly.  David’s already put in free work for 

someone very rich. On a feast day, large-scale food preparation is already happening and 

excess food is anticipated.  David’s is the easiest possible form of the request, to someone very 

clearly with excess.  But Nabal likes the idea of his own excess more than helping someone, 

no matter what they’ve done for him (again, he could have verified the story with his 

shepherds; he didn’t care to). 

Imagine your company has done some good work for the Bezos homestead (before Jeff and 

Mackenzie divorced), and you’re not asking for money – you’re asking to eat on 

Thanksgiving.  And Jeff Bezos says “nuh-uh; my rocket needs that money.”  But Mackenzie 

hears about it and takes care of everything and tells you not to take it out on Jeff, since Jeff is 

a greedy jerk.  That’s the scale of wealth, quality of work, type of request, and husband-wife 

relationship (including Mackenzie liking to give away money).  David didn’t ask you for 600 

meals at Thanksgiving; he asked Jeff and Mackenzie Bezos, as the only payment for work 

done.  That’s very different from what you’ve experienced – and it makes it obvious why 

David is unhappy. 
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1 SAMUEL 26-27: When You’re Right…  
End of Chapter 26: Saul and David mend fences for the umpteenth time and Saul says he’ll 

never harm David. 

Start of Chapter 27: David forms a plan because he knows Saul will kill him one day. 

Doing right by somebody who’s wronging you isn’t primarily about your relationship with 

them.  It’s primarily about your relationship with God and whether you will model it 

consistently.  So forgiveness and mending fences with a person isn’t identical to trusting 

them forever and ever.  David did right by Saul, but he didn’t trust Saul for even a second.  

You’re allowed to be the same if the situation calls for it. 

27: Some Gumption 
David lived in Philistia 16 months to hide from Saul.  He was assigned a town by the king.  

He then conducted a series of raids against enemies and then pretended they were against 

the Israelites.  He did his raids so well that he silenced every witness who would have said 

otherwise. 

To be clear, this is just the Bible describing the story, not putting any moral anything on it.  

But…that is a heaping spoonful of gumption to lie about who you were fighting, where 

securing the lie depends on total domination of your opponent.  I don’t have a major point to 

make.  That’s just quite the story. 
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1 SAMUEL 28: Does It Actually Work? 
This is something of an open question when Saul consults a medium to do a séance and call 

up Samuel.  Saul asks for a medium – whom he had outlawed – because the usual three ways 

of talking to God (dreams, Urim/Thummim, and prophets) weren’t working.  He was 

desperate because Philistia had once again gathered for war, and even though the Mosaic law 

was clear not to use a medium, that’s what desperation leads to sometimes – when you’re 

Saul, at least. 

Samuel shows up, but he’s A) apparently cranky about showing up, and B) as upset at Saul as 

God is, telling him that he and his sons will die in the battle and David will take over as king. 

To call for Samuel, alive or dead, to ask a question was desperate as well.  Samuel and Saul 

stopped speaking to each other a good chunk into Saul’s kingship, so there was not even the 

slightest reason for Saul to believe Samuel would want to do him a solid. 

But the big thing in the story is that…the séance works. 

Is that because a séance is normally a thing that works?  Or did God play along with it, like 

He played along with the Philistines in living out their ox-cart dreams? 

There’s not much to go on here, and this shouldn’t be the only text you look at anyway, but 

here are some things that are pinned down, at least. 

It definitely is Samuel.  It’s not God pretending to be Samuel; Samuel is talking from his own 

personal (and bad) experience with Saul. 

Samuel lives in the spiritual realm of the dead.  Samuel says that after the battle Saul and his 

sons will be with Samuel, as another way of saying they will die.  That doesn’t read like 

Samuel’s in Heaven if Saul’s about to join it (I mean, maybe Saul had a change of heart, 

but…doesn’t seem like it). 

What we don’t know is how visible Samuel is.  Saul only confirms it’s Samuel from the 

medium’s description of his looks.  Saul can talk to Samuel, but it reads as though only the 

medium can see Samuel, like she’s having to hold the tin cans and twine together for the 

channel of communication to stay open.  It reads like Samuel can’t see the medium or Saul, 

either – he’s just taking the phone call where he is. 

The biggest clue we get as to whether this stuff is really possible, rather than God just playing 

along, is that the medium sees Samuel but Saul doesn’t.  That isn’t God’s usual style, although 

obviously it could happen that way.  But even to go along with the convention of how a 

medium works implies there’s a basic way for mediums to work – which wouldn’t be true if 
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they were all frauds.  (Of course, that leaves room for loads of fraudulent mediums, but there 

are loads of fraudulent self-help books too.)  And the witch’s loud cry isn’t at seeing Samuel, 

in my reading; it’s at figuring out she’s doing an outlaw séance for the king who outlawed 

them. 

Overall, I’d say this passage is support for these dark arts being real, making the warnings 

against them being because they are real, not because they are like fake gods.  Like the ability 

to know any bit of the future you want, it strikes me in this context to be awfully addictive – 

once you call up Samuel, you want up to call up Moses or Marie Curie – and it would become 

a massive distraction from living in the present.  That might be part of why we’re supposed 

to stay away. 

(For what it’s worth, 1 Chronicles 10 says one of Saul’s sins was consulting a medium for 

guidance, rather than asking God for guidance.  I wasn’t under the impression God was 

listening to Saul anymore, but Saul would have gotten some points for trying.  At least 

staying-alive points, it appears.) 

1 SAMUEL 30: How These Things Get Written 
There are a bunch of strong clues in the writing here that a lot of the David-specific material 

in this period comes from editing personal interviews with David.  The biggest is where, 

after the burning of his city in Philistia.  He “was greatly distressed, for the people spoke of 

stoning him, because all the people were bitter in soul, each for his sons and daughters.  But 

David strengthened himself in the Lord his God.” 

That’s a third-person rephrasing of an interview right there.  It’s a weird way to summarize 

anyone else – how would they know if David strengthened himself in the Lord his God?  But 

it makes perfect sense if David said, “I was greatly distressed, but I strengthened myself in 

God.” 

We know David wrote a bunch of stuff; he was plenty capable of writing an autobiography 

by himself if he found the time.  So it seems he had a heavy role in telling these things to 

someone else who bundled them together and made this book. 

The most common concept of inspiration seems to be someone sitting at their desk and 

writing when inspiration strikes them – like some eccentric writer in a Dickens novel.  But 

none of the Bible reads like it’s written that way.  We know how stuff like that reads, and 1 

Samuel isn’t it.  It does read like it’s got a lot of edited interview segments, though. 
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2 SAMUEL  
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2 SAMUEL 1: Respecting the Office 
An anonymous man seems to think he will curry favor with David if he spins the story of 

King Saul’s death to say that he himself did the killing.  This backfires terribly, and David 

then weeps over Saul and Jonathan. 

The New Testament says that children should honor their father and mother.  It also says to 

honor the king.  Maybe wives respecting their husbands goes into this bucket too; I don’t 

know.  But I think David’s life is a good example of what honoring those people actually 

means, as opposed to what the people in those positions are tempted to tell you it means. 

David regularly exemplified respecting the office.  He respected that God made Saul king.  

For David, that meant anything negative that might happen to Saul, particularly in any 

revenge for wrongs, should be from God rather than David. 

What it did not mean was that David trusted Saul.  David didn’t contort himself into 

thinking Saul meant him well; he was clear-eyed about Saul trying to kill him.  He regularly 

listened to what Saul said and then assumed the opposite would happen.  He fled the country 

for awhile; he ended up doing loads of the king things while Saul was supposed to do them. 

Honoring your parents as a child, or honoring the king at any age, doesn’t mean you think 

they’re great, or trusting them any farther than you can throw them.  Positional respect and 

personal respect aren’t linked concepts biblically.  Those abusing authority would love for 

you to confuse those, of course, as they love to get cross at anything they don’t like.  Saul did 

that a lot with David.  David didn’t spend his life making sure not to offend Saul, but he did 

make sure his life reflected that God had entrusted Saul with things and it wasn’t his place to 

take them.  Healthy positional respect is not much more than that. 
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2 SAMUEL 2-4: About Abner 
My wife gets annoyed when good-v.-empire movies act like beating the #1 evil gets to be the 

end of the movie.  In real life, the #2 evil takes over and things continue on; it doesn’t mean 

everyone is scattered or gives up. 

When David was to become king, not everyone agreed.  Saul’s government still existed, with 

Abner commander of his military, and Saul’s son Ishbosheth was king for two years.  While 

fighting over this, Abner killed David’s commander (Joab)’s brother when he wouldn’t stop 

pursuing Abner. 

Not long after that, Abner left Ishbosheth to join David’s side.  David had been gradually 

winning, so the writing was on the wall, but that’s not why Abner left.  Abner left because 

Ishbosheth accused Abner of sleeping with Saul’s concubine.  But once he was ready to 

pledge loyalty to David, David accepted. 

But Joab wanted to avenge his brother and killed Abner a little after that.  This made David 

angry to the extent that he cursed Joab’s house and forced it to go into mourning as he did. 

There’s a lot that could be said about all this.  There’s a government defection – those aren’t 

usually trusted – there’s revenge killing, and there’s plenty of other stuff.  My focus is on 

David’s acceptance of Abner, because it strikes me as rare and the kind of thing that few are 

good at discerning. 

A lot of people wouldn’t accept Abner unless he left for “the right reasons.”  A lot of people 

would ding Abner for not having come to his conclusions earlier.  A lot of people wouldn’t 

accept Abner due to the “cloud of suspicion” they’d rather leave alone than sort out.  But 

David saw through/past all those things, I think because he understood that: 

1) Just because David knew God had anointed him king didn’t mean Abner had to agree; 

2) Abner was trying to be faithful on what he thought the right job was; 

3) There’s no such thing as pure altruism, nor is there supposed to be. 

That last point might be weird to you, so I want to flesh it out.  Paul talks about how some 

preach the gospel out of ambition rather than a pure heart.  But he’s good with it to a degree, 

because at least the gospel is being preached.  Obviously, he’d like better motives than that, 

but he’ll take what he can get from flawed humans. 

God doesn’t actually ask for us to be altruistic at the macro level; He’s offered a covenant – a 

contract with us.  If we do those things normally labeled altruistic and we do them out of 

love, then that is part of our fulfilling the covenant with God that leads to us going to 
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Heaven.  So there’s something in it for us.  There’s never not something in it for us.  We can’t 

fully separate our goals for God and humanity from our goals for ourselves – but God didn’t 

ask us to.  He just asks us to do our part.  So everything we do on His part is mutually 

beneficial for us, by design. 

Years ago, I knew a guy who left the mob to become a Christian, and he was brought to 

Christ by some pretty girls he and his friend chatted up in a bowling alley.  He didn’t come 

to Christ because of a New Year’s resolution to be different.  He came to Christ because some 

good-looking women showed him the truth, and he took it from there. 

Does the way he came to Christ nullify the rest of his life?  Of course it doesn’t; that would 

be stupid.  Trying to leave the mob isn’t easy; he did it for Christ!  But the initial motivation 

starting it off was far removed from any of that.  And if we look at loads of things we’ve done 

that led to good, we’ll find that, tracing it back enough, it’s not unalloyed good for others.  In 

Christianity, there’s always something in it for us; it’s false humility to pretend otherwise.  

That’s supposed to make doing good for others easier.  There’s always a spiritual quid pro 

quo, so we so we don’t have to figure out a physical quid pro quo to make generosity fair, and 

we don’t have to tell people there’s something in it for us. 

Don’t get into the habit of policing others’ reasons for the good they do.  (Judging others’ 

intents to determine whether they are likely to do good in the future is a completely 

different issue; I’m not talking about that.)  Get into the habit of understanding where people 

are now.  Get into the habit of understanding that the good you do is mutually beneficial, not 

from some altruistic greatness.  Accept that God has given us incentives to do good rather 

than just ask for it baldly.  Let that increase your acceptance of others’ life paths. 
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2 SAMUEL 7: A Different Sort of Lesson 
The notion of a temple was not God’s idea; it was David’s.  God points this out in a 

conversation with him.  But God accepts it anyway (just as the prophet Nathan figured it was 

fine to do). 

This is a bigger deal than I’ve ever heard discussed.  The Mosaic law is written around the 

idea of a tabernacle, and God was willing to uproot that because of David’s heart for the 

work.  God changes the subject a lot during the conversation with David, but He still accepts 

the plan.  To put it mildly, the God I was taught wouldn’t even come close to accepting this 

deviation, good heart or no. 

But – and this is also a bigger deal than I’ve ever heard discussed – the history of the temple 

isn’t a good history.  Making the house of God stationary made things worse when the 

kingdom split, as the whole golden calf religion that sprung up afterward was predicated on 

not wanting Israel to worship in newly enemy territory.  Making the house of God 

significantly fancier than the tabernacle meant it was a humongous source of wealth, which 

made it tempting to enemies and tempting for kings to pacify enemies with. 

I think God allowed the temple to honor David’s intention but also to teach a different sort 

of lesson – what happens when the concept of worship becomes too tied up in a place or too 

tied up in money.  It reminds me of what the book of James says about people wearing fine 

clothes in church; it’s nothing by itself, but when it leads to someone being more feted than 

someone else, it’s a problem.  God is sometimes interested in what our hearts want to bring 

to Him even when He hasn’t explicitly asked, but that’s a separate topic from whether what 

our hearts want to bring to Him will 100% work out. 
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THE 2 HALF OF 2 SAMUEL (4 SAMUEL?): 

What’s Great About All This? 
Speaking of bigger deals than I’ve heard discussed…the last half of 2 Samuel is very dark.  

I’ve heard Judges regularly described as dark, but this is as dark.  David covers up an affair he 

starts by abusing his position as king and killing the husband, one of his most trusted 

soldiers.  God punishes David by killing the child born from that affair and declaring that 

David’s family will be turbulent (literally that the sword will not depart from his house).  

And the family turmoil is what consumes the rest of the book. 

Along the way, there are people who others worry will self-harm and don’t (David when 

that child dies), people who self-harm when nobody was particularly thinking about it 

(Ahithophel committing suicide after his advice isn’t followed), good advice that is good 

because it would work, not because it’s moral (Ahithophel advising Absalom to show he’s in 

real charge by sleeping with his father David’s concubines), burning a field to get 

attention…it’s all bad.  That says nothing of Amnon’s treatment of Tamar, or God offering 

David a choice of three punishments for his deeds (and the one chosen kills 70,000 people). 

What gives?  How did serving God make David and the nation better?  How is any of this 

good? 

First, this is an extreme distillation of a story that unfolded over a long time – the typical 

trouble with history books, as I’ve noted earlier.  There are spots in the story where Absalom, 

in exile from his father, spends years somewhere, and we fast forward through those.  How 

everything else is going, we don’t know.  This is here to tell the story of David’s messed-up 

family in one go, not say how things were in general. 

Second – and this is in part because it’s telling that story in one go – 2 Samuel sort of divides 

into the good news and the bad news of David’s life.  You can read plenty of celebrity 

summaries when they die that are sequenced that way; it doesn’t mean everything was great 

for the first half of their lives and everything was terrible in the second half.  The sequencing 

can give that impression, but it should stay an impression. 

The temporal context here doesn’t dilute the potency of the problems in this book; it spreads 

potent things out more.  If you imagine it like a pizza, it’s not watering down the sauce; it’s 

like showing there’s one Naga Viper hot pepper per slice rather than a pizza with nothing 

but Naga Vipers.  2 Samuel is describing the spiciest parts of the pizza, not a pizza.  The pizza 

would be much more edible without the peppers, of course, but it’s not describing the pizza. 
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(Incidentally, there are multiple wise women in these passages, one who advises and saves a 

city, and others who uphold God’s standards when the men don’t.  The men are generally 

violent and terrible in this half of the book, and the women aren’t.) 
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 1 KINGS 
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1 KINGS 1: The Lap of Luxury 
I mentioned in discussing Ehud and Eglon, but humans have always wanted temperature 

control, because many temperatures aren’t fun temperatures.  It turns out, when you’re an 

old king, temperature control is worth enough that your underlings conscript an entire 

person just to keep you warm with body heat, like a big cat.  Such was the role of Abishag 

the Shunammite in David’s waning years; she later becomes a near-MacGuffin between 

David’s sons as Solomon establishes that he’s the king. 

I’m not touching the later story; I’m just noting to be grateful for any amount of temperature 

control you have.  Its relative commonness is one of the biggest technological progresses of 

modern civilization.  (If you count refrigeration as well, it might be the biggest.) 

Why Ask Why? 
As David gets old, his son Adonijah gets it in his head that he’ll try to become the next king.  

And in describing Adonijah, a phrase I’m not used to shows up: “His father had never at any 

time displeased him by asking, ‘Why have you done thus and so?’” 

Other translations use “rebuked” or “crossed”; one says it literally means his father (David) 

never “pained him” by asking the question. 

Why is that there?  What is it saying?  And what does it assert about Adonijah? 

It could mean that all Adonijah did was so manifestly worthwhile that he was never 

questioned on it.  It could mean a type of trustworthiness.  But it reads to me like he hadn’t 

been given the type of discipline that comes from having to show one’s work – he did 

whatever he wanted, and that had worked out for him so far. 

That seems more likely to me because what he is about to do doesn’t work out for him; it 

makes sense that this is an explanation of that.  It’s the Bible’s way of saying that the king’s 

son had been failing upwards: he’d done all right for himself but without any quality control. 

There’s a thread in the Bible that God disciplining you shows more love than God completely 

leaving you alone, and I think of that in reading this about Adonijah.  Without a check that 

your work makes sense – without having to explain yourself to others sometimes – you won’t 

have a through line in your work, and it won’t be true like in Romans that all things can 

work together for your good.  Some things definitely will, but not all of them. 

It can be painful to be asked why; the verse describes the feeling right.  Ultimately, though, 

it’s better to be asked than never asked.  
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1 KINGS 2: War and Peace 
As David passes the kingdom to Solomon, he requests that Solomon deal with Joab.  We’ve 

seen Joab a lot, and only sometimes for good.  What David says is the problem is an 

interesting problem to me: Joab was always in war mode, and he avenged in peacetime what 

had been done in wartime. 

I’ve never thought of that as an important distinction to draw.  Obviously, combative people 

are troublesome, but Joab was the head of the army, so you don’t put a complete pacifist in 

charge there.  What seems to be going on here is a fuller variant of “all’s fair in love and 

war”: you don’t hold someone just doing their job against them, and if that job is war, you 

don’t avenge it after hours. 

That fits with David’s belief that only God should deal with His anointed, even if said 

anointed was trying to kill David.  It fits with accepting, at the time, being cursed (although 

David asks Solomon to do something about that), in case the one cursing had been told by 

God to do that.  And it very much fits with the particulars here, where Abner had been 

faithful on the “wrong side” and Joab did not try to move past that because it involved the 

death of his brother. 

As awful and hurtful as war always is, in a world of Joabs war never stops (for reasons I 

discuss in my note for Judges 11).  David in his own way understood these things.  (I wonder 

why he didn’t remove Joab as head of the army, but then again I’d be scared of a man whose 

calling card was effective, bloody vengeance.)  It’s important for nations to try to heal after 

war, not because it’s natural but because there will never be healing without trying, and 

there will always be a reason to not try.  That seems to be what’s going on here. 
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1 KINGS 3: The Real Wisdom 
In my recent experience, the story of Solomon proposing to split a baby has gotten a bad rap, 

because…well, it’s a king talking about splitting a baby.  I wasn’t looking forward to 

rereading this story, under the assumption that I would need to explain some Old Testament 

oddity that doesn’t translate well across generations. 

But it turns out this one’s easy to explain – at least from my background in judicial opinions 

and reasoning.  The details left out from what popular culture can tell you about this story 

are the details that informed Solomon’s approach. 

Popular culture regularly frames this as a custody battle between two women – a she-said, 

she-said with nothing else.  But that’s not what’s animating Solomon’s proposal.  While it is a 

50-50 she-said, she-said, the facts not in dispute indicate that one of the women was weird at 

best and heartless at worst.  So I’ll walk through them in isolation; it’s important to 

understand them on their own terms. 

These two women – the plaintiff states there are no witnesses – each had a baby.  According 

to the plaintiff, the defendant accidentally killed her baby in her sleep by what seems to be 

turning over on it. 

Time out; eyes back on me.  That is horribly sad, whether you’re the parent who did it or the 

housemate consoling that parent.  The typical reaction would be a typical grief, and it would 

be a very understandable grief.  Instead, the defendant’s alleged reaction was to kidnap her 

housemate’s baby, swap a live baby for a corpse, and then say her housemate was who 

accidentally rolled over on her baby.  The allegation is that, rather than having typical grief, 

she tried to get her housemate to grieve instead while taking her baby. 

There are exactly two possible truths in this circumstance.  Either the one woman is 

seriously messed up for doing that, or the other woman is seriously messed up for concocting 

that story.  And an easy way to find out who’s who is to deadpan a shocking solution and see 

which one reacts like a human.  It’s a captcha for emotions, a request to shout out if you 

understand that I’m proposing something barbaric. 

This goes back to what popular culture forgets.  Popular culture can act like this is a tall tale 

because everyone would say “yes, don’t split the baby.”  But Solomon was judging a situation 

where exactly half the people in front of him are psychotic – either for doing it or for making 

it up – so he had evidence that one of them might well say “splitting the baby is fine.”  He 

leveraged that to break what was an evidentiary tie.  It makes sense enough.  
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1 KINGS 5: Made Possible By… 
Have you known someone who cares about ethical sourcing to the level of impracticality?  

You get why they care about the thing and want to do better, but the logic they employ 

either requires so much effort that it seems to be a net negative on their life, or their logic 

distributed throughout their whole lives (for ethical consistency) would lead them to do 

almost nothing. 

I have known this type.  When I was a teenager, my congregation needed to affirm that we’d 

keep using a local radio station to announcing snow-based cancellations of church services.  

Someone posed a concerning question: should we be paying this radio station, given that 

Christian denominations also announced service cancellations on that station? 

This concern was answered easily by those present – “so what?”.  It’s not like there was an 

us-only radio station (otherwise we wouldn’t need a radio station), and it’s not like putting 

these on the pop music FM station was going to be better than putting it on what I think was 

a regional news/talk AM station.  It was the best available decision in the totality of the 

circumstances, and it was obviously so. 

That brings to me Solomon building the temple.  Solomon never made slaves out of his own 

people, according to chapter 9.  But in building the temple – a 7-year project – he at some 

point had a draft system for forced labor.  He rotated 30,000 men in Lebanon, 10,000 per 

month, and he had 150,000 workers (apparently not part of the draft) overseen by over 3,000 

other workers.  And those that were in Lebanon were there because Solomon sourced the 

wood and woodcutting from a friendly neighboring kingdom, paying for the king’s house’s 

food (for what I assume is a good long while) in exchange. 

As it’s been decades since the United States has conscripted anyone into the military, this 

reads oddly; but a few dozen countries across continents still do it.  It’s not like the idea of 

forced government labor has gone away, or that it’s even considered a massive human rights 

violation.  Why?  Maybe the governments have just agreed to look the other way, but I 

suspect the answer comes down to how the treatment in that military is.  If conditions are 

bearable, then the notion creating the conditions is bearable. 

And while there isn’t a rundown of all the working conditions, we do know those men 

rotating in Lebanon would spend one month there and then two months back home living 

their regular lives.  There was no intention to wear anybody down or be punitive within the 

conditions.  It is of course well possible that Adoniram, who was in charge of the draft, was a 

nasty piece of work, but there are plenty of nasty pieces of work overseeing people 

voluntarily employed as well. 
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So the temple was built with “secular” materials out of partially forced labor.  If someone had 

refused to go to the temple on either basis – after God put Himself there – that would have 

been a bigger problem than being concerned on either basis.  And maybe that’s the most 

practical takeaway.  It’s not wrong to be concerned about these things in the abstract.  But 

like with the midwives in Egypt – willing to lie to protect babies from death – life presents a 

collision of concerns, and it falls to us to gain wisdom and discernment to prioritize those 

concerns properly.  In an ideal world, there would be no such concerns.  In the world we’ve 

got, what do you choose? 

1 KINGS 7: Is 13 to 7 a Lopsided Score? 
After spending 7 years building the temple, Solomon spent 13 building his own house. 

In light of the later book of Haggai, where God is upset that His people have built nice 

houses for themselves but not for Him, is that evidence of a problem?  Should Solomon have 

spent less time building his own house than God’s?  Why did Solomon not suffer for this? 

The easiest answer is that 13 years versus 7 years doesn’t imply a number of hours spent 

during either one.  We know there was a huge amount of staff getting the temple done; we 

don’t know if they all stayed on to make Solomon’s house.  Never make a whole story off one 

statistic. 

But it’s also true that Solomon built God’s house – and clearly put in a lot of effort – first.  

And that was what God was upset about in Haggai’s day.  I’ve heard the emphasis placed on 

how nice the houses were while God’s house was in ruins, because the text mentions it.  But 

it’s the contrast in priorities that God is calling out.  They built homes for themselves – think 

of them as level 1 decency – and then moved on to making them level 2 instead of making 

God’s house at least level 1.  It’s not that houses should never be level 2; it’s that level 1 

across the board is more important than level 2.  Taking it easy for a day is perfectly fine; 

taking it easy for a work day is less fine.  It’s that sort of concern. 

Would I consider Solomon’s house nicer than the temple if I had seen both?  I don’t know.  

But God doesn’t seem to be measuring in a keep-up-with-the-Joneses sort of way.  It’s more 

measuring whether God gets a fair look into your life. 
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1 KINGS 8: I’ve Been Trying to Get Down to the 

Heart of the Matter 
Solomon’s benedictory prayer for the temple interests me a whole lot.  I don’t think I’ve ever 

heard a lesson on it, perhaps because it defies the tendency to oversimplify the Old 

Testament into the specific points about it the book of Hebrews makes. 

Loads of this prayer is asking God to look at His people when they are sorry and 

acknowledge Him, and to forgive them at that point.  It notes that everyone sins, but God 

does not always act in immediate judgment of those sins – something that a lot of violence-

intrigued people lose focus of regarding the Old Testament but is obvious when you step 

back. 

Solomon was renowned for his wisdom, and this prayer’s theological assumptions about 

what’s important – especially the emphasis on forgiveness – read like much later books of the 

Bible overall.  That the Pharisees in Jesus’s day abandoned many of the notions here doesn’t 

mean that God’s people never understood those notions – that’s a gross reduction.  Solomon 

here got the point of things in a plain way, and reading that helps me continue to 

rehumanize the people of the Old Testament.  



 

125 

 

1 KINGS 11: Solomon’s Adversaries 
When Solomon got old, he acceded to the interests of his 700 wives and built worship 

centers for gods who were not God.  Because of this, God appeared to Solomon and told him 

his son would keep one out of 12 tribes, while his servant would get the rest. 

God also said the same thing, through a prophet named Ahijah, to a particular one of 

Solomon’s servants, Jeroboam.  But Solomon does not accept this fate; he instead tries to kill 

Jeroboam, so Jeroboam goes to Egypt until Solomon dies. 

That sounds a bit like Saul and David repeating itself to me, which is all kinds of sad.  The 

inability of Saul and Solomon to accept bad news from God contrasts hard with David 

understanding that it would happen when he messed up and figuring out how to work with 

God again from that point forward. 

But Jeroboam isn’t the only adversary whose story echoes other ones.  We learn here of 

Hadad, whose nation of Edom suffered at the hands of Joab (join the club?).  He fled to Egypt 

as a kid to shake off Joab, ended up pleasing Pharaoh and becoming his brother-in-law, then 

requested to leave and deal with things in his homeland.  So he arrived in Egypt under tough 

circumstances and rose in Egypt’s ranks – like Joseph – and came out a leader – like Moses. 

We also learn of Rezon, who becomes king of Damascus/Syria from the qualification “leader 

of a marauding band, after the killing by David.”  David himself had a marauding band for 

awhile, an assortment of disgruntled folks who found hope in him. 

As for Jeroboam, he was in Solomon’s government because of his competency.  Although he 

gets the prophecy after that, rather than before entering government like David did, there 

are shades of David’s story in Jeroboam too, given that Solomon’s reaction to God’s judgment 

is to try to kill the successor and the successor chills out somewhere else for awhile. 

Given the elements of these origin stories, they have a feel of discount heroes.  They are 

missing any clear desire on the humans’ part to reciprocate anything with God; at most, they 

are along for the ride. 

This leads me to a larger point – hard to pin down but important to explore.  I and probably 

you live in a self-help/motivational-speech culture, where Peloton exercise bikes try to get 

sold by talking about, essentially, how you’re tough as nails and always driven and RAWR 

(one Peloton ad tries to sell this over the supposed ickiness of going to a gym with friends).  I 

and probably you also live in a superhero movie age.  Put them together, and there’s a sense 

that we should all feel like movie protagonists in our favorite genre.  Are you a superhero, 

rising from whatever to pulverize whatever?  Are you a romantic lead, getting swept off your 
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feet by the Perfect Yet Still Single Person Who Is Probably From Another Continent For 

That Trace of Exotica?  Are you a comedic lead, having just the right expression and/or 

comeback for the hijinks you either receive or start?  It is easy to idealize the notion of being 

an important protagonist, because they’re in most of the scenes and we’re in all of our life’s 

scenes. 

In these knockoff origin stories, there are two clear things to me.  One is that God raising 

someone up doesn’t imply massive involvement at every step from zero to hero.  Just as with 

the lesser-discussed judges in Judges, Hadad and Rezon have no miracles associated with 

their being raised up, nothing that seems out of the ordinary.  Certain adverse circumstances 

led to some people hardening their resolve and becoming motivated to respond, and God 

worked with it.  That part is no different from Joseph and Moses and David, and it’s more or 

less how anyone rises up, period.  The motivation has to come from somewhere, and adverse 

circumstances of some kind – something worth solving – often provides it.  To the extent you 

want to be some sort of hero in your own life story, it likely will be because of this basic rule 

of life, not because God is going to sprinkle hero dust on you. 

The other clear thing to me, the big takeaway, is that it is better and more interesting for 

God’s raised-up leaders when they reach back to God.  “Raising up” for God’s purposes is 

irrespective of the person’s consent, but the best stories come from working with God in this.  

So that’s the thing to work on.  Not just how to be important in your own story – that’s what 

emotional security is for – but how to be good in your own story. 
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1 KINGS 12: Rehoboam’s Peers 
To help set up the split of the kingdom in accordance with what God told Solomon and 

Jeroboam, Solomon’s son Rehoboam, now the king, takes advice from peers rather than from 

his dad’s advisers. 

What I remember hearing from lessons is that this is about listening to older people instead 

of younger people.  Strictly speaking, that’s not what this is about.  Solomon himself was 

better to listen to when he was younger, to name one nearby example.  It’s about listening to 

wisdom, which Solomon’s advisers happened to have but went unheeded.  And it’s about 

Rehoboam taking the advice of those “who had grown up with him.” 

Ah, ding ding, there’s the big problem.  If you have a bunch of people you grew up with, and 

you’re a prince, that power structure can warp what you hear.  It attracts toadies, giving you 

advice that makes you feel better and more in control in your possum kingdom.  It attracts 

people who know you’re going to have a lot of authority, and they’re thinking of how they 

can survive and thrive in the new era before how you can survive and thrive.  It also attracts 

shysters and ne’er-do-wells and a bunch of other types who sound like they want to sell you 

encyclopedias door-to-door in 1938.  The point is that power, or soon-to-be-power, adds 

some noxious chemicals in your water, so you should filter it before drinking. 

Once you get that power, like Rehoboam does here, asking the people you grew up with is 

practically asking for flattery.  And what’s more flattering than saying “you’re the big man 

around here now, so act like it”?  If a teenager gets the keys to the convertible for the first 

time, the first impulse isn’t “let’s drive at a safe speed to pick up Grandma’s prescription.”  

Rehoboam wasn’t a teenager (which I just looked up, telling you how burned into my brain 

the “respect your elders” point was) when he took over; he was 41.  But he still wasn’t 

interested in using the convertible responsibly, so he didn’t listen to anyone who was going 

to tell him to do that. 

I could spin this off into a larger point about diversity, but I don’t need to say more than that.  

If you are interested in being responsible, you will source a variety of views from many 

walks of life to find out what you should do.  If you want to hear more of yourself instead, 

that’s easy to set up. 
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1 KINGS 13: We Haven’t Updated Our Terms of 

Service 
This is an absolutely weird story the first six times you read it.  A prophet is tasked with 

prophesying against Jeroboam and not eating, drinking water, or going back the way he came 

until he got home.  He prophesies and is on his way home when another prophet invites him 

for some food and water.  The first prophet explains the situation, and the second prophet 

lies and says an angel told him to invite the first prophet in.  The first prophet accepts the 

offer after that. 

While eating, the second prophet gets an actual word from God that says the first prophet 

will die for disobedience.  He does, and the second prophet finds him, buries him, and 

mourns over him. 

*Shakes head* 

I’m sorry…what is going on here?  Why is a lying prophet still alive?  Why is a trusting 

prophet dead?  At face value, it is every kind of bizarre. 

I think what’s going on is two main things: 

1) Trusting what might be from God (eat with me) versus what definitely is from God (don’t 

eat with anyone); and 

2) Not asking for verification. 

The lying prophet turned out to be a prophet, but did the first prophet know that?  We’re 

not told he knew; he seems to have just said “okay, yep, fine” and gone ahead.  The 

purported message wasn’t facially absurd like, say, very old people having children; it was 

just a message to eat.  I don’t think the idea here is that the first prophet valued the “boring” 

part of his instruction less than the “exciting” part.  I think the idea is that the first prophet 

thought it was more likely to get updated through another prophet rather than needing an 

update from God directly.  It seems like an easy mental trap to fall into. 

In Christianity, as in the rest of life, risk aversion is often conflated with best practices.  But 

full risk aversion gets nothing done.  Best practices are about controlling approaches instead 

of outcomes, knowing that improving the approach will improve the outcome.  Here, 

exchanging God’s definite direction for God’s possible direction with apparently no 

investigation is a much worse practice than the banality of that direction implies.  If you’re 

trying to save your soul and there’s a guaranteed thing to help that, why would you trade it 

in for anything?  I think that’s the best lesson available from this story. 
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1 KINGS 14: Bronze for Gold 
In Solomon’s day, silver was considered of low worth.  In his son’s day, Egypt took all the 

gold things out of the temple, including shields, and those shields had to be replaced 

with…bronze ones. 

As I discussed with 2 Samuel 7, the richer the temple, the greater the enemy temptation.  It 

happens many more times than this in the temple’s history.  Items of the temple are given to 

stave off war, or they’re just taken by force, and now temple service is compromised.  One 

week you’re styling with gold, the next week you’re weeping on bronze. 

The tabernacle also had nice things, but not to the level that Solomon made the temple.  The 

tabernacle was also portable, which might have meant Jeroboam wouldn’t have made up a 

religion just to keep his people from going down to the now-in-enemy-territory temple.  (I 

suspect Jeroboam might have done something similar anyway, but it’s not like I met the guy.)  

My point is that it didn’t take even 50 years for the temple to lose a lot of its splendor and 

become a focal point of contention – and the same thing can happen if we become too 

attached to worship centers or anything else religiously.  (To be clear, it’s not unique to 

religion; far from it.  Any effort, from researchers getting grants to a company having a single 

product take off, can fall apart quickly if people don’t get along.  And the more money is 

involved, the greater temptations exist to hold on to it.)  It’s not theoretically bad to have an 

opulent temple – God greatly honored the hearts of those who wanted to do that – but it 

comes with a lot of practical problems.  Personally, I’m not a fan of practical problems.  
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1 KINGS 15: Only the One Thing? 
David is described as not turning aside from anything God commanded him, except as it 

regarded Uriah. 

This surprised me; aren’t there plenty of times David suffers consequences of his actions?  Is 

this hyperbolic? 

I think what it speaks to is that God teaches lessons during mess-ups, but the real concern is 

intentional, run-the-other-way actions.  He understands when you fumble; He understands 

when you’re tackled; He loses patience when you play for your opponents instead. 

If you want an analogy where it’s easier to see the difference: a teacher is horrid if the only 

students they value are the ones who score 100 on every test.  A teacher is meant to help and 

care for all the students, regardless of letter grade.  But if the student spits in the teacher’s 

face as revenge for a low grade, I certainly wouldn’t expect that kid to stay on the teacher’s 

good side. 

Maybe this is an area where Western grading has obscured God’s grading scale.  We’re all 

individually assessed based on our circumstances; it’s not a percentile thing.  And while 

getting 50% of questions right is a failing grade, it’s not clear that getting 50% of actions right 

is a failing Christian.  The system that judges us most growing up is not the system God 

judges us with.  We’re mostly told to make an effort, and to not spit in God’s face. 

(To the extent a whole lot of things are considered by stern types as spitting in God’s face, I 

think that’s a gross distortion of what “falling away” means in Hebrews 6 regarding 

“crucifying the Son of God afresh.”  Being clumsy and hurting yourself a lot while on the 

path of righteousness isn’t the same as leaving the path of righteousness.) 
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1 KINGS 15 (again): One Is Harder Than the 

Other 
We learn of Asa’s reign that his heart was fully turned toward God, including a bunch of 

things most kings didn’t do.  He got rid of male cult prostitutes; he rebuilt the gold items in 

the temple; he took the royal title away from his mother due to her idolatry. 

It mentions that the “high places” were not taken away – the kind of nature worship centers 

for non-God gods, if I’ve got this right – after which it mentions that Asa was regularly at 

war with Israel. 

The thought I had reading this wasn’t specifically to take away from Asa.  It’s just something 

I realized was skewed in my brain: 

War is a lot harder than removing shrines. 

Maybe gathering one army is easier than removing all the shrines – especially when there 

isn’t drone technology or the like to find all the shrines.  I can run with that idea.  But given 

how many people and things you need to gather together to do a war, it’s fair to say that a 

similar-scale effort on the high places issue could have dealt with it pretty well. 

As I have not lived under an absolute monarch or a dictator, I’m not used to thinking 

through how their conduct is morally judged.  The U.S. President has checks and balances; 

it’s normal for the President not to accomplish loads of things they want.  But give a normal 

set of resources to an absolute monarch or a dictator and they will accomplish everything 

they want – or at least everything they prioritize. 

So if the Bible seems harsh on kings – or on Saul when he said to Samuel that “the people” 

wanted a thing – well, we haven’t been in a position where anything we say goes.  That 

power sounds nice until you find out just how big a test it is of your priorities.  Am I 

sufficiently mature that I would use it well?  Looking at history, the odds say no. 
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1 KINGS 17: Can’t See the Sun for the 

Everything Else 
Elijah’s time with the widow in Zarephath is full of ups and downs.  When he encounters 

her and her son, she denies having food available for him, as she’s just gathering sticks to eat 

their last food and die.  God blesses the remaining food so that it lasts for a miraculously long 

time.  Great! 

Then the widow’s son dies.  In her grief, she tells Elijah that he has come “to bring my sin to 

remembrance and to cause the death of my son!” 

It’s easy to sit in judgment millennia later and say, “does she not remember God’s miracle 

keeping her alive?”  I think what the contrast highlights is that something extraordinarily 

good happening in your life – like having an infinite food supply – can raise the emotional 

stakes, leading the next bad thing to feel even worse because it’s such a swing from the good 

thing.  It’s like how winning the lottery or becoming famous can lead you to be super-

suspicious of people.  When the bad thing happens, you can feel tricked or “set up” by the 

good thing – like the bad thing was inevitable and the good thing was teasing. 

Elijah’s not sure what’s going on, so he asks God whether He’s brought calamity to the 

widow.  God listens to Elijah and revives the child.  After that, the woman says that she now 

knows he’s from God. 

What we know is always interacting with what we feel, and if we feel something strongly it 

can cover over what we know.  This isn’t some flaw to be ashamed of; it’s just a thing that’s 

true by dint of being human.  My takeaways: 

1) Adjust for this when you are feeling down – don’t let it be proof of anything; just work 

with it. 

2) Don’t assume that God giving you everything you want would lead to you feeling great 

about God forever, because it could also lead to the next bad thing feeling worse.  
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1 KINGS 18: Elijah and Obadiah 
Here’s a true-to-life exchange.  Obadiah is a God-fearing, high-ranking employee of not-

God-fearing King Ahab.  While Ahab and Obadiah are split up to look for resources – 

ancient grocery shopping – Obadiah runs into Elijah.  Elijah tells Obadiah to tell Ahab that 

Elijah’s going to pay a visit. 

And Obadiah is terrified.  Obadiah defied his boss when Queen Jezebel killed a bunch of 

God’s prophets, by hiding and feeding 100 more of them.  From this talk with Elijah, where 

he believes giving Ahab this message would sign his own death (in part because Elijah is 

known at this point for being mysterious and elusive), he blurts out his fear regarding when 

he hid the 100.  It reads like he’s been living with this stress the whole time (which makes 

total sense), and anything Elijah asked of Obadiah in this regard was going to have this stress 

come out. 

As it turns out, Elijah had plans to show up ‘round Ahab’s place that day, so the concern was 

moot, and Obadiah was willing to relay the message.  But this whole thing is revealing about 

the effects of secrecy on other parts of your life, and the way one’s perceived flakiness can 

stress out even your friends (but especially your reliable ones). 
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1 KINGS 19: It’s Sort of Like the Widow Again 
After Elijah shows the people who’s actually God, and then kills the priests of Baal, Jezebel is 

interested in killing Elijah.  He flees and hides in a cave, and when God shows up to ask him 

what’s going on, Elijah tells God he’s the only one serving God and it would be better if God 

killed him. 

This is hyperbolic talk in stress, but it’s still quite a thing that one of God’s literal miracle 

workers is asking God to kill him.  Nowhere does the Bible claim that being one of God’s star 

pupils makes everything smooth sailing – the opposite, if anything.  God does a few things, 

checks back in, gets the same answer, then gives Elijah some tasks while reminding him that 

he is, in fact, not alone. 

This resembles how the widow of Zarephath responded in her highs and lows.  When you’re 

down, it’s very easy to feel out.  At that point, God is willing to give you a special lesson.  He 

does the same thing when Jonah makes the same suicide request in anger.  And in 1 

Corinthians, Paul writes that temptations are all “common to man” – but God won’t let you 

be tempted beyond what you can bear and will provide a way of escape.  What I infer from 

that is that God hand-makes lives and life possibilities for each of us, while temptations are 

fungible, off-the-shelf products. 

And that makes sense with how God and Satan are described, right?  Satan can do some 

supernatural things, but he doesn’t have our schematics.  It’s said in multiple places in the 

Bible that only God knows each person’s heart, which means Satan doesn’t.  He can observe, 

like anybody else can, what classes of things tend to work and make a range of products.  But 

that’s as far as he can go.  He hasn’t made a temptation specific to you.  But God has done (or 

can do) things that are specific to you.  Homemade can be boring.  It lacks fun packaging, it’s 

not what other people have, and sometimes you just want to choose things for yourself.  But 

unlike parents, who often make things you didn’t ask for, what God makes is actually 

something that will work for you. 

That idea’s gotten me through a lot of situations that I hadn’t found ways to get through 

otherwise.  I don’t understand what God’s got for me, but at least it’s for me, and if I leave, 

I’m stuck with what everybody else has got.  Were I a foodie, I’d think of it as having garden 

vegetables versus canned ones.  I don’t think of it that way because I don’t care about the 

difference enough to put in the work (which is its own parallel to living a godly life, as it 

turns out).  But the analogy would hold if I wanted it to. 
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1 KINGS 19 (again): Let’s Journey Back 
When Elijah finds Elisha and throws his cloak on him – which contextually means he’s been 

chosen for service – Elisha asks to go back first and say goodbye to his parents.  Elijah’s fine 

with that, Elisha and his parents host a meal, and then Elisha gets on with business. 

In Matthew 8 and Luke 9, some of Jesus’s disciples want to say goodbye to people at home or 

bury their father, and Jesus responds to those wants.  The way it was always taught to me, 

these requests indicated wrong priorities and/or current unfitness to follow Jesus –the mere 

existence of these requests says they were foolish people who didn’t “get it.” 

If that’s what Jesus is saying, that’s incredibly hard to reconcile with Elijah thinking that’s 

just fine in a similar circumstance.  I had to read the three sections a bunch of times to find 

some daylight among them.  But when I realized the deep assumptions behind my reading of 

Jesus and cleared them away, things made sense. 

There are many people who read Jesus like He was condescending or patronizing.  “O ye of 

little faith” immediately becomes “O ye idiots.”  But there are uses where that doesn’t make 

sense, or at least where it’s not an obvious reading.  And it all paints a picture of Jesus who is 

able to, like Hebrews says, “sympathize with our weaknesses” but prefers not to.  Jesus was 

willing to forgive Peter for denying that he knew Jesus, but when Peter walks on water, 

falters midway, and asks Jesus to save him from drowning, Jesus calls him an idiot for 

doubting?  I can’t see how both co-exist in the same person. 

I think what is more likely is that Jesus intended these kinds of sayings as an easy way to 

indicate that His perspective is different and you’ll need to think differently.  Of course Peter 

got weirded out that he was walking on water; if he’s thinking from a physical perspective 

only, that will always be weird.  To ask “why did you doubt?” is nonsense to a non-spiritual 

person in that situation, because everybody knows the physical-only answer.  So to ask it at 

all opens up new lines of thought (which the gospels regularly record these kinds of 

questions doing for the hearers).  It’s like someone saying “less is more.”  That’s an obviously 

false statement on its face, but saying something that facially false leads someone to think 

about why it would be asserted as true – and that thought process opens up the chance to 

gain perspective. 

That brings me back to Jesus saying things like “Let the dead bury their own dead” and “the 

Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” and “No one who looks back while plowing is fit 

for the kingdom.”  None of them are framed in the text as rebukes or counterarguments; 

they’re just the responses.  And they make sense in the framework I’ve described.  How can 

dead people physically bury other dead people?  But if He’s using the opportunity of 
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someone requesting to bury their father to say something else – to let spiritually dead people 

see to themselves while you find people who want to spiritually live – that makes more 

sense.  And the person who wants to say goodbye to everyone at home?  That goes/can go 

with Jesus’s statement that people who look back while doing their work aren’t ready for 

service.  The person requested something that, presumably, would help them close the book 

on their previous life – which is what Elisha was requesting. 

Reading Jesus’s as having a default mode of condescension or exasperation at someone’s lack 

of faith or knowledge is tempting for those who: 

1) Are themselves condescending and want to read Jesus as being like them; or 

2) Point out a wrong/stupid thinker to silently assert that they themselves are right/smart 

thinkers. 

If we use the book of James’s concept of the Bible being a mirror, group 1 Photoshops their 

heads onto Jesus’s body to say they look right, while group 2 looks in the mirror, says “I look 

better than those ugly people,” and walks away.  Neither are proper uses of a mirror.  Both 

uses make Elisha’s request and Elijah’s response weird.  And both uses turn Jesus into 

someone arrogant and rude – which, sadly, is an in-demand Jesus. 

1 KINGS 21: The Absolute Worst 
Ahab is described as there being no one like him…“who sold himself to do what was evil in 

the sight of the Lord.” 

Ouch. 

But a few sentences later, when Ahab hears a harsh prophecy against him, instead of just 

being regular sad (which for him was kill-Naboth-for-retail-therapy sad), he gets actual, I’m-

sorry sad.  And God delays His punishment as a result, complimenting Ahab’s humility to 

Elijah. 

We just got done reading that Ahab was the worst, and yet God still responded to his 

improvement.  (Seriously, go back and read the Naboth thing to understand how bad he 

could get.)  If the literal bottom of the spiritual barrel got quick results from God, you – who 

are not the literal bottom of the spiritual barrel – can get the same thing. 
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1 KINGS 22: Prophecy Theater 
Usually, the first thing I would discuss from this chapter is Micaiah, the sarcastic prophet.  

(And to a small extent, I just did.  It’s the writing equivalent of “I’m not going to talk 

about…”.)  Or I could discuss how a prophet was summoned with a note that all the previous 

(non-God) prophets had said happy things to Ahab as a strong hint that he should do the 

same. 

But I want to discuss Zedekiah in his prophecy.  He makes some horns and claims God said 

Ahab will use these to gore the Syrians – I guess saying that Ahab is mighty like an ox.  He 

even assaults Micaiah for his contrary words, wondering aloud how the spirit of God left 

himself to go into Micaiah. 

Zedekiah’s prophecy looks and sounds like many real prophecies.  The visual installations 

Jeremiah does years later are similar to this (and Jeremiah’s conflict with Hananiah in 

Jeremiah 28 is also similar).  It wasn’t accurate, but it didn’t sound inaccurate. 

What do we do with this?  Well, the Law stated that prophets would be tested by whether 

what they said came true.  And Micaiah said the same thing to Zedekiah in answering his 

question – that he’ll know what’s up when he’s hiding in a building from the destruction. 

That’s all well and good by itself – it’s a lesson to care less that a person said a thing and care 

more about assessing whether what they said works at all.  But what if you’re a monarch 

looking for an actual prophecy – or a non-monarch trying to make a life decision?  I think 

the best available option is to find reliable sources on other topics before getting to those 

decisions in the first place – that’s the best homework you can do.  Micaiah was known (and 

in Ahab’s case despised) as a man of God; however he’d demonstrated it before this, he’d 

demonstrated it.  And Judah’s king, Jehoshaphat, looked at the prophecy theater in front of 

him and asked at the end why they couldn’t just ask someone from God instead.  So there 

was some clear way in front of them that we can’t know. 

Remember what people tell you about how parts of your life will play out.  If they turn out 

to be right, go back to them more; if they don’t, go back to them less.  Don’t save figuring 

this out for when you have super-important decisions; talk out your less-important ones as 

feelers for who’s wise.  The appearance and cadence of good and bad advice can be really 

similar; you can’t rely on that.  Rely on the effectiveness of what you already know (or can 

learn) from the advisers. 
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1 KINGS 22 (again): At Random 
When Ahab receives Micaiah’s prophecy that he will die in battle, he tries to thwart it 

by…wearing a disguise!  He even goes so far as to tell Jehoshaphat to wear his royal garments 

but Ahab won’t wear his.  Jehoshaphat inexplicably agrees to this dumb idea and nearly dies 

for it, because the enemy commander’s primary stated goal to his troops was to kill Ahab, 

and the troops saw a royally-dressed guy and went all-in. 

Ahab is killed by an archer firing “at random,” with the literal Hebrew being “in his 

innocence.”  Put the Hebrew and the translation together, and I think it’s talking about that 

he fired without any particular intent – any firing toward the enemy was better than not. 

I think it is better to piece together God’s effectiveness in matters like these for yourself than 

hear my authorial thoughts.  It’s like learning social studies in a social setting – while what’s 

taught isn’t wrong per se, the emphases tell you more about the teacher than about the 

subject.  A teacher – given authority to tell you things – talking about how to get along with 

authority might just be saying how to get along with that teacher.  An analogous figure 

saying “look at God’s power!” or “see, you can’t outsmart God!” might want a similar thing to 

be said about themselves. 

So – while I could comment more about how this archer was part of God’s plan while Ahab 

was trying to avoid God’s plan, I won’t.  I’d have to speculate on a lot of details anyway. 
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2 KINGS 
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2 KINGS 1: Just Following Orders? 
Ahab’s son, King Ahaziah, was sick.  Instead of asking God what would happen, he wanted to 

ask Baal-Zebub (you know, Beelzebub) what would happen.  An angel tells Elijah to 

interrupt the messengers to Beelzebub and say that asking Beelzebub instead of God will be 

the reason he doesn’t recover. 

What the angel doesn’t tell Elijah is how to respond to the army company (50 + a captain) 

that Ahaziah sends to take Elijah to the palace for…some reason or another.  Elijah appears 

to interpret it as some combination of disrespect and death wish, because he asserts God’s 

authority and fire consumes the company.  Ahaziah responds by sending a second company, 

and its captain gets more urgent about Elijah’s need to obey the king.  Same result.  The third 

one begs for his life, and the angel tells Elijah to not be afraid and go with them.  Elijah then 

delivers his message to Ahaziah in person. 

So there’s something about the king thinking his order was more important than the prophet 

– just like he thought Beelzebub was more important than God.  And there’s something 

about Elijah being deathly afraid (given previous interactions with Ahab’s family…sure). 

But I’m most interested in the second captain.  What was he thinking?  Did he think the 

reason Elijah didn’t go with the first crew was that the urgency of the situation hadn’t been 

expressed enough?  Or that the king’s authority – dwarfed by godly fire – just hadn’t been 

stated sufficiently?  He’s got the energy of a boss who thinks the office-wide pay cut email 

was unpopular because it wasn’t in a happy font.  That’s never a great boss to work for. 

Then again, it’s doubtful Ahaziah himself was great to work for.  When you’re a king who 

prefers Beelzebub to God – one of the biggest contrasts you can get (though Beelzebub didn’t 

have the outsized reputation he has now, as “Bohemian Rhapsody” wasn’t out yet) – I can’t 

imagine that translating to a kind work environment.  And at that point, blind 

loyalty/authority plus threats is how that type of person gets a following.  So maybe it’s no 

surprise that the second captain asserts blind authority with a possible threat.  Kudos to the 

third captain for actually grasping the respect level needed to complete the job. 
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2 KINGS 2: It’s Not About the Baldness 
I don’t have much original to say about Elisha’s curse on the young males who taunted him 

with “Go up, you baldhead.”  A standard commentary explains the oddities well.  Hebrew 

uses the word for “young” about a wide range of ages, including adults, so it’s unknown how 

threatening a gang of them would be; “go up” might have referred to Elisha’s ministry or 

Elijah’s ascension, or both; Elisha cursed them and left the meaning of that curse to God; and 

it says the two she-bears roughed up the young males rather than killed them. 

What I will note is that the two she-bears roughed up 42 of them – not that the group 

numbered 42.  It seems safe enough to round up the group to 50, while knowing it plausibly 

could have been 100 or 200 (if the rest ran away quickly).  The more young males you add to 

this story, the more intimidating their stance is – much like protesters surrounding a 

building, they easily could have surrounded Elisha or blocked his path.  I don’t know that 

cursing them would be my first response in the situation, but I also have very few physical 

skills, so I can’t say I’d do differently.  I mention protesters because I work in city 

government and that’s a hypothetical that definitely could happen to me.  And what would I 

do if 50-200 protesters taunted me?  Hopefully, I’d try to ignore it and walk away, or run if I 

thought that would work better.  But it would unsettle me, to say the least. 
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2 KINGS 4: Prophet Boss and the Pace of 

Miracles 
Here, we get the wife of a recently deceased prophet coming to Elisha to help her fend off 

creditors.  He does this via miracle, filling all the vessels in her home with oil so she can sell 

the excess to pay the debt.  Later in the chapter, he blesses a woman who’s set up a guest 

room for him with a kid, then raises that kid from the dead when he dies (bonus 

investigation: her use two times of “All is well” as, seemingly, optimism to hold herself 

together).  And then he purifies a stew that accidentally got some poisonous plants in it.  And 

then he takes a little bit of food and feeds a crowd. 

The biographical picture we get of Elijah is of a mysterious, almost flaky, guy who shows up 

in dramatic fashion and then hides for years.  The biographical picture we get of Elisha is not 

only different from Elijah; it’s different from all the other prophets.  He’s majorly involved in 

people’s lives as some sort of head prophet, essentially a supervisor of God’s freelancers (we 

learn in chapter 6 that some of them live in a building under his care).  Out of food?  No 

problem!  Bad credit?  Elisha can help! 

Reading five miracles in one chapter is surprising by how rarely we see that, even with Jesus.  

John does say that you can’t write down everything that Jesus did, suggesting a rapid pace of 

miracles, but the gospels aren’t written in a way that approximates that pace.  This chapter 

approximates that pace, even though it doesn’t list a timeframe for the miracles. 

So it’s jarring.  (Pun absolutely intended for the oil/debt miracle.)  I grew up under a number 

of teachers who were dedicated to telling people miracles don’t happen today, so it was 

appealing to their goal to say that the purpose of miracles (at least New Testament ones) was 

to “confirm the word,” i.e., to show that the person doing the miracle came from God.  But 

none of Elisha’s miracles in this chapter fit that box.  He's just using what he’s got to help the 

people in his life.  That’s why it’s a good segue to what John said about the pace of Jesus’s 

ministry, because it appears Jesus used miracles like Elisha did sometimes.  “Confirming the 

word” to those who didn’t believe was one use of miracles, but helping people who needed 

help was another.  It just usually wasn’t written about for sake of space. 
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2 KINGS 5: RimMon Ami 
The story of Naaman outside the leprosy-healing is more interesting to me because it’s talked 

about less.  (This far into my book, you’re not surprised, are you?)  After Naaman gets over 

his disgust for having to go to the Jordan River– he sounds like a coastal American asked to 

fly to Cleveland and jump in Lake Erie – he believes in God and talks with Elisha awhile, 

offering him gifts. (Elisha refuses, but Elisha’s servant Gehazi later tricks Naaman into giving 

them to himself.  For this graft, he gets leprosy.)   

In that exchange, Naaman asks Elisha to pardon a particular thing.  As Naaman serves a king 

who worships the god Rimmon, Naaman has to accompany said king to Rimmon’s temple 

and pay an expected amount of respect to Rimmon.  By discussing this with Elisha and 

asking for God’s pardon in it, Naaman is saying, “I have this mandatory work thing that for 

me will just be lip service to a fake god.  My heart’s not in it.  Could that please be okay?’ 

Elisha tells Naaman to go in peace about that.  His conscience clearly means well; it shouldn’t 

be troubled. 

If you know someone you consider too invested in politics, there’s a good chance that 

someone cares a lot about what politicians say.  If it turns out they’re making okay policies 

but are on the wrong side, the complaint might get reduced to, “well, it’s bad optics.”  

Whether it’s a clumsily handled press conference or a tweet that sounds like it’s from an 

older generation, these things regularly get talked about like they’re the M&Ms rather than 

the M&M bowl – the message rather than the medium. 

As at least the United States has seen over the last few years, there are many Christians for 

whom politics are about that optics coating first and foremost.  And it feels like their 

Christianity is of an identical concern.  In the world of Pharisees, these people would sign up 

to inspect cup exteriors; that’s the job they love. 

Naaman has a case of bad political optics relative to his core.  His job doesn’t let him choose 

the bowl, so he’s hoping he can still be an M&M.  (Yes, this analogy is getting weird.)  To the 

Christianity-is-optics crowd, I assume this distinction makes literally no sense.  Why doesn’t 

Naaman just quit his job?  Why can’t he take a real stand for God? 

But he is taking a stand for God.  Changing your beliefs about who the true God is involves a 

change in your life, a change in what you tell people is true.  To convert – to change your 

inside – is the stand.  M&Ms in an unsightly bowl are still M&Ms.  Elisha understands that 

Naaman is changing the things that are 100% within his control, asking for understanding on 

the parts less than 100% within his control.  I think the optics-first crowd likes to flip this 

and take people to task for anything greater than 0% within someone’s control.  I can see 
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why that makes sense from some angles, but if Elisha’s interaction with Naaman is any 

indication, it’s not the Bible’s standard.  God is holding people responsible for what’s 

completely within their control, and He understands that He made a big world where loads 

of things are beyond a single person’s control.  No medieval peasant ended global racism, but 

that wasn’t within their individual control.  (And before any contrarian brings this up, no, 

possessing a single vote in a democracy does not mean you suddenly have 100% control.  You 

very obviously have 1/n control, where n is how many people voted in that election.)  It’s 

great if things you have some control over are influenced for good because you are involved; 

by all means, try.  But if they don’t go completely the most right way, it doesn’t look like 

God is putting that on you. 

2 KINGS 6: “It was borrowed.” 
Elisha helps the prophets in his care by making sure an axe head that accidentally goes into 

the water floats, so it can be recovered rather than sinking to the bottom. 

That doesn’t interest me particularly.  But I am interested by what the guy who just lost his 

axe head exclaimed when it happened: 

“Alas, my master!  It was borrowed.” 

That’s as human a reaction as you’ll ever read anywhere.  It’s not just that he lost it; it was 

doubly worse because of the relational context.  How many times have you misplaced 

something and had the reaction be “my [spouse/parent/child] is going to be so upset” much 

more than “oh no; I misplaced that”?  We might say those things like they’re postscripts, but 

they’re the real reason we showed the emotion we did.  This story reflects that reality. 
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2 KINGS 7: (Don’t) Say What You Will… 
Elisha has a hopeful message for the king, listing the cheap and normal prices for food that 

will happen tomorrow.  But the nation’s been in dire straits for awhile; his hope sounds 

preposterous.  So one of the king’s captains declares it so preposterous as to be impossible.  

And Elisha takes the full step of declaring that not only will it happen, but the captain won’t 

live to see it. 

How food becomes normal-priced again takes quite the sequence of events.  Some lepers find 

an enemy camp having been abandoned in haste and report this to the king.  The king sends 

some soldiers to check whether it’s true; it is, and now everyone gets to eat.  (God had 

disrupted the camp by getting it to hear enemies coming.)  And as the people leave the city 

to go to the food, it’s like a Black Friday rush in Wal-Mart; the negative captain gets 

trampled in the gate and dies, as was declared. 

God doesn’t expect people with faith to know for certain what will happen.  God never 

claimed to reveal things to the world at that level.  Faith isn’t one weird trick to ensure an 

outcome.  While some with faith in the Bible were confident about an outcome, others 

hoped for an outcome but made their decision with full knowledge they had partial 

knowledge.  What God is more concerned with is this sort of thing – someone saying He 

can’t do it.  It’s no skin off your nose if you aren’t sure He will do it, nor is it untoward to 

note that a rare thing occurs rarely.  But to say something is impossible is considered a 

category distinct from that.  Saying there is 0 chance of God doing X is different from saying 

there is 0.00001 chance of God doing X. 

No matter what’s going on, always leave that 0.00001 chance for a turnaround.  I think that’s 

good practice not only with God but with people – that 0.0001 chance they might improve.  

It doesn’t mean you plan for it, but it means you won’t reflexively be against it if it happens. 

(This issue is approached from the other end in my discussion of Daniel 3.) 
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2 KINGS 8: Elisha and Hazael 
This is an unusual interaction.  Hazael comes from Syria on behalf of sick king Ben-Hadad to 

inquire of Elisha and God whether he will recover.  Elisha tells Hazael to tell Ben-Hadad yes, 

but the answer is actually no.  That would be weird enough to talk about, I suppose.  But 

then it says Elisha stares at Hazael until Hazael gets embarrassed, after which Elisha breaks 

down and cries.  The reason is that A) it’s been revealed to Elisha that the king will die and 

Hazael will take over; and B) Hazael will, as king, cause great destruction to Israel. 

Hazael overall reacts meekly to this, but eventually he does all the things in the prophecy.  It 

maybe puts the lie to Hazael saying “your servant” to refer to himself in Elisha’s presence – 

maybe that was just standard power-structure acknowledgment, that Hazael is coming from 

Syria with loads of presents in need of an answer.   

But why wasn’t Hazael interested in averting these things?  A prophecy told to a person that 

they will brutally slay with weapons seems like one of those prophecies that could be averted 

by the person involved.  Sure, when God wants a thing to happen, it will happen; but if 

Hazael decides to be a person of peace, then all that is described of him – setting fire to 

fortresses, killing young men with the sword, and things I’d rather not type – seems like it 

wouldn’t happen. 

What does Hazael do after this?  Murder the king (which was not in the prophecy; it took 

me a few times to register that).  He hears he’s going to be king, he hears the king’s going to 

die, and he adds two and Hazael together.  This is very much the opposite of David’s 

approach to these things, it’s fair to say. 

Overall, this story poses interesting questions about someone’s role within God’s plan.  It 

might be worth separating God’s descriptions of the future into promises and projections, 

rather than call them all prophecies.  With a promise, it’s going to happen however it 

happens.  With projections, input can change them.  It’s not said what Hazael’s available 

input is, but the things projected for him seem avoidable by their nature avoidable.  Not that 

Hazael was interested in avoiding them, given the first thing he did when he got back home 

the very next day. 
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2 KINGS 10: This Time, It’s Personal? 
Jehu, who doesn’t seem to believe the prophet who pulls an anoint-and-run on him – but his 

coterie does and a coup forms from there – deals with loads of the problem people in Israel 

when he becomes king.  Ahab’s family?  Done.  Loads of Baal prophets, brought into one 

place through deception?  Dealt with them.  This is what God wanted, so he guaranteed 

Jehu’s family would have kings for four generations. 

But Jehu didn’t get rid of Jeroboam’s golden calf or take care to follow God.  Even though he 

knew he was fulfilling some earlier prophecies, he didn’t go as many steps beyond that as you 

might think. 

I don’t know this about Jehu, but it seems like a violent coup to establish his kingship was 

something he was just interested in generally.  And it was peachy keen that it intersected 

with what God wanted, but that’s it.  It reads like Jehu’s not acting out of devotion, but 

revenge.  He had personal motivation in his heart, not God’s motivation.  And…well, it 

could have worked out better. 
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2 KINGS 11: Work on the Sabbath 
Within the coup discussed here, there is a mention of the temple guards who go off duty on 

the Sabbath and guard the king’s house.  That could be read a couple ways, but it appears 

they leave one job on the Sabbath to do another.  2 Chronicles 23 tells this same story and 

notes that that some went off duty on the Sabbath while others went on duty on the 

Sabbath.  And in 1 Chronicles 9 there are four temple gatekeepers who open the temple 

every morning. 

I mention these because the Pharisees got onto Jesus for healing sick people on the Sabbath – 

it was too much work, under their distinctions between work and rest.  But of course there 

were guards all around things in Jesus’s day, just like there were temple and royal guards in 2 

Kings and 1 Chronicles.  They didn’t just stop guarding things on the Sabbath. 

As it turns out, we don’t read of the Sabbath at all between Deuteronomy and 2 Kings.  And 

when we read of the Sabbath in 2 Kings, it’s because people do things on it.  In 2 Kings 4, a 

husband asks his wife why she’s going to Elijah even though it is not a Sabbath.  I wouldn’t 

be surprised, given how 2 Kings 4 describes traveling to Elijah, if her Sabbath meetings 

involved greater distances than the Pharisees allowed. 

So while none of these references imply that they were keeping the Sabbath properly while 

the Pharisees were not, it does mean that the Pharisees had made choices that previous 

generations had not.  Like any small-time tyrants, the Pharisees’ accusations can read a little 

like they are making the obviously correct choice, but it wasn’t obviously correct, as 

evidenced by these other people.  It is a typical small-time tyrant trick to move past the stage 

where they’ve decided they’re right, intimidating you into not backing the question up to 

discuss it.  This is the energy I get from the Pharisees, especially looking back at these people 

doing their necessary jobs or sensible travel on the Sabbath.   
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2 KINGS 13: Half-Hearted 
Weird story on the surface.  The king of Israel visits a dying Elisha, worried about the future.  

Elisha tells him to pick up a bow and some arrows, then he tells him to shoot them out the 

window.  This represents victory over Syria: “you shall fight the Syrians in Aphek until you 

have made an end of them.”  Elisha then tells the king to strike the arrows on the ground – as 

in hit the ground with the arrows like they’re a melee weapon.  The king does this three 

times and stops.  This angers Elisha, who then says that the king will only strike Syria three 

times, and he would have finished them off if he had struck the ground five or six times. 

What is going on here?  I think the clearest explanations are: 1) the king might have been 

half-hearted in how he struck the arrows on the ground; and 2) the king maybe should have 

let Elisha say when to stop striking with the arrows instead of deciding himself.  I don’t 

know that I would have understood, after Elisha said the king would make an end of the 

Syrians, that the striking of the arrows represented that effort (or lack thereof), but maybe it 

was implicit. 

Then again, what’s wrong with clarifying before doing the thing the prophet asked?  Now 

that I think about it, the Bible does not record many people asking a prophet, “what does this 

request of yours represent?”  I don’t know why that is.  I don’t think that’s a question 

doubting the prophet or expressing a lack of interest in doing it (or a lack of faith); I think it 

shows a desire to understand the task to do it better.  Then again, I’ve never been prophesied 

to.  
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2 KINGS 13 (again): The Necessary Cycle 
The end of chapter 13 talks about how Hazael (remember him?) oppressed Israel, but then 

God delivered them.  And it got me to realize something: 

Our lives have to have ups and downs, because some parts of our lives need to go up and 

others need to go down, and it’s unrealistic to think every single thing in our lives will be 

perfectly balanced. 

It reminds me what of I think about when applying for jobs.  It’s not like a gradual increase 

in applications leads to a smooth acceleration from quarter-job to half-job to full job.  You try 

a lot of things when you’re unemployed, and then suddenly you’re employed.  It’s stop-start 

by its nature, and that can’t be helped.  Rewarding through a series of blessings and 

admonishing through a series of adversities is also stop-start by its nature, and that can’t be 

helped.  God isn’t saying, “your life is 70% great, so here’s a 70% blessing/30% 

admonishment for you.”  That’s not how things and people work (especially since most 

things get better or worse based on their context).  So when the Bible describes a cycle of 

admonishment and rescue at the national level, it’s not God hating and then loving.  There 

just aren’t that many ways of both blessing and admonishing other than to put them in a 

sequence. 

18: Nehushtan 
When Hezekiah became king, he finally broke Nehushtan. 

Nehushtan was the name given to a centuries-old bronze serpent.  Moses had made it, 

according to God’s instructions, so people dealing with serpent bites (a particular punishment 

for a particular thing) could look at the serpent and be healed.  By Hezekiah’s day, it 

apparently was worshipped, as people made offerings to it. 

How?  I have no idea.  But have you ever known someone who will just fall in line with 

anything?  They’ll show up for any party, they’ll get fast food at any time of night you want, 

and so on?  I think the religious version of that is taking a thing God commissioned to heal 

people and treating it like its own thing to be venerated. 

It’s not uncommon to like the trappings of something more than the something – to like the 

notion of parenting more than one’s actual children, to care about church politics and power 

more than the reason for church, or to like arguing about a sport more than the sport.  Liking 

religious objects more than religion is how you get The Da Vinci Code being so popular (I’m 

guessing; I haven’t read it).  It’s not how I roll, but it’s frequent across time.  
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2 KINGS 18 (again): Rabshakeh’s 

Discombobulation 
In trying to shake the confidence of Judah, the Rabshakeh from Assyria throws verbal 

spaghetti at the walls of Jerusalem.  It’s worth doing a quick rundown of the sauce on that 

spaghetti.  So to speak. 

What really are you trusting in? – Basic doubt. 

Do you think that mere words are strategy and power for war? – Well, no, but you’re saying 

mere words too. 

Egypt isn’t trustworthy. – Maybe?  At this point, it’s an assertion, and a biased one at that. 

You took away God’s high places and altars except the one in Jerusalem. – Misinformed, but 

since when do bullies sweat the details? 

Bet you can’t find enough people for a cavalry, even if we gave you the horses. – Offering 

bets is a time-honored incitement trick. 

The Lord told me to destroy you. – Big if true.  Small if false. 

Hey – y’all! – The leaders of Judah say to speak Aramaic instead of Hebrew, to keep it 

government-to-government.  Rabshakeh informs the leaders that he’s talking to everyone on 

the wall. 

You’re doomed to eat your own dung and drink your own urine. – Again, big if true. 

Do not let Hezekiah deceive you. – But let this new Assyrian deceive you. 

The king of Assyria will give you great things if you make peace with him. – Ooh, and I can 

enjoy the company of bullies like you?  Sign me up! 

No other gods have delivered from Assyria. – Okay, this one was true. 

King Hezekiah had ordered everyone in Judah not to say a word in reply – just don’t engage 

– and they faithfully did not engage. 

When someone throws this much out rapid-fire, it takes so much to sift through it that 

there’s no point.  If you know someone like this – trolling or controlling – it doesn’t do much 

good to respond head-on.  They’ve shown that they’re happy to just make messes to see if 

you fall in them.  And messes are always quicker than cleanup.  The only way to win is not 

to play. 
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2 KINGS 23/2 CHRONICLES 30: How Many 

Years? 
King Josiah restored the national Passover in full.  Hezekiah had done a grand but 

circumstantially makeshift attempt; Josiah had a bigger opportunity to do it all down to the 

last detail. 

It says there hadn’t been one of this type “since” the judges or the kings to that point. 

Sources vary as to how to fill in gaps, but the overall time period that there wasn’t a national 

Passover as detailed under the law as Josiah’s was around 400 years (if it’s just the kings) or 

700 years (if it’s the kings and the judges).  That is a long time. 

And if you look up for Passover in the Bible, the word skips from Joshua to 2 Kings, another 

way of saying what 2 Kings is saying.  It was a national thing God commanded, and then it 

didn’t happen for centuries. 

David?  You know, the David who was a man after God’s own heart and loved God’s law?  

No national Passover.  (I say national Passover because it is well possible individuals or 

groups did their best to keep it.) 

All those kings already discussed as being true to God and not turning to the right or the left?   

No national Passover. 

This might be tied to priests in Josiah’s day finding the book of the law in the temple.  It’s not 

stated whether the finding of that book implies that nobody knew the law for awhile, or 

whether there were other unofficial copies or something like that.  And we don’t know how 

long the gap would be anyway.  (This is an excellent time for me to remind you that part of 

king training according to Deuteronomy 17 was to copy the law out and make it into a book.  

If every king does that, then there are at least as many copies as there were kings.  Obviously, 

a few kings in the chain didn’t care about that sort of thing; and if you lose the law, you lose 

the bit that tells you to copy the law.)  In any event, there are efforts to restore what had 

been lost on a royal and national level for many years. 

Anyone can be a true follower of God.  No one can be a complete follower of God.  There’s a 

difference.  We will have missed some opportunities; we will have underemphasized some 

things and overemphasized other things.  “Doing everything right” and “doing every right 

thing” have a difference as well; the former speaks to quality while the latter speaks to scope.  

It’s great to have both, but God knows what we are capable of (caring about doing right) and 

what we are incapable of (not messing up).  So many people are called favored of God in this 

time, even as they might not have celebrated a single Passover in their lives. 
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I say that to say this – again: if anyone is telling you God wasn’t forgiving in the Old 

Testament, that’s inaccurate.  He overlooked a lot of things with the people who wanted to 

serve Him.  He didn’t overlook rebellion and presumption, but a lot of the rest He did 

overlook.  Come to think of it, maybe some of those details are listed to help us understand 

how much He overlooks with us.  When you have that list of what the kings should have 

been doing, and you see what the kings actually did, and then many of them were favored of 

God anyway, that’s easier to understand in our own lives.  Our requirements are, on the 

whole, shorter and perhaps featuring a greater percentage of intangibles, but mercy and 

forgiveness exist there as well. 

If the predominant concept of God in your mind is someone who wouldn’t overlook 

centuries of leaders who didn’t bring the nation together for a Passover, then your concept 

doesn’t match the Bible’s.  I don’t know all that that means, but I know it’s true.  
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1 CHRONICLES 

(Because family trees and spreadsheets 

don’t convert well to plain text) 
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1 CHRONICLES 4: “Now the Records Are 

Ancient.” 
In the middle of chronicling various people and incidents, there is a parenthetical that the 

things being discussed are ancient. 

That is jarring to read in the Old Testament, but…it wasn’t the Old Testament at the time.  

And it would have been silly to call it that even when it was old, because: A) the book of 

Hebrews hadn’t yet referred to old and new covenants/testaments; B) the vast majority of the 

content isn’t a covenant; and C) loads of the material predates the primary national covenant 

anyway.  (Old Testament is a lousy name for the first part of the Bible.) 

My broader point is that age is always relative.  I’ve had an aphorism for years: the “way it’s 

always been” is whatever the oldest person alive says their childhood was like.  That’s really 

it.  Whoever’s the oldest generation alive doesn’t have anyone older to contradict them; what 

it tells its grandkids is authoritative through being unchallenged.  (What luck that Tom 

Brokaw determined the greatest generation while it was alive AND had spare money for 

books.) 

It’s the same flaw that conflates “as far as I can see” with “going on forever.”  Whenever 

someone tells you that something has always been a certain way, it tells you more about their 

perspective than that something.  
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1 CHRONICLES 11: David and L’Oreal 
There’s an aside in here that reads unusually at first.  David longs out loud for some water 

from a particular well held by the Philistines.  So his three mightiest warriors risk their lives 

for it, breaking into the Philistine camp (successfully) to bring back some of that water to 

David. 

When they give it to him, he pours it out without drinking it, saying that it was obtained at 

too high a cost for him to feel comfortable. 

I’ll tell you this for free: if I crave something out loud and you get it for me, I’ll tell you that 

wasn’t what I expected, but I’ll still eat it.  Don’t worry about that.  You may, for example, 

send Scotch eggs to Brandon Isleib, c/o … 

But what David is really saying to his mighty men is that he values them more than he values 

his hunger and thirst cravings.  While that might sound like basic human decency, the Bible 

is filled with kings who did not understand this.  The power trip from being served got to 

them.  David understood what it meant to be a king of God: being over other servants of God 

while being under God at the same time.  This aside is an example of that.   
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1 CHRONICLES 11 (again): Second-Tier 

Greatness 
In this chapter, we learn about David’s warrior support staff.  There are the three mightiest 

that I just talked about, and there’s a group of 30 under them. 

Within that 30 is Abishai.  He becomes the most esteemed of the 30 and is their commander, 

but it says he didn’t rise to the level of the three. 

Being commander of the second tier but never becoming the first tier is like having the most 

charting songs without a #1.  Ardent fans might care greatly and say that artist was “robbed.”  

The artist might resent never getting to #1.  But taken with perspective, being the fourth in 

David’s group – even if it’s a clear fourth that’s never first – is still a lot. 

As a class, humans are great at comparing themselves to each other but terrible at knowing 

absolute standing.  For example, you can find a lot of statistics saying that X country is worst 

“among developed countries” at something.  X might be in the top half of the world at that 

thing, but the authors want to say that X is lagging behind/in dire need of doing something.  

We are in the environment we are in, and we can sense how we’re doing relative to what’s 

around us, but that’s it. 

We’ll never know why Abishai was stuck at #4.  But that’s still better than almost everyone 

around him.  There’s only one #1 at a time; it’s no shame not to be it. 

12: Understanding the Times 
The tribe of Issachar doesn’t get a lot of Bible press.  Here, it’s mentioned that Issachar had a 

lot of wise people who gave good advice for the present state of things – they “had 

understanding of the times.” 

I see what this means a fair amount at work.  There’s a difference between understanding 

what laws apply to a situation and knowing how they work with/against that actual 

situation.  It’s roughly the difference between theoretical disciplines and applied science.  

You learn a different skill set when you have to keep trying theories out.  Application is an 

exercise in translating what you know to what’s in front of you.  And being independently 

good at it is as vital a part of making decisions as increasing what you know in the first place.  
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1 CHRONICLES 19: P(B)TO 
Weird international diplomacy mishap here.  David sends a peaceful envoy to Ammon 

because its king died and his son was now the king.  Ammonite princes are suspicious and 

shame the delegates by cutting their clothes and shaving their beards. 

When David hears about this, he sends messengers to the delegates, telling them not to 

worry about coming back for now, that they should remain at Jericho until their beards have 

grown back. 

This personal beard time off – dignity-based personal leave – understands the connections 

among professional embarrassment (being shown up on the job), personal embarrassment 

(another nation shaved their beards), and the immediate future of work product (not looking 

good).  In the West, these issues often have been separated as a matter of work culture or 

human resources policy; embarrassment is rarely a reason to ask for a vacation).  But trauma 

we experience on one day inevitably matters the next day, no matter the source. 

Compartmentalizing aspects of life over recent years of Western work culture leads to 

holistic approaches to employee health seeming complicated, like it’s weaving separate 

strands of a person together.  But holistic approaches can also be very simple – not even 

worried about the strands of a person, just seeing they aren’t right today and adjusting 

accordingly.  That was understood in this story.  
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2 CHRONICLES 
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2 CHRONICLES 2: Huram-Abi and the Half-

Blood Temple 
I talked previously about the heathens who made the temple, and how that wouldn’t sit right 

with many today.  Here, we learn of Huram-Abi.  He’s half from Israel, half from Tyre, and 

an expert craftsman, so he’s an obvious choice from Tyre’s perspective to build the temple. 

Sometimes your rare, unchangeable circumstances will make you uniquely qualified to do 

something.  I’m assuming Dan+Tyre wasn’t a great mix to be loved by either community 

growing up, but it was worth a lot here. 

You don’t have to hate or love those circumstances.  Just know that they might help 

somebody in a rare way someday. 

8: I Get What You Mean, But… 
Among Solomon’s many wives was a daughter of the current Pharaoh.  When she arrived in 

Israel, Solomon chose to build her a separate house from the Davidian line, to keep separate 

from where the Ark of the Covenant had been. 

This strikes me as an odd time to care about sanctification – after marrying someone you 

don’t think is sufficiently holy for purposes of living quarters.  It’s the purity equivalent of 

penny-wise and pound-foolish. 

Then again, there’s a lot of that in the world.  There was a long time when I didn’t eat 

anything considered junk food or desserts, but I snacked and entrée-d my way into obesity 

without them.  I thought I had some good health initiative going – something to hang my hat 

on – but no. 

So I understand Solomon’s thinking here.  It’s just that the thinking’s too late.  
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2 CHRONICLES 11: The Faith Drain 
After getting most of Israel, King Jeroboam made up an in-state religion, so that people 

wouldn’t go down to worship in Jerusalem – freshly made enemy territory.  This resulted in 

many Levites – who lived in cities throughout Israel rather than their own territory – 

moving to Judah because that’s where the God religion was shrinking to.   

We don’t know how many moved – probably not a literal 1/12 of Israel – but that’s not a 

small amount of people to lose.  It seems likely they would have “made the commute work” 

if allowed, but Jeroboam didn’t allow it.  Worried that he would lose people to Judah 

religiously, he…did something that caused a lot of people to move to Judah. 

Shortsighted politics are nothing new.  This is such a standout example of unintended 

consequences from nearsighted thinking.  Did he think that losing this many people was 

inevitable either way or something?  Whatever the case, that doesn’t seem to be the best way 

to start off one’s reign. 

13: What Are Words For? 
When 1 Kings describes Abijah/Abijam, it doesn’t say he did great.  But it turns out he did 

one thing right.  It’s a speech against Jeroboam, who’s come with an army twice the size of 

Abijah’s.  The speech is about how Jeroboam won’t succeed because he’s kicked out God, 

while Abijah will succeed because he has God. 

That’s not enough to make the battle a win by itself.  When Judah is ambushed on both sides, 

they call out to God, and God rescues them.  So it raises a question: did the speech add any 

value? 

I’d say it added frame-of-mind value, if that makes sense.  The priests and other people a 

nation would have if they wanted to call out to God in distress were there.  The speech was 

part of that package.  If it had just been a monologue thrown out at Jeroboam with nothing 

else, it seems like it would have blown away for not being substantial enough. 

A lot of people love climactic speeches in action movies, but do they add any value?  I 

shouldn’t go making that kind of speech without some, e.g., skills with fighting or weapons 

or superpowers.  Similarly, I don’t recommend speeches about having God on your side 

unless you’re going to take steps to have God on your side.  Talking doesn’t have enough 

force to push the red button.  
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2 CHRONICLES 16: Fill In the Blanks: Don’t 

_____ ___ _________ 
This happens a lot with kings: they decide not to rely on God, a prophet/seer communicates 

the consequences, and the king ragingly shoots the messenger.  Here, Asa – who cared about 

God – throws the messenger in prison, and then “inflicted cruelties upon some of the people 

at the same time.” 

Shooting the messenger is so popular in these circumstances because it’s an instant way to 

feel powerful.  If you’ve felt like things haven’t been going your way, knock over a trash can, 

rip a phone book in half, or shoot a messenger – you’ll be right as rain! 

It’s worth having an emergency plan – like for a hurricane or an earthquake – when you feel 

powerless and want to feel powerful.  Maybe play a game on your phone that you’re good at 

or take a medium-to-easy quiz – something with working cause and effect and no victims.  

It’s better than what happened here. 

17/19/20: Civic Engagement 
King Jehoshaphat cared more about the people of Judah interacting with God’s law than 

other kings.  He sent priests to go through the land and teach, and he appointed judges in 

every city. 

Yet after all that, “the people had not yet set their hearts upon the God of their fathers.” 

As someone who likes giving trainings about finding and understanding laws, I assume the 

response has to have been frustrating.  A big education and justice push didn’t fully take.  But 

surely it was better to do it than not.  Just because not everyone was educated or learned 

justice from the courts doesn’t mean efforts would have been better spent on something else.  

One of the highly reputable PR firms I paid to promote my first album seems to have done 

the bare minimum to collect the money (they won’t return my emails asking how it went), 

but the other PR firm worked out.  And if I hadn’t tried anything, would anyone have 

listened?  No. 

So while this story’s particularly aggravating to me to read, good on him for trying.  
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2 CHRONICLES 21: No One’s Regret 
King Jehoram has the saddest described ending of all the kings.  He was Jehoshaphat’s son, 

and Jehoshaphat had a chronic issue allying with evil.  In this case, he had his son marry into 

Ahab’s family.  This was a very bad idea, as Jehoram decided his in-laws were more his style.  

He killed all his brothers when he became king, for instance. 

Eventually, Elijah sent him a letter describing what would happen to him.  That letter 

describes Jehoram’s dead brothers as “better than you,” which…well, yeah.  The letter also 

says that all his family will get a plague and that he will get a bowel disease. 

Jehoram in time lost all his possessions and family (except his youngest son) to invading 

armies, and then, once he was alone, he got that bowel disease and it killed him over two 

years. 

Some kings did enough other things to still be buried with honor or dignity.  Not Jehoram.  

The people did not make a fire in his honor, and he was not buried with the kings – it’s 

Judah’s equivalent of not lowering the flag to half-mast for a dead President.  And the worst 

part – to me at least – is that it says he “departed with no one’s regret.” 

I have no broader point.  That’s just a bleak life.  At least an evil king who went out big went 

out big.  Not that it ultimately matters, but you get what I mean. 

29: Play the Hits 
When Hezekiah rededicated Israel, he had the Levites bring out the instruments that David 

had, and he told them to sing to God “with the words of David and of Asaph the seer.” 

He’s talking about the Psalms – centuries-old Psalms on centuries-old instruments. 

Given estimates of when David and Hezekiah reigned, the rough equivalent would be asking 

someone in the 2020s to play “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.”  “Amazing Grace” is a 

little too new for the comparison to work, but it’s that era – songs that round up to 300 years 

old (at least for David’s). 

This mostly amused me to figure out what was going on.  As part of bringing back full God 

worship, Hezekiah requested that the Levites play classic God songs.  Casey Kasem, eat your 

heart out (that reference feels almost 300 years old). 
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2 CHRONICLES 36: 70 Sabbath Years 
After the last straw sends Judah into exile, there’s a commentary about why the exile lasted 

70 years.  It’s so the land could “enjoy[] its Sabbaths.”  The way it’s phrased, apparently the 

nation had not been taking every seventh year off like God had instructed at the beginning, 

so this was making up for 490 years of that.  I suppose when you’re constantly warring or 

forsaking God, letting the land rest every seven years – the ultimate economic trust fall – 

isn’t top of mind. 

But God still cared about it.  I wonder if the exile would have been shorter if kings had 

observed the Sabbath rest.  Then again, if they had, that trust fall would have shown big faith 

in God that would imply it wasn’t time to exile.  So it’s all chicken-egg in the end.  

Ultimately, it’s worth noting that sometimes God cares about something for a half-

millennium even if everyone else has moved on. 
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EZRA 
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EZRA 3: A Mixed Reaction 
When the post-exile temple starts to be built, the people gather to observe the event.  In a 

helpful tip about how to read these words, “all the people” gave a shout, “but many” of the 

old-timers wept because the new temple wasn’t as grand as the original.  The combined 

group’s loudness was all you could tell from a distance. 

Temple 2.0 was both A) not as splendiferous as Temple 1.0; and B) a vast improvement over 

Temple (N/A) from being in exile.  Both reactions were “correct,” governed entirely by the 

context of who was reacting.  A lot of life is like that.  Policing reactions to an event you 

share with someone else says to them, “adopt my perspective over yours.”  Don’t bother.  Just 

let it hit how it will hit. 

4-7: Zoning Bullies? 
In trying to process what’s going on in this part of Ezra, I found it best, as I naturally would, 

to process it like it involves modern zoning and NIMBYs.  So let’s take less-known parts of 

the Old Testament and make them seem more obscure with comparisons to bureaucracy!  

It’ll be fun! 

The Jewish exiles want to rebuild Jerusalem, and they have the government permit for it.  

But local building opponents, who were paying off advisors, wrote a letter to the current 

king (not the king granting the original permit) saying that a rebuilt Jerusalem won’t pay its 

proper tax and tribute based on city history. 

The new king agrees and enjoins further building.  When that king is gone, the Jewish exiles 

resume building.  And when the local governor inquires about permits, the exiles point to 

the original king’s permits, noting that the royal archives in Babylon will have records of it.  

And it turns out the archives have that permit.  So the newest king reverts to the original 

permit and adds consequences for anyone who would interfere with it. 

Ezra 4-7 is a legal permit battle of a community building project the locals don’t want.  And 

most of the chapters are just attaching the correspondence in the tug of war.  It’s a familiar 

modern tale but in Bible-ese. 
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EZRA 9-10: The Scope of the Transgression 
Okay…my goal in discussing these chapters is to make it super-clear what is being talked 

about here.  The way I remember hearing about this, it’s a kind of xenophobia/purify-the-

bloodline sentiment that’s fuzzy enough to spin into modern versions.  When it’s described 

that the nation put away foreign wives, it sounds like this massive thing that tears apart long-

time families, even proselytes, in the name of eliminating any drop of non-Jewish blood. 

That is not what is going on here.  Maybe you read what actually goes on and still find it 

troubling; I get it if you do.  But my goal is to describe what this account describes, because it 

is much narrower than I was allowed to believe.  (I don’t know if I was led to believe it; 

that’s more intent than I can ascribe.) 

Ezra gets a report that that the Jewish exiles have been intermarrying with the locals.  This is 

massively distressing, as it goes against Ezra’s goals for reconstituting Judah.  They can’t settle 

this on the day the people are gathered together to deal with it, in part because it’s a huge 

mess and in part because there’s a downpour.  After a few months, they sort it all out; those 

who had married the locals put them away, and “some…had even borne children.” 

That quote is important in understanding Ezra’s actual concern.  Ezra is not concerned, nor is 

it even possible for him to be concerned, about prior, existing non-Jewish blood on the 

national level.  When Nehemiah deals with missing genealogies, those who could not prove 

their entire genealogies were kept from the priesthood, but they weren’t kicked out of the 

nation.  Nor would that make sense with Rahab being in the line of Jesus; his ancestors in 

Ezra’s time would have been kicked out if this is what Ezra cared about.  King David had 

Moabite blood from Ruth; Ezra was not purging David’s bloodline. 

No, that note about “some” bearing children – a silly distinction if he’s talking about the 

history books – shows that Ezra is concerned about those who have A) gone from Babylonian 

exile to Judah as single men, then B) decided to take wives from among the differently-

religioned locals in the (comparatively) short time they have been in Israel. 

This is why Ezra lists 112 (if I counted right) men who were violators, for a total of 224 

people in couples.  That’s the entire list out of a nation of about 42,000 (using Nehemiah’s 

count of the assembly for quick math) – 0.5%.  And given the recency of the violations, 

sending them away is not an en masse ripping apart of established families because someone 

in them is from the “wrong” country of origin.  (It’s also not deporting anyone, given that 

these were all marriages of locals.)  The closest equivalent in modern times is an annulment – 

before this becomes a big thing, let’s undo it and start over. 



 

168 

 

That’s not to make everything in this story rosy or tidy or pleasant or heartwarming.  It’s to 

say the issue and its scope were contained and not to be taken as a broader commentary, then 

or now.  Like how Noah’s curse on Canaan was turned millennia later into an argument for 

white supremacy, certain details of this story appeal to those who would like to send 

“different people” away.  That’s not what this is about or for. 
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NEHEMIAH 
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NEHEMIAH 2: Of Sadness and Typicality 
What kicks off Nehemiah, the cupbearer to the king, becoming leader of post-exile 

rebuilding, is that he’s sad in front of the king and he hadn’t been before.  The king observes 

this and says, “hey, you’re sad but you’re not sick.  What’s up?” 

Without driving anything home too hard, there is value in being both optimistic and real 

with people.  For myself, I largely try to keep a mood floor.  Most of what I want to avoid is 

the weird-but-mainstream answer on how I’m doing: “Not bad for a [fill in the day of the 

week].”  What does that even mean?  Does anyone know what is specifically good on 

Tuesday?  Is Friday judged on a harsher scale – “Not bad for a Tuesday but lousy for a 

Friday”?  Those sorts of sighing responses come in with too much expectation at what the 

day might hold.  It feels like it’s saying, “I’m prepared for nothing interesting to happen 

today.”  Okay, but why do you need to prepare for that? 

In any event, Nehemiah’s work demeanor played a sizable part in him doing the work that 

he wanted. 

5: A Matched Set of Actions 
Nehemiah, now as a political leader of Israel, gets upset when he finds out that people are 

taking out mortgages and selling their kids into slavery to buy food from other Jews, with 

interest.  Nehemiah “took counsel with [him]self” and brought the rich Jews into an 

assembly to charge them to stop charging others. 

Later in the chapter, we find out that Nehemiah doesn’t eat the royal allowance of food for 

leaders, writing how this used to be a heavy governmental burden on the people that royal 

servants loved collecting. 

These make a matched set of actions in concern for the poor, a showing that Nehemiah was 

not just interested in other people helping.  It’s always useful when your leaders do this sort 

of thing, and it often is telling when they don’t.  It’s not like they have to – leading well is 

hard work – but authenticity of this sort can increase support for a cause.  
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NEHEMIAH 6: In the Pocket of Big Opposition 
There’s been a bit in Nehemiah about the opposition of Tobiah and Sanballat – from 

distractions to making up legal violations.  This is where we learn just how bad it is.  

Nehemiah visits a prophet who is homebound, and the prophet says Nehemiah’s life is in 

danger and he should hide in the temple – apparently in a place Nehemiah was not 

authorized by the Law to go.  Nehemiah says that he’s not in the political position to run 

away, and it would be wrong anyway.  Then he figures out that Tobiah and Sanballat had 

paid this prophet to say that.  And as Nehemiah wraps up that story, he mentions that other 

prophets were paid off too. 

Tobiah and Sanballat also sent promotional snoops – sons-in-law to say how great they were 

and report communication back. 

This is basically evil rich people controlling the media – what Rupert Murdoch or Sinclair 

Media are often considered to do.  In 2022, Tobiah and Sanballat would be filming partisan 

documentaries, making attack ads about Nehemiah, and getting bots to mob his tweets.  That 

it was done through hiring prophets doesn’t change the power relationship or the intent. 

8: It’s Never Been A “Duh, Can’t You Read?” 

Book 
When Nehemiah gathers everyone to hear the Law read by Ezra, with help from many 

others, it says that they explained what they read; “they gave the sense, so that the people 

understood the reading.” 

Neither the Bible nor any law has ever been a “well, just read it and then you’ll know it all” 

book.  It’s dangerously simplistic to say that, and when it’s said it often means “well, just read 

it and then you’ll agree with my very strong conclusion.”  Bible reading schedules can be 

useful, but if it’s just to mark off the chapters, that doesn’t do much.  It’s eating without any 

aids to digestion. 

So if you read something and don’t feel any more enlightened than before, you join the bulk 

of humanity. 
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NEHEMIAH 8 (again): The Feast of Booths 
I covered earlier that a national, done-correctly Passover was either 400 or 700 years absent 

when King Josiah did one.  Here, we learn the Feast of Booths hadn’t been observed since 

Joshua’s days.  So that’s the 700 years plus the last few kings plus 70 years of exile. 

The same things I said about God’s patience and blessing of those trying to do right while 

these big things were nationally left undone are true here, but with more force given the 

longer period of noncompliance. 

9/13: Better (or Worse) Than Ezra 
After the Ezra discussion, I didn’t want to have to run into this again, but…here we go. 

At one point when the nation was in mourning and repenting, the people “separated 

themselves from all foreigners and stood and confessed their sins and the iniquities of their 

fathers.”  And when they read the Law that discusses Ammonites and Moabites being 

forbidden to “enter the assembly of God,” the people “separated from Israel all those of 

foreign descent.” 

What is he talking about? 

It seems no one’s quite sure.  But there are a few things to consider here: 

- It’s talking about religious assemblies and nothing else.  There are also instructions in the 

Law to treat foreigners as nicely as themselves, because the Jews were themselves foreigners 

in Egypt. 

- Nehemiah points out the spot in the Law he’s talking about.  And that spot says that 

Ammonites and Moabites “to the tenth generation” may not enter the assembly.  This is in a 

list of others who may not enter, whether for themselves or to generations: no one with 

crushed testicles or a cut-off penis; “no one born of a forbidden union” (tenth generation); 

and Egyptians and Edomites (third generation).  So it’s not specifically a racial thing, none of 

this would stop them from serving God, and none of this allowed worse treatment of them.  

It was literally just about the assembly.  Nehemiah is referring to that command, so he’s not 

saying he’s varying from it.  Just because he doesn’t call out the tenth generation doesn’t 

mean he’s not respecting the command. 

- The framing of modern racial problems makes it harder to understand this passage.  The 

typical reason someone wants to separate themselves from foreigners these days is racism.  

Make them go back to “their country” even if their families have been here for decades, or 

keep them out of the suburbs – things like that.  So when you hear in the 2020s phrases from 
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Nehemiah, it’s usually to enable mistreating people in a way the Mosaic Law forbade.  And 

we’re so used to that being the reason someone would phrase something like this that it is 

very hard to read anything with those phrases. 

As with the material in Ezra, that might not be enough for you to feel comfortable with how 

this story plays out, and I get it if that’s true.  If I were God, I don’t think I would care about 

these things.  But what Israel is doing here is not a parallel to modern-day racism.  It’s closer 

to what Native American tribe registration issues: who may register and who should get a say 

in tribal matters. 

(Later in Nehemiah 13, there’s an issue with marrying the locals that is similar to, and might 

be the same group of people as, the 112 couples in Ezra.  Nehemiah mentions that the 

children could not speak the language of Judah and half spoke the language of Ashdod.  So 

there is a clear lack of cultural Judaism that is accompanying this and seems to be the 

primary issue – not specifically where people are from.  It was religious-cultural resignation 

to things away from God.  So although it’s described as marrying foreigners, it’s also clear 

that is a summary of the problem, not the right-on-the-nose problem.  Again, if you live in a 

country where the literally stated problem many people have is that someone was born 

somewhere else, it’s hard to read these passages for what they are saying.)  
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NEHEMIAH 13 (again): The Sabbath Taken 

Seriously 
When we read about Sabbath temple guards and openers, I mentioned we were reading a 

different view from the Pharisees on how to treat work on the Sabbath.  We get another 

view here.  Nehemiah observes all kinds of commercial activity happening on the Sabbath 

and halts it.  But to enforce this, he puts guards by the city gates on the Sabbath.  Businesses 

try to get around this by setting up “outside Jerusalem once or twice,” but Nehemiah 

threatens them from the top of the wall. 

So here, the idea of forbidden work on the Sabbath was less about performing tasks and more 

about profiting – buying and selling and getting gain.  This tracks with the forbidding of 

gathering manna on the Sabbath – and it points out something interesting in how the 

Pharisees chose to misinterpret. 

When the people in Moses’s day didn’t understand the notion of gathering twice as much 

manna on the sixth day because there wouldn’t be any on the seventh day, they went out on 

the seventh day anyway.  Moses was upset at them for this, and to get the point across, he 

forbade them to leave their places on the seventh day. 

It wasn’t that leaving their places was the core problem.  It was that they were leaving to 

gather things for themselves, and the way to get the point across that there wouldn’t be 

anything to gather was to forbid them to leave their place.  That implies nothing as to 

whether X number of miles walked is “work” (if anything, it implies the walking wasn’t 

“work”). 

Here, Nehemiah has some people working on the Sabbath to guard against other people 

working on the Sabbath.  So things that could be considered day jobs are not the definition of 

“work” here.  There’s a sense of asset increases and material gain that’s part of it.  It makes 

sense that the wealth-loving Pharisees didn’t want to focus on that, so they buried the 

Sabbath meaning in tiny-minded definitions of “work” (like healing people).  
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ESTHER 
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ESTHER 1: A Strange Relationship with 

Compulsion 
There is a weird edict that King Ahasuerus proclaims about his seven-day feast for all the 

people (which is after a 180-day ego-boosting tour for various officials).  It’s weird in that 

translators can’t decide whether it means one thing or the opposite.  Either his party had no 

limit on the drinking – because he wanted people to do whatever they wanted – or there was 

no compulsion to drink.  The latter might sound like an odd thing to state out loud, but some 

people with power want to force you into whatever they’re doing. 

And that’s what makes the next bit with Queen Vashti inconsistent.  She refuses to be 

paraded in front of the king on what is at least day seven of drinking.  Because it was the 

king’s command, Vashti was breaking the law, and his advisors said she should be removed 

from the queenhood, to make an example for the nation about who’s in charge in the 

household (and apparently who chooses its spoken language. 

So…the partiers could do as they pleased, but women at home couldn’t do as they pleased.  

What a charming man. 

It fits that the freedom described for his party – whether to drink a lot or not – was 

according to royal order.  There are a lot of people who like to give individual freedoms out 

and then claim they are live-and-let-live.  But freedom on a retractable leash is not freedom; 

it’s just a nicer preference of the leash-holder.  And how much freedom can you feel in those 

situations when you know you’re a whim away from it ending? 

If someone is offering you super-specific freedoms, there’s no general freedom behind them. 
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ESTHER 2: Reality Television 
If you don’t remember the story of how Esther comes to be the new queen after the king’s 

petulance in vacating Vashti, it’s a contest with a year-long buildup.  There were six months 

of one beauty treatment and six months of another beauty treatment.  And she wouldn’t get 

a second round unless the king gave a callback by name. 

If this sounds like a Next Top Model kind of show, you’ve got the idea.  You’ve got different 

royal people overseeing it all.  Esther is taking their advice and generally winning favor, just 

as you would see someone bubble up through the initial glut of contestants in a reality show. 

At the end, when Esther wins, the king throws her a feast and does something like a tax-free 

day in the kingdom.  Just as the idea of a long beauty contest wasn’t innovated with reality 

shows, neither is a tax-free day modern.  It’s a perennial crowd-pleaser. 

Stopping Killing in the Name 
When Esther’s uncle Mordecai finds out about the royal guards’ plot to kill the king, he tells 

Esther, who in turn informs the king “in the name of Mordecai.”  Royal investigators verify 

the plot and hang the guards, and it’s recorded in the king’s chronicles.  It’s Mordecai getting 

credited in that book that, thanks to the king’s insomnia, kicks off several important things 

later. 

What if Esther had just said she had heard this from a family member?  What if his name 

hadn’t been recorded in the chronicles?  Maybe the king would still want to give credit to 

whoever gave an anonymous tip and would flag Esther down for more information.  But the 

immediacy of what happens later is because Mordecai’s name’s in the book. 

Credit where it’s due is a form of transparency.  Give people the chance to connect with 

other people by at least mentioning them when it makes sense.  Esther didn’t have to 

mention Mordecai by name to accomplish the goal, but that extra information facilitated 

several lifesaving actions.  
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ESTHER 3: How to Get One Over on a King 
It is correct to presume kings are busy. 

It is correct to presume kings trust their people when they describe situations. 

It is bad for kings to do those things when their people are evil. 

Haman turns out to be evil.  When Mordecai won’t bow down to Haman, Haman wants to 

deal with it without singling Mordecai out, so he comes up with genocide as the more 

convenient solution.  (Yeah, I don’t know the logic there.) 

After a year of casting lots (Purim) to determine when to talk to the king about this, Haman 

finally says what he wants to do – except he doesn’t.  Haman doesn’t describe the Jews by 

name, or by race, or by saying that they’re even a race necessarily.  Maybe by describing 

them as a “certain people scattered abroad” whose “laws are different from those of every 

other people” and don’t follow the king’s laws, he was saying that more clearly in context.  

But on its face, I can read that as nothing more than a widespread band of rebels.  Are the 

Proud Boys a “certain people scattered abroad” who think the government’s rules don’t apply 

to them?  Yep. 

As I read this, Haman disguises his genocide by requesting permission to quash a rebellious 

faction.  “Hey king, can I get some money for some nuts-and-bolts law enforcement?” gets a 

better answer than “Hey king, can I royally murder an entire group of your subjects?” 

And if it really came off that vaguely to the king, it’s likely he didn’t think much of, or about, 

that request.  It’s garden-variety for police departments to talk to elected officials come 

budget time and discuss their needs for protecting the community.  It might stay that vague 

and high-level unless that police department has been awful recently. 

So when a race war kicks off in the city later, there’s no indication the king thought he was 

approving it or anything like it.  It says at the end of the chapter that “the king and Haman 

sat down to drink, but the city of Susa was thrown into confusion”; he literally was unaware 

of what Haman had done.  Should he have been aware?  Probably.  But that’s not how 

delegation works. 

If you want to get a lot of power for your evil deeds, this is how to do it.  Earn trust enough 

that the people giving you power don’t ask questions, then abuse it terribly.  It’s that simple!  
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ESTHER 4: The Once-A-Month Favorite 
When formulating a plan to stop the extermination of the Jews, Esther mentions that there’s 

a death penalty for entering the king’s inner court unless called, or unless the king extends 

his scepter.  She gives hope by noting that she hasn’t been called in for 30 days. 

Besides that this seems harsh as a security measure – stay out or die, even if you’re married to 

me – this gap reminds me of how music/talent show winners have their brief moment of 

fame and then either springboard to massive success (Kelly Clarkson) or spend life going 

“remember me?” (others who I can’t name because that’s my point).  Esther had the big to-do 

when she won the year-of-beauty contest, and now she’s risking her life to talk to her 

husband about saving lives.  It’s not a fall from grace by any means, but it makes winning 

look gilded. 

5-6: Some Friends… 
While Haman is Mordecai-mortified, his wife “and all his friends” recommend hanging 

Mordecai, which he starts to carry out.  (To recap, Haman didn’t want to single out 

Mordecai, so he planned killing all Jews, but now he was singling out Mordecai anyway.)  

When Haman is (in his own mind) humiliated by Mordecai getting the honors Haman 

thought he was getting for himself, he goes back to his wife and friends and offhandedly 

mentions that Mordecai is Jewish.  When they hear that, they say that, because he’s Jewish, 

Haman’s not going to be able to best him. 

What kind of friends recommend killing a nuisance, then update that to “you’d better not” 

when they find out one relevant fact about the person?  I guess the friends who would hang 

out around Haman.  (He’s quoted as mentioning that relevant fact the first time too, but we 

can’t be sure it was a verbatim quote.) 

In my experience, for a lot of people who like to talk about how hanging out with the 

“wrong crowd” will corrupt a person, it’s mysterious and therefore absurd.  They look a little 

different, so they will corrupt you into someone who also looks a little different.  Or you will 

turn from the happy person in an after-school special to the sad person in an after-school 

special.  It’s caricatures all the way down. 

But this is how the wrong crowd is a problem.  If you choose to be selfish and unkind, the 

selfless, kind people will go away.  The advice you will get from who’s left – whether a few 

toadies or a lot of other selfish, unkind types – is worse than if you had drawn better people 

into your orbit.  Otherwise, you get this – “oh yeah, you should kill him” quickly followed 

by “oh yeah, our advice definitely won’t work.”  
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 ESTHER 7: Surprising Priorities? 
When Esther, after a series of feasts with Haman and the king, says what’s on her mind – 

stopping the extinction of her people – she notes that she wouldn’t have said anything if it 

were just slavery for her people, “for our affliction is not to be compared with the loss to the 

king.” 

To modern eyes, this doesn’t read sensibly.  What gives?  I think it’s a few things: 

- This doesn’t mean she didn’t care about slavery.  We’ve already seen that the way the king 

runs things has a lot of death penalties and other harshness.  In a more temperate 

environment – one with healthier communication styles – she might well have brought up 

the slavery.  There’s enough evidence to say it’s not a battle she could pick safely. 

- Esther risked her life to talk about this.  There is some conceptual correlation in risking her 

life because her life is at stake. 

- She also might know she has to say those sorts of “Your Eminence” things to get the king to 

care enough.  Flattery won’t get you everywhere, but it gets you to some very specific places. 

It’s common on social media, and I suppose in general, to find disagreement in the top 

ordering of a list – or how far down you go before you stop picking battles – and assume the 

other person doesn’t care about those things at all.  If you want to get a lot of anger thrown 

at you, list the best movie of the decade as something that an angry person does not think is 

the best.  But that thinking isn’t good, and it definitely shouldn’t be imported here.  
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ESTHER 8: The Fastest Possible Message 
When Esther and the king’s scribes work to draft a message to the nation in an attempt to 

control the pending race war, the message is carried throughout the nation something more 

than quickly.  It was carried “by mounted couriers riding on swift horses that were used in 

the king’s service, bred from the royal stud.” 

This is the ancient version of paying for FedEx First Overnight.  Because we don’t use 

mounted couriers for our fast messages, it’s easy to overlook these details or consider them 

quaint, but this is saying “they sent this as fast as it was humanly possible.” 

(While we’re here: the Pony Express gets way too much coverage in U.S. history books.  It 

lasted 18 months, went bankrupt, and was replaced by the superior transcontinental 

telegraph.  It’s cinematic to think about, but come on.  It’s like making sure future 

generations know what a Blackberry was.) 

Oh, Yeah, Me Too 
Most of what the Jews were given in the king’s name was the right of self-defense in what 

was about to go down.  After it works, and the Jews are on the way up socially, we are 

informed that many people “declared themselves Jews, for fear of the Jews had fallen on 

them.” 

That’s about as true-to-life a detail as could ever be written.  You find ways to say you belong 

to a group on the upswing as either physical or emotional self-preservation.  If you can 

justify it at all – “my half-brother’s cousin’s bellhop was from Tuvalu!” – you do it.  That’s 

what’s going on by the end of the Esther story.  
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JOB 
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JOB 1: The Actual Point 
There is decent textual and linguistic evidence to say that Job is a very long poetic parable 

rather than a biography.  A lot of the evidence is based around the language style being 

centuries after the people being written about.  If someone from today wrote about someone 

from the 1500s, is it a fantasy tale or a biography?  If they don’t identify, it’s not 

automatically proper to assume either one. 

I think it is a very long poetic parable.  When you start reading Job’s extreme 

characterization of virtue, the all-on-the-same-day calamities, and the conversations 

between God and Satan, there’s an exaggerated sense to it.  The conversations with Job’s 

acquaintances (I hesitate to call them friends) are framed as poetry.  Some of the major Greek 

philosophers wrote books of this style, where the “friends of the author” are stooges just to 

ask dumb questions that the enlightened author has the right answer for.  They’re narrative 

advancers, not three-dimensional characters. 

Because of this evidence, I’m reluctant to draw any standard talking points out of Job – that it 

is an insight on how God and Satan interact, for instance, or that God is willing to do these 

things to people on the regular.  It’s primarily a lesson on that we will never understand God 

to the extent we want to, and that what we take on as suffering isn’t directly correlated to 

our vice and virtue.  We’re not privy to all the causes, so we can’t trace all the lines of effect. 

It shouldn’t be weird to conclude this about Job – there are plenty of parables, i.e., made-up 

things to prove a point, and this looks like one of them.  But I get the impression that it’s 

weird to conclude this about Job if you ask some, maybe because they have overrelied on the 

God/Satan conversation in their theology. 

Job’s only mentioned two other times in the Bible.  Once is when Ezekiel passes on a 

message from God that not even Noah, Daniel, and Job could save what was going on here.  

The other is when James mentions Job’s patience.  Neither necessitates Job being a real 

human.  If I were announcing a baseball game, one team was down 20-0, and I said, “not 

even Babe Ruth, Henry Aaron, and the kid who only hit homers would be enough to come 

back in this game,” I’m not implying I think the kid who only hit homers (from the book of 

the same name) is real.  I’m making a different point.  Or, to make the reference slightly 

more modern, if I spoke of someone having the speed of Henry Rowengartner (the kid from 

Rookie of the Year), that says nothing one way or the other about whether I think Rookie of 

the Year is a story as true as The Rookie (the baseball movie, not the Nathan Fillion cop 

show).  The two things have nothing to do with each other. 
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So I have comparatively less to say about Job.  But I usually don’t have much to say about 

extended philosophical poems; my approach of finding interest in certain details might not 

find things to talk about.  At the very least, I will try not to overextend what is possibly a 

fictitious morality tale into binding theological facts. 
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JOB 3: Wishing for Death 
In cursing his existence, Job says being dead is better than his current situation and that 

things he fears keep happening.  He’s overwhelmed, and the neutrality of never having lived 

ranks above the awful life he has now.  (In chapter 7, he says, “I would choose strangling and 

death rather than my bones.”  In chapter 10, he says God curdled him like cheese.) 

I have known a LOT of people who want to squelch this kind of talk as soon as it happens – 

that it shows a lack of gratitude or faith, or it’s some indictment on family life, or it’s a sign of 

a “troubled” person, or it’s some other impolitic thing.  (Elihu later in the book might be that 

type of person.)  And a lot of that lot claim their squelching is in the name of optimism or 

moving forward. 

Don’t believe them.  They’re not helping.  And the Bible has no trouble with people 

expressing themselves this way.  I talked about this with Elijah and Jonah, but God 

responded to suicidal ideation from multiple prophets with…a custom-made lesson.  No 

rebuke in the moment, no sudden shock that took immediate priority over the ideation.  

None of that. 

God understands that, if you need to say all this out loud, you should do it.  If the people in 

your life do not understand that, I am sorry, because that makes everything worse. 

6: Ouch 
“How forceful are upright words!  But what does reproof from you reprove?” 

This is Job’s retort to his “friend, that a lot of advice, even chastising, doesn’t have any value 

because it isn’t right.  Rejecting it doesn’t mean you reject hearing tough truths from people.  

It just means what people said to you was no good. 

This is hard to calibrate growing up.  The person telling you very seriously how to be The 

Right Kind of Adult might be wrong, and if you let on that you suspect that, you might be 

written off as rebellious.  But Job was in a similar headspace – happy to be corrected, but 

only by correct things. 

Job has many other sick burns.  I won’t regale you with them, but they are many. 

11: Have an Idiom 
“A stupid man will get understanding when a wild donkey’s colt is born a man!” 

If you wanted a substitute for “when pigs fly,” here’s you a fun one. 
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JOB 21: Wicked/Googly 
Job 21 does two really useful things. 

It helps establish how likely it is that the “friends” are all conceptual husks getting poems 

placed in their mouths.  They have been asserting in various ways that God always rewards 

the virtuous and always punishes the wicked.  Job takes them to the mat particularly hard 

here, essentially saying: “have you looked around, like, at all?  There are loads of wicked 

people getting away with it.” 

This chapter also forms a quality companion to Ecclesiastes on the problem of seeing the 

wicked prosper.  If you wanted to isolate one chapter in Job for study, this one’s the best to 

me. 

24: A Catalog of the World’s Ills 
It is common, for those who are inclined to be grumpy at people younger than them, to say 

that various social justice issues are new (and therefore made up?  I guess?). 

Here, Job lists a lot of big categories of wicked things people do.  Read it and see if various 

things of today go into those boxes.  To the extent they do, they are not new; they are very 

old. 
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JOB 29: A Catalog of Job’s Works 
Among the many things Job says that he has been good to people about – and some of the 

“friends” say he hasn’t done this – is that he smiled on people when they had no confidence. 

A lot of introductory college courses on psychology teach Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  It 

puts needs in a basic order in which they have to be fulfilled.  Physiological needs (like food) 

have to be met before safety needs (like a dwelling with good locks), which have to be met 

before love/belonging needs (like love and belonging…my explanations have lost utility), 

which have to be met before esteem needs, and then there’s self-actualization at the top end 

of this. 

Because there is so much history in the world, it can be sourced to say just about anything.  

Usually when it is sourced to say something, that something will be a way to make the reader 

feel better about themselves in some way, just because that’s why people do things on 

balance.  And one of the most popular things to make history say is that the present reader, 

or the society they are in, is built on something great or, on the other hand, is going to build 

something greater.  We are less racist than the past, or we are the culmination of some 

movement or another.  We’re the fulfillment of something less than prophecy but more than 

speculation. 

One of the related notions is that we are more complicated than our ancestors, maybe 

because of globalism or technology or science or literacy.  Everything was dumber, 

everything was poorer, everything was hardscrabble-ier – leaving little focus for the top of 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. 

But history has never lined up under that view of the world or Maslow’s.  Ideally, love drives 

our parents to bother feeding us and keeping us safe as babies, which in turn helps us feel 

loved.  And It’s difficult to feed yourself – at least well – when you don’t love yourself.  

These concerns aren’t sequenced in stone. 

That’s why I’m interested in Job saying that one of the kind things he has done for people is 

smile on people when they lacked confidence.  It’s higher up the hierarchy than someone 

ancient “should” have gotten to under present-serving views of history.  
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JOB 30: Kids Those Days 
Job laments that younger men – sons of men Job had no respect for – laugh at him now that 

he’s in this terrible of a state. 

I haven’t gotten to the Psalms yet, but I can’t remember this coming up anywhere else in the 

Bible, so it’s interesting to see it here: either the fear of, or particular gall from, a younger 

generation’s derision. 

It’s not like I have to tell any of you a great deal about perceived technological divides among 

generations.  Comedian David Mitchell remarked on The Bubble one time that there was a 

shift at some point in the respectability of looking yourself up on the internet; it used to 

seem vain, but now failing to do it portends a lack of curiosity.  And those shifts are gradual, 

sometimes imperceptible. 

As someone ages and contends with their body doing less of what it used to – lifting less, 

going slower, or having inconsistent responses – having another generation come up and go 

faster than you is hard enough.  Add technological competence or an evolution of your 

native language (slang or anything else, really) and you can feel like you’re permanently on 

the decline if you keep staring at the problem.  At the time I write this, the United States is 

going through a particularly nasty reckoning on the subject, as many in older generations 

have chosen to fight to preserve their world – to stay in the driveway rather than pull out 

into traffic, so to speak.  It’s more up to the older generation, by dint of presumed wisdom, to 

figure this out than on the younger generation to advise the older one.  But I still can see 

why it would be especially tough to handle when you reach that point. 
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PSALMS 
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PSALM 3: Absalom, My Song! 
The note at the top of this psalm is that it’s what David wrote when he was fleeing from his 

son Absalom. 

His son Absalom doesn’t appear anywhere in the psalm. 

Since it’s easy to forget how life works when scrutinizing the Bible: 

Songwriters deal with their grief in a bunch of different ways.  David could have gone full 

diss track if he wanted, but it seems like he wanted to generalize his hurt to zoom out from 

it.  Maybe he was also thinking like a commercial songwriter often does today: what pieces 

of my feelings can I shape into something relatable?  Sometimes the stories behind songs are 

so hidden that they’re captivating – Carly Simon’s “You’re So Vain,” e.g.  Here, there’s a 

generalized lyric about David’s pain, but the title right next to it says what it came from. 

So yes, this is very normal for songwriters to do with their grief – see it from a bigger view 

by writing about it from a bigger view. 

5: Toxic Boomerang 
David wishes for his enemies to “fall by their own counsels.”  In Psalm 7, David talks about a 

wicked man having mischief return on his own head, and his violence coming back to his 

own skull.  There are many other spots in the Psalms saying similar sentiments. 

If your enemies have bad ideas, you might not have to be proactive with them.  “What can I 

do?”  Just let them be themselves, maybe?  That’s not as immediate and doesn’t give you any 

credit for their demise (and might be tough if they’re advising people you care about), but it’s 

often effective. 

Maybe just keep giving good advice to any mutuals and let the bad advice do the person in. 
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PSALM 15: Declarations Against Interest 
In the short list of virtues – which is all this psalm is about – David lists someone who swears 

to their own hurt and doesn’t change – someone who commits to something and, even 

though it won’t be the best thing for them, goes through with it. 

This isn’t talking about being rigidly idiotic – “well, I said I’d eat my hat if that person got 

elected, so here we go!”  It’s talking about honoring promises that affect others even when it 

is no longer pleasant to honor them.  (The obverse of this coin is thinking through your 

promises carefully and not making them often, a mindset the Bible regularly encourages.) 

A lot of kids get motivated by promises of parents and teachers.  If the parents and teachers 

forget those promises by the time the kid comes back to them, that can be rough.  I finally 

got my driver’s license a couple months before my senior year of college – i.e., the last time I 

was going to be up in Pennsylvania to get a Pennsylvania driver’s license.  Because it was so 

close to going back to college, my parents told me once I got it that I wasn’t going to be 

allowed to drive that summer after all, because according to them it would be an insurance 

hassle to put me on and then take me back off.  That’s how I remember it, at least.  I 

wouldn’t be surprised if my spirit was too deflated to remember exactly why my years-long, 

nightmarish path to getting the driver’s license ended in not getting the thing they told me I 

would get. 

One of American law’s exceptions to the hearsay rule (the one that basically says you can’t 

testify to something you overheard secondhand; the person who said it firsthand is who 

should testify) is a declaration against interest.  If what someone heard secondhand is not the 

sort of thing someone would say unless they believed it, then it’s admissible.  If a football 

player who’s about to get away with something the referee missed speaks up at the cost of a 

penalty, that’s an easy example of a declaration very much against interest. 

Accepting negative consequences for the greater good of reliability is a virtue.  Given the 

possible abuses by bullies, I’d say this is not one that others should try to put on you; the 

person who makes you suck it up is bringing a few too many ideas into the lesson.  But it is 

something that is generally good if it originates from you.  
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PSALM 18: Sing When You’re Winning 
We learn at the top of this psalm that David wrote it when God had delivered from “all his 

enemies” as well as Saul.  This must have been a brief moment, given how many other 

psalms are about David feeling surrounded by enemies (he’d come off as paranoid were he 

not a warrior-king).  Most of the psalm is about how he called on God and God delivered 

him and how God’s into that sort of justice. 

But there’s this bit in the middle (verses 20-24) where David talks about how God delivered 

him because he was righteous.  At first read, it comes off unusually – is David saying he 

earned this?  Is David really saying nothing’s wrong with him and everything’s right? 

I think the answer – besides the euphoria we can chalk up to the situation – is how 

important it is that David says he was rewarded “according to” his righteousness and his 

clean hands.  Whether or not he was quite saying that, I’ll say it based on this: any one of us 

could be rewarded according to our righteousness or punished according to our mistakes.  

Both are available at any time in theory.  In fact, we have a word for when a small mistake 

that leads to a bigger, out-of-proportion punishment: the punishment is pretextual.  It’s a 

term that both admits wrong and recognizes right.  Being 10 minutes late to work one time is 

a job “wrong”; being fired for only that is pretextual, because it ignores all the “right.”  If 

someone is the “perfect employee,” they’re not, are they?  They round up to perfect, and 

anything that isn’t perfect would be pretextual if it became a basis for discipline.  The same is 

(hopefully) true about your driving. 

In this context, saying God rewarded David according to his righteousness – and that 

righteousness rounds up to being blameless – seems okay.  I wouldn’t say it due to the literal 

inaccuracy, but as a euphoric utterance it checks out.  Later in this psalm, David says that 

God appears “pure” to the “purified,” and that gets at the same idea.  God is pure; we are 

made perfect.  God is righteous; we can be given grace that matches our desires and be 

considered righteous for most intents and purposes.  Or at least this intent and purpose.  
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PSALM 25: The Sins of My Youth 
Regularly in the Bible, “remember” – as in “remember not the sins of my youth or my 

transgressions” – means a constructive remembrance rather than a literal one.  I was about to 

say that a literal lack of remembrance always includes a constructive lack of remembrance, 

but that’s not true; how many personal relationships have you had where somebody’s mad at 

you but has no idea of why anymore?  The request here is the standard effect of forgetting – 

not having consequences of those things. 

I think there’s a contrast here between “sins of my youth” and “transgressions” as well, an 

acknowledgement that youthful intent is normally not as intentional as later in life.  This is 

the point behind juvenile records being sealed off and other justice notions related to minors, 

and David’s wanting the same thing from God – sealing off the juvenile records. 

Here’s the thing – it’s David as an adult still asking for grace on the sins of his youth.  

Because you know who always remembers those?  The person who did them.  (Downplaying 

them is also remembering them.) 

So how do we constructively forget our own?  How do we make our peace with them?  I’m 

very far from an expert on this – as an only child, I can offer lots of tips on successful 

brooding.  But this one weird trick has helped me, even though it might sound like the 

opposite of help: 

The odds are low that the 10 incidents you worry most about are also the 10 things God 

would say to most worry about. 

That might scare you – “wait, I have to worry about twice the things?” – but I mean it with 

hope.  Because here’s the thing: what we most worry about from our past has other 

memories attached to it.  Memories of how others reacted and memories of close calls to 

figure out how we could have flipped the result make some incidents more vivid than others.  

It’s similar to how the most remembered mess-ups in sports are normally the ones where the 

stakes are high, not the objectively biggest mess-ups.  There are more mess-ups in games that 

“don’t matter” because there are more of those games throughout a season (especially in 

baseball, my sport of choice) than games where the season is on the line. 

And our lives are the same.  It might be that a failure to be responsive to someone who is 

hurting – because we didn’t even try to notice – was worse than what we’re worried about, 

but our negligence was so quick that we’d have difficulty recalling it.  Again, that’s not to 

make you feel bad – we all do this.  It’s to decouple your biggest mess-ups from your most 

memorable mess-ups.  The memorable ones are just the memorable ones – nothing more, 

nothing less.  If there is a ranked list, you won’t know it – it’s confidential with God.  He’s 
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forgiving loads of things you can’t remember, while hoping you can move forward from the 

ones you can.  I hope that points you toward the peace that David was asking for. 

PSALM 34: Vamp Till Ready 
This is a psalm David wrote after he escaped death by pretending to be foaming-at-the-

mouth insane.  In the psalm, he describes himself as calling out to God and God saving him. 

In the way I’ve heard a lot of people talk about God’s deliverance, these two things – David 

plans, but God’s credited with the result – don’t go together.  They can seem incongruous 

from either direction – one direction being that David invented a plan rather than letting go 

and letting God, and the other being that David did the work. 

This psalm ignores both directions.  And the reason is that, while David tried the best thing 

he could think of, it didn’t guarantee a result.  Figuring out how to escape death from a king 

who’s mad at you isn’t one of those input-output, cut-me-and-I-bleed deals (although cut-

me-and-I-bleed will apply sans escape).  You try something because you have to try 

something, but that is only a contributor to the success – it’s not the cause. 

In this way, David is positioning himself as something like when a DJ is saying stuff to cover 

for technical difficulties in the studio – buying time for God to make things work.  Having 

watched a lot of the USA Network’s Burn Notice due to my wife being a megafan, I’m highly 

aware that spy work (or at least good spy work on TV) centers around reducing time for your 

enemies to act and buying time for yourself.  With time comes options.  It’s no different with 

David; he just knows that buying time is not the central reason he escaped.  God’s the reason; 

God gets the credit. 

(By the way, the title of this entry is a great Frederic Robinson song.  Maybe you knew that, 

but German orchestral drum-and-bass producers aren’t in mass consciousness.)  
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 PSALM 39: The Travel Edition of Our Home 

Job 
By which I mean the book of Job.  The things David writes about here – wanting to know 

how long he’s got left to live, wishing this would all be over, and asking God to “look away 

from me, that I may smile again” – are all genres of sentiments the book of Job covers, only 

you can read this in a couple of minutes. 

It’s another reminder that the Bible normalizes discussing these doubts and fears rather than 

punishes them.  (Psalm 44, saying that God has made the people suffer without cause, is 

similarly useful to remember.)  These were meant to be performed on some level (rather 

than simply read); these were sentiments directed at God by groups of people.  That’s weird 

to me reading Psalm 39, but it isn’t meant to be weird.  The psaltery is more emo than its 

reputation. 

50: Hating Discipline 
This psalm seemingly says that you can distinguish the wicked from the righteous because 

the wicked hate discipline.  (It doesn’t mean the righteous enjoy discipline; they just make 

their peace with it and understand the purpose eventually.) 

What does hating discipline look like?   I suggest that, as with many things, you can detect a 

lot of discipline-haters because they won’t shut up about how much they love discipline.  If 

they have a fixation on talking about discipline, that likely is an unhealthy relationship with 

it, and hate is the most likely unhealthy relationship with it.  It’s like how many people who 

start sentences regularly with “I’m not racist, but…” are the very thing they say they are not. 

It’s certainly something seen in the United States of late with a lot of people talking regularly 

about supporting the military/police and then throwing actual tantrums about wearing a 

mask.  Certainly, the military and police traditionally have had more regulations about the 

face that are more intrusive than a mask (like facial hair length).  And there were many 

people from November 2020 from January 2021 who seemed excited about their assertion 

that the voiding of a presidential election would result in martial law.  These things sit oddly 

together from a perspective of pro- or anti-discipline.  It comes off like the discipline is 

exciting if used on someone else, but it’s awful if applied to the self.  That’s not a healthy 

relationship with discipline. 

Hate of discipline is bad.  Love of discipline might be masking hate of discipline.  
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PSALM 69: The Gall of It All 
Psalm 69 is best known for having a part about being offered sour wine (mixed with gall) to 

drink, which gets echoed at Jesus’s crucifixion. 

But the part that hits me from this psalm as being the most galling is where David, a skilled 

instrumentalist and lyricist, says that drunkards are making songs about him by way of 

mocking.  If I were a songwriter getting mocked by songs from drunkards, I might be 

annoyed first by their mocking me, but I’d be annoyed most by the quality of drunk songs.  

Notwithstanding the long history of drug use by creatives, it’s safe to assume these were 

slurred babble.  My inclination would be to riff on the Evanescence song title and say to 

“Mock Me When You’re Sober.” 

You can decide what it says about me that possibly my most personal identification with the 

psalms is here. 

88: The Thread of Your History 
The psalmist, Heman the Ezrahite, speaks of being “afflicted and close to death from [his] 

youth up.”  This might be literally true in a chronic illness sense.  It might be emotionally 

true in a mental health sense.  It might be figuratively true in a what-he’s-feeling-right-now 

sense. 

Among the many things I was not told about adulthood, one of the biggest is that more life = 

more regrets, and without processing they will just pile up and overwhelm like dirty dishes.  

If you don’t at least keep pace, they will bury you.  Relatedly, for any normal-length 

conversation, as adults we can string together enough bad things that have happened to us to 

tell ourselves/others a story where we’re 100% victim.  It’s possible because we’ve lived 

longer, not by anything else per se.  If we want to say we’ve been afflicted from our youth 

up, we’ve got enough primary sources to write the essay and get a passing grade.  And that 

only gets easier with time. 

So the trick to navigating adulthood on this issue is to get better at processing our wrongs 

and the wrongs that happen to us – to frame them properly, extract the lessons, and live in 

today rather than our worst memories.  Handily, that skill has other applications, but this is 

the most important one. 
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PSALM 94: Injustice by Statute 
I couldn’t have the job that I have – and this commentary concept – without talking the 

description here of wicked rulers framing “injustice by statute.” 

In an absolute monarchy, injustice by statute is easy: say an unjust thing. 

In a checks-and-balances system, plenty of those statutes are proposed, but they’re mostly 

political theater – done by politicians who want to advance an idea with no chance of success 

so that it fails and they can tell constituents, “well, I tried!”.  They know few people will read 

the proposal to find out it’s laughably sloppy – it doesn’t matter to their audience. 

So where can injustice manifest in reasonable-looking proposals?  Here’s where: burying 

injustice in the parts that look reasonable.  That can be taking a thing from the dominant 

culture or race and forcing it on everybody else, but there are a lot of other ways.  My 

standard example comes from a small town in Colorado, where there are many trash-pickup 

regulations due to being in bear country.  So towns sometimes require, basically, bear-proof 

trash cans.  Along with that, one town had roughly a four-hour window on Thursday 

morning as the only time you could set your trash out for the garbage trucks to pick up. 

That’s reasonable if you have a 9-to-5 job – put out your trash, then go to work.  But if you’re 

working third shift, there is no time when it’s legal to put out the trash that you’re not at 

work.  So it’s unjust to third shift workers.  And a typical small-town council meeting is held 

after 9-to-5 work, so it’s less likely that people with other schedules would show up to talk 

about something that affects them. 

Part of my job when I read bills is thinking through these kinds of things.  Are there parts of 

the bill that have one thing in focus but are written to apply to more than that?  If they apply 

to more than that, do they apply identically or differently?  That’s the kind of analysis I 

recommend if you want to figure out who’s putting injustice into statutes (intentionally or 

not): does it work for all types of life and situations it’s written for?  
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PSALM 102: An Impersonal Psalm 
This psalm is uniquely titled.  Instead of being “this is what David wrote after X thing,” this 

one’s for whenever you’re burdened just generally. 

I’m fascinated by that, because it establishes what baseline turmoil looks like.  What is a 

rank-and-file complaint to God?  Read this psalm and get an idea.  I think it’s valuable to 

have that, because a lot of people who don’t want to hear you when you’re down will brush 

it off by telling you to cheer up or that you’re complaining excessively.  Psalm 102 comes 

down and says, “actually, that’s a normal complaint.” 

Peter Gabriel has a number of songs addressing mental health.  “Don’t Give Up” is the most 

famous, but “Wallflower” is his best by far and I recommend it to everyone.  When 

discussing his 2002 song “I Grieve,” he said that he wrote it because he realized he didn’t 

have a song dealing with death, and he wanted people to have an “emotional toolbox” in his 

music.  Psalm 102’s title hits me as having the same goal. 

109: It Beats the Alternatives? 
The things David wants here for the person who did him wrong are all kinds of harsh, even 

after reading most of the psalms.  If I heard someone state these desires, I’d back away a bit. 

But here’s the thing: if we don’t vocalize what we’re feeling, it rarely dissipates.  If we bottle 

it up, it breaks the bottle; if we genericize it (“oh, I’m just mad”), it will transmogrify and we 

won’t recognize it when it shows up elsewhere (in the same way that getting cut off in traffic 

might emotionally spill onto a cashier that afternoon). 

So what’s better?  Writing it out.  If it’s written out, there’s a chance it stays on the page.  

We’re not kings, so it’s weird to think about having our diaries preserved for generations, but 

that might be what this psalm is.  (If you are a king reading this – hi, your highness!) 

This leads me to the debate as to whether violent video games cause violence.  They might 

give some people ideas sometimes.  But I think the bulk of people who use those games (and I 

say “use” rather than “play” on purpose) are doing so to flush out those urges rather than sic 

them on actual humans.  Can’t speed in real life?  Drive a fast fictitious car.  Angry at 

somebody?  Articulate it and leave it.  Sometimes that isn’t the thing to do – I don’t find it 

useful myself – but try it before taking out your anger on actual people.  
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PSALM 117: A Small Note About Bible Trivia 
Occasionally, you’ll hear people say that the shortest psalm (117) is near the longest one 

(119) and how that’s neat or nifty. 

As a sucker for trivia, I’m here to tell you it’s neither neat nor nifty.  It just is. 

There’s an inherent danger with trivia for the trivia lover, because it can turn into the main 

thing somebody remembers.  If your history class only drills dates of things into you, that’s 

not history class; that’s number-regurgitation class.  If trivia about Psalm 117 and 119 helps 

you remember something more useful, great.  But there’s a decent chance it just sits there 

being unconnected data.  As someone with loads of that in my head already (ask me about #1 

Modern Rock songs of my youth, e.g.), it can be clutter when trying to improve your life. 

119: Students and Teachers 
In this acrostic – there’s no narrative; it’s just a series of statements organized acrostically – 

two sentence stands out to me among the 176: verses 99-100.  They say that the psalmist’s 

diligence has given more understanding than the psalmist’s teachers or old people have. 

Matthew, Luke, and John record Jesus saying a student is not greater than the teacher 

(although finishing training will make a student like the teacher). 

Jesus spoke in as many generalities and rules of thumb as any other person does.  When these 

things are read like a textbook or a Western legal code, that basic truth drops away.  But 

everyone who is the greatest in whatever they do is greater than their teacher if the teacher 

is alive.  If it’s an athletic discipline, the student might be greater than the teacher 

immediately, just because the teacher is too old to be good at it.  Jesus had teachers as a kid; 

He was greater than them.  And the psalmist put in the work to pass teachers as well.  It 

happens regularly.  When those students become teachers, do they become worse teachers 

than their teachers just because they had teachers?  No; that would mean life mimeographs 

itself downward forever. 

Then again, the people I have known who would like the teacher-student hierarchy to be as 

rigid as they might read Jesus to be are also those who think life mimeographs itself 

downward forever – that the very recent old days are better than the current days.  Maybe 

those are related; I don’t know. 
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PSALM 127: Are They, Though? 
If you are not aware of the Quiverfull movement, it comes from this psalm, where Solomon 

says that children are a blessing/reward from God, they’re like arrows in a warrior’s hand, 

he’s blessed if his quiver is full of them, and he won’t be put to shame when speaking with 

his enemies. 

People in the Quiverfull movement go for loads of children (I don’t know if it’s always as 

many as possible), mainly thinking about birthing the children, although adoption’s on the 

table too.  If I remember my own life well, a few of the lawyers who defended homeschool 

rights when I was a young homeschooler and those rights really needed defending were of 

this movement. 

It’s fair to say that the mere existence of all those children has not caused enemies to shut up.  

Media reports sourced on the Quiverfull Wikipedia page do not put the movement in a good 

light.  It’s not been emotionally healthy for every person in it. 

Which gets to something that I think the movement missed when naming itself after the 

quiver bit. 

Kids are like arrows in the hands of a warrior. 

You know why that analogy works?  Because a warrior is a warrior.  If a warrior has 

weapons, the warrior will be good at using the weapons.  If a warrior skilled at shooting has 

arrows, then that’s great because the warrior will aim the arrows and hit targets with the 

arrows, and that will show skill and then of course enemies will properly respect the 

accurate warrior. 

So the quiver full of arrows is only a blessing to the warrior.  Not just some arrow-collecting 

rando. 

Yeah, obviously if you have seven kids and they all turn out to be amazing people – you 

aimed them well – that’s a credit to you.  If you have seven kids and they’re as messed up as 

the day is long, you don’t get a defense of “but I had so many!”  If you try to lift more weight 

than your body can handle and you drop it and smash something expensive, no one will laud 

your ambition.  They will call you stupid. 

It’s the same thing here.  If you are not a warrior in life – if you don’t currently have the 

skills – then child-arrows are wasted on your quiver.  For purposes of this text, I am nothing 

even close to a warrior, and it’s to everyone’s benefit that I have neither children nor actual 

arrows. 
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But it is of course popular, regardless of religion or cause, to view yourself as a warrior – to 

say that you are the star of your own battles and so on.  It is therefore an easy appeal to 

vanity to say that “if I have all these kids, then I will be God’s warrior.”  No; if you are God’s 

warrior, you are God’s warrior, and kids will fit in to what you are already doing.  A bunch 

of law books on my shelf wouldn’t make me a lawyer; it might make me a movie set of a law 

firm, or a coffeeshop that lines the walls with cheap old books.  The same goes for people and 

kids.  
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PROVERBS 
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PROVERBS 1: Intersections 
I’ve described this in multiple places in the commentary: using the Bible properly is less 

about filing all the statements as absolutes and more about understanding the outer bounds 

they set and using those priorities to fill the gaps among them.  I’ve described how the 

Mosaic law is written that way and how various people in the Bible understood ranking 

moral concerns in the moment. 

That’s super-important to remember with a book full of proverbs where, at face value, 

multiple might apply to your situation contradictorily.  This isn’t a Bible-specific thing; loads 

of proverbs have this trouble.  “Early to bed, early to rise makes a man healthy, wealthy, and 

wise” – don’t turn down a third-shift job waiting for this proverb to do its magic. 

There’s one obvious application of this later in the book, but the first chapter provides a good 

example.  It states in one sentence that “fools despise wisdom and instruction,” and then says 

to listen to your parents’ instruction as though it is a beautiful adornment for your head and 

neck. 

What if your parents are fools and despise wisdom and instruction?  A whole lot of kings 

were clearly fools by Solomon’s description here, including his own son.  In making better 

decisions, a lot of kings needed to listen to somebody other than their parents (or in-laws, if 

they married into Ahab’s family).  Applying a proverb 100% of the time is like driving a car 

at full speed 100% of the time – you will crash into something. 

That’s not a bug of proverbs; that’s their nature.  It’s a bug of people who want every Bible 

statement to be a face-value, plug-and-play (bug-and-play?) thing. 
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PROVERBS 3: Who Has Done You Harm? 
“Do not contend with a man for no reason, when he has done you no harm.” 

In the social media age, this might be harder to apply than in the old days.  What counts as 

“no reason” or “do[ing] you no harm”?  Tribalism has always been a popular menu item, and 

it’s very easy to find people saying awful things. 

But are they saying them to you?  Have they harmed you other than the irritation of 

thinking about it?  And how much of that harm is you making yourself available to take it 

on?  By that, I mean that sometimes we (at least I) look at social media expecting to be 

shamed or put down– I’m feeling weird without guilt in my life, so I look for the next thing 

to make me feel guilty.  If I run into a wall of knives, did the knives harm me, or did I self-

harm? 

There’s no right answer to who’s done you harm with this proverb.  But try scaling back 10% 

on your urge to respond to clods and see if you like that life better. 
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PROVERBS 5: The Forbidden 
In discussing taking pleasure in your marriage (do as Solomon said, not as he did), it’s asked, 

“Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman[?]” 

When someone has been abused in the area of boundaries – given wrong boundaries, 

allowed no boundaries, or had random things forbidden for no clear reason – that person’s 

relationship to the forbidden is fractured and reassembled badly, like a jigsaw puzzle 

assembled by force without the picture. 

Sometimes, healthy things (or health-agnostic things) are forbidden.  When that happens, 

embracing healthy life is, to the mind, embracing the forbidden.  And when you get used to 

your forbid-o-meter being wrong that many times – when guilt happens that frequently or 

unpredictably – you have no sense of what things are forbidden for good reasons.  Being 

raised in an extra-forbidding environment leads right into the mouth of bad forbidden 

things. 

I wish I weren’t speaking from personal experience.  But when people swing hammers 

recklessly and smash up your young conscience – no matter how much good they think 

they’re doing – your conscience is unreliable on what is helpful and what is harmful.  

Rightly forbidden things just seem like they’re in the pile with living your own life and 

having some space or independent thought, because they all bring tense feelings of shame 

and guilt. 

I was already having a sad day as I was writing this, and reflecting on my past in this way has 

made me sadder.  I’m going to stop writing for now.  I hope you never go through what I 

have, but if you have (and my primary intended audience is those who have), remember how 

much of a number has been done on you in your calibrations and your relationship to 

forbidden things.  You have no idea how much I care about those scars.  
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PROVERBS 9: Look Harder Than That 
Both wisdom and folly are personified as calling to people.  Their calls are identical: 

“Whoever is simple, let him turn in here!” 

Both good medicine and quack medicine say they cure what ails you.  The call is not the 

indicator of quality.  Have you noticed this weird thing with baby boomers and older where 

their social media use has way more words with the first letter capitalized than any sane 

sentence has?  I think that’s because they’re used to newspaper headlines and other formal 

titles looking like that, so it has an aura of serious accuracy.  It’s a horrid method of judging 

what’s true, but it has that Sheen, that Appeal to Some People. 

Speaking of newspapers, back in the day they framed a lot of Taboola- and Outbrain-style 

ads as serious news stories.  I’ve looked at newspapers from around 1908 that do this – there 

will be some important local thing in one box, and the next box is about how Mrs. B.Q. 

Wardle of 301 Selby Street has enjoyed her evenings now that her dearest is fed 10 

tablespoons of Dr. Trilby’s Violet Laudanum fortnightly.  All together, all looking the same, 

but only some being factually relevant. 

Advertising is advertising is advertising.  Wisdom isn’t wiser for using it; folly isn’t dumber 

for using it.  Just go behind the advertising and investigate the products. 
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PROVERBS 14/16: That’s Easy for You to Say 
“There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.” 

This twice-said proverb is regularly seen alongside Isaiah 55’s proclamation from God: “My 

thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways My ways.” 

By themselves, they are small and uncontroversial.  In the mouths of egotists, they are toxic. 

I have most heard these used – particularly the Isaiah one – at the end of some “you’d better 

shape up” sternness.  It’s as if to say that the serious/harsh/austere/unrealistic-seeming thing 

just said has the divine stamp of approval, because whatever is seeming right to you is not 

what seems right to God.  These phrases are used as a pump on the air of authority, 

whooshing the conclusion into your face. 

Of course, this ignores that another human is telling you whatever they are telling you.  The 

statement applies much to the speaker as it does the listener.  But that never seems to matter. 

I had the Isaiah one used against me by my great-aunt.  My then-girlfriend (now wife) and I 

were staying at her house one night.  As I was waking up, said girlfriend came into my room, 

and I think sat on my bed, to say hi – basically to speed up the waking process. 

We got a talking to about this – something about impropriety – and my great-aunt ended 

with “My thoughts are not your thoughts” like it underscored her conclusion.  It didn’t, and 

even as teenagers we knew that didn’t make any sense.  My great-aunt seemed not to have 

thought much about it after that, but I definitely had more difficulty taking her seriously 

about moral points from then on. 

Saying “there’s a way people do things that leads to death” doesn’t improve your own 

assertion.  It’s at base an intimidation tactic, in the same way a lot of life insurance ads love 

to mention possible death to you.  Don’t let that stuff get to you if you can help it. 
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PROVERBS 19: Somebody’s Going to Learn 

Something 
“Strike a scoffer, and the simple will learn prudence; 

Reprove a man of understanding, and he will gain knowledge.” 

When you admonish well, somebody is going to learn.  But if you admonish someone with 

some sense, that admonishment will go to them – it will be absorbed properly.  If you 

admonish a scoffer (and there are many proverbs about the scoffer that are all worth your 

attention), it will thud off – and that will be its own lesson to whoever’s watching. 

Have you experienced somebody just going off on Facebook about something the original 

post wasn’t even about, and you do your level-headed best to help them see everyone else’s 

point, and they get defensive and call you names?  They haven’t gotten the message, but 

everyone else will.  That’s the scoffer’s thud. 

In those situations, if I think there’s a reason to wade in, my preference is to play dumb and 

ask them to clarify some things.  A lot of posts by those sorts are vague in some way, hoping 

they don’t have to say the quiet part out loud.  So go on their weird walk with them that’s 

pointed toward the cliff.  Have them say a little more about that.  If they want to show 

themselves as people going toward the cliff, that’s on them.  But at least it susses out more of 

whether they’re the scoffer or the person of understanding (assuming there was any doubt in 

the first place). 
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PROVERBS 22: Oh Boy 
“Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it.” 

A wise professor once told me not to get doctrine from biblical psalms or proverbs – that’s 

not a load they were designed to carry. 

This professor should have met my parents.  My dad used this verse literally against a 

preacher who was lamenting how adult kids can “fall away” from the church and what can 

you do?  To my dad, believing that wasn’t believing this verse (i.e., proverb) hard enough. 

Wielding a proverb this rigidly creates a pass-through rigidity on loads of other things.  

When I thought the way to move forward spiritually was different from my parents’ view, I 

think the implications of that were particularly unacceptable to them because of the rigidity 

they give this verse.  If they are interpreting me as departing from the way they have taught, 

then that’s not a single decision by me at that point – it indicts all their parenting.  Since that 

doesn’t compute, my individuation doesn’t compute. 

Maybe they would have thought all that without this verse.  Often, in the diet of one’s daily 

thoughts, the Bible is more garnish than entrée, the color that stands out but doesn’t say 

much about the rest.  But I’m as certain as I can be that this rigid view used on others is part 

of later issues.  
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PROVERBS 23: If You Like Pina Coladas 
And here’s another one that I’ve seen misread (although not as much): 

“Do not look at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly.” 

I have seen multiple sources argue that God’s people were literally forbidden to look at wine. 

Again, don’t take doctrine from proverbs.  Also, unlike many proverbs, this is part of a 

lengthier discussion, not only about those who are in love with wine.  The top of the chapter 

(not that chapters existed back then; I’m just saying where to find it) talks about taking a 

knife to your throat if you’re finding yourself ravenous when eating with a king.  It’s called 

“deceptive food.”  And there are warnings about gluttony in between.  (And in Proverbs 31, 

while rulers shouldn’t drink strong drink, it says to give strong drink to the “perishing,” 

those in “bitter distress” and those who are in “their poverty,” so that they can forget they’re 

in those conditions.) 

No, the closer modern message is not believing alcohol ads when they show everyone having 

a great time.  The reality after the sexy party is a world of hangovers and vomit and sadness – 

the highs are high, but the lows are very low.  What follows after the bit I quoted says pretty 

much that but in ancient-ese.  That remains an anti-drug PSA, but it’s not as strong an anti-

drug PSA as some would want, so it gets rounded up into one. 

This has been my pro-good-reading PSA. 

(That said, I am interested to find out if Fruit Gushers turn my head into fruit like the kids in 

the ‘90s ads.  My wife’s eaten some, and that hasn’t happened to her.  But that’s way more 

interesting than alcohol ad parties.) 
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PROVERBS 26: Pity the Fool? 
“Answer not a fool according to his folly, lest you be like him yourself. 

Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.” 

The strict literalist will miss the point of these back-to-back proverbs.  The point is that you 

have to weigh the pros and cons of answering a fool.  Is there a danger he’ll be wise in his 

own eyes?  Is there greater danger you’ll be like him – that you’ll sink to his level?  Figure 

that out, and act accordingly. 

The Proverb That Changed My Life 
“Like a madman who throws firebrands, arrows, and death is the man who deceives his 

neighbor and says, ‘I am only joking!’” 

In my junior year of college, I read this one and drastically changed the level and barbed-

ness of my attempts at humor in conversation.  I tended to talk like I needed to keep pun 

levels above 90% to get an A in Conversation 101.  I was marinated in sarcasm growing up 

and proficient at it. 

But humor tends to be both reckless and addictive.  When I’m stressed in a social situation, 

my coping response is to try to one-up the conversants – go farther than they go, be that 

extra bit witty or clever, or whatever my brain tells me will let me clamber on top of this.  

And I say a lot of stuff that never helps and can only hurt.  I thought I was over it, but a 

wedding reception party with old friends in October 2021 showed me I can flip back to 

2000s me in minutes.  I am very not proud of that. 

These days, I try to focus my humor more on abstractions and absurdities so they are less 

likely to injure.  If you imagine the sharpness of your words like you’re the manufacturer and 

you got sued for defective design, you’d design them differently.  I’m trying to avoid a social 

lawsuit over my words, so I’ve reshaped my humor. 

Later in life, I found out that I was saying so many of my joke thoughts out loud because I 

felt like I was trying to prove my relevance or my worth to people.  With my life more 

settled, I’m more satisfied with having thought the thought, laughing at it, and getting back 

to my life.  You can still think as many sarcastic jibes as you want and not have them come 

back to bite you if you’re fine with just amusing yourself. 

I hope at least some of this commentary has shown that I’m very much into humor.  But I 

changed how I used it because of this passage.  And I’m grateful I figured some of that out in 

my early twenties.  
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PROVERBS 27: No One Loves a Human Alarm 

Clock 
“Whoever blesses his neighbor with a loud voice, rising early in the morning, will be 

counted as cursing.” 

I wouldn’t have thought this idea was worth a proverb, but it’s absolutely correct.  More 

broadly, it doesn’t matter how great your intentions are if you don’t consider the timing of 

the other person.  People like being blessed; people don’t like being louded at or earlied at – 

they might as well be actual curses. 

PROVERBS 28: Is That Possible? 
“A poor man who oppresses the poor is a beating rain that leaves no food.” 

Proverbs, like the rest of the Bible, talks a lot about how the rich like to oppress the poor, 

and how it’s great to instead be generous to the poor.  Here, we have a new concept: the poor 

oppressing the poor. 

And it’s pretty easy to do.  Fast-food managers being lousy to the minimum-wage service 

crew happens all the time; someone gets a tiny bit of power, with a pay raise best described 

as a “bump,” and acts like a tyrant.  Someone frustrated with being poor might take it out on 

those around them – like their family, in the same poor but now miserable boat. 

Resource advantages can bring out the nasty in any of us, but they don’t create the nasty.  

That’s on us. 

30: All I Want Is a Room Somewhere 
"Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be 

full and deny you and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ or lest I be poor and steal and profane the 

name of my God.” 

Well, there’s at least the wealth side of the health-and-wealth gospel that needs to take a 

look in its ornate mirror.  This wish isn’t said often to genies, but it’s good.  If you have 

enough, you have enough – it’s tautological but rarely expressed.  Having just an amount of 

money that will address some common traps will be an easier life all-around…and why not 

want that?  



 

213 

 

PROVERBS 31: Proverbs 31 
You can find a bajillion resources on what “the Proverbs 31 woman” is like, based on the 

multifaceted description of a good woman here.  And a lot of the literature purporting to 

describe “the Proverbs 31 woman,” from what I can remember of it, doesn’t describe the 

content of Proverbs 31 at all. 

First – and I had forgotten this for years – it’s an acrostic, like Psalm 119 is.  You don’t 

necessarily write the most stringently detailed things in the world as an acrostic; you’re 

painting a portrait and giving an impression with that type of poem usually. 

Second, the portrait involves a lot of productivity – caring for her house, buying property, 

making profitable merchandise, and being generous to the poor, to name four.  For whatever 

reason – maybe because they talk about the home and making food and clothing – this is 

conflated not only with an active homemaker, but a feminine one – the kind that twirls 

around in fields and laughs alone with salad. 

Third, this portrait paints no feminine images.  It simply doesn’t go there.  Wait – I take that 

back.  To the extent femininity is associated with charm or beauty, the end of the proverb 

calls it “deceitful” and “vain.”  What it says is that “strength and dignity are her clothing.”  

Dignity is usually translated “majesty” when it’s used elsewhere.  If I’m looking at modern 

uses of “strength” and “majesty” for women in culture, that’s more Rosie the Riveter and 

Beyonce than Audrey Hepburn – there’s power in those words before there is daintiness. 

I’m not telling you what to like.  I’m just telling you that there is a lot more accomplishment, 

more doing, of all sorts here than an aesthetic or an understanding of Emily Post. 
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ECCLESIASTES 
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ECCLESIASTES 1-2: EcclesiasTEDx 
I often read (or intend to read – gotta be honest) Ecclesiastes when I’m feeling down about 

life, when it’s pointless in some aspect.  I overuse that term as I approach this book saying 

that everything is “vanity.” 

So to discipline myself, I’m digging down on what this author means by vanity.  And this 

author says everything is vanity in the way a modern motivational speaker would say that 

nothing lasts. 

Old-Timey Hebrew Writer: “Everything is vanity.” 

New-Timey Pencil-Thin 45-Year-Old Who Definitely Grew a Goatee ASAP in the Late ‘90s: 

“But how do we make a *uses random hand gesture* MEANINGFUL impact on the world?” 

We know this because the first chapter says that everything is vanity and then goes on to say 

what vanity is.  It’s the passing of generations, the accumulation of things, the building and 

achieving and all of that – but then a new generation picking it up, sometimes randomly, 

with no guarantee that any of the amazing things we do stay amazing, or even maintained.  

Once you’re gone and the next person takes over, you might as well have not done what you 

did.  There’s no legacy. 

That’s what we’re reading about – the search for lasting impact on the world, if that’s even 

possible.  We’re not reading about half the mopey reasons I end up here. 

3: No, Seriously 
If you know someone who doesn’t think there is a time for some of the things in this list of 

Things There Is a Time For, they are imbalanced.  I’m looking at the time to dance, but there 

are also people who are suspicious of a time to weep or a time to mourn.  For that matter, my 

grandmother Isleib never figured out a time to cast away; there were expired cereal boxes in 

her basement. 

(I read an anti-dancing tract one time that cited, as an example of someone who should be 

listened to on moral dangers, J. Edgar Hoover.  I…um…what?) 

Similarly, if there is nothing better for someone than to find joy in their work, beware 

people who complain about their work constantly and act like it’s a virtue.  Endurance of 

some things is virtuous, but if they are not trying to find some joy – any joy – in their work, 

they’re missing one of the big endgames of life. 
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ECCLESIASTES 4: Who’s This For? 
By this point in the musings, we’re talking about that, due to the lack of permanent impact in 

anything, you might as well lean into that.  Stop aiming for a legacy when a random thing 

will take it away after you die; focus on what’s here around you. 

That’s how we come to this person who works all the time and deprives themselves of 

pleasure and is never satisfied, never asking who it’s for.  They have this illusion of building 

for some future they can’t see and won’t experience.  They’re described as not having anyone 

in their life – “no other, either son or brother” – it’s just stuff for the person who’s getting the 

stuff.  Because nothing lasts, this accomplishes nothing.  It makes the person hurt and no one 

feel better. 

I think this is some of what Jesus means in Luke 16 talking about using “unrighteous wealth” 

to make friends.  If you have stuff to give away, give it away.  If you like working hard but 

don’t have any cause for it, find that cause.  It doesn’t have to be immediate family; it can be 

troubled kids or a blighted urban area – anything you’re remotely interested in.  But find a 

purpose for it among the living, because anything later than us is just speculation. 

5: King Skills 
In some translations, you will see that a “king dedicated to cultivated fields” is a translation 

of unknown meaning, or words to that effect.  But in context, I think the meaning is clear. 

One of the reasons listed for injustice is that the people at the top are so far away, by levels of 

bureaucracy, from the bottom – those who make the laws aren’t around the people they 

affect.  We saw that in the book of Esther.  But here, we read that it’s a good thing for a 

nation when there is a king dedicated to cultivated fields. 

What that means is that it is good for a king to care about what’s happening at the bottom – 

details like field maintenance.  It grounds a king and shows him how the subjects are living.  

That will prevent some amount of royal injustice. 

Look for this attitude when voting.  Do the candidates have any attention to detail, or do 

they just like being paid to boss people around and state their minds?  It makes a big 

difference.  
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ECCLESIASTES 7: Four Small Things 
1) We’re advised not to say the old days were better than today, because it’s not wise.  Why 

is it not wise?  I think it’s because: A) we know less of the situation around us when we’re 

young; and B) the brain tends to weed out negative things as our life improves.  These are 

both natural and good, but it means the ever-increasing mist of the past rusts our knowledge 

of it.  That selective bias is what can make nostalgia so powerful, and you’re better off 

avoiding it. 

2) Prosperity and adversity have been made to run together in life so that we may not know 

the future.  Why shouldn’t we know the future?  I think this is saying that to know the 

future would cause us to abandon the present.  Certainty tends to erode diligence, and that 

erosion is highly damaging, so removing that certainty from humans is better even though it 

is much less fun.  (This is connected to the note in chapter 9 that “time and chance” happen 

to everyone.  There is a spiritual purpose for chance in our lives – to get us to reconsider 

things that might have been too settled, among others.) 

3) Why aren’t we supposed to be overly righteous or overly wicked?  They’re both connected 

with early deaths.  Combined with the instruction to “take hold of this, and from that 

withhold not your hand,” it appears to be saying not to be a one-track mind regarding 

righteousness (or wickedness).  A one-track mind gets tunnel vision, and tunnel vision leads 

to blind spots, and blind spots lead to an overall worse situation.  It would be like reading the 

Bible 20 times a year to pursue knowledge, but never giving a dime to anyone – weaving 

multiple strands of goodness together will do more for you than trying to make the best 

single one the world has ever seen.  (The instruction in chapter 11 to do different things in 

the morning or evening because you don’t know which one(s) will work out is similar.) 

4) We’re instructed not to care about everything people say about us, because people under 

us have cursed us, and we have “many times” cursed others.  I find this a fascinating 

statement, something more specific than “everybody sins” (which is also in this chapter).  It 

also says that it’s just a normal human thing for employees to dislike their bosses sometimes.  

Power relationships can bring hostility even with the best people.  Understand those 

pressures and ride with them when you can, rather than stop the presses for each and every 

one.  
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SONG OF SOLOMON 
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SONG OF SOLOMON: Generally 
There have been a lot of interpretations over the years that this whole thing is meant to be 

an allegory of God’s love for the church or something like that.  As I understand it, fewer 

interpretations think this is about what at face value it’s about.  One definitely finds a lot of 

allegorical commentaries on the book. 

Why?  I suspect this is a book that the celibate theologian traditions – which have had more 

time and resources to write their thoughts – have been ill-equipped to discuss.  I’m putting 

that lightly, because what little reading I’ve done on the allegorical interpretations stretch 

the words of this book beyond belief – especially the notion that an Old Testament book was 

really about the New Testament church the whole time.  What I’m saying overall is that 

there have been longstanding professional/institutional biases against this book.  If I’d 

devoted my life to studying the Bible instead of playing sports and then a book of the Bible 

talks a whole bunch about how to play sports, I’d naturally undervalue that. 

I consider this to go with a general bowdlerizing of the Bible – something I’ve been trying to 

undo in this book.  The psalms are a lot more raw in their emotions than I got the impression 

it was okay to feel; similarly, I think this book is a lot more raw in its discussion of love than 

I got the impression it was okay to feel. 

Take chapters 3 and 6, which have extended portrayals of what it’s like to miss the person 

you love the most – the way loneliness engulfs you and the way you can get desperate to 

hear from them.  A billion songs have been written about that!  It’s clearly a thing people 

care about.  It makes a lot of sense to me that a bunch of words literally talking about the 

desperate feelings of missing someone are about the universal emotion of desperately missing 

someone.  Put another way, for how much the Bible talks about love and marriage, why 

wouldn’t there be a book exploring what that feels like? 

So my big thought on Song of Solomon is not to have big thoughts on Song of Solomon.  In 

the absence of strong evidence to the contrary, I think that’s the way to go.  



 

220 

 

ISAIAH 
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ISAIAH 1: Prophecy Service Announcement 
Over a decade ago, I attended a legal training regarding HIV/AIDS.  The presenter spent a lot 

of time noting how much the prognosis for people with HIV had improved, and how a lot of 

people without HIV were still worried about getting it in ways they had no reason to be 

concerned about. 

Someone asked why public health ads were so grim, given the happier truths.  The presenter, 

clearly not wanting to speak for public health, noted (I’m paraphrasing) that public health’s 

goals were different and might involve scaring into caring. 

I’ve already referenced comedian David Mitchell in this commentary, so I’ll do it again.  In 

explaining on Would I Lie to You? why he was scared of the sun as a child: 

“The trouble is that some children are timorous and some children are reckless.  But in order 

to save the lives of reckless children, warnings are calibrated for their safety, the result of 

which is that the timorous live in a state of perpetual terror.  What I needed to be told is, 

‘You know what, most days you won’t die; it’s fine.’” 

I’m used to thinking of prophecies as a certain pronouncement – a prediction that will 

definitely come true.  That’s far from the whole story, because they lay out choices, 

branching paths with differing consequences.  Tonally, that puts them closer to warning 

signs or public health announcements (which, at time of writing, you’re probably weary of). 

And it’s fair to say, from ancient times to now, no one’s squared the circle of how to 

sufficiently stun the reckless while not roping in the timorous.  I don’t like the tone of those 

kind of warning signs or announcements, and I don’t like the tone of these prophecies.  Then 

again, I am with David Mitchell as having been one of the timorous kids.  The warnings were 

not calibrated for me, and neither were the prophecies. 

That doesn’t make the past feel much better, but it does center for me how important it is for 

a modern reader not to go all doom and gloom on someone who means well.  Fire and 

brimstone and public health ads are at a pitch that’s only meant for the reckless to hear; 

lowering them into everyone’s hearing will have disastrous consequences.  It will create a 

state of perpetual terror for a lot of folks – and looking around Christianity broadly, I’ve 

known loads of people in that state.  
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ISAIAH 3: Appointed Leaders in Desperation 
Among the many dire portraits painted in this chapter, one is that, in a time of scarce bread 

and water, someone will make their brother leader of the people based on that they have a 

cloak – “and this heap of ruins shall be under your rule.”  And that brother will deny having 

a cloak, to in turn deny the role of being a “healer” to the people. 

When the ship is clearly going down – nationally, corporately, extended family-ly – 

everyone loves to pass the buck.  Is that inherently bad?  Not to my eyes; it’s just an 

extension of the situation.  But it’s a reminder that, if you put selfish people in charge, no 

matter how much you agree with them politically, they will push away the existing selfless 

people in government and you will miss them in situations like these.  The mass exodus of 

longtime federal public servants during the Trump administration was like nothing I’d ever 

read about in peacetime.  The demands from the top were too self-serving to square with 

personal ethics of many people who had served through several administrations and their 

crises. 

If you’ve worked anywhere for awhile, you know how important it is to maintain 

institutional knowledge.  There’s no one situation you need it for, but you need it, and the 

people who have it, generally and often.  In the bad times, do you want the talent pool to be 

a bunch of people who don’t want the responsibility?  And do you want leadership based on 

who has food and clothing?  No, you’ll wish you had managed to keep the selfless people 

who wanted to serve.  How to do that is create an upstanding culture and not push them 

away.  
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ISAIAH 5: Woe Now 
This chapter has the too-frequently-quoted-saying “Woe to those who call evil good and 

good evil.” 

It’s often a rhetorical flourish like saying God’s thoughts are not our thoughts.  In most cases, 

it’s true but unhelpful.  If you are talking about someone who is a nasty piece of work and 

then you end with “murder is illegal,” that’s only relevant information if the nasty piece of 

work is a murderer.  But if they’re not, you can use the phrase to sorta imply they are a 

murderer – what they’re doing might as well be murder – without ever saying they are.  The 

person might as well say, “I oppose this person because I think they’re bad,” but that’s 

couched as an opinion and therefore isn’t as valid-sounding.  So in comes the Isaiah quote to 

seal the illogical deal. 

Frankly, nobody should need someone saying it to realize that a person who swaps good and 

evil has trouble coming to them.  The person who thinks it needs to be said all the time is 

probably saying it for something other than education.  
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ISAIAH 7: Firmness 
In discussing how Judah has the chance to win an upcoming war if it trusts in God, this 

phrase is uttered: 

“If you are not firm in faith, you will not be firm at all.” 

I’d never thought about this idea, but I think it’s absolutely right.  For anyone who thinks 

themselves firm or solid or reliable, what really is the point of any of it?  If you don’t know 

the point, you’re not going to do it, no matter how much you claim you will.  And the point 

of doing anything in the present is that you believe that it will improve the future.  If you 

have no positive concept of the future – i.e., part of what faith is – you won’t bother doing 

anything in the present. 

There’s a lot of false firmness in the world – people who want to say they’re all that.  But 

what are they doing right now?  What is the future they’re building with their present?  

What is their faith in?  It might be in their ability to build an empire of self-help seminars 

and books via braggadocio.  They might be firm in that.  But hopefully there’s faith in 

something besides themselves. 

Gave It 0 Gos 
Isaiah 7 is most famous for the virgin/Immanuel prophecy.  It’s in an unusual context: God 

offering Ahaz (a wicked king) any sign he wants and Ahaz flatly refusing. 

Projecting exceptional evil or exceptional dislike of God onto garden-variety folk is an easy 

way for self-righteous enforcer types to give themselves extra authority and distance.  But, 

here and now, God doesn’t show Himself to us in these point-blank terms.  We don’t have 

God literally sending a message that says “I will prove myself to you with anything you feel 

like.”  The Old Testament times God gets immediately angry with His people are normally 

with up-close refusals like this.  For other situations, it’s warnings and hopes of change over 

long periods of time. 

So God was even offering His services to kings who clearly didn’t want Him – He at least 

gave some of them a direct shot at caring.  This is a degree of rejecting God above what the 

vast majority of humans have ever had the chance to do. 
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ISAIAH 14: Luciferocious 
I’m indebted to a Daniel Wallace article on this for my core knowledge on this – he’s a 

biblical linguist who I heard give a talk once.  Here’s the deal: 

“Lucifer” that is described here as falling from Heaven is just a Latin word meaning a 

morning star.  It’s not a massively common word, and some translators morphed it into a 

proper name.  Combined with Jesus saying one time that He saw Satan fall like lightning 

from Heaven, it has been read to support for the idea that Satan is a fallen angel. 

That conclusion is flimsy built on flimsy, at least off these verses.  And you might have 

guessed that, given that 1) reading about the pride of the king of Babylon, as Isaiah’s subject 

matter is, 2) jumping to a Satan origin story, and 3) jumping back to the pride of the king of 

Babylon would be a surprise. 

As for Jesus, it’s not clear Jesus was even referring to Isaiah 14 – He talks about lightning and 

Isaiah doesn’t, for starters (and enders; it’s just one sentence we’re talking about).  To the 

extent it is being referred to, a fall of pride described as a fall from Heaven is idiomatic rather 

than an implication that Satan is the Artist Formerly Known as Lucifer. 

I’m amazed it took me this long in the commentary to grumble about the Bible being divided 

into chapters and verses, but: this is the downside of atomizing passages.  It encourages tiny 

patchwork readings of two things that then read strangely in either thing’s context.  And the 

way the New Testament cites these things clashes with modern citation forms in a way that 

allows this patchwork error to thrive.  Because there are no verses in the original text, it’s 

unclear whether a New Testament reference is referring to just what it cites, or whether it’s 

referring to the context, e.g., “that bit in Isaiah that goes like this” or “start reading about 

here.”  And with the possibility of idiomatic use, it gets less clear.  That’s fine, of course, 

unless you have some doctrinal or other need for everything to be “solved.”  “Solving” the 

Bible in this way has led to really bad interpretations.  And the notion of a fallen angel 

named Lucifer is one of them.  
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ISAIAH 19: Israel, Egypt, and Assyria 
Recorded prophecies are where we start to get a fuller picture that the laboratory of Israel 

was meant to interact with the rest of the world at some point. 

The description here is interesting, because it describes Egypt and Assyria turning to God, 

with Israel being “the third” with them. 

I don’t have any sense of what that means in its specifics.  But it strikes me as concrete 

enough for Pharisaical xenophobia (conveniently disabled when they had use of the Romans, 

but whatever) to not make sense.  It didn’t make sense for other reasons, of course.  If you’re 

back then, and your concept of God can’t handle this fusion, then it’s the wrong concept. 

ISAIAH 20: Prophetic Performance Art (Isaiah’s 

Version) 
I was going to get into this with Ezekiel and how long he lay on his side (self-editor’s note: I 

do get into it then) – but here we have Isaiah walking around naked and barefoot for three 

years as a sign against Egypt. 

Ummmmmm…yeah, all right.  God required someone to be naked for three years. 

But what does it mean to be naked and barefoot for three years?  It could have a full literal 

scope – naked and barefoot every day for three years.  It also could mean that Isaiah was 

recurringly naked and barefoot for three years, in the way a performance artist might have a 

regular thing they do, or in the way a sitcom has a recurring character, or in the way a 

YouTuber has an ongoing series of videos. 

I don’t know why that broad, harsh first option is the go-to for many people I’ve known.  It 

doesn’t serve any purpose to do that.  It just makes God seem draconian and His followers to 

be made of tougher stuff or something. 

Ah ha!  Maybe that’s it.  Maybe the appeal is the tougher-stuff vibe.  It’s the same vibe that 

one can see in LinkedIn posts about overcoming adversity, or importing warlike mentality 

into getting sales for your random business.  It’s emotional military surplus.  And the trouble 

with it is the same trouble with assuming your future romance will play out like a romcom: 

it leads to disappointment and frustration when huge chunks of your life are not like that, 

and it causes you to miss out on a lot of life waiting for those big moments.  I have no idea 

how often within those three years Isaiah was naked and barefoot as part of the prophecy.  

But I know it’s harmful to have a mindset that jumps straight to the harshest version.  
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ISAIAH 23: Pop Culture References 
Tyre is prophesied to end like what’s talked about “in the song of the prostitute,” which is 

then cited.  It seems like the prophecy is quoting a secular song that the listeners know. 

I wasn’t expecting that, but that’s what being raised with something of a buttoned-up 

sensibility about the Bible gets me.  I’ve quoted “Strangelove” by Depeche Mode in a lesson 

before (“I give in to sin, because I like to practice what I preach”), but that was just me being 

me. 

28: “It Goes On and On and On…” 
Yes, I referenced a Journey song I hate.  This is my living sacrifice in accordance with 

Romans 12, unless it isn’t. 

There are a few phrasings here of people hearing God’s word as, essentially, “blah blah blah” 

– a drone of words.  The actual language in Isaiah is “precept upon precept, precept upon 

precept, line upon line, line upon line, here a little, there a little.” 

In Isaiah, it’s describing how people will be when they don’t want to hear God’s word.  In 

my life, it also describes how people can be if God’s word is treated like it is a drone of words 

by those who profess to like it. 

I think of the Rowan Atkinson comedy bit “Amazing Jesus.”  Many thought he was being 

sacrilegious with it.  But his explanation is much more sensible: it’s a send-up of the “radio 

voice” common in the Church of England at the time for reading the Bible.  So like much 

good comedy, he puts a bunch of nonsense in that voice and goes from there. 

Why was there a boring voice for Rowan Atkinson to send up comedically?  Why is it 

widely accepted for the most important book in someone’s life to be digested like a sleep aid?  

If you read something in an unnaturally boring voice consistently, how can you be surprised 

if the biggest takeaway for the listeners – especially kids, who are absorbing loads of things 

subconsciously – is that the Bible is boring? 

This doesn’t mean you have to go to Binky the Clown levels of exciting – that’s a back-door 

admission that it’s boring, just like an overzealous sales pitch implies the product can’t sell 

itself.  But tone makes drone.  And while this isn’t what Isaiah was talking about, the result 

of what I’m talking about can be as damaging.  
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ISAIAH 45: What Seems to Be the Trouble? 
This chapter describes woe to those who “strive[] with” their makers.  One of the offered 

questions is clay saying to a potter working with it that “your work has no handles.”  There’s 

also discussion of asking a woman, “With what are you in labor?”  Then God asks a rhetorical 

question as to whether someone would dare “command” Him about what He’s doing. 

Where is this different from Job or the Psalms in terms of questioning God? 

I think it’s the difference between “what are you doing?” and “what are you doing?!?”  The 

first is an open question inviting an answer; the second is a closed, rhetorical question with 

no satisfactory answer.  The second question often implies that the thing being done will end 

badly.  It’s easiest to see in the no-handles statement from the clay. 

Almost certainly, you’ve experienced the difference between “what are you doing?” and 

“what are you doing?!?”  God feels the same sting from the latter that we do.  
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ISAIAH 47: Antonyms 
The opposite to the wrongly confident person who says “I am, and there is no besides me; I 

shall not sit as a widow or know the loss of children” isn’t “I shall sit as a widow” or “I shall 

know the loss of children.”  Perversely, those are also wrongly confident about the future – 

just a bad future.  No, the opposite is “I might experience these things some day.”  You’re not 

supposed to pessimistically put the odds of tragedies as well above 0; it’s just bad to set them 

at exactly 0. 

There’s a note that some of this false confidence is due to sorceries and enchantments.  I 

could do the modern thing that a lot of people do with idolatry (read my Leviticus 19 note) 

and say that retirement funds are like sorceries and enchantments here, but it would have 

the same problem: just picking a nearby modern thing and declaring it the same without 

biblical support.  The thing is, there is a good deal of incantation-style thinking in the world.  

I’ve followed the Bad Legal Takes Twitter account for awhile, and it’s filled with people – 

often sovereign citizens – who think winning in legal arenas is about getting people to say, or 

refusing to say, certain phrases like they’re magical.  I wish I were joking, but I’m not.   

I’ll end this thought with a quote describing this kind of thinking in sovereign citizen legal 

circles.  This thinking is not about Isaiah’s topic here, but you can see how exporting this 

thinking to feeling secure in life will be as nonsensical.  (Also, sovereign citizens waste a lot 

of the judicial system’s time and therefore tax money, and regardless of any spiritual points I 

just want you to watch out for them.) 

From https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/ideology/sovereign-citizens-

movement: 

“Since most certificates use all capital letters to spell out a baby’s name, JOHN DOE, for 

example, is actually the name of the corporate shell identity, also called a “straw man,” while 

John Doe is the baby’s “real,” flesh-and-blood name. As the child grows older, most of his 

legal documents will utilize capital letters, which means that his state-issued driver's license, 

his marriage license, his car registration, his criminal court records, his cable TV bill and his 

correspondence from the IRS all will pertain to his corporate shell identity, not his real, 

sovereign identity. 

To separate from their corporate shell, sovereign citizens use a series of convoluted steps, 

often shared with them by more veteran sovereigns. This can include actions such as filing 

documentation with their secretary of state’s office declaring themselves sovereign, signing it 

with red blood or ink thumbprints, then having their new sovereign identity published in 

the newspaper.”  
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ISAIAH 54: One Time for All Time 
God describes the upcoming restoration of things to be “like the days of Noah,” in that His 

anger over the situation – anger He didn’t fully act on for centuries – wouldn’t go this far 

again. 

I read this as being more evidence of the nation-as-laboratory idea.  It’s important for 

posterity to understand both that this is possible and that this won’t happen again.  And this 

all makes sense if it’s being put in a book for that posterity.  There’s a sense in these words 

that God wants to make no more examples than He has to. 

At a high level, this fits with responsible parenting concepts.  Delay full responses – anger, 

exasperation, sadness, whatever – as much as possible, do the full responses as few times as 

possible, and take steps to never have to do those responses again.  Sometimes kids don’t 

realize how much they are hurting their parents and themselves with their actions, and 

sometimes that needs to be fully expressed. 

But ideally, that’s one time at most.  Done properly, it creates the want in the disciplined 

person to never create that reaction again – out of kindness, not self-preservation. 

I am not a parent – to the extent the world is a happy place, that’s why – but this description 

of “I did this once, and I really don’t want to do it again” makes more sense to me than Itchy 

Trigger Finger God (collect all 12 moods!).  We can read the prophecies one right after the 

other and easily forget that the full-blown response was held back for actual centuries.  (I 

refer you to my Isaiah 1 note about some prophecies as public service announcements.)  “On 

the next page” doesn’t mean “on the next day.” 

(The title of this note is a 65daysofstatic album.  “Drove Through Ghosts to Get Here” is a 

brilliant and unique song you will love if you’re anything like me.)  
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ISAIAH 55: Read the Proverbs 14/16 Note 
This one’s important enough that I wanted to put something here in case you had jumped 

straight into Isaiah.  (I have no idea if it will be more common to read this commentary in 

order or to jump around.) 

There’s a good argument that the way in which God’s thoughts are not our thoughts comes 

out of the immediately following sentences: that what God starts comes back to Him 

completed.  There are a lot of “for”s connecting everything.  I don’t want to assume they’re 

all stating causality.  But they easily could be. 

56: Read the Nehemiah 9/13 Note 
Generally, this part of Isaiah has been talking about a future order of things.  It seems to have 

a more global concept than Judaism had to this point – more God-centered and less nation-

centered.  To that end, there are multiple assurances given to foreigners that they are/will be 

part of the future order if they want to be. 

Isaiah prophesied well before Nehemiah.  So if Nehemiah’s actions were such that he didn’t 

consider either the Law regarding kind treatment of foreigners or the prophecy contained in 

Isaiah on this front, then those actions were not supported by God.  We don’t know the full 

extent of Nehemiah’s actions and attitudes, but just because we have an account of them 

doesn’t mean they are divinely approved.  It’s important to separate that out – just like any 

autobiography of a decent person doesn’t endorse the wisdom of everything in that 

autobiography.  
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ISAIAH 65: Houses of the Holy 
The start of this chapter describes God’s having had it up to wherever here is regarding 

certain people.  They do whatever they want to do in terms of sacrifices, they do whatever 

with regard to diet laws, and then they say, quite undeservedly, “Keep to yourself; do not 

come near me, for I am too holy for you.” 

That got me thinking about how often any person who is holy ever says something like 

“keep to yourself” or “do not come near me.”  And it’s very rare, because those people know 

that the mere approach of other people won’t change their holiness.  No – it’s the people 

with no separator in their conduct who just declare separation.  It’s superiority by fiat.  

Actual personal superiority doesn’t need a verbal marketing budget. 

It's like how a number of the people who identify themselves online as logical and smart are 

covering for that they are neither.  It’s also like how James talks about demonstrating your 

faith by what you do, rather than just saying “I believe things and you do things.”  If you 

hear someone wanting you to back away because they are somebody special and distinct, 

there’s a good chance that’s their only means to be special and distinct. 

66: Porcelain 
“‘He that kills an ox is as if he killed a man.’  Hosea 6:6.” – Moby, in the booklet for his album 

Play, in the Quotes section 

Moby misattributes this one (although Hosea 6:6 is correctly cited four sentences later); he’s 

actually quoting Isaiah 66:3.  But while Moby’s talking about animal cruelty, Isaiah 66 isn’t, 

at least not as such.  The other similes are summarized as describing people who “have 

chosen their own ways”; they start with someone properly offering a sacrifice (i.e., caring) to 

compare to people who do something bad (i.e., not caring). 

So the problem being discussed is general callousness toward God’s standards.  Surprisingly, 

then, the best part of Isaiah 66:3 for Moby’s point isn’t the bit he quotes; it’s the very next 

comparison – “He who sacrifices a lamb, like one who breaks a dog’s neck.”  That’s the 

comparison where the ungodly person is called out for their animal cruelty.  It’s literally the 

next words after what Moby quotes. 

When it comes to unpacking celebrity theology, don’t nobody know my troubles but God. 
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JEREMIAH 
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JEREMIAH 3: What Does He Know? 
God says to Jeremiah that He expected the nation of Israel to return to faithfulness, but then 

it didn’t. 

This statement sends the Omniscience-O-MeterTM a-whirring and a-sputtering. 

How did God have a frustrated expectation?  How is that even possible? 

I think this ties into the purpose of humans. 

It appears I haven’t said this already – apologies if I did – but it’s my view that God made 

humans to be, unlike the rest of the material world, things that could generate unprompted, 

voluntary praise.  To do that, He voluntary limited His uses of power on humanity.  He could 

turn us into praise machines, but He was tired of machines, so He refuses to mechanize us. 

The drawback is that we might choose evil.  But we cannot fulfill our purpose of voluntary 

good if the menu only has one item.  The chance to choose is bound up in the purpose. 

We know from forgiveness that God can treat things we did as if we didn’t do them for 

certain purposes.  What if God treats upcoming events like He doesn’t know them for certain 

purposes – like the ability to be pleasantly surprised by our voluntary good actions?  To some 

degree, that’s what optimism is. 

So it seems that God refuses to use all the foreknowledge that could be used, for the sake of 

optimism and being surprised.  It’s not like God won’t come up with an effective solution if 

surprised.  Do you ever go on a road trip without planning everything, because the surprise is 

fun?  If you take that step for your own joy, it’s not out of the question that God takes an 

analogous step.  
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JEREMIAH 6: A Lightly Healed Wound 
Interesting phrasing here, that one of the wicked things being done is “heal[ing] the wound 

of my people lightly, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace.” 

Solving problems is less popular than feeling like a problem is solved, because the latter has 

so many easier paths to achieve it.  There’s not a lot to be done for that; it’s just going to be 

true for each of us at different points.  So what can we do instead?  Combine the efforts; help 

people solve the problem while also helping them feel like it is being solved. 

If you just solve it without addressing the feelings, the solution will stick less.  If you just 

address the feelings, there will be no solution.  If you address both in one go, you’re moving 

forward while reducing the chances of moving backward.  It takes longer at the moment, but 

soothing the feelings every day the problem’s not solved (i.e., every day) consumes more 

time. 

There’s a Path You Take and a Path Not 

Taken/There’s Still Time to Change the Road 

You’re On 
In my circles, asking for the ancient (or old) paths has been one of those ideas that’s really 

appealed to some inflexible sorts.  Whatever they do right now is older than whatever thing 

you’re suggesting, so asking for the old paths = sticking on the current path. 

That’s not how path navigation works.  In particular, if you have veered off a good path, it’s 

not like you can teleport to the good path.  You’ll have to either go all the way back, or – and 

this is the important bit – you’ll have to course-correct over to the original path. 

That course correction might involve a path that hasn’t been path’d before.  But it’s 

ridiculous to say “I won’t course-correct, because that’s a new path, and I’m on this older 

path.”  That those paths are “where the good way is” is more important than that they’re 

“ancient.” 
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JEREMIAH 8: An Understated Theme 
The picture we get of the evil that’s happening is particular.  And I think that’s important to 

remember for all the times the people are described as going their own way. 

“No man relents of his evil, saying ‘What have I done?’” 

There is an avoidance of reflection.  There is an avoidance of taking stock of one’s life.  There 

is an inflexibility, an unwillingness to change course. 

Those things are bad regardless of what you think you should be doing.  That leads to ruin 

across all beliefs and doctrines.  What can a deity do when no one wants to consider whether 

they’re wrong?  There aren’t a whole lot of ways to deliver messages at that point. 

So in reading all the context, I think this is key to remember.  Think of all the people you’ve 

known who don’t want to stop and think about what they’ve done, then think of how you 

probably wanted to steer clear of them.  That’s who’s being talked about here. 

13: Change of Fools 
“Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?  Then also you can do good who 

are accustomed to do evil.” 

That’s a weird two sentences to read.  Since you answer “…no?” to the question, the response 

seems contradictory. 

But I think what it’s saying is that our baseline is to do good.  In God’s view, being 

accustomed to do evil isn’t natural – it’s fake human.  Within this context, being accustomed 

to do evil is like being Rachel Dolezal; you get how someone could arrive at that, but it 

would be much healthier if they didn’t. 

This is an optimistic view of humans that a lot of theology I am used to misses completely.  

Those who enjoy a punishing God, those who believe strongly in original sin, and several 

others don’t fit neatly with God saying it’s an inherent trait of us to do good.  To err is 

human, but to want to do good is also human.  They both can be true.  
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JEREMIAH 17: More About the Sabbath 
The way God describes Sabbath-keeping here – not bringing burdens out of your house or 

doing any work – matches the Nehemiah concept of generally trying to profit yourself 

materially on the day.  It doesn’t mean that all tasks were meant to cease, or that Pharisees 

got to decide “close calls.” 

I’m tracking this not-quite-storyline as it comes up, because it’s all too easy to read in the 

Gospels how Jesus addressed the Pharisees’ framing and not see the other possible frames. 

20: You Call That Weeping? 
Jeremiah is sometimes called the “Weeping Prophet.”  There are enough reasons, particularly 

in Lamentations, to have that sobriquet, if you insist on sobriquets for your prophets (or just 

saying “sobriquet”). 

What Jeremiah writes here – saying that God has deceived him and that he wished God 

would have killed in the womb, “so my mother would have been my grave” – is not what I 

call weeping.  It’s frustration and anger.  It’s wishing God hadn’t picked him to be a 

spokesperson (which, given that a temple official had just beaten him and put him in stocks, 

is fair).  There might have been weeping with this, but weeping carries connotations that I’m 

not certain at least this writing can bear. 

This is where the phrase “fire in my bones” comes from; Jeremiah says God’s word is like that 

whenever he considers ditching this spokesperson thing.  But it’s not a complimentary 

phrase saying he’s God’s mighty warrior.  Jeremiah says he’s weary of holding it in, that it’s 

too big a burden.  It’s not a point of pride; it’s a point of exhaustion. 

Jeremiah’s writing intersperses his work with his diary thoughts on that work.  This one has 

an often-used phrase, so I thought I’d highlight it, but there are loads of these.  
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JEREMIAH 26: The Trial of Jeremiah 
Many times in the Bible, someone with a negative message from God earned deadly wrath 

from a king.  But here, it’s priests and other prophets delivering that wrath. 

Jeremiah doesn’t run, and he doesn’t fight; he even says, “Do with me as seems good and 

right to you.”  (I wouldn’t have the guts to say that in front of people who had already 

demonstrated some un-good and un-right thought processes.)  But he declares his innocence. 

At this point, there’s concern because he says he’s from God, and being from God isn’t 

something you kill somebody for.  And “certain of the elders of the land” get everyone’s act 

together and point back to Micah, who proclaimed negative things in Hezekiah’s day and 

was listened to rather than put to death. 

So there was division among everyone, but cooler heads won that day.  Jeremiah lived.  His 

colleague in right prophecy, a guy named Uriah, wasn’t so fortunate; when he fled for his life 

to Egypt, the king sent some folks to bring him back to Jerusalem to kill him. 

All of this is presented matter-of-factly, which interests me since Jeremiah was so clearly 

willing to insert his feelings as commentary throughout the book.  There is some third-

person writing, so maybe this was a guest sidebar (loads of autobiographies have those).  I’m 

always drawn to accounts of when calming people down to save lives actually works, and 

this is one of them.  But I’m also drawn to the reference to Micah – a reminder that the Bible 

orders its prophets first by size of book, not by chronology – and the reasoning.  It is 

common in scenarios of heightened emotion to pretend something is uniquely offensive, but 

it rarely is.  Jeremiah’s message had been told before by many people.  Whatever four doors 

down in the homeowner’s association is upset about has been done by someone else in some 

other neighborhood.  Life can move on. 

28: Great Story 
Jeremiah v. Hananiah is similar to Micaiah v. Zedekiah in 1 Kings 22.  The thing that stands 

out here compared to the older parallel is that Jeremiah says that Hananiah’s message is good 

– that is, it’s a positive thing that would be great to have happen.  The trouble is that God 

didn’t say the message, so it wasn’t true. 

I have known many people who seem irritated at false, positive messages not because they 

are false, but because they are positive.  That is a poisonous outlook, and you’d do best to 

avoid it.  All the happy messages going around Judah would be great if they happened, 

because it would mean everyone would get to live and thrive.  Awesome!  That should be 

awesome to anyone.  That shouldn’t be the reason to contradict it.  Truth, and only truth, is.  
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JEREMIAH 29: What to Do in Exile 
Jeremiah’s letter to the Jews in Babylonian exile – which is positive, but railed against like it 

isn’t – says in essence to settle in.  Part of that settling in is to “seek the welfare of the 

city[…], and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” 

This is one of the earliest instances of God saying to pray for your enemies.  That’s not the 

headline message, but given that it’s to exiles in a city with the people who exiled them, it is 

praying for your enemies. 

Jeremiah had been instructed by God several times not to pray for the people, although 

sometimes God told Jeremiah that maybe re-sending a message would get the people to 

repent.  That scenario seems the exception rather than the norm.  You should want the 

welfare of the city you’re in and the people around you.  Don’t be selfish with who you pray 

for; there shouldn’t be some threshold of approval before you pray for them.  Jeremiah 

clearly didn’t approve of the actions of those around them, but he still wanted to pray for 

them, and he would have without a very specific instruction.  You don’t have that 

instruction.  Pray for everybody wherever you find yourself. 

34: Fake Freedom 
King Zedekiah – not a great king overall – decreed that it was time to free Hebrew slaves, 

seemingly making up for lost time on this (since no Jew was to be a slave longer than seven 

years).  This pleased God.  But then the masters rounding up the newly freed people and 

making them slaves again.  God was particularly galled by that. 

Without going into history I’m ill-equipped to explain, it’s fair to say the Jim Crow era was 

way too close for comfort to part two of this scenario.  Sharecropping and indentured 

servitude weren’t exactly a granting of freedom.  Scheming to keep your former property 

poor is about as clear an oppression as can be found, and had Jeremiah been around the Deep 

South after the Civil War it seems he would have said the same thing as he did in his 

lifetime.  (The industrial tycoons in the North wouldn’t have gotten a great message either 

about what they did to the poor.  Christian nation, indeed.)  
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JEREMIAH 36: A Prophet Banned from 

Worship 
In the middle of an unusual story involving the king having lines read from Jeremiah’s 

prophecy, then cutting those lines off and burning them, we learn that Jeremiah has to have 

Baruch deliver the prophecy in the first place.  Why?  Because Jeremiah has been banned 

from the house of the Lord.  (You might recall that a lot of the prophets and priests didn’t 

like him.) 

If for no other reason than a lot of people have lived through history, a good chunk of those 

people will have been Christians banned from their local church through some situation or 

another.  How would you handle that?  Would you be too afraid of what a ban could mean 

and stay in a bad situation?  Would you carry on from the sidelines as Jeremiah did?  Would 

it be something in between? 

Lots of churches have kicked out lots of righteous people.  It makes more sense to think 

about what you would do if it happens than to assume it will never happen.  



 

241 

 

JEREMIAH 37-40: Government Ping Pong 
As Babylon came down hard on Jerusalem to conquer it, running Jerusalem out of food, 

Jeremiah was seized for alleged treason.  King Zedekiah speaks to him some, at which point 

Jeremiah notes that all the prophets prophesying 0 invasions were off by 1, and then he’s 

kept under guard but with food.  Then some officials decide Jeremiah was making the 

soldiers faint of heart by saying to surrender.  (I suspect that clearly losing the war and 

running out of food made them faint of heart first, but hey…)  So Jeremiah is thrown in a 

well, but an Ethiopian in government pulls him out. 

Then the king starts meeting with Jeremiah ashamedly and secretly, asking what’s really 

going to happen.  Jeremiah is afraid, given that the king has a history of ignoring the advice, 

but the king says he will spare him.  So Jeremiah gives him the rundown, Zedekiah tells him 

how to get the officials off his back when he leaves the room, and that’s that. 

When Jeremiah is taken to Babylon, he’s not treated as a hero, but he is treated well for a 

prisoner, and he is allowed to choose whether to stay in Babylon or go back to Judah.  (He 

chooses the latter.) 

War between governments ends up dichotomizing a lot of things.  What it can’t dichotomize 

is truth.  And when you are on the side of truth in the middle of a war, you might get 

shuttled around weirdly, because no one knows what to do with you.  Jeremiah told people 

to surrender, but he wasn’t pro-Babylon.  That’s the worst of both worlds from a reward 

perspective.  But truth is like that sometimes.  
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JEREMIAH 42-44: An Unwanted Escape 
“Where does the Lord say we should go, Jeremiah?” 

“God says you should stay here, and you shouldn’t fear the Babylonians, and if you go to 

Egypt things will be awful.” 

“That’s a lie; Baruch set you up so that we will die by the Babylonians.  We’re going to Egypt 

– and we’re taking you and Baruch with us.” 

This is bonkers.  If you think the prophet is lying to you, why do you take him with you on 

the plan where he says you’re doomed?  If you think another prophet has set the first 

prophet up, why do you take him too?  And if you’re Jeremiah, you cannot be feeling good 

about this plan. 

Later, the people asking the original question draw exactly the wrong causal connections and 

decide that the state of things pre-Babylonian invasion – with food and whatnot – was due to 

worshipping false gods, so they go back to that. 

Maybe there is something rational connecting these dots.  I can’t find it.  
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LAMENTATIONS 
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LAMENTATIONS: Generally 
If you have heard the song “The Steadfast Love of the Lord,” it comes from the middle of 

Lamentations.  It is a positive song coming from a positive sentiment.  And when I have 

heard the song discussed, it is summarized like this: “Even in the midst of terrible things, 

Jeremiah found hope.” 

Well, yes.  That’s true. 

But the amount of terrible things written about far exceeds the hope.  Lamentations doesn’t 

have a happy ending; it ends with discussion of wondering if God has forgotten His people 

forever.  While there are sentiments like that someone who is alive is not right to complain 

about punishment for their sins (because they could be dead instead), they are surrounded by 

desolation and despair and emptiness and violence. 

To highlight only the happy words does a grave disservice to this book.  It’s like if the only 

thing remembered from a war correspondent’s report is a child handing them some flowers.  

It’s understandable why that’s the part most likely to get attention, but it doesn’t convey 

what’s going on. 

As discussed in my note on Isaiah 54, what Jeremiah sees was intended to be a singular 

occurrence – a singular devastation followed by rebuilding 70 years later.  Lamentations is 

the report of that devastation.  Absorb that lesson before examining the hope. 
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EZEKIEL 
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EZEKIEL 1: The Limits of Inspiration 
Ezekiel’s origin story as a prophet is here.  He’s sitting along the river, and then he gets this 

fantastic vision with all sorts of creatures and wheels and things that don’t turn and…it’s all 

blindingly baffling to me.  What is he talking about?  Why are there all these things 

described? 

At the end of it, Ezekiel says that “Such was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the 

Lord.” 

Ah, okay.  We’ve seen the glory of the Lord a couple of times so far, and it’s been blindingly 

baffling then too.  It makes sense that it would be so when Ezekiel describes it. 

That raises a question: how much of this detail “matters”?  And I think the answer is that a 

lot less matters than theologians tend to ascribe to it. 

There’s an episode of Community in which Jeff is obsessed with a new guy in his pottery 

class named Rich who seems perfect.  Jeff starts collecting all these facts about where Rich is 

from and stays up late with papers around him trying to figure out what darkness lies 

underneath that exterior.  Jeff’s friends call him out for his obsessive theorizing, which they 

call Goldbluming as if he were a Jeff Goldblum scientist character. 

Given how many people in history had the luxury of writing about theology because they 

were supported by others’ funds to shut themselves away and do so, details of prophecy are 

ripe for both lay and clerical Goldbluming.  And the theoretical support for Goldbluming is 

the Scriptures being inspired of God.  That makes sense enough, but it places its bet super-

hard on knowing exactly what inspiration is.  And given that I wasn’t around for any of the 

world’s inspired moments, I hesitate to put a huge theological load on something that hard to 

grasp.  A bed isn’t a bad bed because it collapses under an elephant.  Inspiration is that bed to 

me – it holds up what it ought to conceptually, but it’s easy to overload it. 

So why is Ezekiel describing things with all these details?  I think it’s because…wait for 

it…he’s describing what he saw, and he saw those details.  I’ll let details where Ezekiel tells 

me they are important (or what they mean) stand out, but other than that I’m happy to leave 

the rest alone.  I’ve Goldblum’d about way too many things in my life; Ezekiel’s prophetic 

details don’t need to be another. 

(Spoiler alert: This also applies to Revelation.) 
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EZEKIEL 3: The Ezekiel Burden 
As God is setting up Ezekiel’s prophetic ministry, He says that anyone who stays wicked after 

Ezekiel warns them will only be accountable to themselves and Ezekiel won’t be blamed.  If 

Ezekiel doesn’t warn them, Ezekiel will be blamed. 

This is the most pro-evangelical thing I’ve read in the Bible, even as I’ve never heard it cited 

by evangelicals.  But it seems to be something specific between God and Ezekiel, or at most 

between God and prophets – not something given to everyone.  Otherwise, it would be 

unexpected to say it to Ezekiel. 

Like my thoughts on chapter 1, this strikes me as an area where hearing the Bible most 

regularly from people who have proclaiming God as their job distorts things.  Something that 

might apply just to the speaker becomes something that gets applied to the listener, and it 

blurs the distinctions among our individual relationships to God.  I’ve been in many lessons 

that act like the level of, for lack of a better term, liturgical dedication the speaker has is 

everyone’s baseline.  Maybe God has some arrangement like this for anyone who is actually 

going out and being the messenger, but that would be the extent of it. 

And if this is really meant to go down to every person – the conduct of someone we’ve never 

met around the world is our fault, e.g. – then God doomed Ezekiel by the way He set up the 

ministry at the end of this chapter.  He has Ezekiel bound and mute until God’s ready for 

him to speak, including that he “shall be mute and unable to reprove them” at some points.  I 

read that as tempering the policy goal of God’s deal with Ezekiel.  If Ezekiel was going to be 

physically unable to reprove people who walked by sometimes, then the deal that’s made 

can’t be switched on all the time, if that makes sense.  There are limits to what it means.  
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EZEKIEL 4-5: Professional Performance Art 

(Ezekiel’s Version) 
Ezekiel makes an action figure scene around a brick.  And then he lies on his left side for 390 

days and his right side for 40 days. 

There are some unanswered logistics about this.  God says He’ll place cords around Ezekiel so 

that he can’t turn from one side to the other until it’s time.  But Ezekiel’s also told what food 

to eat and how much to eat every day, and he also has to bake it in front of everyone.  If he’s 

prevented from even turning over, how exactly is he going to get the material for the food 

and then bake it?  Where’s the bathroom?  I don’t pretend to understand. 

Later (or maybe at the same time), Ezekiel has to do weird stuff with his beard. 

Regardless of the unknowns in these logistics, what are we reading about?  We’re reading 

about street performance art.  There are all kinds of weird performance art to prove a point.  

This is God’s version. 

I am not even close to a performance artist, but I know all this makes more sense if viewed in 

that context – especially anything that seems extreme to my life, which might read more 

normally to someone versed in the genre.  The style is so far away from a typical Bible 

reader’s style that it’s super-jarring, but it has plenty of modern analogs. 

(This comes up again in chapter 12, acting like an exile with baggage.)  
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EZEKIEL 13: Talismanic Religion 
This note goes with my Isaiah 47 note, that moved quickly into talking about sovereign 

citizens, and my Jeremiah 6 note, talking about lightly healing someone’s wounds rather 

than fully healing them.  Chapter 13 calls out two groups – those who whitewash over walls 

to hide that they are ready to fall, and those who “sew magic bands upon all wrists.” 

Besides that the things didn’t have any power behind them, there’s a larger problem of 

incentivizing people toward interest in whitewashed walls and magic bands.  It’s the problem 

of magical thinking, or more particularly in talismanic thinking.  If sovereign citizens give 

legal language a talismanic whitewash; actual talismans give life a talismanic whitewash. 

One of the implications here is that God never tried to cultivate a talisman-loving following.  

At this point, God was in the middle of writing down all the very real things He was doing, 

so there aren’t expectations that anyone far from them would believe in God.  When God 

appeals throughout the Old Testament to people, it usually comes down to either: 

deliverance from Egypt; or the existing covenant between Him and them. 

According to Jesus, people will know Christians by their “fruits” – what their lives are 

producing overall – and by their love, one specific thing they are producing.  These are not as 

tangible as deliverance from Egypt, but it is at a greater level of realness than, say, Christians 

feeling like everything is fine.  That’s not really a fruit.  That’s a sheen. 

The YouTube channel Zebra Corner has a series of sketches based around the weirdness of 

Chevrolet ads, with showrooms of vehicles and a billion types of J.D. Power awards.  All the 

sketches do is insert a guy with a thick Boston accent (hence the name Mahk) into the ads to 

puncture their bad logic – especially that the J.D. Power awards are worthless.  Besides being 

hilarious, they demonstrate a great example of fruits v. sheen – the awards sound impressive 

until you find out how limited they are, and then you’re left with cars that aren’t very good.  

And that’s all the ads have to offer you. 

I’ve known a lot of Christians whose Christianity appears to be primarily talismanic.  Much 

like the figurative wall whitewashers, the “peace that passes understanding” is just any old 

feeling of peace, such as procrastination or conflict avoidance.  Or prayer is treated like a 

ward or a ritual, where more frequent activations yield more frequent blessings. 

There is no indication that that’s how prayer works, for the same reason there is no 

indication that a parent nagging a kid to do chores makes the chores get done – this is a 

communication-based relationship between two beings.  That’s not to say you don’t talk 

more about things you care more about – that’s just normal life.  That’s to say ritual becomes 

placebo becomes quackery quickly.  God in quack packaging is not God at all.  
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EZEKIEL 14: Anti-Piracy Prophecy 
It’s weird to see God talking about deceiving His own prophets.  It caused me to stop writing 

for a day to think about what’s going on here. 

Deceiving His own prophets is part of an odd pawn game God is playing with idolaters who 

consult His prophets as though they weren’t idolaters.  By indicating they aren’t actually 

interested in God – and in essence pulling one over on the prophets – God is declaring 

upfront that there’s no point in consulting Him.  And if they do, they will receive a wrong 

answer. 

The key here is that the prophet doesn’t know this is going on – doesn’t know that the 

person asking for a word is an idolater, and doesn’t know that God is giving a message based 

on that.  And the prophet doesn’t have to know.  The prophet is just doing their job. 

There is at least one modern parallel to this: anti-piracy measures in video games.  If you are 

pirating a video game – not that hard to do – the game might have certain authenticity-

related things it checks as it loads.  If it doesn’t find them, these piracy traps spring up to 

make the game either unplayable or unfun.  Sometimes, the games have multiple layers in 

case pirates figure out one of them.  My favorite game, EarthBound, made the enemies super-

hard among several other things.  But if you still somehow played it to the end, the last 

protection froze the game and deleted your save file. 

Is it “deceit” in the usual sense to silently alter the game’s playability like this?  Not really; it’s 

mostly a way to offset the two-timing of two-timers.  God, through his unknowing, 

unwitting prophets, is altering the playability of prophecy to two-timers. 

This might be the most out-there analogy I’ve made all book.  
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EZEKIEL 16: Jerry Springer Takes the Bypass 

Around Sodom 
Ezekiel 16 is an extended tale of how God feels like a jilted lover.  It’s angry and it’s graphic. 

And it compares the situation to Sodom, a city that has given its name to a sex act.  So we’re 

really going to get some lurid comparison, right? 

“Behold, this was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of 

food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.  They were haughty and did 

an abomination before me.  So I removed them, when I saw it.” 

That was the most Sodom-y thing Sodom did?  Being too proud in their luxury to help the 

poor?  That’s the summary God has, in the middle of a sexually explicit discourse, about 

Sodom? 

If you were marinated in the subculture that I was, this hits hard and surprisingly. 

18: About Subcultures and Marinades 
God says at the end of this chapter, “I have no pleasure in the death of anyone.” 

If the God you have received is one who takes pleasure in death – or one who says they take 

no pleasure in it, but in a passive-aggressive way – that concept of God is wrong.  For 

whatever God’s justice means, and why it has to exist, it’s not fun when it happens. 

I am calling out this sentence because I need to understand it more.  And most theologies I 

have received do not act like it is true.  I have heard the New Testament version, that God is 

“unwilling that any should perish,” but that is less concrete – and more manipulable – than 

this.  
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EZEKIEL 24: This One Is Really Hard to Read 
I do not get why God’s message required Ezekiel’s wife to die.  I don’t think I’ll ever get that.  

If faith is considered to bridge gaps in understanding, this is my new huge gap: how is this 

not just obviously needless and cruel? 

So I won’t spend more time talking about that aspect.  What I will talk about is something 

troublesome that this reminded me of: 

I have assumed, more often than not, that my wife will die prematurely. 

This is not because of her.  This is because, when I was a kid, the mom of a family friend died 

without any notice, from something undetected in the brain.  Both of her children were 

under 10; I was 11.  It was of course treated as a sad thing in our family since we were close, 

but without any major contextual discussion (I assume there was a small amount I have 

forgotten), I just got it in my head that this is what happens to people – do good, live your 

life, have your wife die. 

Mathematically, expecting it is not the right frame of mind. 

Emotionally, expecting it breaks any and all frames of mind.  It keeps you at a distance from 

anyone you love – you assume there’s less point getting to know them when you’ve already 

given up in any sense.  And that makes the relationship worse. 

I don’t know how to help kids affected by death, so I won’t belabor this point.  I can just tell 

you that my processing was bad and led to bad outcomes.  
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EZEKIEL 26: What Does It Mean Not to Be 

Rebuilt? 
This part of Ezekiel spends a surprising (to me) amount of time recording prophecies about 

nations around Judah, and there are several chapters about Tyre.  It says that, once this 

prophesied destruction of Tyre happens, it will be “a bare rock” and “a place for the 

spreading of nets,” and it “shall never be rebuilt.” 

Welp…although Tyre has had many famous sieges, it generally has existed in some form or 

fashion.  Wikipedia calls it “one of the oldest continually inhabited cities in the world.” 

So what could this have possibly meant? 

We have seen a few places where “forever” words mean something closer to “in perpetuity”: 

indefinite duration without necessarily being of unlimited duration.  Something like that 

could be at play here (likelihood unknown, of course). 

Although Tyre was brought under others’ rule rather than being an independent city, it 

became independent again at different times over the next centuries.  So it doesn’t seem to be 

about that. 

Could it be about cultural prominence – that it’s not going to be the big dog?  Maybe. 

But I think it’s a lot narrower than that.  I think “never be rebuilt” means “never trying to 

make anything new on the same property with the same goals as what was there before.”  In 

other words, I’m not focusing on the meaning of “never” in “Tyre shall never be rebuilt”; I’m 

focusing on what it means for Tyre to be Tyre. 

Some basic evidence for this is where this era of prophets speaks of rebuilding Jerusalem after 

the Jews go into Babylonian exile.  Ezekiel 36 says that Israel’s waste places will be rebuilt, 

using the same word family; Isaiah 44 speaks similarly.  On the flipside, Deuteronomy 13 

instructs Jews to destroy a city among the nation if it’s supporting idolatry.  And in that 

situation, “It shall be a heap forever.  It shall not be built again.” 

What is the point of God giving those last two sentences?  It doesn’t read like a prophecy 

there.  It reads like an instruction – a command not to build that city like it used to be.  And 

that’s because the city as it was constructed – primarily in culture and ethos, I think it’s 

saying – got to the point it did. 

If that’s what it means, then these things line up.  Judah going back to a theocracy is 

rebuilding the old cities as they were.  The idolatrous cities having a new fortification of the 

same name built on top, or Tyre changing governments a whole lot, isn’t rebuilding the old 
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cities.  It’s a physical rebuilding, but it’s not a spiritual rebuilding.  It’s a new concept for a 

city where the old concept had failed. 

This concept of mine is open to plenty of critique, I’m sure.  But it does shake loose a 

question that I should have been asking on these prophecies a long time ago: why would God 

care that a city with a new name is built on an old one?  Since when has that sort of thing 

been among God’s priorities?  That matters a lot less than how the people in that city are 

acting and thinking of themselves.  To the extent Tyre 2.0 and Tyre 7.0 were acting and 

thinking of themselves differently, they weren’t rebuilding Tyre 1.0. 

(Certainly, everyone involved with writing the Gospels would have known of this prophecy, 

and they had no trouble calling Tyre Tyre.  So it seems they didn’t interpret this prophecy as 

literally as possible.) 

EZEKIEL 28: Daniel Obama 
This is the second time the writings of Ezekiel refers to Daniel.  In this instance, it’s God 

saying to Tyre that they think they’re wiser than Daniel. 

Between this reference and the prior one, it hit me that Daniel might, by his high rank, have 

represented a cultural minority role model for the exiles in Babylon, much like Barack 

Obama or Kamala Harris have.  (Or maybe Geraldine Ferraro?  That was before my time.)  

Daniel wasn’t shy about his cultural affiliation – his adherence to it changed various aspects 

of government administration.  And it’s not like Babylon was a tiny government or anything. 

(This note assumes the Daniel written about here is the Daniel of Daniel.  This turns out not 

to be the assumption of the bulk of scholars.  Then again, the assumption of the bulk of 

scholars is that Daniel is historical fiction.  Then again, I learned that on Wikipedia.  In 

general, keep in mind that only a tiny amount of the Ancient Near East has been 

archaeologically excavated, because people are living on top of it.) 
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EZEKIEL 29: Rebuilding Egypt 
The prophecy against Egypt in this chapter states that God will gather them back after 40 

years of scattering and “restore the[ir] fortunes.”  Not entirely – part of the prophecy is, as I 

read it, that they’re not going to be a superpower – but enough. 

We’ve seen this some in Isaiah and Jeremiah: God gradually drawing the biblical circle wider 

on who He’s invested in disciplining and building up.  It was drawn widely, and arguably 

dimly, before the nation of Israel existed; then it was drawn narrowly to focus on lessons in 

the nation-laboratory; and now it’s going back out again. 

Relative to the order of the Bible, God’s global concern never went away – it just had bad cell 

reception going through a tunnel. 

33: Ah, no-rtiori 
(Yes, that’s a stretch of a pun.  No, I’m not deterred.) 

There was a popular populist slogan in Ezekiel’s day.  Here, I’ll quote it: 

“Abraham was only one man, yet he got possession of the land; but we are many; the land is 

surely given to us to possess.” 

God replied that conduct is what He cares about – which undercut the slogan’s logic. 

I’m a major believer in the importance of Dunbar’s number, the philosophically 

hypothesized limit of how many people we can actively hold in our lives (that’s my summary 

of it, anyway).  In the digital age, you can find more than Dunbar’s number of people who 

believe anything.  And that means that, if you want, you can gerrymander your world into 

being entirely made of people who believe that thing. 

In other words, 50,000,000 Elvis fans can be wrong.  That you can see you have many people, 

and that God gave a lot to one person, implies no ratio or other multiplicative relationship. 

(Ezekiel 36 describes that God will rebuild the nation’s wastelands, just like this populist 

group is saying will happen.  But it’s because God wants to and cares to, not because it is 

owed to them.)  
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EZEKIEL 40-48: What’s the Big Idea? 
I was unaware of this until reading these chapters for this book, but this is one of the most 

controversial passages of the Bible in several ways.  It describes all manner of particulars for a 

temple and for Jewish life in a vision while Ezekiel was in Babylonian exile.  But that temple 

was not and has not been built – not when the exiles returned to Judah, not ever. 

So there are many questions – some asked by Jewish scholars and some asked by Christian 

scholars.  For a very good Christian rundown, I recommend: 

https://ezekielstemple.com/when-will-ezekiels-temple-be-built 

For a very good Jewish rundown, especially for including rabbinic tradition, I recommend:  

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1594241/jewish/Did-the-Jews-Disregard-

Ezekiels-Prophecy-of-the-Temple.htm 

The first article covers the lack of sufficient detail to build a temple, particularly height 

information.  It also connects this vision to the new Jerusalem in Revelation, whose 

description is similar in where it is and is not detailed. 

I’m inclined to agree with those points.  But I won’t cover the same ground.  Instead, in 

furthering the interests of this book – being willing to explore ideas even if they’re wrong – I 

will try to determine the big idea using my skill set, since it doesn’t usually show up in these 

discussions. 

The biggest textual clue to me on whether the temple was meant to be literal comes from 

contrasting Ezekiel’s introduction to the vision with the vision itself.  Ezekiel starts out by 

listing the exact day, with some extra detail: 

“In the twenty-fifth year of our exile, at the beginning of the year, on the tenth day of the 

month, in the fourteenth year after the city was struck down, on that very day…” 

In modern speak, it would be like saying “On January 10, 2023, which was also the 

anniversary of [something significant], I got this vision.”  That is a high level of detail.  

Ezekiel’s other visions have this as well, like dated diary entries. 

Fine so far.  Then Ezekiel describes in the start of this vision that “he brought me to the 

city[/]land of Israel[.]”  Also concrete details.  Good, good. 

But then it goes suddenly generic: “set me down on a very high mountain, on which was a 

structure like a city to the south.” 

I am startled that, if this is a literal map of Israel, Ezekiel doesn’t name the mountain. 
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You can find some articles talk about the “temple mount” where actual temples were built.  

But nothing in this vision implies that the temple mount that was used is in here.  We get a 

seeming random mountain. 

If that strikes you as an odd depiction, if you live in a country of decent size, you likely know 

the difference between a mountain on one end of the country versus another end of the 

country, or your country’s mountains versus another country’s mountains.  A Pacific 

Northwest beach looks different from a Florida beach, and they both look different from a 

Maine beach.  You don’t have to know the particular beach to be able to describe a Florida 

beach when you see it.  In the same way, Ezekiel could describe an Israel-looking mountain 

while not meaning that it is an actual, named mountain that exists. 

And given how high-detail Ezekiel is willing to get – including on a bunch of things that 

don’t seem to matter other than completing the scene – if this were an available detail to 

him, he would have put it in.  Maybe he was bad at Israel geography, but I don’t think that’s 

likely.  I think it’s more likely that he saw a made-up mountain.  And if he did, that makes 

the temple more likely to be intentionally made up. 

If so, what for?  My best guesses are: 

- It was a visual to re-convey God’s aesthetic of holiness.  Put another way, it’s more 

important to understand what’s going on inside this made-up temple than to understand the 

made-up temple. 

- It was a setup for Revelation.  Besides that the new Jerusalem reads like this, the best 

evidence for a very future purpose for this vision was God’s giving no context for it.  We’ve 

been reading the whole of Ezekiel, where God regularly says what the vision is for, what sin 

it’s trying to address – purpose details.  The performance art had close parallels drawn to the 

situation God wanted to talk about, and all those parallels are explained in Ezekiel’s writing. 

What do we get here? 

“You were brought here in order that I might show to you.  Declare all that you see to the 

house of Israel.” 

Wait, that’s it? 

Not entirely; later, Ezekiel’s given purpose in describing the temple is so “that they [the 

Jewish people generally] may be ashamed of their iniquities.”  If they are ashamed, then 

Ezekiel is supposed to give more detail.  (Incomplete attentiveness of the people is cited by 

some sources as why this temple was not literally built; rabbinic tradition states that future 

prophecies put that postscript on this prophecy.) 
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So what goal is listed is the same as the other visions: to get people to change.  It’s not stated 

that the goal, or a goal, is to give a temple blueprint.  But even the stated goal is small 

compared to the other visions.  Not just in word count, but in its ratio to the size of the 

vision.  (Granted, a lot of this is because it’s a detailed vision, and it takes forever to describe 

a picture in text.  Look at the most recent picture on your phone and describe everything in 

it – lighting, dimensions of things, everything – to someone else.  It will take awhile.)  But it 

is comparatively generic.  That leaves lots of room for the primary intended connection to be 

to Revelation much later, rather than to anything near-term. 

I don’t know these things to be correct.  They’re just my best contributions to solving the 

mystery.  And it’s healthy to try hard on these things.  All you learn by shrugging is better 

shrugging. 
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DANIEL 
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DANIEL 1: Complex Learning 
Daniel and others enter a Babylonian culture/skills school whose goal is to train government 

ministers and employees.  The closest equivalent in my head is a public policy degree. 

What’s the interesting bit here?  To me, it’s that it was a 3-year program. 

It’s easy for modern institutions of higher learning to market themselves in ways that imply 

higher learning was chaotic before those institutions.  How did life get along before a group 

of qualified people arbitrarily decided they were the gatekeepers of future qualified people? 

With that self-preserving view of history comes a related view: everything used to be kind of 

pre-urban.  What was considered complicated then was child’s play compared to now. 

Maybe we are tackling more complicated topics now.  But I see this three-year public policy 

school and compare it against my three-year law school (which many reformers would like 

to knock down to two) and see a lot of similarity.  Any knowledge takes time to absorb, 

especially when some of it is foundational to other knowledge, and specialized knowledge 

takes more time to absorb.  No matter the precise complexity, Babylonian government 

thought it took three years to learn how to enter it.  That’s awfully familiar to me. 
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DANIEL 2: I Want Real Magic 
There are many times in the Bible where God or Jesus or a prophet knows what someone is 

thinking and fast-forwards the conversation because of that knowledge. 

This does not seem to be the convention for other kinds of wizard-like advisers.  When King 

Nebuchadnezzar has a dream, it disturbs him so much that it seems he wants to cut through 

every last bit of nonsense, because he asks his magicians and sorcerers and other advisers to 

tell him what his dream was to begin with. 

Nebuchadnezzar doesn’t always request this; in chapter 4, he is quite willing to tell the 

dream.  But here, he goes beyond, like it’s a test. 

I dare say we’ve all been this far at the end of our rope.  People beat around the bush, and we 

just get sick of it and want to hear what people really think – that kind of thing.  It’s 

especially hard to sift through when you’re a monarch, surrounded by yes men.  But if you 

don’t tell a yes man what they’re saying yes to, you have less to sift through. 

The reply – “we’re happy to interpret the dream if you tell it to us” – is certainly fair from 

one angle.  But it puts the lie to the magicians and sorcerers providing a full range of services.  

I don’t know whose army’s knife they are, but it isn’t Switzerland’s. 

When God makes the dream known to Daniel so he can both relay it and the interpretation, 

it is of a piece with other biblical events.  It is not in line with standard expectations of 

diviners.  
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DANIEL 3: The Faith of “Can,” Not the Faith of 

“Will” 
I frequently heard this saying about faith growing up, or a story connected to it – something 

like: 

“You can’t pray for rain and then not bring an umbrella with you!” 

I don’t think this conveys an accurate notion of faith. 

Preparation for a thing that can happen and a thing that will happen are different.  You don’t 

carry around everything with you for things that can happen; you prioritize.  (Unless you 

bring three emergency kits – some moms’ purses seem to manage that.)  That’s neither here 

nor there; that’s just life.  I don’t know anyone who carries an umbrella everywhere.  They 

might grab one when it is definitely about to rain.  But that’s not much of a decision at that 

point.  There is a decision to be made if it merely might rain, and the decision will reflect 

both likelihood of events and the ability to easily bring the preparations for that likelihood. 

In many places this commentary’s already looked at, assuming God will do something 

because you prayed about it is not the right idea – not even close.  What appears to be most 

important to God, at least to this point, is that you wrap your mind around the notion that 

the thing you prayed for might happen, even if you don’t see how.  In some ways that is a 

harder task, but in most ways I think it’s easier. 

That brings us to Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego with the fiery furnace.  They say to 

Nebuchadnezzar that they don’t know if God will deliver them from this situation, but 

they’re going to do what they’re going to do regardless.  God happens to deliver them, but 

not because they phrased it this way – that was His call and His alone.  This seems to be all 

faith is expected to be biblically.  It’s not some God-flavored law of attraction – it’s more a 

Fox Mulder belief in the possible. 

Feel free to bring an umbrella if you’ve prayed for rain.  But the decision not to bring one 

wouldn’t be a knock on your faith.  The odds you give things are whatever you give them.  

The main thing is that, if you’ve prayed about it, you’ve set the odds of that thing to > 0%. 

(This issue is approached from the other end in my discussion of 2 Kings 7.)  
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DANIEL 5: Promises from a Dead Man 
King Belshazzar is shaken to his core when he sees a hand writing on the wall.  Before Daniel 

interprets all this for him, Belshazzar offers all sorts of stuff and a promotion to third in the 

kingdom.  Daniel declines all of it, and then he interprets the writing as indicating the end of 

Belshazzar’s reign. 

Belshazzar gives all of it anyway.  Yay, promotion!  But later that night, Belshazzar is killed 

and a new empire moves in, like the writing said. 

When the proverbial ship is sinking, everybody wants off.  If I’m Daniel, with this 

knowledge I’ve just stated, I want no part of a promotion in the kingdom that is ending soon.  

That becomes a liability.  The chain of gold that the king put around his neck can become an 

albatross mighty quickly. 

So in case you needed a reminder, don’t be too interested in promises from a dead, dying, or 

good-as-dead person. 

6: What Is an Irrevocable Law? 
If I don’t weigh in on this, who will? 

So in this account of Daniel v. the lions, Daniel’s enemies take a principle of Mede/Persian 

law and exploit it: that a law does not change, or that it cannot be revoked.  The king says it; 

the enemies say it; the king believes he is bound by the law’s unintended consequences as 

they apply to Daniel. 

The king then tries to figure out any way that these consequences can not apply to Daniel, 

but the enemies come “by agreement” to remind the king of the whole setup.  There you go. 

I’m not sure what’s going on with this.  I’m trying to figure out how a kingdom works in 

which a law made once is never allowed to be changed.  There are many legal situations 

where the existence of a new law impliedly repeals anything in conflict with it, but if that 

were available here the king would have done that. 

The best I can get from this text is that it’s important the ordinance only was designed to last 

for 30 days.  A system of irrevocability can work if your laws are also regularly time-bound 

like this.  So I’m guessing that was more the norm than the exception – laws were expected 

to be temporary, at which point their finality makes sense enough.  
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DANIEL 9: Worth a Shot? 
Here, we have Daniel reading the 70 years prophecy in Jeremiah and understanding that 70 

years of exile were marked out for God’s people. 

Daniel’s response is not that of resignation.  It’s initiative.  He confesses the wrongs of the 

people to God, and then he asks for the punishment to be eased.  God responds by filling 

Daniel in more on what’s going to happen within those 70 years. 

I find this prayer for clemency and reconsideration interesting.  It’s not disbelieving God’s 

intentions; it’s just asking, because it would be nice to be back in the homeland rather than 

in exile, and it would be nice to have God’s full favor again. 

Like what I said about the list in Ecclesiastes of things there are times for, if someone’s 

concept of God doesn’t allow for a God who responds reasonably when asked to reconsider, 

it’s faulty.  It’s not a de facto lack of faith or respect to ask that sort of thing; it’s a human 

looking at suffering, hoping that it can end, and knowing whom to ask.  
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MINOR PROPHETS 

(Put together, they have fewer words 

than Deuteronomy, and I won’t have 

something to say for everyone of them.  

So combining them makes way more 

sense for my purposes.) 
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HOSEA 8: Incapable of Innocence 
Different translators see different aspects (in the linguistic sense) to one of the questions God 

asks about certain people.  He’s either wondering when they’ll ever be clean/innocent, or 

He’s wondering whether they’re “incapable of innocence.” 

I think it’s imagistic and useful to consider innocence as a thing one is capable or incapable 

of.  It’s not simply a status; it’s also a mode.  Jesus told followers to be both shrewd and 

innocent, where “shrewd” is also translated “wise” and “innocent” is also translated 

“harmless.”  To be incapable of being harmless is a scary place to find yourself or someone 

you know. 

Put it all together, and it seems God is wondering whether certain people can stop getting 

their hands figuratively dirty all the time.  It’s a good reminder that God generally isn’t 

wondering so much when people will stop being capable of guilty/dirty behavior – because 

that answer is never – but whether people will try not to do those things. 

13: Gifts in Anger 
In discussing that government structure – namely, a king – isn’t an actual, factual defense 

against anything, God notes that He gave kings in anger and took them away in wrath. 

This concept appears frequently in the Bible: God letting people’s wishes play out Fantasy 

Island-style.  (I make that reference because it’s accurate, not because it’s culturally relevant 

anymore.  I do know the difference, despite what you might have read to this point.)  You 

want to trust in a king?  I’m upset you’d ask, but FINE – here’s a king to fight your battles.  

He’s a head taller than anyone.  Good?  Oh, wait, when the Philistines send their tallest 

people, your man’s hiding and waiting for someone else to do his job.  That sort of thing. 

Whether with God, your partner, or anyone else, never ask for a gift so hard that it’s given in 

anger (and some compromises are anger).  If you’re angry with how it’s going, you’ve 

probably stopped weighing the pros/cons of the gift; if the giver is angry with how it’s going, 

there will be unknown consequences.  I don’t know of a gift worth those consequences.  
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JOEL 2: The Day of the Hyperbole 
A good chunk of the prophecy in this chapter is claimed by Peter as being fulfilled in the 

book of Acts. 

A good chunk of the prophecy in this chapter isn’t mentioned at all, even though they are 

temporally connected (with an “afterward”). 

A lot of New Testament prophecies seem to be selective like that, at least on their face.  

What was going on? 

I don’t entirely know.  But: 

- Small quotes can be thought of as chapter/verse citations before those existed.  If you 

needed to cite a bit of a text before chapters and verses were invented, how would you do it? 

- Just as I discussed in Joshua 10 that between the literal and the figurative lies the colloquial, 

so too does the hyperbolic.  You could consider hyperbole a type of figurativeness, and you’d 

be right in that it isn’t literal.  But I don’t know that hyperbole normally has an actual figure 

in mind; it’s more moving off the literal to give an emotional impact. 

Is it reasonable to think that the Bible is hyperbolic sometimes?  I’m not used to that, and I 

don’t know how I would show any one bit to be that, but I can believe it is.  Sometimes the 

emotional picture is more important to paint than the literal picture.  If we are primarily 

trying to convey emotion, hyperbole can do that better than a blow-by-blow factual 

depiction. 

Is it weird to think of God as hyperbolic?  A bit; it doesn’t make me comfortable.  But maybe 

that’s because of the academic nature of a lot of Bible commentaries – the text has been 

desiccated of its hyperbole for awhile.  It would certainly make sense of a few prophecy 

contexts in a way that just literal-v.-figurative doesn’t (and why the later interpretations 

aren’t obviously called out within the accounts of them as making no sense).  In later 

contexts, it regularly reads that these kinds of texts were prophesying about something 

beyond the near-term.  And where that comes from, I often don’t understand.  So it might be 

that they were reading a lot more types of regular communication into these prophecies to 

arrive at that conclusion. 

(If nothing else, Zephaniah 1 is hyperbolic when God says He’s going to destroy everything 

on earth based on Judah’s unfaithfulness.)  
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AMOS 3: Is Familiarity Contempt? 
“You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all 

your iniquities.” 

We’ve all been at a point where the benefits of family seem to be 0, usually when we’re 

being punished as part of that family. 

By itself, this verse reads like there’s 0 benefit to being in God’s family.  Sometimes it feels 

that way. 

If all the benefits you have felt from being in God’s family have been fear and shame 

(because fear and shame have been taught to you), then this verse feels as unfair as the fear 

and shame feel. 

If you have experienced God’s family as blessings, then this verse makes more sense. 

Whatever side of that you’ve been on, know that it’s coloring how this verse feels.  And 

don’t get righteously surprised if someone feels that this verse is harsh.  They’re just coming 

from a different place. 

6/8: God/Beetlejuice 
In describing how future calamity would feel, particularly in the deaths that would ensue, it 

is stated that people will say “Silence!  We must not mention the name of the Lord” or just 

“Silence!”. 

The idea is that a superstition will arise during stress: saying God’s name in the middle of it 

all will bring more problems.  It’s like thrice saying Beetlejuice – don’t invite God! 

These words in Amos don’t state whether it’s rational or irrational for this to happen.  It just 

says it will happen.  Whenever there’s a series of disasters, this sort of thing comes up.  

Maybe it’s simply natural to feel that way.  
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JONAH: Generally 
I hadn’t observed this theme before reading this time around, but Jonah is partly a message to 

people who confuse their nation with their religion.  Jonah loves his nation but does nothing 

of what that implies; Nineveh turns around and does what God asks without having most-

favored-nation status. 

The obvious part of this is Jonah hating to go outside his nation to talk to heathens.  He runs 

away from God rather than do that.  And in chapter 4, Jonah gets upset that God is gracious 

to anyone not from his country.  The object lesson with the plant leads to the book’s 

conclusion: why wouldn’t God care about a bunch of people who need guidance? 

What showed me this theme in full – that it’s more precisely nationalism than xenophobia or 

misanthropy – is while Jonah is on the ship.  Jonah’s told people that he’s fleeing from his 

god (I write that from the shipmates’ perspective).  When the ship is threatened by storm 

and the captain asks everyone to try anything/everything with their gods, he wakes Jonah 

up.  The people on board cast lots to reveal this is Jonah’s fault.  Then they start grilling 

Jonah about everything.   

In the middle of this life-or-death situation where everyone’s mad at him, how does Jonah 

answer where he’s from?  “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the Lord God of heaven, who made the 

sea and the dry land.” 

This response is so tone-deaf.  He’s boasting about how big and great his god is, while 

everyone’s staring daggers at him and knowing he ran from that god.  This sounds like the 

European stereotype of Americans (or the American stereotype of Texans): peacocking about 

their identity no matter whether it makes sense or anyone asked.   

I can’t imagine this response pacified anyone listening, and while they were hesitant to take 

Jonah’s suggestion to throw him overboard (reasonably assuming it to be murder on their 

part), I imagine some people were okay not hearing from Jonah again. 

And if you want to read how that kind of nationalistic hubris ties into other self-

centeredness, read chapter 4 about God’s preparation of the special plant, in response to 

Jonah impetuously saying he wanted God to kill him.  It’s the same ego in a different context.  

Chapter 4 is one of my single favorite chapters and has taught me so much; I highly 

recommend it.  
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HABAKKUK 1: Life Is Messy 
Habakkuk’s early questions to God are about injustice.  Specifically, “Why do you make me 

see iniquity, and why do you idly look at wrong?”  We all ask these in some fashion at some 

point. 

God’s answer basically is that He’s busy making something happen with the Chaldeans. 

That seems like a non-answer, until thinking again about how God has cordoned off some 

power to allow humans to respond voluntarily and positively.  Part of that aim is not hitting 

the manual override button all the time – not putting in the cheat code for God Mode. 

So the question “why am I seeing this?” is another way of saying “why are things taking 

longer than instantaneously?”  That’s how God’s answer is an answer.  
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ZEPHANIAH 1: The Opposite of What, 

Exactly? 
I’ve covered a few times in this commentary that a thing’s proper opposite isn’t always the 

obvious one.  When God is frustrated in this chapter with people who say that He will 

neither do good nor evil, He’s stating what the problematic opposite is.  It isn’t “God will do 

good” versus “God will do bad”; it’s “God cares” versus “God doesn’t care.” 

In my experience, it’s easier to forget something or somebody when you decide they’re not 

watching at all.  A meddling boss and a kind boss both affect your life a lot.  If you don’t 

want your life affected by anybody else, you want the indifferent boss; you want the 

latchkey life.  That’s the spectrum being discussed here.  Not everything in the Bible puts 

things on a spectrum of good-evil and leaves it at that.  Sometimes it’s other setups that then 

lead to the bad things. 

3: The Happy Portrait 
It’s come up a few times in the good-news prophecies to this point, but it’s particularly clear 

here: when everything is rebuilt, God is going to “save the lame and gather the outcast.” 

This is like one of those happy photographs you see on nonprofit groups’ websites: a bunch 

of diverse people in terms of gender and race and disability all being smiley and optimistic 

and possibly looking over a horizon together.  I say that because, for a lot of the people God 

was upset at, God’s photograph is not something those people would want or be happy with.  

“Wait, the outcasts are going to be there?  Ew.” 

And that’s the problem in a nutshell, isn’t it?  God gave people a chance to help the 

undesirables of society.  He keeps talking about the injustice done to them.  And when He 

rebuilds, He pledges to rebuild with them. 

I put it to you that God wants you to figure this out before any intervention.  I’m not saying 

He will intervene with you in particular about this.  But this is your cue to not put yourself 

above the lame and the outcasts, because God wants them around.  
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ZECHARIAH 1: A God-Angel Dialogue 
In the middle of Zechariah’s vision, an angel asks God how long He’s going to be merciless 

and angry to Jerusalem.  Besides that it’s interesting that an angel is curious about God’s 

emotions, I find it even more interesting that God “answered gracious and comforting words 

to the angel who talked with me.” 

This might be the most Supernatural (the long-running CW show my wife likes) moment 

I’ve encountered in the Bible so far.  I’m used to picturing a lot of very stoic interactions 

between God and angels.  I’ve pictured wrongly. 

5: Two Sides of a Taking 
I don’t know if the two-sided flying scroll that Zechariah sees – where the front side deals 

with thieves and the back side deals with false witnesses – is meant to have its sides go 

together or form a theme. 

But I will note that false witness is a type of stealing.  It’s stealing the truth from the world.  

And that often leads to a wrong verdict, which takes life (or quality of life) away from 

someone. 

I’m admittedly speculating.  It’s just what I thought of here. 
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ZECHARIAH 7-8: Remember This for Later 
When Colossians 2 talks about things that have an appearance of wisdom but don’t help 

anything, think about the exchange here in chapter 7 between the usually-fasting group and 

God regarding what He prefers from them.  This is a more prolonged discussion on just this 

topic, compared to what Jesus deals with from the Pharisees, so I think it’s more useful to 

think through.  Or maybe it just feels fresher, so I’m biased toward it. 

There’s a similar list of basics in chapter 8 as well.  The one to “render in your gates 

judgments that are true and make for peace” interests me, because it points to those two 

things being distinct but equally important. 

13: Deterrence 
In describing society caring enough about false representations of God’s message that parents 

would be willing to kill even their adult children about it, the effect of any such death is 

expected to be deterrence.  The examples given are someone owning up to being a farmer 

instead of a prophet, and then someone owning up to “wounds on your back” being incurred 

at their friends’ houses rather than having any spiritual meaning. 

Two very disconnected thoughts: 

1) Western society has mostly wrapped up a conversation on whether death is in fact a 

deterrent (or at least worth whatever deterrent effect it has).  Part of why the conversation 

has gone how it has gone is that notions of due process are a major part of secular 

humanitarianism, and how much due process is enough for the death penalty?  This 

combination of thoughts simply wasn’t a thing in this context.  As I’ve said elsewhere, none 

of this says anything about whether the death penalty is a good idea today; it’s just another 

thought regarding punishments and their ability to deter. 

2) It’s always been a thing to make our wounds seem more serious/responsible than they are.  

Claiming they are related to a prophecy is the ultimate version, I suppose, but there are lesser 

versions.  My baseball fandom reminds me of Clint Barmes, who didn’t want to say he broke 

his collarbone carrying deer meat from teammate Todd Helton.  So he initially said he was 

carrying groceries, which sounds more normal.  Same with Jeff Kent, who initially claimed 

his broken wrist was from slipping while washing his truck; the truth was that he was doing 

wheelies on his motorcycle in violation of his contract.  The point is that owning up to 

injuries from just hanging out with friends has never been that popular. 
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THE GOSPELS 

(These are mostly sorted by percentage 

of the way through the book you first 

find the account.  Luke 1 is 1/24 of the 

way through the book; Mark 1 is 1/16 

of the way through the book.  So I’d 

place Luke 1 before Mark 1.  Math.) 
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LUKE 1: What Prayer Was Heard? 
Here, we learn of Zechariah, an old priest who had no children.  An angel appears to him 

and says that his “prayer has been heard,” and that his wife Elizabeth will bear a child. 

Is this saying the prayer was for a child? 

It doesn’t seem like it.  Later, he asks for a sign to confirm because he doesn’t believe the 

angel that it will happen.  This disbelief results in him going mute for several months.  (It’s 

interesting to me that he’s called “blameless” earlier but then comes to this disbelief.  

Blamelessness is more descriptive than predictive, no matter the situation.)  The prayer 

referred to seems to be more general.  The point is that God has specifically noticed him in 

their communications.  Zechariah didn’t have to pray for a child for God to know a child 

would be a blessing to him and his wife. 

(Unrelatedly, I’m amused by the end of this account.  Zechariah has this whole angel/vision 

thing on-the-clock as a priest, and it takes so long that everyone wonders what’s up.  When 

he comes out, they understand he’s had a vision, and it’s clear that he can’t speak.  But he 

still finishes his work shift before going home.  I don’t know whether that means for the day 

or week or whatever – his priest division was doing coverage for some period of time.  I just 

love that he’s clearly had this once-in-a-lifetime, foundation-shaking experience and his 

bosses don’t go, “we’ve got it from here today, man.”)  
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LUKE 1 (again): Weird Greetings and Phishing  
The angel sent to Mary to discuss the upcoming Jesus said hi to her this way: 

“Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!” 

We then learn that Mary “was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what sort 

of greeting this might be.” 

I recently had to take a remedial phishing-detection class at work, because I clicked through 

some links that sorta looked like my employer’s to deal with an employment issue.  My 

employer actually made the email as a trick to see who would fall for it.  In the class, it’s 

regularly encouraged to look for typographical errors and bad grammar as evidence that 

someone is trying to scam you.  (That doesn’t fully work with me, because editing my 

colleagues is my primary job.  If I relied on that heuristic, I would mark most things spam.) 

Whether angel or email, unexpected greeting styles throw us off and give us pause.  I’ve read 

this kind of greeting in plenty of spam-scam emails.  It’s not something we regularly get as an 

emotional calibration for upcoming conversation, whether in 1 B.C. or 2022 A.D. 

How the Turntables 
Part of Mary’s song of rejoicing mentions how God “has filled the hungry with good things, 

and the rich he has sent away empty.” 

My inclination is to treat this as Mary saying that God has turned the world upside down. 

But it might also be a sort of populist happiness as well, the kind that is happy when 

billionaires don’t avoid paying their taxes.  It’s justice for a lot more people than it isn’t.  The 

99% have food, and the 1% aren’t accumulating more – that sort of sentiment. 

Whatever the precise idea, it’s interesting to read it in a song of rejoicing. 
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LUKE 1 (still): Zechariah the Baptist Jr.  
Zechariah is still mute when it comes time to name his kid.  People are thinking of naming 

him Zechariah Jr.  Elizabeth says, in line with the angel’s instructions, that the kid’s name 

should be John.  Zechariah confirms this in writing, after which he is able to speak again. 

The reason they ask Zechariah if John is correct is because “None of your relatives is called 

by this name.” 

Maybe I just have to be an ancient person to understand why that mattered to anyone, 

but…do people forget that every traditional family name has to start with someone?  

Someone has to be original before others can choose not to be. 

If I were naming a kid and someone raised this concern, they would not be ready for the gale 

force of my response.  
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LUKE 2: Treasures and Interviews 
In my note for 1 Samuel 30, I discussed how much different details in David’s story made it 

read as though it were a barely-third-person’d interview with David.  There are personal 

reactions only David would have cause to know. 

Three times in this chapter, it says Mary treasured incidents in her heart or marveled at 

things.  The implication to me is that Mary was Luke’s interviewee for all of them.  It’s 

another way of saying, “I’ve had these things I wondered about for years, rattling around in 

my brain, and now I’m telling them to you.”  We all have these standout moments in our 

lives for some reason or another – they’re not necessarily the most important things, but they 

have special memorability.  Or we just wonder what the other person was thinking on their 

end of the story.  These are what Mary chose to share from when she raised Jesus. 

Asher and the Non-Slice of Life  
Anna the prophetess is mentioned as being from the tribe of Asher. 

Does that strike you as weird?  It should. 

Here are the specific people named in the Bible as coming from Asher: 

Asher’s 5 kids; Pagiel; Sethur; Ahihud; and Anna. 

That’s it. 

I say this to remind you that the Bible was not trying to create a complete history of its 

people.  It told certain things from certain perspectives for certain reasons.  An entire tribe is 

practically not heard from the entire time. 

So as neat as it would be to have a history book of what went on in the tribe of Asher, we 

simply don’t have it.  Anna is a surprising reminder of that.  
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MATTHEW 2: Jesus in Egypt 
It’s an underrated point that Jesus spent a good chunk of his baby years in Egypt.  This was 

on instruction of an angel to spare Jesus’s life. 

This took Joseph and Mary away from the temple, away from Judaism. 

I’ve known plenty of people who would not know how to process this for themselves.  If 

they had to worship at home for awhile to escape persecution (or survive a pandemic), it 

wouldn’t feel right to them; worshipping in a big public building is what they know.  With 

being denied geographical access to the temple, I have to think that was naturally worse in 

Jesus’s day.  No access to sacrifices for sin seems tough to deal with.  But Joseph and Mary 

dealt with it.   
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JOHN 1: Did Jesus’s People Receive Him? 
“He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him.  But to all who did receive 

him…” 

The construction there indicates that John is talking about the group not receiving Jesus.  He 

was very popular among the rank and file – there are five-digit crowds around him several 

times – but He was never popular with the leadership. 

So John seems to be talking about an official receipt.  The analogy I’ve got is a country not 

being recognized by the United Nations, or an athlete who isn’t in the players’ union (like 

‘90s pitcher Rick Reed, who would be as surprised as anyone that he’s in a Bible 

commentary).  It’s not a comment on whether they were successes in their goals; it’s a 

comment that what they did was off the grid in some way. 

We Need to See Your Identification, Sir 
“We need to give an answer to those who sent us,” the Pharisees’ underlings say to John the 

Baptist in questioning who he was.  The underlings have been going down the list with John 

as to which prophesied person he was claiming to be; he eventually says he’s the way-maker 

from Isaiah. 

This is our introduction to the Pharisees in John’s account, and already they’re doing that 

law-/power-enforcement thing that they like to do a lot.  But why did they feel this need to 

pull John over and ask for his prophet’s license?  Did the prophets of old have one? 

Whatever the case, I don’t like this energy, not even a little bit.  
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JOHN 1 (it’s a long chapter): Kinfolk 
Do you know all your cousins well – even the ones you’ve met?  I don’t.  I think there’s one 

whose name I don’t even know.  And I only have about 12 cousins. 

So when John says he does not know Jesus, even though we saw their moms visiting pre-

birth, that strikes me as normal enough.  Maybe because it makes the story nicer for kids, but 

I recall an emphasis growing up on John and Jesus being cousins, like they were playmates or 

something.  But it’s not even likely they were literal cousins.  Mary was young when she had 

Jesus; Elizabeth was old when she had John.  We might be looking at a gap of 40 years 

between them.  That’s likely a relationship much more extended than cousin, where it's 

more normal not to know some of them. 

So yes, John and Jesus were related.  But that didn’t seem to mean a whole lot to either of 

them. 

Jesus’s Apartment 
It’s perhaps overstated that the “Son of Man has no place to lay His head” and understated 

that Jesus normally stayed in places for a bit.  When Andrew, who was following John the 

Baptist at the time, meets Jesus, he asks Jesus where He’s staying.  Andrew spends the night 

in Jesus’s place. 

Jesus never owned real estate from all we know, but He wasn’t just sleeping under the stars 

all the time.  It was something in between.  This is not a major point, but it’s important to 

frame these things properly.  
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MARK 1/MATTHEW 7: Speaking with 

Authority 
One of the recurring things that stuns the people about Jesus is that He speaks with 

authority, which is not how the scribes speak. 

This resonates with me as a lawyer familiar with how academics talk. 

It regularly takes forever to get a Western academic paper to arrive at its conclusions, 

because it has to address existing material on the subject.  And truth isn’t considered to 

belong to any one of the writers, so you get depersonalizing phrases like “this author” instead 

of normal words like “I.” 

This is what the scribes seem to be doing – pointing to a chain of authority that disappears 

into the horizon as though its origin is mysterious and extremely far away. 

If you are used to this in synagogues, then someone direct comes in like a wrecking ball.  If 

you are from the 1970s and progressive rock is what you’re used to, then punk truly is a 

revolution.  In terms of brevity and directness, Jesus was the punk of His day. 

MARK 1/LUKE 5/JOHN 2: Did the Ex-Leper or 

Jesus’s Mom Mess Things Up? 
After Jesus heals a leper, He says to tell no one.  The leper tells everyone, and then Jesus can’t 

go in public without being hassled.  Another time, Mary enlists Jesus when a wedding runs 

out of wine, implying He should do a miracle, He says that it’s not the time to start with that, 

and then she tells the wedding help to do whatever Jesus tells them. 

Was God’s plan thwarted by these things happening prematurely? 

It’s a good question to ask, but I think the answer goes back to God cordoning off power to 

allow humans to do things.  There’s a plan that involves a sacrificial death a few years away 

from this point.  But do these early starts change the ability to get that to happen?  No.  It 

made some things less convenient; that’s about it. 

It’s worthwhile to remember for our own plans that few things actually thwart them 

compared to what we get upset about.  
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LUKE 3: Specific Repentance 
There is a range of views on what repentance means.  In particular, how far ought you reach 

back into your prior life to deal with things? 

Here, we have crowds, and different demographics within crowds, asking John the Baptist 

what they should do.  He wasn’t going to respond to individual situations, so we can’t read 

too far into them.  But John’s recommendations for better living are all about living 

prospectively. 

Repentance and restitution are related concepts, but they are different.  In particular, when 

we come to God, full life restitution isn’t possible, never mind practical.  A lot of people we 

hurt leave our lives because we hurt them.  Does repentance have to involve restitution to 

the extent that we track them down?  I don’t know of any biblical requirement for this.  

(Besides, we don’t know everyone we hurt.) 

There are not a lot of examples of what repentance means.  This is one of them.  It’s worth 

having it inform the discussion to whatever extent it can.  My take for now is that restitution 

may be an outgrowth of repentance, but it’s up to the person repenting to decide what’s 

appropriate.  It’s not for anyone else to demand.  
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JOHN 3: Literal Exasperation 
In one of my notes for 1 Kings 19, I discussed that a lot of people read Jesus as grumpy, 

impatient, and/or exasperated.  One of those places where it’s easy to read Jesus that way is in 

replying to Nicodemus: “Are you the teacher of Israel and yet you do not understand these 

things?” 

What Jesus would be exasperated with here isn’t Nicodemus’s intelligence level or the 

number of questions he asks.  It’s the failure to take Jesus any other way than literally.  It is 

very hard to carry on a conceptual discussion when the other conversant always takes you 

literally.  That’s what’s happening here. 

Jesus: (Talks about being reborn) 

Nicodemus: “How do you get back up into your mom?” 

Jesus: (Talks about flesh and spirit, and uses wind as an example of something that is real but 

that you can’t see.  This is to explain that he’s talking about spiritual things.) 

Nicodemus: “This doesn’t make any sense.” 

Jesus carries on as much as He can anyway.  But it is inherently surprising that a teacher of 

spirit-ual things is having major difficulty understanding how Jesus is talking about 

someone’s spirit and not getting any traction.  Like, what are you supposed to do in that 

situation?  There aren’t a lot of outs. 

So this is a very specific exasperation, not low-key misanthropy.  It’s exasperation at 

Nicodemus not yet grasping the precisely one thing Jesus needs him to grasp to carry on 

talking.  
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MATTHEW 4/LUKE 4: More Comments About 

Satan and Temptation 
In the other of my notes for 1 Kings 19, I discussed my notion that Satan can only offer off-

the-shelf temptations, while God has specific plans for people. 

This raises a natural question as to Satan’s temptations of Jesus – how much specific 

preparation did Satan do?  In my professional lobbying education, I was taught to be very 

specific in gathering data that will help you land a client.  Did Satan do that here? 

Maybe?  It’s debatable whether Satan could even offer the kingdoms of the world for Jesus in 

the first place.  The other two were about, if I had to summarize, assertions of divine power 

for their own sake rather than for the sake of humans.  It’s targeted to Jesus in some ways. 

But is it a known weakness that God likes to assert power just because?  I’m not aware of it.  

There are many documented instances of God being persuaded to do something differently – 

Moses did it.  Often as not, they draw on God’s concern for reputation (“Your name’s sake”).  

It might even be called “brand” in modern times.  That’s where it seems best to start if you 

want to persuade God to change course, whether you’re a human in prayer or Satan in 

temptation. 

Satan surely could have figured that out over millennia.  But there’s no evidence of that level 

of preparation here. 

All of this could have been super-tempting to Jesus, of course.  But why would Jesus 

command stones to turn into bread just because He’s hungry?  He could command any other 

way to get food; He didn’t need Satan’s suggestion.  This seems to be a thing with temptation 

generally: there is a quick, easy way to get something, and that frames the issue to where, if 

we are vulnerable, we get it in our head that it’s the only way to get that thing.  Instead of 

having that hard conversation to repair a friendship, just get new friends!  Instead of working 

with your partner collaboratively over time to get more of your needs met, be angry with 

them so they do what you want!  In our lives, as with this account of temptation, frequently 

Satan isn’t offering anything we can’t get another way; he’s just offering a myopic shortcut. 

So it’s not looking good for the notion that Satan tailors his plans as hard as God tailors his.  

I’ll come back to this in discussing the relationship between Satan and Judas, but for now I 

feel good about my conclusions.  
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MARK 3: The Roar of the Crowd 
It’s easy to get an old-timey, small-timey notion of what a crowd was when it formed around 

Jesus.  Maybe this is from Sunday school artwork, now that I think about it.  But two things 

here indicate the difficulty of working with these crowds.  One is when Jesus says to prepare 

a boat in case the crowd crushes Him.  That’s something like having a getaway car ready 

after a megastar gives a concert.  If you’re worried about being literally crushed, that’s a 

crowd dense enough to be large. 

The other is when Jesus goes home, and the crowd is so prevalent that He and the disciples 

can’t even eat.  I assume this means in terms of physical space – lacking the elbow room to 

bring utensil to mouth – but maybe it’s something I’m not imagining. 

In any case, understand this in terms of the crowds you see around famous people as they’re 

trying to escape a venue or just get from one place to the other.  
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MARK 3/MATTHEW 12/LUKE 12: Blasphemy 

Against the Holy Spirit 
I, because of my profession, am used to very narrow judicial opinions, which include the 

notion of not judging any more than you have to judge.  I find this notion to be useful in 

coming into biblical controversies, such as what it means to have an unforgivable sin. 

I think this subject is easier to parse than it is usually given credit for.  So I’ll spell out my 

understanding here, and you can thank me later for how illuminating I am.  Whoops!  I 

mean that I’ll spell out my understanding here, and you can see whether it works with your 

study of the subject. 

The given reason for Jesus saying what He says – that everything will be forgiven people 

except blasphemy against the Holy Spirit – is because people were saying Jesus had an 

unclean spirit.  This is quite a place to arrive at when you have seen someone casting out 

demons and healing people – that all of these nice things come from Satan somehow.  That’s 

something more than declining to be a Christian or not liking God; you have to get 

intentionally in weird theological weeds to even want to say that.  Note that only blasphemy 

against the Holy Spirit is listed this way, and I think that’s why.  It’s hard to superficially or 

carelessly do it. 

That ties into concepts from John’s epistles: 1) that we are actively cleansed from sins if we 

walk in the light; and 2) there are sins not leading to death.  What do those mean put 

together?  At minimum, some sins don’t lead to death, because God is cleansing them.  We 

might not know what they are, but they’re being taken care of without them actively coming 

to our knowledge.  Critically, we are forgiven of them without knowing we did them, 

because we have ordered our lives so as to obtain that forgiveness. 

Combine all this, and I think what Jesus is saying is that, unlike other blasphemies, 

blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is so intentional that it can’t be forgiven as being an 

unaware, in-the-background sin.  It can only come about through a person’s intention, so it 

likewise may only go away through a person’s intention to ask for forgiveness.  It matches 

the idea from Hebrews 6 (and Hebrews 10 and 2 Peter 2) that is impossible to renew (active 

verb) someone fallen away to repentance – they will have to approach on their own to get it 

done.   

I easily could be wrong, but I think this harmonizes the passages well.  
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MARK 4/MATTHEW 13: Parables 
What is safe to tell a crowd without getting misinterpreted?  Twitter has brought this 

concern back to modern thought.  Even clear statements or pictures get accused of being lies 

or fakes.  It seems impossible to communicate with thousands of people in a way that those 

thousands will agree on what was meant. 

This seems to be behind why Jesus spoke in parables to crowds.  Both Mark and Matthew 

discuss prophecies that this fulfills (the end of Mark’s quote of Isaiah troubles me and I don’t 

understand it), but that only would explain things in a robotic way.  What is the value of 

speaking to crowds in parables? 

As best as I can determine from the listed reasons and thinking through social media, the 

value is that it is an inviting doorway to further, more private discussion.  If a crowd is going 

to misinterpret teaching anyway, the best you can do with a very public discussion is 

advertise a smaller one.  When Jesus is with individuals, He speaks a lot plainer.  When He 

speaks about religious issues with the Pharisees, He speaks a lot plainer.  It wasn’t a love of 

being cagey and mysterious, like a lot of media portrayals would have you believe.  It was 

venue; it was context. 
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MATTHEW 5: The Advice on the Mount  
The way the Sermon on the Mount was taught to me was incredibly wrong.  Few things 

about the Gospels were taught worse and more destructively to me than the Sermon on the 

Mount. 

I need to get this incredibly straight with anyone who is reading: 

If you were taught that this is a New Testament restatement of Old Testament principles – 

some sort of porting over – that is not the idea here.  Not even close.  Flush it out of your 

brain and start over. 

Are you willing to walk with me through this now?  Great.  (Or terrible, if you said no.) 

- Jesus says He has not come to abolish the Mosaic law, but to fulfill it.  Does this sound like 

what follows will be some sort of commandment?  No. 

- I have run into people who say that this statement: 

“unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven.” 

means that there’s some above-and-beyond in the rest of this discourse (predominantly in 

asking people to give more than a tithe).  The trouble with that idea is what we learn about 

the scribes and Pharisees through the Gospels – they, as a group, aren’t righteous at all!  The 

statement raises the bar for sure, but only above the floor. 

- Here’s one of these supposed amp-ups of the Mosaic law: 

“You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder; and whoever murders 

will be liable to judgment.’  But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will 

be liable to judgment.”  After this, Jesus discusses making peace with people before offering 

your gift to God.  There’s both a reason given and a consequence for not doing it: “Come to 

terms quickly with your accuser while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser 

hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison.  Truly, I say 

to you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny.” 

Jesus isn’t saying anger without murder is as bad a sin as murder.  He’s not creating a 

thoughtcrime version of murder.  That would replace the Mosaic law with something 

harsher, which contradicts every notion in the New Testament.  And thinking about doing a 

thing is not literally doing the thing; that’s horrifically loopy.  (As a teenager who, in the 

throes of puberty, desperately craved anyone to define lust in the supposed amp-up in this 

passage, I bear the emotional scars of those loops.) 
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No, this is advice on staying away from the motivations that lead to the actions.  And it’s 

because of earthly consequences, similar to actually doing the thing, that you’ll avoid if you 

know what’s good for you.  THAT’s how Jesus is getting people to think beyond the Law – by 

showing the Law is not a complete mechanism for a good life.  If you want to avoid a life 

with negative outcomes, then just looking at the Law isn’t enough – you want to avoid the 

thoughts that lead to either that action or conflict that’s as bad for you.  Committing adultery 

in your heart is not the same as committing adultery in the flesh.  Now that I type it out, it 

looks obvious.  The point is this idea of “if you know what’s good for you,” not “if you want 

to be a Christian.”  (1 John 3 says that “Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer,” but 

hatred of the person is different than an isolated instance of anger like Jesus is discussing.) 

- Understanding this clears up a few other things in here that are terribly drafted if they’re 

laws.  “Give to the one who asks of you” is extremely emotionally exploitable as a law.  But as 

general advice to avoid out-of-bounds retribution, it’s fantastic.  The same goes for “when 

you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.”  That’s 

the worst literal command imaginable.  As advice for the goal of having your giving be in 

secret, though, it’s metaphorically all right.  And good luck with a law of “do not be anxious” 

– everybody who’s tried that based off a command knows it doesn’t work, like “don’t think 

about going to the bathroom.” 

This isn’t some new law given on the mount.  It’s advice on how to set up your life to better 

comply with the then-existing law and avoid consequences you don’t want.  Do those lessons 

port over to any belief system?  Sure.  But that’s it.  It’s Advice on the Mount.  Those who 

taught me otherwise are destroying psyches.  
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MATTHEW 6: The Point of the Lord’s Prayer 
As with many other things in the Advice on the Mount, look at what ill the advice is meant 

to combat, because that’s the focus every time.  Giving so that your left and right hand don’t 

know what they’re doing is part of a goal of giving in secret.  For what is commonly known 

as the Lord’s Prayer, the goal is to combat the ill of “heap[ing] up empty phrases.” 

If you browse social media or a comments section, you’ve seen a heap of empty phrases at 

some point.  If you’re like me, they stick in your craw as well.  The heap could have said 

what it wanted to say in half the time, the argument starts in a faraway place and never 

seems to arrive at the point – that sort of thing.  That is the ill here. 

So what does the Lord’s Prayer contain instead?  The point.  What do you want from God?  

Just come out and say it.  “Your Father knows what you need before you ask him,” so there 

aren’t grandiloquence points up for grabs.  There is neither razzle nor dazzle – just 

straightforwardness. 

I would caution using this prayer for other points.  The topics listed are obviously good topics 

to put in prayers, but given the listed ill, they seem to be sample topics, not preferred topics.  

Nor is the order of the items meant to be anything.  Each topic is stated directly.  Directness 

is what combats the listed problem; the prayer illustrates how to combat the listed problem. 

LUKE 5: Working Near the Power Lines 
After Jesus performs a miracle of abundant fish in the sea, Peter falls down before Jesus and 

pleads that Jesus leave, because Peter is a sinful man. 

Given my current understanding of Jesus and myself, I think I would ask Jesus to stick 

around rather than leave if I were in a similar situation.  But I also haven’t seen raw power at 

the level discussed here.  Maybe if I got shocked by a transformer, I’d stay far away from 

power lines. 

Most of what this has led me to think about is that a lot of people ask for God’s power, but 

they might not be sure what to do with it when it arrives.  That’s neither bad nor good; it’s 

just typical. 
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LUKE 7/MATTHEW 8: Esteem Versus 

Understanding 
There is an interesting contrast here, at least in Luke’s presentation.  A centurion sends 

people to Jesus so that He might come and heal his sick daughter.  Those people explain why 

the centurion is “worthy to have you do this for him.” 

But when Jesus comes closer, the centurion sends friends with an update.  And the update is 

that the centurion is not “worthy” to have Jesus in His house. 

They’re slightly different Greek words for “worthy”; you can read linguistic analyses if you 

want.  My point is that the centurion was highly esteemed, and he could have let all that go 

to his head.  There are plenty of people who think they should cut to the front of the line 

because of status.  Despite that everybody loathes seeing it, the practice remains in fashion 

with the obnoxious. 

But this centurion understands that earthly esteem is irrelevant in this situation.  He does 

send some prominent folk to make the case in the first place – “elders of the Jews” – but they 

are pleading with Jesus, not demanding.  And the second convoy seems to be the centurion 

repositioning himself even lower down the chain, like the pending problem of having Jesus 

in his home was gnawing at him and he finally decided what to do about it. 

There’s no record that the centurion ever met Jesus.  But he understood Jesus better than 

loads of people because he understood himself first. 
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LUKE 7 (again)/MATTHEW 11: Doubtless John  
I’ve heard this account, where John the Baptist sends disciples to ask Jesus whether Jesus was 

the chosen one, as John getting discouraged and unsure in some way. 

There is no reason to read it that way.  I mean, you can read it that way.  But why? 

I read it like this: 

John knew his mission was to pave the way for somebody else.  But he still had followers.  

One way to get them to switch over – like getting your grown kid to move out? – was to put 

them in contact with Jesus.  Giving them an important task of inquiring is as good a way as 

any, when you know they need to understand some of this for themselves.  John could have 

told his disciples, “hey, go follow Jesus,” and it would have worked for a lot of them.  But if 

they hear it from Jesus, it might stick more. 

I like my take better.  I’m biased, but so is everyone else, so we’re even. 

Jump They Say 
Jesus compares His generation to “children sitting in the marketplace and calling to one 

another, ‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did 

not weep.’” 

I love this passage, because it captures modern social trends.  What becomes important isn’t 

what you say, but whether you respond sufficiently when you asked/encouraged/goaded.  It 

can be an outrage that someone famous didn’t tweet for National Whatever-It-Is Day; a 

YouTuber releases a video and the comments request that the next video be a certain thing, 

as though the content creator is a vending machine; corrupt law enforcement perfects the art 

of slight hassling as a way to fill up on fear-flavored respect.  It’s on-demand people-ing.  

And it’s dehumanizing in its childishness. 

When you understand the modern parallels, it’s easy to see why Jesus was so exasperated 

with the Jewish leaders – they asked for loads of this all the time.  
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MARK 5: Feed Her 
After Jesus heals a girl from near-death, He instructs the parents to feed her. 

I suppose that, if you’ve just gone through the spectrum from thinking your daughter is dead 

to your daughter being very much alive, you might forget to feed anyone, yourself included. 

Reminders to live life in the middle of stress are really useful. 

MARK 6/JOHN 6: Unbelief and Packaging  
People start making the same skeptical complaint about Jesus, and it’s an odd one: that they 

know Him and His family already. 

If you think about literally any Bible prophet, there was a time when they couldn’t do 

interesting things, and then comes a time in their adulthood when they could.  This 

skepticism could be applied to any prophet, and it would be wrong.  Why would it suddenly 

be right? 

But it is common for people to want what they want in a certain package.  I don’t always 

trust store-brand medicine, and there’s no good reason for me to do that.  It’s not like the 

name brand guarantees a good batch of the medicine.  But I keep being essentially 

superstitious in this area.  And the history of whether strip steak is labeled Kansas City or 

New York is similar.  Packaging matters way more than it should.  Here, the unpalatable 

packaging was…the same packaging every prophet came in.  It wasn’t exotic enough.  Oh 

well. 

Dough 
In feeding roughly 15,000 people with bread and fish (multiplying the 5,000 men x 3), the 

disciples tell Jesus it would take “two hundred denarii worth of bread” to feed everyone. 

A denarius was about a day’s wages.  If you set that in U.S. figures – say, $20 an hour for 8 

hours – then multiply by 200 and divide by 15,000, you get $2.13 worth of bread per person. 

I have no theological point; I was just curious how much New Testament bread cost.  
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JOHN 7: Potpourri Pentad 
1) I’ll talk more about the fear elements of the people and their leaders a little later, but for 

now I want to call out that, when Jesus goes to a big feast privately, His appearance/non-

appearance is big chatter, but no one speaks openly about it.  This urban hush is in great 

contrast to the massive (and presumably loud) crowds he drew outside cities. 

2) The usual point made about the Jewish leaders actually being fine with certain things 

potentially labeled work on the Sabbath is that is fine to do good on the Sabbath.  (This is 

because the usual charge leveled against Jesus was that it was doing forbidden work to heal 

people on the Sabbath.)  Here, Jesus notes that they are willing to circumcise on the Sabbath 

rather than push it to another day.  I have to assume that healing sick people was less work 

for Jesus than circumcision is for any of its participants. 

3) One academic reason given for why Jesus must not be the Christ is that “no one will know 

where he comes from.”  30 years back, King Herod was informed of Micah’s prophecy that 

the Christ was to be born in Bethlehem.  So there was disagreement about this, or it was just 

the passage of time and the passage of people, or these latter people were concealing 

knowledge for their own benefit.  Or maybe something else. 

4) Point 3 gets weirder when another contention is that the Christ is supposed to come from 

Bethlehem, but Jesus is from Galilee.  This could have been cleared up by, I don’t know, 

asking Jesus where He was born.  No one appears to do that.  They just decided coming from 

Galilee precludes coming from Bethlehem in any sense.  For myself, as someone who spent 

his first 2 years in Hawaii, then 4 in Florida, 4 in Massachusetts, then 5 in Pennsylvania 

before going off to college in Alabama, I have little sympathy for people who can’t conceive 

of someone having moved. 

5) This bit at the end, where the Pharisees ask the officers who declined to bring Jesus to 

them, “Have any of the authorities or the Pharisees believed in him?” as if that 

mattered…GRR.  It irritates me.  But we do get one nugget out of this: that Nicodemus called 

for hearing Jesus out.  He was shot down because of the Galilee thing (again, they could have 

asked Jesus about that).  In any event, I suspect we have the two Nicodemus accounts that we 

do because John interviewed Nicodemus at some point.  Otherwise, this is a surprising 

public-to-private zoom-in.  
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LUKE 8: The Patreon Community 
The start of this chapter has a list of Jesus’s patrons, “who provided for them out of their 

means.”  The Patreon platform has revived general cognizance of patronage for content 

creators, so I’m just pointing out that Jesus had patrons too.  As you know by now, I’m a big 

fan of digging past ancient phrasing to point out something we’re familiar with in modern 

times.  A good chunk of my intended audience is those for whom the Bible has been made 

inhuman(e), so whenever I can point out a thing like this I go for it.  I suppose you knowing 

this goal would have been more useful if I had mentioned it earlier. 

MATTHEW 10/LUKE 6/JOHN 13: Read My 

Note for Psalm 119 
If you haven’t already, that is.  
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MARK 9/LUKE 9 versus MATTHEW 12/LUKE 

11 
In one context – people trying to stop those casting out demons in Jesus’s name without 

“follow[ing] with us” – Jesus says “the one who is not against you/us is for you/us.”  The 

given reason is that “no one who does a mighty work in my name will be able soon afterward 

to speak evil of me.”  And “whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you belong to 

Christ will by no means lose his reward.” 

Growing up, I rarely heard these quoted.  I heard the more divisive opposite phrasing from 

another context, kingdoms and Satan being divided against themselves: “Whoever is not 

with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters.” 

The difference seems to be someone physically being with a group of Jesus’s followers on the 

one hand, and conceptually being with Jesus on the other hand – “not against you/us” versus 

“not with me.”  I don’t know which exact reward Jesus is talking about with the cup of 

water, but “because you belong to Christ” is a qualifier that narrows its number of 

applications. 

The thing is, I’d say I’ve heard the “against” phrasing applied primarily to situations where 

the “for” phrasing is appropriate.  One doesn’t have to be cognizant of all of Jesus’s followers 

in order to be on Jesus’s side; if ecumenism is a biblical notion to any extent, its validity starts 

here.  And Jesus even says why: if someone’s trying to do things for God, it’s not like they’re 

going to trash God the next day. 

There are many ways of walking with God whose methods I don’t get.  It doesn’t mean I 

have to set my face against them.  Frankly, I need that energy for improving my own walk. 

(Luke 9 has a similarly spirited account of James and John asking Jesus if they should cast fire 

down on villages who didn’t receive Him.  Jesus turned and rebuked them.) 

LUKE 9 (again): Read My Note for 1 Kings 19 

(again) 
Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but that doesn’t mean Jesus was being 

condescending.  
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JOHN 8: Some People Aren’t Worth Correcting  
“So the Pharisees said to [Jesus], ‘You are bearing witness about yourself; your testimony is 

not true.’” 

The implication is either that Jesus alone is bearing witness or that it’s bad for Jesus to bear 

witness regardless of whether He’s alone in that. 

But wouldn’t any prophet say they’re a prophet?  And wasn’t this precisely what John the 

Baptist was for? 

Jesus doesn’t bother correcting the facts here about prophets and witness bearing.  He 

decides to make a different point entirely.  And sometimes, with the audience in front of 

you, that’s all you can do.  I refer you to my Proverbs 26 note about answering fools. 

(Given that later in this chapter Jesus is thought to be both demon-possessed and a 

Samaritan, facts and research were not strengths of this audience.) 

Naysaying for Pride 
When Jesus talks about the truth setting people free, the people’s response is: 

“We are offspring of Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone.” 

If you’re talking about your roots from millennia back, you’ll have to talk about those 

centuries of slavery.  You don’t get it both ways. 

But they try to have it both ways again in a moment.  When Jesus points out that they are 

not doing what Abraham did but the works their father did, they reply: 

“We were not born of sexual immorality.  We have one Father – even God.” 

This is moments after they say that Abraham is their father. 

If you’re still talking about your roots from millennia back, you’ll have to talk about some 

amount of sexual immorality in the family, just by the odds.  Matthew’s account of Jesus’s 

ancestry notes that He had Solomon as a father “by the wife of Uriah.”  She was married to 

David by then, but – well, I wouldn’t call it sexual morality that led to Solomon’s birth. 

But it is common for naysayers like these to move the goalposts, because the goal is 

naysaying, and it’s very portable.  There is a determination not to engage (or at least a lot of 

thick responses), and so it doesn’t matter whether their responses are consistent.  It only 

matters that they are consistent in saying no. 

I bet you know someone like this.  
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LUKE 10: The Samaritan Neighbor 
The parable of the Good Samaritan is told in response to a question. 

The question is not “what should I do with everyone I meet?”  Not exactly. 

The question is not “how do I conduct myself on the street?”  Also not exactly. 

The question is “who is my neighbor?”  And the details about who walks on by and who 

helps are meant to answer that question.  Being a neighbor is about showing mercy on 

people.  That’s what the parable was designed to discuss.  And that’s what the “you go and do 

likewise” is about – acting in accordance with the parable by showing mercy to people. 

What it does not mean – and I have known people older than me feel guilty about this – is 

that you have to be a Good Samaritan to everyone on the side of the road.  It is not about 

whether you ever pass people on the side of the street.  (This issue is similar to treating the 

Advice on the Mount like a law.)  The disabled beggar in Acts 3 was placed there daily so he 

could ask for money.  Based on that, it is likely that Peter and John had seen him before.  

Were they wrong for not healing him before?  Doesn’t seem like it. 

Maybe you already get this.  I have emotional trouble accepting it.  And I know I’m not the 

only one with that trouble.  But that trouble doesn’t come from the text – it comes from 

people who don’t understand the implications of sweeping rhetoric (especially on children).  

By now, you probably knew I would say something like that. 

  



 

300 

 

LUKE 10 (again): There Are a Billion Ways to 

Ask This 
Ah, here’s an interpreted-37,523-different-ways story – that of Martha and Mary and 

priorities.  Mary is listening to Jesus while Martha is serving people food.  Distracted by this, 

Martha goes to Jesus and says, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve 

alone?  Tell her then to help me.”  Jesus gently diverts this question to another point, that 

Mary is listening to Jesus’s teaching, and that’s the best thing. 

This isn’t a story about foregoing serving when there is any Bible teaching.  To the best of 

my recollection, I’ve heard it taught roughly this way.  But preachers and teachers are not 

Jesus.  And this, to taken to its logical conclusion, would mean that serving is never right, 

because Bible teaching is always available.  Have you heard all the good sermons of the 

world?  I haven’t.  Do you see the problem? 

No, the issue looks like that Martha tried to play a Jesus’s Authority Card for the sake of 

hosting duties.  She doesn’t ask Mary to help out; there’s no reason to think Mary wouldn’t 

have helped for a little bit if it took pressure off her sister.  She doesn’t ask Jesus, reputed for 

caring, to help out.  She doesn’t ask anyone else to help out.  She asks Jesus to tell Mary to 

help her.  There were multiple healthy ways to ask for help or call attention to the problem.  

This wasn’t one of them.  
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JOHN 9: The Conclusion 
At the beginning of this story, Jesus answers a question about a guy born blind: who sinned 

to bring that on – him or his parents?  (I have no idea the theology that would have led to 

the concept of a prenatal sin, but such is life.)  This opening makes sense of the ending. 

After Jesus heals the guy, the Pharisees interrogate his parents.  Because anyone who says 

Jesus is the Christ will get banished from the synagogue, the answers are delicate, and both 

the Pharisees and this family – a family that should already be seated at ancient Shoney’s in 

celebration – keep trying to throw the hot potato of oops-wrong-statement! at each other. 

When the ex-blind man finally hits too close to home, the Pharisees decide they have 

enough, say “You were born in utter sin, and would you teach us?”, and that was it for his 

fellowship with the synagogue. 

I’d rate the frequency of this technique as common.  When an arguer decides you’re not 

capitulating fast enough – tied to not wanting to be in the argument anymore – they pull out 

some trump card that says, “I wasn’t respecting what you said anyway, and I’m never going 

to.”  Look for signs of that when you’re talking with someone.  And you have my permission 

to cut off conversations with them.  Leave on your own terms.  
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MARK 7: The Problems of “Just In Case” Living 
It’s discussed with relative frequency that the Pharisees cared about handwashing.  It’s 

discussed with less frequency what we learn here, that the Pharisees washed up before eating 

if they’ve been to the marketplace at all. 

Why?  It seems that the marketplace is presumed to be unclean, so to make sure they’re 

clean, they wash “just in case.” 

Have you ever known someone who lives some part of their life “just in case”?  Re-checking 

that they’ve locked things, extra washing-up, or taking a huge amount more safety than is 

standard?  Some people are so scared of a certain thing that they’ll center their life around 

reducing its risk to actual zero. 

The trouble with that kind of living is that you can only do it for one or two things before 

you run out of minutes in the day.  And anyone demonstrating standard risk avoidance of 

your favored issue can come off as not caring enough, because they care a normal amount 

and you’ve convinced yourself to care to a higher degree. 

What percentage of the time did something unknown in the marketplace make the Pharisees 

unclean?  It certainly wasn’t 100.  But their concern in this area gave them an excuse to not 

spend time on bigger things, like caring about people. 

LUKE 11/MATTHEW 12: Fill the Place Up! 
This has long been one of my favorite notes from Jesus – that an unclean spirit that comes 

out of a person goes back to its host, finds things “swept and put in order,” and then brings 

back seven worse spirits to live there, making everything’s worse than before.  Matthew’s 

telling adds “empty” to “swept and put in order” and that it will be this way with this 

generation. 

Maybe I’m reading into the teaching, but I read it to say further that you can’t just kick bad 

habits out of your life with no replacement.  If all you do is empty that spot of your life, the 

bad habit will “come[] up with a vengeance like it was yesterday,” to quote Alanis Morissette 

for no obvious reason.  Replacing bad content or actions in your life with nothing of 

substance will not work.  Improving your actions for good is a two-step process.  If you have 

no idea what goes in the second step, I don’t give good odds for the first step succeeding.  
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MARK 8: The Incomplete Healing 
Here’s you an oddity: Jesus not fully healing someone on the first go.  We have a blind man 

that’s brought to Jesus in hopes that Jesus would touch him.  Jesus takes him outside the 

village, spits on his eyes (!), and puts his hands on him.  Then he asks whether the blind man 

can see anything.  The blind man answers that he’s got some vision, but it’s fuzzy – people 

look like walking trees.  Jesus lays hands again, and the vision comes in fully. 

What is going on here?  I’ve read this a bunch of times and I have no idea. 

Commentaries frequently infer details about this story so it makes sense to their authors.  A 

quick survey indicates two details are typically inferred.  One is that the blind man wasn’t 

yet believing anything himself – it was just his friends’ belief - so Jesus’s multistep process 

was part of building the man’s faith.  The other is that this is analogous to our own faith 

journeys. 

I’m not comfortable reading in either idea.  We’re just told matter-of-factly that it went 

down this way.  Old-timey commentator Adam Clarke believed the first spit/hand-laying 

was not a miraculous thing; it was to physically get the guy’s eyelids open, after which Jesus 

asks what the guy’s vision is like.  I can believe this more than the lack of faith thing.  In that 

case, though, I have to think through the double, seemingly parallel use of “laying hands” on 

the man being nonmiraculous in one instance and miraculous in the second.  (Unless the 

opening of the eyes is miraculous in the second, and laying on of hands isn’t a euphemism for 

“doing a miraculous thing.”  I haven’t considered that enough to comment.) 

I find this account interesting.  I don’t have answers for it.  I think it’s responsible 

commentary writing to tell you both exist in me at the same time.  
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JOHN 11: A First? 
Besides that “Jesus wept” over his friend Lazarus dying, before and after that He was “deeply 

moved.” 

We can’t know, but this might be the first time that Jesus experienced the death of someone 

that He was in any way separated from.  Death of a loved human isn’t something that 

presumably matters too much to someone omnipresent.  But what if part of God stops being 

omnipresent?  Then there’s a new distance, and experiencing that distance for the first time, 

after millennia, would be painful. 

I suspect that this fueled the depth of the grief over someone Jesus was about to raise in a few 

minutes.  I could be wrong, though. 

Wait, THOSE Are the Stakes?  
You might have been wondering why the Jewish religious leaders cared so much about Jesus 

taking the hearts of many people with being the Christ.  Here’s where we learn their idea of 

the stakes: 

“If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him” – okay, yeah, sure – 

“and the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” 

Where did they get this from?  I don’t follow the logic even a little.  Caiaphas’s 

advice/prophecy – saying that “one man should die for the people” rather than “that the 

whole nation should perish” – implies that this mass popularity was viewed as some sort of 

uprising to the leaders, who decided it would be then viewed as some sort of uprising to the 

Romans.  But why?  The only reason it was contentious at this point was because these 

leaders were making it contentious!  I’m not spotting anything self-evident as to why their 

fears would be realized. 

But that’s the fear as they stated it.  I leave it to you to decide whether the fear had any basis.   
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LUKE 13: Give It a Good Year 
In the parable of the barren fig tree, the tree owner was about to be done with the tree 

because it hadn’t done anything in its first three years.  The vinedresser asked for one good 

year – a year of paying attention to it – before doing that. 

Not a large point there, but an important one: before you go throwing stuff or people away, 

have you given enough attention to be sure now is the time?  Figure out what counts as good 

attention enough for you to make that call.  After you’ve given that attention, then you can 

be a lot surer of your decision. 

Any Sympathy Around Here?  
In another showdown between Jesus and the ruler of the synagogue regarding healing on the 

Sabbath, the ruler plays his hand more than usual: healing is doing work, and this is the 

Sabbath, so the woman healed should have waited until tomorrow. 

Jesus responds with the usual response – random maintenance that people do on the Sabbath, 

such as leading their animal to water – but He goes further by noting that the woman had 

been dealing with this issue for 18 years. 

I think He points that out to say that, if the ruler had any sympathy at all, it would preclude 

caring about Sabbath work in this instance.  If someone’s dealt with something for 18 years, 

they’d prefer healing today, not tomorrow. 

A tweet I encountered during the Trump presidency stuck with me – a lot of people confuse 

law enforcement with maximum law enforcement, prosecuting everyone who violates and 

with the highest sentence.  No responsible law enforcement entity ever does that; it’s a waste 

of resources and an ignoring of context.  (Also, no taxpayer wants to fund law enforcement 

to do the job that thoroughly.)  Jesus is raising an analogous point here.  Why is this an 

instance when the ruler of the synagogue is interested in enforcing Sabbath rules?  That’s just 

being nasty.  
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MARK 9: Even Cheer? 
All three accounts of the transfiguration note that Jesus’s clothes become very white.  Mark’s 

account says that they become “intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them.” 

This comment surprises me for sounding modern – who cared about bleaching clothes white 

back then?  I suspect my surprise is rooted in that dim view of history that says that everyone 

earlier than us was basically in the Dark Ages (I mean, we’ve kept a label for 700 years that 

characterizes centuries based on their stupidity), wore brown sacks, and smelled like 

outhouses.  I discuss related issues in my note for Job 29. 

But if people in history owned white clothing, they were probably interested in those clothes 

remaining white.  You don’t need to know germ theory to want clean things. 
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MARK 9/JOHN 13/MARK 14/LUKE 22: Demon 

MO  
Elsewhere, when Jesus casts out a legion of demons, they ask to go into a herd of pigs.  When 

Jesus grants that, the pigs immediately rush off the cliff. 

Here, there is a demon that has inhabited a kid from very early into his life.  And we learn 

what this demon has been doing for years: 

“It has often cast him into fire and into water, to destroy him.” 

It appears one of the core missions of demons in this era was to destroy whatever they 

possessed, as soon as possible.  There was no long-term plan or a plan to just kinda mess with 

someone’s life.  The goal was total destruction of the host: the earlier, the better.  (I have no 

idea what this would mean for the lives of the demons themselves.) 

I used to go to church with a prison counselor.  He encountered several prisoners who 

expressly invited Satan into their lives through worship.  His experience with them was that, 

as soon as they did that, they started having destructive urges similar to the demons 

described in the Gospels – suicidal thoughts and the like.  That’s just anecdotal, of course, but 

it lines up at least.  It’s human versus demon in a clash of wills – when the human gives in, 

the demon will win. 

This brings me to a related topic further ahead in the story: the interaction of Satan and Judas 

Iscariot.  Mark 14 says that Judas went to the chief priests to betray Jesus and got the money 

he asked for.  “And he sought an opportunity to betray him.”  Luke 22 says that “Satan 

entered into Judas Iscariot,” and then he did what Mark 14 describes. 

John 13 agrees with this in describing what is commonly known as the Last Supper, but it 

adds detail.  “The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to 

betray” Jesus.  But after Jesus uses the passing of bread to tell the rest of the 12 who would 

betray Him, and Judas takes that bread, “Satan entered into” Judas.  I guess Satan showed up 

once, left, and then came back. 

After this happens, Jesus says “What you are going to do, do quickly.”  Only Jesus and Judas 

understand this exchange; John specifies that nobody knew what it was about. 

Now, if I’m living my life not Satan-filled (as is my custom), but I’ve been thinking about 

betraying Jesus, and then the object of my intended betrayal tells me to go ahead and do it 

quickly, you know what I’m thinking about?  The standard covert operation line from 

movies: “Boys, we’ve been made!”  It seems bad for a secret betrayal if the betrayer knows 
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about it, yes?  That would be enough to either give up or at least shelve this operation and 

come up with another plan. 

But what does Judas do, according to John?  “He immediately went out.” 

This isn’t Mark writing, who uses “immediately” liberally and seemingly as a transition word.  

John uses the word with an ordinary frequency.  “Immediately” means “immediately” here. 

This immediacy fascinates me.  At least with these appearances of Satan and demons, the 

dark side loves to act immediately and without a long-term plan.  We read elsewhere of 

Satan looking for opportunities; that fits with all of these accounts.  Satan likes to strike hard 

and hope for immediate, destructive results. 

I say that not only to clarify what demon/Satan possession means, but to contrast with God, 

in the same way I’ve discussed God’s homemade plan versus Satan’s off-the-shelf products.  It 

is inaccurate as a matter of Bible to say that Satan has some long-range plan for you.  He has 

a short-range goal – your destruction – that he attempts persistently.  I don’t claim to 

understand God’s plan for me, and I’m certain there are parts of it I don’t/won’t like.  But I at 

least feel the love of there being a plan to begin with.  That’s more than I can say for the 

other side.  
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MATTHEW 16: A Skosh of Context  
When people struggle for millennia over whether a passage fully supports one thing or fully 

supports or another thing, I naturally assume it A) supports neither thing or B) is being relied 

on too much to fully support anything it is claimed to support.  I am going with assumption 

B as it relates to Peter and what was built on.  Why is Jesus building His church assumed to 

go all the way to Peter or Peter’s confession being a/the major thing being built on – as if that 

takes on a super-dee-duper special significance?  The active discussion on this strikes me as a 

classic case of one party’s framing dictating the other’s responses, when reframing is what’s 

needed to begin with. 

That aside, I will note two things: 

- I don’t think it’s a responsible use of the text to assume “the keys of the kingdom of heaven” 

come with anything more than what’s in the other half of the sentence – binding and loosing 

powers, whatever they are. 

- The same power, and presumably the same set of keys, is given to the group of apostles in 

Matthew 18 (made even clearer by the next sentence speaking about “any two of you”).  

There, binding/loosing appears to get more definition: if multiple apostles agree to ask God 

for something, they will get it (presumably not literally every single time on every single 

thing, or else the apostles should have thought to pray for no persecution in Acts).  I’m not in 

a position to know what that means.  My best guess is that the asking and binding and 

loosing most closely refer to doctrinal binding and loosing, like what we see in Acts 15.  

Regardless, to me it is most natural to read each succeeding sentence as elucidating the 

previous sentences.  That doesn’t satisfy any existing religious uses of Matthew 16, I suppose.  

But if I cared about that, I wouldn’t be writing this book. 

JOHN 12: This Point Has Expired 
“For the poor you always have with you, but you do not always have me.” 

Jesus spoke this to Judas regarding an expensive gift for Jesus.  Judas brought up the poor 

because he wanted to steal from the money that would have come from selling it. 

There is no broader point about the poor in this statement (when I was a child, some people 

in my life tried to make a broader point).  There is a statement about doing things for Jesus 

while Jesus was on earth.  The utility of this sentence expired thousands of years ago.  Don’t 

come up with any conclusions off it.  
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LUKE 14: Because They Cannot Repay 
Remember what I said regarding the Advice on the Mount?  It applies here too, for whom 

you should invite to a feast. 

Jesus says not to invite your friends or relatives and invite the poor and blind instead.  Why?  

So you can quickly lose your friends and relatives?  No.  The contrast Jesus sets up is in the 

same style as others, so it’s important to read the point and then go back to that contrast. 

The point appears to be that a feast is not actually magnanimous if it’s going to be repaid.  If 

you have a friend over for dinner and then they have you over for dinner, that makes for two 

great nights, but there’s been no real transfer of assets (assuming equal cooking skill and 

budget levels, of course).  If you invite people who can’t repay you, now you’re being 

magnanimous, and then “you will be repaid at the resurrection of the just.” 

So if you are throwing a big party as though you are a gracious host, you’re fooling yourself if 

you’re only inviting people who will pay it back anyway.  That’s the point. 

Fake It ‘Til You Can’t Make It  
Why, in the parable of the great banquet, does the master get so angry at the people making 

excuses for why they can’t come? 

Because none of them are real excuses!  They were all invited already, so they’re not 

surprised by this party.  They’re summoned when it’s time, and then they say they need to 

inspect a field (which isn’t a reason to miss a party), or need to inspect five cows (same), or 

just got married (a reason to party). 

There are plausible reasons for suddenly needing to miss a party.  None of these are.  Hence 

the exasperation.  
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JOHN 13: Counterpoint 
It says “the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray 

him.” 

Does this counter my idea that Satan doesn’t and can’t do custom-made temptations or 

offerings? 

I don’t think it necessarily does.  Especially in light of the demons and their love of 

immediate destructiveness, and in light of Satan’s opportunistic style, I think Satan was 

selling betrayal to anyone who was willing to buy, and Judas was an especially great client to 

have scored. 

And frankly, Jesus was a widely wanted man at this point.  He would have been arrested 

already except for popular revolt (see my note in a little bit about everybody being afraid of 

everybody).  There might not have been Wild West-style posters with a reward for capture, 

but the idea was already out there. 

In other words, it’s not like betrayal was an idea that would have, or needed to, come out of 

some infernal brainstorming. 

Maybe you read this and think it upends my ideas on Satan’s abilities.  That’s fine.  I didn’t 

want to imply all the evidence swings my way when there’s this to consider.  
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MARK 10/MATTHEW 19/LUKE 18: It’s About 

Leaving 
In these accounts, we read of who’s regularly called the rich young ruler.  He asks Jesus what 

he needs to do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus lists the basics, and the rich young ruler says, in 

essence, “Check, done that – check, done that – okay, what else?”  And Jesus says he should 

sell everything to follow Him, after which this young ruler leaves sad, because he was rich.  

Jesus then discusses the difficulties for rich people trying to enter Heaven. 

This story doesn’t have a resolution for the rich young ruler; without reading the details it is 

easy to misinterpret.  So let’s read the details! 

One big detail is when Jesus looks at the guy, after his checklist-based response, and loves 

him.  The response is one of love, and it’s probably not tough love.  (The people I know who 

would read this as tough love are also people who rebrand their toughness as love.)  Some 

passages are easy to read as tough love, but why are ones like this read that way? 

The other detail is how Jesus describes the problem with riches after the guy goes away.  It’s 

not strictly with riches – it’s that they’re not willing to leave them!  And that would be a 

problem with anything people would need to leave to embrace eternal life.  Riches are 

particularly difficult to leave. 

Where am I getting this detail from?  The list of things Jesus says will be rewarded in 

eternity if they are left.  It’s “house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 

lands.”  None of those are money.  They’re all things that need to be separated from if they 

are dragging us spiritually down.  And riches can do that as much as anything in that list. 

This makes sense of Zacchaeus in Luke 19, who “was a chief tax collector and was rich.”  

When he came to Jesus, here is what he did to leave things behind: he gave half of his goods 

to the poor, and he was willing to pay back fourfold what he’d defrauded (if anything).  He 

demonstrated to Jesus that he was changing his relationship to his stuff.  It wasn’t 

particularly relevant what the literal percentage of his goods was (otherwise Jesus would 

have said to Zacchaeus, “that’s not enough”).  It mattered that he was viewing his stuff as less 

important than Jesus. 

That is what Jesus was encouraging this rich young man to do – change his relationship with 

his money and his things.  Selling everything was not some general command to rich people.  

Demonstrating that you put your things beneath a relationship with God – also necessary to 

do with family members if they won’t stop hindering you – is what ultimately matters. 



 

313 

 

MATTHEW 18: Stop.  Expanding.  On.  This.   
What does it mean to become like little children so as to become the “greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven”? 

It means humility.  We know, because Jesus says “whoever humbles himself like this child is 

the greatest is the kingdom of heaven.”  Not naivete.  Not wide-eyed innocence.  Not 

anything else I’ve heard in sermons about what children are (or might be) essentially like.  

Just humility.  Only humility. 

It’s dangerous to expand on this, given that we don’t know the age of the child Jesus called 

over; children at different ages are very different.  Should we be children before the brains 

have started grasping logical thinking, or before they have full memories, or before they have 

learned to use toilets?  No.  We should be humble.  That’s it. 

Also.  Stop.  Expanding.  On.  These. 
My parents have used the sequence listed here for if someone sins against you very formally 

– bring a thing, then bring a witness, then tell it to the church. 

Or at least they think they have.  Telling it to the church doesn’t seem to be what they’ve 

done (although they’re the ones using the system how they are; I can’t speak for them). 

What they have done is make it cover a host of interpersonal issues.  If I sought advice and 

perspective from someone I trusted before talking to them about something, that was wrong 

– gossip or something like that – because I didn’t go to them first and alone.  I’m sure they 

didn’t want me, in figuring out communication issues, to escalate whatever it was, after a 

witness, straight to their congregation. 

If you’re picking up that it’s nonsensical to apply this sequence to every possible 

interpersonal subject, you’re understanding me.  There are loads of things that don’t make 

sense to tell a whole church to begin with; those shouldn’t enter this “court system,” to the 

extent this is one.  Nor is any disagreement between me and you a “sin against” either one of 

us.  Certainly Paul and Barnabas didn’t enter into this system over John Mark. 

Standard Bible headings might be doing this passage a disservice.  It’s grouped in my Bible 

with the binding/loosing material that’s clearly apostles-only.  But it might be better grouped 

(if grouped at all) with rejoicing over the single lost sheep, and that it’s not God’s will that 

any of the sheep should perish.  This whole procedure makes a lot of sense if you think of it 

as discussing how much you should care about saving a single person.  But even if they’re 

disconnected, there’s no indication this applies to a huge swath of things.  



 

314 

 

LUKE 16: Time Is Money Is Eternal Life 
The parable of the shrewd/dishonest manager is a weird one, because the bad guy is praised.  

It’s easy to get spun around on it. 

What is the bad guy praised for?  Figuring out that he had limited time (because he was 

getting fired), understanding that he didn’t have a good skill set to handle this (since he 

lacked the strength to dig and was ashamed to beg), and using his remaining resource – 

dwindling time on the job – to get popular with some debtors. 

How are we meant to imitate this?  Figure out we have limited time, understand our 

resources (financial or otherwise), and make friends with people around us, “so that…they 

may receive you into the eternal dwellings.” 

It’s ultimately another angle on discussing that people will testify to your generosity if you 

are generous, and that testimony will be to your credit.  It’s just filtered through a parable 

that some styles of interpretation aren’t great at handling. 

SPEAKING OF WHICH,  
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LUKE 16 (again): We Need to Talk About 

Lazarus 
What is the point of discussing the rich man and Lazarus? 

The ending: “If they [the living] do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be 

convinced if someone should rise from the dead.” 

That’s the point. 

What isn’t the point of discussing the rich man and Lazarus? 

To paint a detailed picture of what Heaven and Hell look like.  And the more I study what’s 

told here, the less I believe that Heaven and Hell look like this.  And that has a surprising 

cascade effect on the rest of the Bible discussing these things. 

This is going to be a long note.  Settle in.  Some of this will repeat earlier observations, but I’d 

rather restate them here for coherence than require you to refer back to them.  And this will 

read more like a sermon than my other notes, but it takes that to get the idea across. 

When two schools of thought are incessantly at loggerheads, my assumption is that they’re 

both wrong.  That’s just part of how I do things. 

The two main camps through history on what happens to people after they die appear to be: 

1) Hell is an all-the-time fire (based off “eternal punishment”); and 

2) Universalism (using passages that say, e.g., “Christ will bring all things into subjection”). 

In between the two is annihilationism: that those who are punished will be destroyed at 

some point, not carrying on forever. 

Where the two main camps differ starts with interpretations of the Greek word aionios.  The 

English word “eon” derives from it.  There’s a major debate as to whether it means “eternal,” 

as in without ending, or “an age,” like an eon or some other really long time. 

And the Bible uses it both ways.  So, for translators and others, what it comes down to is 

whether a sense is obviously meant or not meant.  It’s usually translated “eternal” unless it 

clearly can’t be. 

BUT here’s my view of this struggle: 

It’s not like many people regularly, colloquially use “eternity” to mean an actual eternity, 

because there are far more things to talk about that are temporary than are eternal (and any 
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conversant has only experienced the former).  The Bible regularly uses “forever” to mean 

something that, relative to the reader, might as well be forever.  It goes on indefinitely.  That 

doesn’t mean it goes on without end.  It’s the same problem as saying an adopted pet now has 

a “forever” home or that an easement is granted in “perpetuity.”  Those things will go on 

forever, unless something specifically interrupts them. 

So here are some Bible parts talking about what happens after we die, and whether any of 

them necessarily mean an ongoing, day-after-day punishment: 

- The Old Testament’s concept of Sheol is of a place you don’t want to go to when you die.  

But the details are murky. 

- Daniel 12:2 contrasts everlasting life with shame/everlasting contempt, and Matthew 25:46 

contrasts eternal punishment with eternal life.  Here’s the thing: being dead is an eternal 

punishment that contrasts with eternal life.  It contrasts better with eternal life than the 

concept of an ongoing Hell.  Why?  Because if we’re punished every day, then that is eternal 

life too!  It’s a rotten eternal life, but it’s still eternal life. 

- Paul doesn’t use the word Hell – ever! 

- 2 Thessalonians 1:9 refers to an “eternal destruction.”  This is often cited as support for 

ongoing punishment.  But ongoing destruction is literally impossible; at some point, the 

thing gets destroyed.  And if being “away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory 

of his might,” as Paul describes it, is part of “eternal destruction,” it seems that would cause 

Hell to immediately cease to exist, since He’s no longer sustaining it.  Things only exist 

because of God, so far as I’ve ever known. 

- 2 Peter 1:4-10 has a one-off use of Tartarus.  It talks about punishment and chains…until 

judgment.  So there’s something after what he’s talking about, which means it isn’t final. 

And that brings me back to the rich man and Lazarus.  I was taught growing up that this 

wasn’t a parable.  Why?  Because someone named Lazarus is in it.  Because there is a real 

name, it must be a real guy.  And if you’re wondering, I looked it up and yes, a surprising 

amount of eternal-fire-forever theology in the broader world stems from Lazarus being a real 

name, making all of this real.  But: 

1) Why is that dispositive?  Lots of stories are told with someone’s name in them; lots of 

stories aren’t. 

2) Do you know what Lazarus means?  It means “God has helped.”  And what happens in 

Jesus’s account?  God helps Lazarus and not the rich man! 
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So the name Jesus uses fits the story he’s telling.  It’s like if he called the rich man Richie 

Rich.  He calls the poor guy who has a miserable earthly existence “God has helped,” which 

doesn’t fit him then.  But when he dies, God helps him a lot, so now it fits!  It’s a classic rags-

to-riches/riches-to-rags, very basic style of storytelling Jesus is employing.  He names the guy 

Lazarus because it helps the storytelling! 

Once you see that, you see other problems with taking this as a real account of what happens 

after everyone dies.  For one, it’s not set at a time when everyone is dead.  Earth still exists!  

That’s the point at the end of the story!  People are still alive!  (Some theologians note that 

the “five brothers” reference of the rich man might obliquely refer to Caiaphas, the then-

high priest who had five brothers.)  So whatever the rich man and Lazarus are in, it’s not 

their final destinations.  The account is set in the wrong time period for that. 

With all of this in the understanding, I move to some final passages.  Mark 9:43-48 talks 

about the unquenchable fire of Hell that people can be thrown into.  But this goes back to 

the 1 Thessalonians point: what happens if God chooses not to sustain something?  Poof; it’s 

gone.  Is that quenching in the normal sense?  Maybe.  But maybe not.  As I stated at the 

outset, it doesn’t necessitate that there’s an every-day-forever Hell. 

That leaves Revelation 14:9-11 and 20:7-15.  But even with the torment described there, if 

we decide to take this bit of Revelation literally (and I agree with commentators who think 

it’s quite selective to start now), “forever and ever” doesn’t have to mean forever without an 

end.  It could mean that they are tormented for perpetuity until something specifically 

interrupts it. 

Many years ago, I read the book Centuries of Darkness, in which scholars argued that several 

historically assumed dates were off by a few hundred years.  It sounds ridiculous until you 

find out the basis: a stunning amount of history – thousands of years out – is based on 

assumed accurate dates for certain Egyptian artifacts.  If those are wrong in any way, it 

throws down a lot of assumptions built atop them. 

I see the same thing going on with the parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  When I found 

out that Lazarus had a story-relevant meaning, the already-idiosyncratic idea that one use of 

a real name meant this was a true story fell apart.  And that threw down a lot of assumptions 

built atop it. 

Do I feel confident in what happens forever?  No!  But I don’t need to.  In any event, it 

doesn’t seem to be an everyday awful fire.  Like the Old Testament Sheol, I don’t want 

whatever it is.  But I won’t claim to know what it is, either.  
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MARK 11/MATTHEW 21: Why the Fig Tree 

(And What’s the Discrepancy)? 
Mark and Matthew have different details in their accounts of this odd story.  Jesus passes a 

fig tree while hungry, but figs aren’t in season.  So He curses the tree, and it withers within a 

day. 

In Mark’s account, disciples pass by the fig tree the next morning, and Peter remembers and 

brings it back up.  Matthew’s account can be read to match up – the fig tree withers “at 

once,” and the disciples ask their question when they see it – but they’re narratively 

structured as though they don’t agree on the details. 

In any case, the end lesson is about the power of prayer combined with belief in the possible.  

The fig tree facilitates that discussion.  My best guess for what’s going on is that God decided 

to interpret Jesus’s actual curse – “may no one ever eat fruit from you again” – by making the 

tree wither, which opened up the chance for the discussion on prayer. 

But why did Jesus curse a fig tree when He was hungry, while (presumably) knowing it 

wasn’t fig season?  Was it just for the lesson?  That seems extreme.  It seems that Jesus wasn’t 

about using food-miracle powers on Himself just because He was hungry.  But I don’t know.  

It’s bizarre to me.  
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MARK 11 (again): Everybody Is Afraid of 

Everybody 
Times when the spiritual leaders were afraid of the people: 

Mark 11/Matthew 21/Luke 20 (because the people held that John the Baptist was a prophet) 

Mark 12/Matthew 21 (because the people understood that Jesus had told a parable against the 

spiritual leaders) 

Mark 14/Luke 22 (because the people might be in uproar if Jesus were arrested during the 

feast) 

Acts 4 (because the people were praising God over the healing of a middle-aged man) 

Acts 5 (because the people might stone them if the apostles were taken by force) 

Times when the people were afraid of the spiritual leaders: 

John 7 (when all the feast’s discussions about Jesus were hush-hush) 

John 9 (the blind man’s parents, in case they were put out of the synagogue for saying Jesus 

was the Christ) 

In Matthew 9, Jesus has compassion on the crowds “because they were harassed and helpless, 

like sheep without a shepherd,” which at some level indicts the spiritual leaders’ relationship 

with the people. 

Harassment and browbeating and chest-puffing don’t come from healthy places.  They come 

from fear, because holding on to authority that tightly isn’t natural.  People were afraid of 

their leaders, but their leaders were just as afraid of the people.  Remember that for the next 

authoritarian leader you encounter.  
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LUKE 17: The Browbeating 
I have self-flagellated over this more than almost anything else that isn’t a clear sin: the 

notion that I am supposed to work joylessly all the time.   

I’m not sure where it comes from.  Maybe it was an outgrowth of hopes that I would achieve, 

just generally.  I suspect it comes from overgrown, overblown rhetoric on what serving 

people means.  As a kid, I was taught a tiny song: 

“J-O-Y, J-O-Y – this is what it means: Jesus first; yourself last; and others in between.” 

If you’re literal-minded, like young Brandon, getting an A on this means putting yourself last 

every time in every way.  Doing that is literally impossible without imminent death (from 

burnout).  But paired with urgency that we all might die tomorrow and we are supposed to 

lose our lives for God, then imminent death (from burnout) isn’t considered a problem. 

That brings me to here, where Jesus says that servants won’t be thanked for doing what they 

are commanded.  “So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We 

are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty.’” 

At different times, I have more or less thought that this should be my response on the job.  

Review time?  Chant this.  Get an email thanking me for sending that document?  Chant this. 

It’s better to frame this like “don’t let your left hand know what your right hand is doing” 

when it comes to giving.  Why?  Because the only other use of the Greek word for 

“unworthy” is used by Jesus in the parable of the talents, and it’s about a servant again.  

Specifically, it’s the servant who’s punished for being worthless.  Are we, as servants of God, 

supposed to say, “punish us!” or “cast us into the outer darkness”?  Nope.  Are we supposed to 

say we’re doing a terrible, literally worthless job when we have done all that we commanded 

(which is when Jesus says to say it)?  That would be lying, so nope again.  (The same parable 

of the talents calls someone else a “good and faithful servant.”  If God calls us that, 

contradicting is dumb.) 

So it’s about something other than the words.  What I think it’s about is understanding that 

serving God has a delayed gratification in the same way that serving a human has a delayed 

gratification.  The examples Jesus gives before the instruction are about servants getting their 

reward on the master’s timetable, not the servant’s timetable.  The mindset is about 

sequencing ourselves after God.  Not shunning reward – the second example says that the 

servant will eat and drink after serving the master.  Not a lifetime of crestfallenness.  Not, to 

be candid, nearly everything I have thought about this passage over my lifetime as I 

emotionally stunt myself. 
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LUKE 17 (again): Out of Order?  
If I asked Jesus to heal me of leprosy, and He told me to do a thing, and I was healed on the 

way to doing the thing, I would worry that I had to finish the thing before literally anything 

else, in case I got un-healed from not continuing. 

That would mean I would be like the nine lepers who didn’t go back and thank Jesus at the 

time I was healed.  But it wouldn’t be from ingratitude. 

I don’t know if that says anything bad about me.  It’s just my typical thought reading this. 

MARK 12/LUKE 20/MATTHEW 22: The 

Myopia of Go-To Examples 
The Sadducees thought they had disproved the existence of a resurrection.  To demonstrate 

this, they ask Jesus a foolproof, ultimate-trap question. 

*Reads the question* 

Wait; I was wrong.  They ask a ridiculous hypothetical about a succession of seven brothers 

who die childless, and under the Mosaic law the widow was supposed to marry each of the 

brothers in that situation.  That disproved the resurrection, said they, because it would be too 

complicated to sort out who she was married to if they were all alive. 

Jesus tells them that they don’t understand anything about the resurrection.  There’s no 

marriage in the resurrection, mooting their hypothetical. 

If you hear someone discuss a point that seems novel or odd to you, and they always give the 

same example to prove their point, be suspicious.  Be especially suspicious if that point 

involves an unlikely occurrence. 

This is different from someone coming up with a best example and leading with it.  

Sometimes, one example or illustration is just better.  But if they don’t rephrase or connect it 

to anything else, that might be because it can’t connect to anything else. 

(And now that I think about it, I’d expect the first brother and the woman to be married.  

The first brother’s death was the but-for cause of the other marriages.  So if the resurrection 

removes that cause, the other marriages don’t happen.  The original marriage is the marriage 

in the resurrection.  I’m surprised it took my entire life to figure this out.  But it always takes 

someone their entire life to figure something out, because they’ve just figured it out.  It’s like 

how everything is in the last place you look for it.) 
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MARK 12 (again)/LUKE 21: Like With the Good 

Samaritan, What Is the Point Being Made?  
This is the story of the widow’s mite (coin, not parasite).  Jesus sees a widow giving this coin 

into the temple treasury and declares that she has given more than a lot of rich people, 

because it was all she had. 

I’ve heard this story taught at the time of money collection as an example of sacrificial 

giving.  It clearly is that. 

But was Jesus encouraging everyone to do that all the time?  No. 

Like in Luke 10, where the Good Samaritan was to demonstrate what a true neighbor was, 

Jesus primarily is making an observation to demonstrate who a full giver is.  It’s important to 

know that!  But it’s not important to be that all the time.  It is important to be able to leave 

our things if we need to (like discussed with the rich young ruler in Mark 10).  But to do 

more with this than Jesus did with it is to misunderstand what an example is for. 

LUKE 18: Do We Have to Repeat Prayers All the 

Time? 
The parable of the unjust judge and the persistent widow is the first part of an a fortiori 

argument – one that starts with a premise and then says “if this is true, this other, bigger 

thing is more true.” 

Jesus uses this elsewhere on giving gifts: if even bad parents know how to give bread to kids 

instead of a rock, how much more will God give gifts to his children, since He’s not evil?  It’s 

pretty much the same lesson here.  If even a judge who doesn’t care about people will give 

justice if someone tries often enough, how much more will a Judge who cares about people 

give justice? 

That’s the most important point.  The frequency of the widow’s inquiry – and the related 

frequency of people inquiring of God – is a point, but not the big one.  For my conscience, if 

I keep saying the same thing to God, I feel like I haven’t actually left that request with Him.  

There’s no indication God thinks of any of us as nagging Him, but I don’t want to treat 

prayers in a way that, if I treated a human like that, it would be nagging.  That’s just me, 

though – maybe literally.  
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MATTHEW 23: The Shift in Convenience 
Coming from Protestant influence as I do, this verse is famous as applied to Catholics: 

“And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven.” 

Less famous is the instruction of the verse before it: not to be called rabbi (a title word for 

teacher/master). 

Less famous is the instruction of the verse after it: not to be called instructors. 

Paul says that the Corinthians “have countless guides in Christ” but not “many fathers.  For I 

became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel.”  For the way I grew up hearing about 

this very serious command, Paul would violate it. 

What do these three things mean taken together? 

Well, this is something Jesus was willing to say “to the crowds and his disciples.”  And He 

was talking about the scribes and their Pharisees and their love of having the top honors in 

social situations, including “being called rabbi by others.”   When Jesus tells the crowd not to 

do that, it’s because they’re “all brothers.”  There’s no spiritual distinction among humans – 

except that “The greatest among you shall be your servant.” 

To focus on the three titles given along the way to the point is myopic.  Paul called himself a 

father in Christ to the Corinthians because he was one.  But he also didn’t consider himself 

superior to the Corinthians he was talking to.  If he had been, it wouldn’t have mattered 

whether he gave himself a descriptive title or an official title – the arrogance would have 

been the problem.  If Paul had steered clear of calling himself a father to the Corinthians, but 

then he insisted on having the best seat at all the feasts, he’d have a different and equally bad 

manifestation of the same problem. 

So the point is not to aspire to spiritual rank, which expressed itself in Jesus’s day as basking 

in titles and prominent places.  That’s it.  I wish I didn’t have to take this many words to say 

it, but life is messed up.  
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JOHN 18/MATTHEW 26/LUKE 22: 

Modernizing the Scene 
Growing up, I never got a good sense of the geography of Jesus before magistrates.  I still 

don’t have a good sense of that.  But I do have an okay sense of what the courtyard bit – 

where Peter denies that he knows Jesus – would be like today. 

Jesus is going through various hearings at this point.  We’d see those things happening in a 

courtroom today.  In John’s account, Peter can’t get in initially because he’s not recognized, 

but another disciple can, so that disciple goes in first, with Jesus.  And that disciple, “who 

was known to the high priest, went out and spoke to the servant girl who kept watch at the 

door, and brought Peter in.”  So one disciple gets in past security, vouches for the 

unrecognized Peter, and security lets Peter in.  Not to the courtroom, (the high priest’s 

house), but the outer grounds.  Today, we’d be talking about the court building’s hallways. 

Then that security – the servant girl – speaks to Peter what should be an in-bounds 

statement based on what she was just told.  It’s basically, “you’re here for the Jesus trial, 

huh?”  Because, you know, someone who was clearly supporting the defendant just requested 

to let someone else in.  That’s not even small talk – that’s tautological talk.  And Peter says 

he’s not part of the defendant’s party.  He’s been let into the court building because he’s with 

someone who’s with the defendant, and now he says he’s not with the defendant. 

That raises a question to me: okay, Peter…why are you here?  Why did the other disciple 

have you come in?  Are you a reporter or something?  I can’t think of a reason he’d be 

hanging out there, at the fire with the other servants and officers, if not for the hearing.  

Maybe it was common, but it’s all more unusual than I understood before writing this. 

That’s the best I can portray the scene for you.   
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JOHN 19: Um…Hmm… 
When the Jewish crowd is speaking to Pilate regarding Jesus’s guilt (because he has found 

none), it says, “We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die because he has 

made himself the Son of God.” 

Here’s the thing about that, the fly in that ointment: wouldn’t the real Son of God say he’s 

the Son of God?  It’s presumably true for exactly one person.  Falsely claiming to be the Son 

of God might be punishable, but claiming at all shouldn’t be. 

It is common for angry people to forget important parts of the law when it suits them.  

Different torts have a different duty of care associated with them, such as intent or 

negligence.  Someone hurt by someone else might leave out the intent bit as they tweet 

about it.  It’s also common to claim someone defrauded someone else; that’s why American 

law requires you to plead fraud with particularity to have a valid claim. 

I see what the crowd means.  But I will always be suspicious when a key word is left out of a 

legal description. 

LUKE 22/MATTHEW 26: Did Peter’s Faith Fail?  
Peter’s behavior while Jesus was in court is more interesting when you consider that: 

- Jesus prayed for Peter’s faith not to fail; and 

- Jesus responded to Peter’s assertion that he would never fall away (in Matthew) and was 

ready to go to prison or death (in Luke) with a note that Peter was going to deny Him three 

times. 

Failing faith and falling away sound similar to me, but Jesus clearly was using them 

differently.  Right after He mentioned the prayer, Jesus tells Peter to, “when you have turned 

again, strengthen your brothers.” 

I didn’t realize until writing this what was going on in my head: in my circles growing up, 

“falling away” was a euphemism for anyone who stopped showing up to church.  So it got 

into my head that “falling away” was something long-term.  But Jesus was using it in the 

opposite way, as a one-time thing. 

It’s amazing how much the way you learn terms colors everything.  Peter fell away, but his 

faith didn’t fail; his faith brought him back. 
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LUKE 23: How to Ask for Stuff 
Two criminals on either side of Jesus on the cross ask Him to save them.  But one asks with a 

bit of acid – he’s described as “railing at him” – and the other asks much more clearly as a 

request, with some awareness of the broader situation.  I don’t know what Jesus did with the 

first criminal, but He granted the second criminal’s request. 

Requests without demands hidden behind them, and requests with some awareness of the 

broader situation, are more likely to be granted, period, by anyone.  This account is a good 

reminder of that. 

Range of Influence 
One of my biggest problems with normalizing sweeping rhetoric is that it lets the 

expectations go sky-high for anyone who internalizes it. 

One of the easiest areas for sky-high rhetoric to hurt me is in considering how much I’m 

supposed to be doing in the world.  How much can I change the world?  Is changing the 

world just a little bit evidence that I should have been working on my influence more 

beforehand? 

Reading Luke describe Joseph of Arimathea, who buried Jesus in his own tomb, gives me 

comfort on this.  He was on the council that voted to put Jesus to death.  He didn’t vote for it.  

And he is described as “a good and righteous man.” 

Many conceptions I have had about what counts as good and righteous would not count 

Joseph as good and righteous.  If he’s so good, why didn’t he go beyond his vote and keep 

Jesus from dying? 

But the Bible does not expect Joseph to have convinced the council or controlled the mob.  

He voted no.  He contributed through things within his control afterward.  That was enough 

for him to be good and righteous.  It’s enough for me and you.  
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JOHN 20/LUKE 24: Would You Trust the 

Disciples At This Point? 
This is an open question.  I don’t know what I’d answer. 

Thomas doubts the other disciples’ report that Jesus is alive again, declaring that he’d have to 

see and touch himself to believe it. 

What’s been happening with the disciples lately?  There’s been a lot of grief, of course.  But 

one of them also betrayed Jesus and killed himself earlier that week.  And Peter’s been acting 

unusual lately. 

So it’s fair to believe the collective disciples reporting something carried less evidential 

weight than at any time in the last three years.  All sorts of presumed realities have been 

turned on their head, including direct dishonesty of multiple disciples. 

If there were any time not to believe a disciple report, it’s this time.  I’m not stating whether 

believing or disbelieving them made more sense.  But I see why Thomas might find all this 

hard in context.  
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ACTS 

  



 

329 

 

ACTS 2: What This Isn’t 
Being filled with the Holy Spirit in the way the apostles are here – with tongues of fire 

sitting on them and simultaneously speaking in the languages of everyone assembled – is 

clearly supernatural.  But there are two things it isn’t: 

- A miracle of the apostles.  Despite its effectiveness, this not something we see ever again.  It 

must not have been theirs to control. 

- Speaking in tongues.  Whatever the later version of speaking in tongues is – and it might be 

speaking in other, existing languages rather than an alien/holy language; that hadn’t occurred 

to me until now – it needs an interpreter, as described by 1 Corinthians.  This in Acts was the 

opposite; it needed no interpreters despite loads of different nations assembled. 

So if you hear someone conflate these things, be sure to separate (deflate?) them. 
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ACTS 2 (again): Agape and Everything After 
“Well, actually, if anything, Christians practiced communism.” 

I am paraphrasing fellow undergraduate students who fancied themselves great thinkers.  If 

memory serves, these students wished for a pat on the head for services to modern thought. 

Where they got the idea from is a few passages, including one here. 

“And all who believed were together and had all things in common.  And they were selling 

their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need.” 

This is nearly repeated in chapter 4: 

“No one said that any of the things that belonged to him was his own, but they had 

everything in common.” 

“There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners of lands or houses 

sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold and laid it at the apostle’s feet, and it 

was distributed to each as any had need.” 

From there, Barnabas is described as bringing the entire price of a land sale, and Ananias and 

Sapphira are divinely destroyed for deceitfully claiming they brought the entire price of a 

land sale when they only brought the partial price. 

Is this communism?  No, it isn’t. 

For one, there’s nothing about the means of production.  For another, meeting needs is the 

goal, not economic even-ness.  “As any had need” shows up twice; it means “when the need 

arose.”  This would not be a morally permissible frequency to give out aid if economic even-

ness were the goal.  That also would require a soon-as-you-become-a-Christian tax (if you’re 

rich) or a monetary welcome package (if you’re poor), because a new Christian would move 

the average up or down. 

Peter’s note to Ananias, that he had free control of his money after he sold his land, means 

he could have given none and it would have been morally fine.  In a utopian/communist idea 

of the early church, that would not have been morally fine. 

It is common for college students to overcorrect for the faulty ideas of their youth.  God is 

not a capitalist.  But realizing that in your twenties does not mean that God, if anything, is a 

communist.  That’s taking a bad framing and deciding the other framing is better.  You don’t 

have to like Coke or Pepsi.  You can just be you.  And God can just be God. 
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ACTS 4: Boldness 
In responding to Jewish accusers, Peter is “filled with the Holy Spirit.”  The accusers 

recognize Peter’s boldness. 

What does he say with this boldness and with the Holy Spirit? 

Nothing obviously wondrous.  It just makes sense and is a fitting, effective response. 

Boldness is often portrayed as doing something extraordinary – something beyond what you 

would normally do.  It’s lifting a car to save a baby.  But boldness here is more the ability to 

do in a hard situation what you would do in an easy situation.  It’s not letting the situation 

change what you do.  It’s coolness under pressure, or clutch performance if you prefer your 

imagery more sporty. 

Don’t expect boldness to make you someone different.  Don’t castigate yourself if you don’t 

think boldness would make you someone different.  Being yourself in all situations is plenty 

bold.  



 

332 

 

ACTS 5: Celebrity Status (In Two Ways) 
Peter was a genuine celebrity for a bit.  The apostles were regularly in the temple healing 

people – so much so that the sick were laid out into the streets in the hopes that just Peter’s 

shadow would touch them. 

That’s Elvis Presley levels of status, or the Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show. 

This might be just projection, but I wonder if Peter would have been ill-prepared for this if 

he hadn’t needed to reconcile with Jesus and the others after denying that he knew Jesus.  

Peter learned a lot about his vincibility in recent months.  And for myself and some others I 

have observed, it’s important to learn that before a load of responsibility or fame or whatever 

is handed to you. 

On the flipside, when Jewish leaders are ready to kill Peter and friends, Gamaliel gets up and 

urges caution in case they are from God.  His evidence of why caution is warranted comes 

from Theudas and Judas the Galilean.  Both had a following based on their claims of 

greatness, but when they perished their movements perished without further consequence.  

Gamaliel’s point is that there doesn’t need to be intervention if this is false, because it will 

dissipate naturally. 

We don’t learn anything more of these two, but that’s the thing: Jesus and the apostles did 

what they did in a world with a nonzero number of false claims.  We live in that world too – 

there are these kinds of movements all the time.  (If you want an excellent snapshot of them, 

I recommend the Encyclopedia of American Communes, 1663-1963 by Foster Stockwell – it’s 

fascinating.)  In an age of instant virality, a dollop of celebrity is relatively easy to obtain and 

supremely easy to lose.  It can overwhelm someone if they’re not ready for it.   
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ACTS 6: The Limits of Organization 
In the selection of seven servants (neither deacons nor proto-deacons), the apostles do not 

say who should do the intended job of addressing daily food distribution to widows.  They 

say they should be “of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom.”  That’s it.  They leave 

the nomination process, such as it is, to the Christians at-large rather than having a hand in it 

themselves. 

I think this points to three things: 

1) The apostles “ran” the early church less than is popularly thought; 

2) Any servant post is ultimately a consent-of-the-governed deal, so it might as well be the 

governed who get involved in the selection process; and 

3) Every group of thousands should have at least seven who can organize an amateur 

distribution chain.  Having a good reputation and being wise is a fitting set of requirements. 

 ACTS 8: Training Wheels 
In my memory bank, I remember regularly hearing that the Ethopian eunuch’s response to 

Philip about what he’s reading – “How can I [understand it], unless someone guides me?” –

demonstrates the need for preachers. 

Which then morphs into the very specific type of preachers that the person speaking 

happens to be. 

I’m amazed I got this far in the book without mentioning my favorite type of bias to discuss, 

the French term deformation professionelle.  It is the bias that comes from having a 

particular profession, the occupational equivalent of “when all you have is a hammer, 

everything looks like a nail.”  A lot of how I’m writing this book is from my professional 

outlook; I try to be objective, but I’m a lawyer in a specific state in a specific country.  That’s 

a narrower view on life than I like to think about. 

Reading a verse like this and finding a vitality in your work as your precise culture and time 

conceives of it is not warranted by the text.  It should be self-evident that not everything one 

reads in the Bible needs a guide to understand.  Those things that need a guide to understand 

vary depending on the reader.  And none of that implies that a professional, dedicated guide 

has to be involved.  It’s great if they are, of course.  Then again, if the guides don’t 

understand what they are reading when they read “Do you understand what you are 

reading?,” I’m…hesitant.  
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ACTS 10-11: Two Quick Things About Peter 

Discovering the Gentiles Were Getting the 

Gospel 
The first one 

Peter responds to the vision of the sheet with a bunch of animals and the instruction to eat 

them – some clean ones that Peter has, permissibly, eaten and some unclean ones he has not, 

impermissibly, eaten – by saying that he has “never eaten anything that is common or 

unclean.” 

God’s response back contains a nuance I’d never caught before: 

“What God has MADE CLEAN, do not call common.” 

It seems what Peter takes from it isn’t just that the Gentiles are ready for Christianity.  That’s 

the end takeaway.  But there’s a preceding takeaway necessary for Peter, and that’s that God 

can take an animal – which in the Mosaic law was just clean or unclean, period – and make it 

clean.  For God to use that verb phrase at all, that’s telling Peter to open his mind to a third 

type of animal: one that moves from unclean to clean. 

The second one 

I’ve heard Peter’s phrase that “God is no respecter of persons,” or that “God shows no 

partiality” (the latter of which is also in Romans 2), in several contexts.  But all it means is 

what’s in context; God shows no partiality among nations, “but in every nation anyone who 

fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.”  That’s it.  Like with seventy million 

things I’ve written in this commentary, the next sentence being more specific than the oft-

quoted general sentence is probably going to tell you something about what that general 

sentence is thinking about.  



 

335 

 

ACTS 12: Just Another Dream 
While Peter interacts with the angel who leads him out of prison, he “thought he was seeing 

a vision.”  He only understands it was real when the angel leaves him out on the street. 

I mention this because concrete details on what a vision feels like, or what feels like a vision, 

are sparse.  Knowing it’s possible for someone who has seen a vision to register other things 

as visions when they are weird says a lot to me about the limits of God-human 

communication.  The human’s perceptiveness will always form a cap on God’s ability to be 

clear to them. 

Just Another Thing That Scared Me 
We get an interlude about King Herod’s death.  His speech was so loved by the people 

hearing him that they declared him godlike.  And “because he did not give God the glory,” 

an angel struck him down “immediately” and he died. 

Without anyone putting ideas in my head about this account, I have let it scare me to a kind 

of emotional death. 

My church gave me a high school graduation party, and I spent it as one of the food servers.  

This was, to my memory, because I was scared that I would immediately die based on this 

passage if I did not. 

What I was missing was the difference between being called good at something (or smart or 

whatever) and being called a god.  I join most of the world in not having been in the position 

that Herod was in. 

When Barnabas and Paul were in that actual position in chapter 14, they went through the 

crowd and tried to stop them.  But it didn’t work; “they scarcely restrained the people from 

offering sacrifice to them.” 

So the issue isn’t convincing people to stop, nor the immediacy factor that I was scared of.  

The issue is being conceptually okay with getting revered as a god.  It’s taking that sort of 

thing onboard and going, “mmm, yes” instead of calling a timeout.  But it doesn’t require 

getting everyone to stop, or fleeing the scene, or some sort of action from fear.  
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  ACTS 15: How Involved Is the Holy Spirit? 
The letter to all Christians regarding Jew/Gentile integration has this line: 

“For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater burden than 

these requirements.” 

Yet the Holy Spirit has no prior role in the story.  It’s not consulted in the way David 

consulted the Urim and Thummim.  Nor is there any indication of waiting for it to weigh in; 

otherwise, it would be more likely that the apostles would meet by themselves, rather than 

with elders.  No, this was a brainstorm/think tank/summit kind of thing. 

As I wrote regarding Matthew 16, I think the results of this might be what Jesus had in mind 

in terms of binding/loosing – not necessarily more than that.  Whatever made sense to this 

collective, God was going to work with.  But that’s not provable.  In any case, that leaves me 

wondering the way in which this seemed good to the Holy Spirit.  It might just be that no 

one in the assembly was filled with the Spirit in a way that persuasively reasoned against the 

final conclusions.  (It does say there was “much debate,” so it’s not like the end decision was 

where everyone started.) 

Whatever it was, it reminds me of my note regarding God and Abram apparently not talking 

for 15 years after the birth of Ishmael.  It’s surprising to me that the focus is on people 

talking out this big issue rather than asking God to answer with a bolt out of the blue.  But 

maybe that’s only surprising because of a modern misconception on what the Holy Spirit was 

expected to do back then (or what we want the Holy Spirit to do right now). 
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ACTS 15 (again): The Disagreement 
I wrote in my introductory notes that Paul and Barnabas disagreeing so heavily over Mark’s 

reliability, and doing separate works as a result, is an important Bible example to absorb, 

because the Bible never says who’s right. 

In my baseball fandom, it amazes me how often somebody will tweet a statistical oddity 

involving two players – with no commentary – and tweet replies will get mad: “how dare 

you say player B was greater than player A!”  They read two things side by side, in isolation, 

and decide the tweeter declared superiority of one over the other.  It’s like if you posted our 

times running the 100-yard dash (yours will be better) and someone said, “How dare you say 

you’re better than Brandon!!!”  There’s a whole lot of energy in the world that wants 

everything to boil down to ultimate judgments on things. 

There’s a whole lot of that energy applied to the Bible as well.  But the Bible isn’t written 

like that.  Accurate telling of stories doesn’t allow for that kind of energy. 

ACTS 16: Wow, What Is This Story? 
There is little I can explain out of the story in the middle of this chapter. 

So there is a slave girl with a “spirit of divination,” and her owners make a lot of money using 

her for fortune-telling.  This raises a question: is the spirit of divination good or evil?  And if 

it’s evil, is it ever accurate, and how? 

Then this girl follows Paul around for days like a hype man: advertising that Paul preaches 

salvation from God.  We have no indication of why.  Is this of her own accord?  Is the spirit 

making her to do this like a possession?  And is she trying to support Paul?  But Paul is 

“greatly annoyed” and casts the spirit out. 

There is exactly one thing I understand from this story: nobody likes frequent interruptions, 

even if they’re useful or neutral.  Who likes antivirus software expiration messages?  Who’s 

glad they subscribed to promotional emails from a company they just bought something 

from?  Whatever was going on, Paul hit the miracle unsubscribe.  
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ACTS 19: I Heart Clerks 
In the middle of a city uproar in Ephesus (because Christianity was cutting into silversmiths’ 

idol business), the raucous crowd assembled in the theater is quieted by…a town clerk. 

Given my professional consanguinity to clerks, I’m rooting for this guy. 

And he does what clerks are good at (besides recording things) – noting procedural 

standards.  He notes that Paul and friends haven’t said anything about Ephesus’s gods, and 

that courts are open if anyone wants to bring a charge.  He then informs the crowd that they 

are in danger of getting cited for rioting, since there is no actual inciting incident. 

I’m happy that a character I’m sympathetic toward did his job and saved lives.  Thanks, facts, 

for matching my preferences! 

ACTS 20: Apostolic Soporific 
I’ve been on something of a kick in showing what being an apostle was not about. 

Turns out it wasn’t about being so interesting that someone listening for a long time, in a 

room with a bunch of lamps, can’t avoid falling asleep and out the window. 

If apostles didn’t have a chance, I can’t assume I will do better. 

ACTS 21: Prophecy Is Not Command 
Agabus prophesies that Paul will be captured and bound if he goes to Jerusalem.  Naturally, 

people urge Paul not to go to Jerusalem. 

Paul ignores them, because he’s willing to go through it. 

Later (chapter 23), God appears to Paul and says that his testimony in Jerusalem is a parallel 

to how he will testify in Rome. 

It’s easy to think of prophecy as a command; showing dire consequences usually steers people 

another way.  But it’s like I said at the start of Isaiah, about prophetic warnings that are 

closer to public health missives.  Prophecy is centrally about laying out what will happen if 

these other things happen.  Prophecies hang out with commands, but they’re not commands.   

And in the abstract, God was not upset with someone who decided to leap into the dire 

consequences.  Agabus’s prophecy wasn’t God saying “don’t do it”; it was God saying “this is 

what will happen if you do it.”  There’s a big difference.  



 

339 

 

ACTS 23: Council’s Theme (Non-Comity 

Comin’ At Me) 
Here, Paul was under investigation without a charge by “the council,” consisting of Pharisees 

and Sadducees.  The factions disagreed on several religious items, but they shared a 

commitment to maintaining their joint power. 

Paul, a former Pharisee, knew he could get out of this non-trial with a mistrial by saying 

(accurately) that he was being judged over resurrection of the dead.  That pitted the pro-

resurrection Pharisees and anti-resurrection Sadducees against each other for the rest of the 

night.  “The dissension became violent.” 

The Pharisees and Sadducees could keep “it” together for the sake of power.  But it takes a lot 

of straining under “the greater good” to maintain that type of thing.  Mentioning a single 

doctrine led it to fall apart.  So it goes. 

ACTS 24: New Judge, Who’s Paul? 
It’s easy to miss for being at the end of this chapter, but Paul gets left in prison for two years 

while his case is pending.  (It’s pending because Judge Felix wants Paul to bribe him.)  When 

the new judge, Porcius Festus, starts his term, Felix, “wanting to do the Jews a favor, […] left 

Paul in prison.” 

The one case I’ve tried in court dragged on and went through two judges (the first retired 

due to ill health).  The change was awful for me, because the new one (who was sick on the 

day of trial) wasn’t nearly as familiar with the case, was surprised that the trial went on as 

long as it did, and called my key witness, who had gone to law school with the judge and was 

not yet at trial due to a flat tire, during recess and filled him in on the situation.  And my 

witness, based on the impending hot water, decided not to show up. 

If any of you have dealt with anything like this, you know the drill.  Paul is dealt a better 

hand, in that Festus gives Paul a hearing three days into his term as judge and doesn’t hope 

for a bribe.  But it still is nervewracking when you have your defense ready for one judge 

and you have to suddenly pivot.  
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ACTS 26/28: Legal Tactics 
Paul appealed to Caesar for a hearing.  Fine!  But the Jews hadn’t even brought a proper 

charge yet.  So Judge Festus and King Agrippa hold a hearing so they can send a letter with 

him to Caesar explaining, well, anything.  At the end, Festus was willing to set Paul free, but 

Paul had locked things in with his appeal. 

Was this a rookie legal mistake on Paul’s part?  Did he ruin his life by appealing to Caesar? 

In Paul’s mind, he preserved his life.  In chapter 28, he explains to everyone in Rome when 

he gets there that he “was compelled to appeal to Caesar” because of how his accusers were 

acting.  It was his best get-out-of-Jerusalem-free card, so he took it, even though it wasn’t 

otherwise legally prudent. 

Given that the death penalty was at stake, I can’t blame him.  I don’t know if I would have 

done it Paul’s way, but I get it. 
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ROMANS 
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ROMANS 1-2: Nope, Try Again 
The reason the second half of Romans 1 is quoted as often as it is misses the entire point of 

the passage. 

Paul talks about all these evident attributes of God that leave all these people who do all 

these bad things without excuse – with an illustrative list and discussion of some of them.  

It’s so obvious; why don’t these people get with God’s program? 

It’s all rhetorical setup to get to this: 

“Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges.  For in passing 

judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same 

things.” 

Every last thing Paul mentions as a sin, every gritty detail, funnels into this conclusion – that 

anyone wagging their finger at the list needs God’s grace just as much.  The judge and the 

judged both sin, so both need a solution from God. 

This lesson can go pretty deeply.  Paul asks those who preach against stealing whether they 

steal.  I have long read that as more than a note about hypocrisy; I read it as a call to look 

deeper at the thing you are preaching against.  Have you been unknowingly stealing this 

whole time?  Have you been narrowing the definition of stealing to just ways you don’t steal, 

so you can keep preaching against it?  I certainly have been guilty of not understanding that 

things I was doing were, if viewed through a better lens, part of what I preached against.  It 

doesn’t make me happy to say that.  But it does put me in exactly the same spot as everyone 

else. 

Here’s what I “have no excuse” for: not knowing for years that this was the point of the 

passage, because I let hateful people quote just the first part at me unchallenged. 
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ROMANS 2 (again): The Present Old Days 
There’s a fair amount of material in here on the Gentiles being a law to themselves and 

having it written on their hearts even when they don’t know it, because of what is evident 

about God.  I have heard this used to answer how God dealt with the majority of the world 

before Christianity. 

Here’s the problem with stopping there: all of the talk about this concept is in the present 

tense.  It’s not completely clear what this means, because the context is also in the present 

tense.  But verses 15 and 16 in particular, speaking about a future judgment while speaking of 

people in the present tense, make this interesting.  Are they saying that non-Christians have 

the same law-on-their-hearts clause as existed pre-Christianity?  Maybe not.  But maybe.  

And if that maybe is a yes, it answers what happens to people who never hear the gospel.   

(Romans 10:18 reads like it’s on point, but it’s speaking generally, not about a specific person 

in a way that would help here.)  
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ROMANS 4-5: Gift v. Debt 
“Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but his due.  And to the one 

who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as 

righteousness[.]” 

For any of us with school-created insecurities, a system of reward based on works might 

sound bad if we’re bad at it, but it might also sound very good if we’re good at it.  God owes 

me?  That sounds like it can fill the accomplishment void in my brain.  Awesome! 

I think this common dysfunction makes what Paul is saying hard to frame.  So here’s a 

modern frame: 

Socially speaking, do you prefer your job or your friends? 

If you’ve had good friends at least, I assume you will choose friends.  Your job can be a great 

set of interactions, without question.  But it’s basically show up, do things, and get paid.  

Anything personal about it is helpful, but it isn’t necessary.  And the key point relative to 

this passage is that everyone’s already agreed on what you will get.  You’re unlikely to get 

more than what’s been agreed on.  Employment at its core is just a contract.  Stop pulling 

your weight and you’re gone. 

Good friendship takes more maintenance than your half of an employment contract.  You 

have to get to know the person, and you have to be patient.  Sometimes that’s irritating.  But 

what you get in exchange is the chance for deeper support than a typical job can give.  If 

you’re patient with good friends when they need it, they’ll be patient with you when you 

need it.  (I keep saying “good friends” to distinguish from any irritating friend you might be 

thinking of.)  And the other types of support you get can be more personal and abundant 

than at your job. 

Working to get your wages is generally a linear reward system in terms of input/output.  A 

system based on faith in and relationship to God can be an exponential reward system.  

That’s why the latter is better.  Chapter 5 talks about how we can rejoice in our sufferings in 

a faith/relationship system, because they produce a bunch of good things.  Those things are 

irrelevant in a works system, but they’re relevant in relationship-building. 
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ROMANS 6-7: Passion and Presentment 
Jane Austen B-side, or Bible concept? 

Bible concept.  Easy answer if you’ve been reading this book from the beginning, or if you 

can take a hint from question framing. 

In my experience, the admonition against letting sin “reign” in us gets its scope loosened 

proportional to the reader’s uptightness.  Fortunately, the context provides an easier concept 

right next to it: who we “present” ourselves to – sin or God.  Presenting ourselves to someone 

– where our day job is, which team jersey we’re wearing, and other binary concepts – is 

harder to insinuate against, whether by others or by ourselves against ourselves.  It’s not like 

presenting to God every day is free of assignments; living up a hill means you walk back 

home up that hill.  But it’s easier to understand successful presentment than a sliding scale 

someone might foist on us regarding whether sin is “reigning” in us. 

In chapter 7, Paul attributes to himself both a delight in God’s law and being captive to the 

law of sin.  He distinguishes between his “inner being” and his “members,” the latter of 

which seems to be not the flesh as a whole but subsets of flesh at different times.  But he’s 

not claiming one is the real him and the other is the fake him.  They’re both him – apostle 

and all!  So in one sense, sin does reign in his body; he’s using the word “captive.”  But he 

presents himself to God.  And that’s what matters. 

(Chapter 8 says that a mind set on the flesh cannot submit to God.  So if there’s any evidence 

of a mind submitting to God, that implies it is presenting to God rather than not.)  
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ROMANS 7 (again): Are You Ready to 

Evangelize? 
That’s not a pump-you-up rhetorical question; that’s a search-your-soul regular question.  It 

comes from Paul’s wrestling with sin – which he knows because of the Mosaic law governing 

him – and how that gave him more opportunities to know, and therefore do, sin.  He is 

deeply frustrated that “the very commandment that promised life proved to be death to me.”  

He later is careful to say that the law isn’t bad.  But it did produce death in him. 

If you are not at the point where you understand how living under God leads to life rather 

than death, you should not be evangelizing.  Because this good thing can produce death in 

people, if you are not handling it well, you are evangelizing death. 

Think of it like radiation therapy battling cancer.  You need to do something about cancer; 

radiation is good for that.  But it takes skill to use it properly against cancer, because it also 

makes the patient sick in other ways.  You can’t just walk in, aim a bunch of radiation at 

cancer patients, and walk out again.  Nor can you say, “I’m feeling like giving a double dose 

today – hoo-wah!”  You have to prepare yourself in several ways before you can start treating 

the problem. 

The gospel gives life against the cancer of sin.  But if it isn’t absorbed properly, it will make 

things worse.  Put the oxygen mask over your nose and mouth – and check that you are 

breathing through it – before helping with others’ masks.  Find life in Christ before sharing. 
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ROMANS 8/10/11: Did You Know I Was Going 

to Talk About This? 
“And he who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit 

intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.  And we know that for those who love 

God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.  For 

those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in 

order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.  And those whom he predestined 

he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified also 

glorified.  What then shall we say to these things?  If God is for us, who can be against us?” 

These six sentences have baffled millions, kicking off a lot of the free will debates in 

Christianity for ages.  Let’s pretend I can clear up everyone’s confusion – it’ll be fun! 

Read one way, these chapters indicate God’s chosen everyone He’s going to save.  Read 

another way, they are all about individual responses to God.  Of course, dilemmas are fuel for 

divisive people, so this apparent one has been magnified over the years. 

---------- 

I’m going to narrow down meanings of the hard stuff by assembling the easy stuff.  Here is 

some easy stuff to me: 

1) “According to the will of God” is not very different from “according to his purpose.”  

They’re so close together and used similarly.  “Will” and “purpose” are both synonyms of 

intent. 

The Holy Spirit interceding for the saints “according to the will of God” is, at least, a 

discussion between parts of God as to what to do.  There’s God’s desire, and prayers are about 

the saints’ desire (whether from the Holy Spirit or from humans).  So “according to the will 

of God” is attached to one part of an ongoing process.  That opens up people being “called 

according to his purpose,” in a way that allows that to be attached to one part of an ongoing 

process. 

2) “Foreknew” is used elsewhere in Romans.  In chapter 11, “God has not rejected his people 

whom he foreknew” – meaning the nation of Israel and meaning something very literal in 

terms of advance knowledge.  He hasn’t rejected them because He hasn’t cast them aside, and 

that foreknowledge doesn’t have a lot of soul-level implication. 

3) This is tied into the concept of election in these chapters.  Later in chapter 11, Paul 

describes “a partial hardening…upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.”  
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Paul then quotes Isaiah to say that “in this way all Israel will be saved[.]”  This has to be 

speaking of national access to/interest in salvation rather than at the personal level, because 

we know it to be untrue for all of Israel before Paul.  And given the partial hardening, some 

people of Israel were going to die before the end of it.  I think, then, that Paul is saying “all 

Israel will be saved in this way” as opposed to another way.  Paul follows up: “As regards the 

gospel, they are enemies for your sake. But as regards election, they are beloved for the sake 

of their forefathers.  For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.” 

4) Some people who are elected were also hardened at the same time.  There was going to be 

a changeover at some point for anyone both elected and hardened.  This is also in chapter 11 

more explicitly, when Paul is talking about Gentiles being grafted into God’s full plan.  Of 

the Jews – the natural branches – He says: “And even they, if they do not continue in their 

unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the power to graft them in again.”  So unbelief/belief 

is the on/off for a person’s being kept out/brought back. 

This meshes pretty well with chapter 10, which states that “everyone who calls on the name 

of the Lord will be saved” and then ties people calling on God to having been preached to – 

i.e., anticipating that other humans will be involved in the process. 

---------- 

Now back to chapter 8.  We have seen that a lot of words that apply to groups do not apply 

to every single person in the group all the time.  So the list of being 

foreknown/predestined/called/justified/glorified does not have to mean that the roster of 

foreknown and glorified people is identical.  The phrasing allows the sequence, from 

foreknown to glorified, to decrease in participants based along the way, based on whether 

they want to keep going. 

That could mean, for instance, that God predestined everyone, but not everyone embraces 

that destiny.  Not all elected would come out of the hardening, but God would take them if 

they believed. 

And that loops back to one of the biggest points of Romans to begin with.  Up to this point, 

Paul’s spent a lot of words describing to Jews that God was globalizing the offer of salvation – 

it was a concept that Jewish culture wasn’t working with as a whole.  It’s not that salvation 

was foreclosed to the Gentiles before this – if they wanted to join the nation of Israel, they 

were free to.  It’s that a direct relationship with God was, starting now, a thing actively 

promoted worldwide, rather than from only a Jerusalem office.  Everyone was already 

eligible, so that part isn’t affected by anything in Romans.  It’s expanding awareness of 

available programs and benefits – much like a government aid agency will publish materials 

in a language it hasn’t before to reach out to a new community. 
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If my interpretation seems underwhelming compared to what’s normally discussed about 

these chapters, remember that the concept of God’s active interest in the entire globe of 

people needed to be talked out and fleshed out.  There’s just not enough definitively stated in 

these words other than that concept for me to be comfortable assuming it says more than 

that.  Sorry for the anticlimax, I guess. 

ROMANS 9: Number of Buckets and Size of 

Buckets 
The middle of this chapter says that God “has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens 

whomever he wills.” 

As a reminder, hardening in Romans isn’t necessarily permanent at the personal level.  But 

discussing this passage is more difficult when bringing in a common false inference: that the 

number of categories mentioned implies a distribution in each of those categories. 

If I tell you there are neurotypical and neurodiverse people, or albinos and non-albinos, I’m 

accurate, but I haven’t given you any sense of relative frequency.  The split isn’t half-and-

half in either case – it’s maybe 1-in-3 in the former and 1-in-20,000 in the latter.  If all I ever 

tell you is that there are two groups and you never find out more, you’ll misunderstand. 

How many are hardened?  We don’t know.  Paul’s not interested in talking about it.  I don’t 

know what else to tell you.  *shrug*  
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ROMANS 12: How Much Does Peace Depend 

on You? 
“If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” 

A lot of unpeaceable people love this phrasing.  “So far as it depends on you” turns into “bend 

over backwards for me, and the moment you object, I’ll blame you.” 

The way to make sure this verse doesn’t become a tool for tools is to remember that peace 

does not = the absence of conflict.  Just because you’re not itching for a fight doesn’t mean 

you can’t fight.  The discipline associated with martial arts comes to mind as what living 

peaceably means here.  And sometimes, it is more peaceable long-term to fight, in that 

resolving an existing conflict means it’s not dragged out. 

All sorts of good psychology material on boundaries and conflict resolution can develop this 

point much better than I can.  But a lot of combative people label your quiet as peace.  Don’t 

let this verse box you into that mindset. 

ROMANS 12 (again): Good and Evil 
“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

I have long liked this phrasing, because it subtly points out something easy to miss in the 

moment: we’re not asked to fight evil on its own terms.  We don’t defeat evil with something 

specifically tailored against evil.  Doing good goes over the top. 

I find that framing useful in several areas.  “How will we solve [random thing]?” often means, 

“what we will come up with to solve it?”  But doing what you were already doing – like 

kindness and consideration – might naturally deal with [random thing] better than a bespoke 

solution.   

  



 

351 

 

ROMANS 13: The Respect Debt 
Paul mentions four types of debts and then says not to owe anything except loving each 

other.  The four debts are taxes, revenue, respect, and honor. 

I’ve never considered what a respect debt might look like.  So I’ll do it now! 

I suppose a lot of parents think their kids build up a respect debt if they don’t check in with 

gratitude over the years.  Where that probably happens most accurately and healthily is 

when people become parents and understand more of their own parents.  It’s common for 

that unknowing respect debt to get paid back over the years. 

In life generally, you get sent to respect-debtor’s prison – fired or out of a relationship – 

faster than money-debtor’s prison (especially since the latter doesn’t exist as much in modern 

times).  So you have fewer opportunities to pay it back.  But the debt still rears its head from 

time to time. 
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ROMANS 14: Heaven Is Other People 
This chapter covers consciences, ours and others’, and the reasonable limits of their utility.  

In other words, it’s broadly about boundaries – ours with others and others with us.  And as 

such, it’s abusable by those who hate your boundaries.  So here are some practical-ish notes 

about this chapter: 

- We’re told to neither judge nor despise each other.  I’ve heard enough “I wouldn’t judge 

them, BUT” sentences to know that it’s important to instruct on both.  You don’t get a gold 

star for not judging people if you despise them at the same time.  Sometimes, the despiser’s 

amount of despising seems to grow because they’re irked by not getting to judge.  That’s not 

even close to healthy. 

- We’re not supposed to make up people we might offend.  I’ve seen this a lot.  “What will 

the world think?”  “What would [person I’m using as a respectable figure] think?”  The 

answer is never to ask them, somehow.  My wife was in an American Literature class in 

college where the class debated what the text meant, and my wife raised a lot of eyebrows 

when she suggested asking the apparently-alive author what he meant.  It’s the same energy 

when these questions come up – you’re not supposed to ask; you’re supposed to live scared of 

hypothetical people or real people with hypothetical views. 

But this passage is about not offending real people based on their real views. 

- Stumbling is a particular thing.  Synthesizing a few sources, the Greek word proskomma for 

a stumbling block has in mind something that, if another person encountered it, would cause 

them to violate their conscience if they joined in.  It’s not that the person would just have 

some doctrinal discomfort over what you believe (otherwise, the instruction would be to 

believe what the weak believe, not accommodate them despite your belief).  Drinking in 

front of someone who moved heaven and earth to get sober and come to Christ – that’s a 

stumbling block, because the other person will view what you’re doing as a temptation to 

join in.  Drinking alone while someone halfway around the world is getting sober to come to 

Christ – that’s not a stumbling block. 

In between can be tough to judge.  But it seems to be about whether the other person will 

violate their conscience or otherwise sin if they see you doing something.  If it were about 

stumbling because you are aware of conduct unseen or secondhand, then it would be wrong 

to discuss each other’s consciences at all (just in case) – at which point you’d never know 

whether you were violating someone’s conscience!  That’s absurd, so that can’t be the 

answer.  It has to be more about what we do in front of each other.  (If private, unseen action 
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were at stake here, there are enough Christians squeamish about bedroom activities that 

avoiding offending them would result in no children across Christianity.) 

Consciences are complicated things, formed from worldviews in big ways but by experience 

in several precise areas.  The logically proper framing of this chapter focuses on the concrete: 

what are we doing in front of each other?  We can’t control for all the consciences and 

weaknesses, but we can control for our public actions. 
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1 CORINTHIANS 
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1 CORINTHIANS 1: Memory and Ink 
In the middle of a discussion of the Corinthians dividing over human concepts of teams and 

following, Paul says that he’s relieved to have only baptized Crispus and Gaius out of 

everything at Corinth. 

Then he adds a note that he also baptized the household of Stephanas, and that he doesn’t 

know whether he baptized anyone else. 

I latch onto these details because they help explain what inspiration is and isn’t.  Romans 

appears to have been entirely dictated to someone named Tertius.  1 Corinthians appears to 

have been entirely handwritten by Paul.  And what we read in Paul’s recollection of baptism 

is him writing something, realizing it was incomplete, then clarifying what he just said. 

The extreme end of verbal inspiration doctrine – that there’s inspiration behind every single 

word in some divinely magical way – has a tough time with Paul forgetting something for a 

bit; there would be some sort of failsafe against it.  If Paul were writing in pencil, he would 

have erased the first sentence to write a more accurate one.  But it seems Paul is writing in 

ink, because this mid-paragraph correction isn’t likely to occur another way.  Whatever 

inspiration was doing, at the bottom this is a human with regular human memory writing 

stuff down and writing a correction rather than starting the document over or crossing 

something out.  
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1 CORINTHIANS 1 (again): The Wise, the 

Foolish, and the Spiral of Sanity 
The second half of this chapter is fuel for a lot of people going insane to keep going insane.  

The want for that fuel isn’t something that this chapter encourages per se; it’s just one of the 

most frequent go-to’s for the type.  This is because Paul talks about the gospel not making 

sense to some folks, since God chose things the world considers foolish to be wise. 

As someone embraces more extreme positions, and as that someone has been hurt in the past 

by a lot of people not believing them, this passage enables the following false logic: 

- Christianity won’t make sense to a lot of people. 

- Whatever I’m saying now doesn’t make sense to a lot of people. 

- I’m right to stick with Christianity. 

- I’m right to stick with whatever I’m saying now. 

Along this path, unpopularity and disbelief become the brain’s measures of being right.  

Family leaving you, loads of former friends avoiding you – these become signs that you’re 

onto something.  And it reinforces itself in a Pavlovian way. 

This passage never claims that anything like this is correct.  Many true things aren’t well-

received in society.  Many untrue things also aren’t well-received in society.  “I should 

murder everyone” is both untrue and unpopular.  That’s just one example.  It only takes one 

for the logic I laid out to be wrong, but that’s easily forgotten in the rush to claim increasing 

rightness on a decreasing platform. 

Over a decade ago, I wrote a song about a doomsayer who goes into his bunker to await his 

foretold apocalypse.  When it doesn’t happen, he has to wrestle with a choice: does he come 

out of the bunker and admit to the still-existing world that he was wrong?  Or does he 

double down on the principle?  I wrote him as choosing the latter, ending with these words: 

“And I’ll be a martyr to the faithful none / But at least I kept to the journey I had begun.” 

I was writing about the type of person who confuses rejection with rightness.  Those 

determined to do that would use another text if the Bible didn’t give them cover for it.  But 

since they have this passage to misuse, it gets misused with gusto.  
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1 CORINTHIANS 3: The Blame and the Credit 
Paul talks about that God gives the increase on the work that he and others are doing. 

This is an underrated point. 

I have known many who mentally beat themselves up for not having obtained sufficient 

results in their evangelism.  There are so many reasons for that; I can’t speak for all of them.  

But I know that there’s a big issue in the mix: the worry that they will be blamed for it. 

We are not in charge of getting results in evangelizing.  This absolves us from blame, at least 

if we are not actively doing harm. 

But it also means we can’t get credit if it works.  And I suspect a lot of people have trouble 

letting that go.  They (naturally, I think) want on their permanent record anything that 

worked in this area – not just that they planted or nurtured ideas in others (the human 

assignment), but the growth numbers at the end (what God has reserved for Himself).  And 

because there’s faint hope of getting credit for the end result, people hold on to the toxic 

implication: they’re also to blame for the lack of end result. 

Once you let go of both, it’s liberating.  When your job is only to be the messenger, it focuses 

you on optimizing delivery.  You’re less distracted (or at least I’m less distracted) with 

making the message stick with one particular person; you explore stickiness of the message 

generally.  It stops obsession over aspects of the job that it seems like you can’t control – 

because you can’t control them! 

The opportunity to take credit comes with the opportunity to take blame.  God doesn’t want 

us to be involved with that on the high level of whether people come to God.  My stress 

levels over the years can attest to why this is good.  
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 1 CORINTHIANS 4-6: Types of Judgment 
These three chapters have a lot of different ways they speak about how and when people 

judge and God judges.  As tangled as it is, I didn’t want to untangle it, but it’s presumably bad 

for a lawyer writing a Bible commentary to decline untangling it.  So… 

At the top of chapter 4, Paul says “it is a very small thing” if the Corinthians judge him 

(presumably regarding faithfulness, given the previous sentence) or if a human court judges 

him.  Paul also doesn’t judge himself. 

“For am I not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted.  It is the 

Lord who judges me.  Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord 

comes, who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the 

purposes of the heart.  Then each one will receive his commendation from God.” 

The judgment in the quote is God’s final judgment.  Until then, Paul’s not giving himself an 

overall grade – neither A nor F.  His phrasing on this is much more sanguine than I and 

many others are inclined to use.  There is caution about present judging, and there is 

optimism about later judging.  What optimism Paul has isn’t because he is great, but because 

God is great, and He’s interested in commending servants for their faithfulness. 

(One of my notes on Acts 15 discussed sports fans who want to read everything mentioning 

two players as a judgment on which one was better.  This is the same kind of energy infusing 

a lot of self-“judgment before the time.”  It’s like we’d rather know the final judgment against 

us is terrible than say “I don’t entirely know, but I’m feeling good about the chances.”) 

The judgment he’s referred to at this point commonly carries a sense in Greek of examination 

and investigation more than pronouncement of sentence.  This makes sense in context.  He’s 

saying “examine me all you want, no matter who you are – that’s not the examination that 

matters.  My self-examination doesn’t even matter.” 

As an eventual defendant in the court system for years – even without a charge – it’s not like 

Paul didn’t want judgment from courts.  But as it relates to how he’s doing as a human, 

human courts weren’t going to tell him something he was concerned about. 

---------- 

The use of “judge” later in this context is a little different.  It’s from the same root of Greek 

words (krino), but it carries more of that final pronouncement of sentence with it.  It’s what 

might happen after an examination or investigation. 
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So by the time we’re in chapter 5, and we’re into the case of a man who’s dating his mom, 

Paul has “already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing.” 

If he’s not judging himself before the time, what’s going on here? 

It’s a specific, narrow judgment.  The way we know that is the purpose of the sentence, 

which in vivid terms is kicking him out of the church for now: “so that his spirit may be 

saved in the day of the Lord.” 

Paul is making a smaller judgment on one known thing in the hopes that this man can avoid 

a harsh sentence in God’s final judgment.  The man’s action is clearly bad, and there’s a 

chance to point him toward good.  So Paul has made a determination on how to point him 

toward good.  The judgment isn’t bigger than that. 

Keeping the timeframes and finality of these judgments straight is vital to understanding the 

next part of this discussion.  His referring to self-judgment isn’t some sort of “oh, I don’t 

know – everything’s mystical and who’s to say what’s right or wrong?”  He’s not against 

making determinations of fact; he’s against humans making premature pronouncements of 

whether someone is saved or lost, even if they do it to themselves. 

---------- 

At the end of chapter 5, Paul says that he doesn’t judge those outside the church; that’s God’s 

job.  When he talks about avoiding people doing certain things, he’s not talking about the 

world generally, because that avoidance would be impossible.  He’s talking about inside the 

church. 

But right after that, in talking about the problem of lawsuits and grievances and judgments, 

he says “the saints will judge the world” and that “we are to judge angels.”  “How much 

more, then, matters pertaining to this life!”  I…thought that was God’s job?  What’s going on 

here? 

As best as I can tell, Paul is distinguishing, more or less, between being humans as a trier of 

fact and God as a trier of law.  This is the same distinction in jury trials, where the judge is 

the trier of law (saying which laws apply) and the jury listens to the facts and sorts them out.  

The judge’s understanding of the law and the jury’s understanding of the facts combine to 

make a sentence (or not) under the law. 

Paul brings this back into the issue in Corinth: litigation over “trivial cases” – literally “the 

least of these cases” (Jesus uses “the least of these” in referring to the tiniest commandments 

or the person you’ve helped with the lowest standing).  If you’ve watched a typical court 

show, you know they’re usually about comparatively small things.  Judge Judy (which 
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technically shows arbitration, not small claims court) isn’t dealing with white-collar crime; 

it’s dealing with whether someone paid their rent or should pay $50 to clean that ketchup 

stain in the car.  Those don’t take advanced legal understanding or detective prowess.  They 

take being calm and clear-headed, hearing people out, asking decent questions, and not 

believing literally everything everybody says. 

That Paul has these small claims in mind makes more sense when the start of chapter 6 says 

it’s discussing “when one of you has a grievance against another.”  That word for “grievance,” 

pragma, is a weird one.  Half of the time, it’s translated “matter” (like how some case names 

start “In the matter of…”), and the other half of the time, it’s translated “thing” (just a plain 

ol’ word for thing).  The sense I’m getting in between “thing” and “matter” is that Paul’s 

talking about when Corinthians had a bone to pick with each other.  Two mature people 

should be able to sort it out without help.  1.5 mature people should be able to sort that out 

with help from another mature person. 

That seems reasonable to me.  That seems like it should have someone within the church 

who can help, because it doesn’t require subject-matter expertise or an advanced 

understanding of laws.  It mostly requires an understanding of people and truth.  And 

Christians, like everybody, should have a modicum of that. 

So what this doesn’t touch are matters that rise beyond a vanilla “thing” level.  It doesn’t 

touch Christians cooperating with the police when another Christian commits a crime.  It 

doesn’t touch what Christians should do if no one in the church cares enough about justice to 

help sort out bigger things.  It doesn’t say that the person who brings something to light is 

bringing shame on the church, while the person covering it up isn’t.  (In this passage, Paul is 

upset at the people doing wrong and defrauding.)  “To have lawsuits at all with one another 

is already a defeat for you.”  Paul doesn’t mean that the lawsuit is the problem; the church is 

already through the looking glass at that point.  This part of Paul’s concern is on how to 

avoid going through the looking glass, not how to deal with situations when you’re already 

there – or how to lie to yourself that you’re not already there. 

---------- 

Remember, too, that this is still in context of the church not knowing what to do about a 

man dating his mom.  Paul resumes his discussion about sexual immorality after talking 

about the problem of lawsuits.  The Corinthians sue each other over spilled milk, but they’re 

fine with a man dating his mom.  They’re dropping the ball on two easy things.  Final 

judgment of a person is not easy; Paul doesn’t do that to himself, non-Christians, or the man 

dating his mom.  But factual determinations about tiny and/or obvious things – that’s 

different. 
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1 CORINTHIANS 7: Rounding Error 
At the end of this chapter, Paul says he has “no command from the Lord” regarding engaged 

people, but he gives his own advice.  This is after he has distinguished in some marital issues 

between what the Lord says and what Paul says. 

Resuming my discussion from chapter 1 on inspiration: whatever it exactly consists of, it 

can’t round Paul’s advice up from his opinion to God’s.  If inspiration is some holy 

ventriloquist act, then it is way too meta if God is making Paul say that God’s advice is Paul’s 

advice. 

8: Read My Note for Romans 14 
Same issue, same conclusions. 

9: I Find You Becoming 
I’ve heard the last part of this chapter a fair amount, where Paul says he became as a Jew to 

the Jews, became as the weak to the weak, and generally became all things to all people. 

Does he narrow down what he means by that? 

No, if you quote those verses out of context.  But yes, if you quote those verses in context. 

Just before it, he says he “made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them.” 

It wasn’t some shapeshifter/mimic thing Paul was doing or is advocating.  It’s understanding 

how to serve each of those groups, not exist as each of those groups. 

In modern terms, this is called cultural sensitivity.  You don’t change what you’re about, but 

you learn where the common ground is and you avoid the ground that could cause 

unnecessary problems. 

In Philippians 2, Paul describes Jesus as having “emptied Himself, by taking the form of a 

servant.”  Jesus didn’t lose his personality or his message.  He got off the throne, reset rank, 

and went about seeing what good could be done.  Paul’s not saying much more than that. 
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1 CORINTHIANS 10: Read the first 1 Kings 19 

Note 
Because I discuss this chapter. 

Ignorance is…necessary? 
In more discussion on how to deal with conscience – but this time just your own – Paul says 

not to ask questions in certain circumstances.  One is when you’re invited to a non-

Christian’s house for a meal “and you are disposed to go”; eat it without asking about it.  If 

they tell you something about it that offends you, then don’t eat it; but don’t inquire about it 

beforehand. 

What God cares about here is whether you intentionally step over a line you have for 

yourself, not whether you step over that line at all.  In my experience, asking the questions 

you might ask for your conscience’s sake – once you collect all the things you have personal 

misgivings about – can keep you from doing anything.  So putting a burden on yourself to 

ask everything beforehand is asking for a fearful life. 

I’ll also note that some of this is based on if you feel like going to a non-Christian’s dinner 

party.  It’s assumed that this type of thing will come up from time to time.  That, in turn, 

assumes you haven’t sequestered yourself in cultlike fashion from them.  These assumptions 

augment chapter 5’s understanding of what it means to “associate” with various non-

Christians possessing various qualities.  It at least encompasses being nice enough to them 

that they’d want to have you in their home.  Just like the people in Isaiah 65 didn’t need to 

say “keep your distance from me” to be holy – that was a sign they probably weren’t that 

holy – you don’t need to act squeamish to be holy.  
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1 CORINTHIANS 11: Watch As I Upset Six 

Groups at Once! 
In Paul’s talk about gender-based head coverings during prayer, he lays out the argument for 

one side – builds it from the ground up – but then he says “nevertheless” to build an 

argument up on different ground.  If you start with one set of principles, you reach one 

answer; if you start with a different set of principles, you reach a different answer.  What 

seems to matter most is that the person living their life has some principles they’ve worked 

through to get where they are. 

So to the people that cling tightly to one side of this or the other, that’s two groups I’ve 

theoretically upset.  Now here I go into upsetting four more. 

In America, abortion and gun rights are the same issue logically, but the political parties line 

up such that those in favor of one aren’t in favor of the other. 

If you start either issue from the Constitution’s guarantees of rights, you reach one answer. 

If you start either issue from trying to prevent deaths, you reach a different answer. 

And I routinely see these two starting points employed by just about everybody in 

whichever order they want for their beliefs. 

I’m not weighing in beyond this.  But do I need to, now that I’ve angered my entire home 

nation?  I’ve done enough today.  Time to kick back and watch the world burn, I guess. 

Worthy Communion 
Given the listed stakes, taking communion “in an unworthy manner” is big and scary.  If 

only we knew more about what it meant… 

…good news; we do.  The next sentences talk about a person examining themselves, and that 

“anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on 

himself.”  That’s virtually synonymous with (or at least identically structured to) the 

sentence about worthy partaking. 

So don’t just take communion randomly or flippantly.  It’s meant to be a time of 

intentionality (or mindfulness, to keep an overused word overused).  Do that, and you’re 

good.  
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1 CORINTHIANS 12: Eye Spy With My Little I 
This chapter discusses how we are like different parts of God’s body, in that we each have 

purposes and one part can’t declare another part unneeded. 

That’s understood by most.  But I’ve heard loads of sermons, using this to help people see 

they have a place in the metaphorical body of God, to use false positivity.  It’s false positivity 

because the only fits mentioned for people are whatever the preacher doesn’t enjoy doing.  

“There’s absolutely a place for you in *checks the week’s to-do list* mowing the church lawn, 

delivering food to old people, filling out tax forms, or coming up with an anniversary gift 

before Friday!” 

If it’s above our station to say the body has no need of someone, it’s also above our station to 

say the body has a conveniently specific need of someone.   
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1 CORINTHIANS 14: Parliamentary 

Procedure(?) 
The parts in here about what men and women (or maybe wives, more narrowly?) do in 

public assemblies are tough/controversial/problematic depending on whom you ask. 

I was already sufficiently inflammatory in chapter 11; I don’t feel like being inflammatory 

again so soon. 

But here’s what I bring to it that few commentary writers have: a lot of professional 

experience with parliamentary procedure. 

I have been on four biennial committees to revise the Seattle City Council’s rules.  I’m 

regularly called on to help draft and interpret those rules.  So I know a decent amount about 

what those are rules are good for and the extent of their utility. 

Why is this relevant?  Because the goal of both Paul’s instructions and of parliamentary 

procedure is the same: orderly conduct of business in an assembly.  They’re not instructions, 

explicit or implicit, for anything else.  They’re just about what happens in a public setting. 

And parliamentary procedure isn’t about othering anyone.  It’s about making sure everybody 

knows how things are going to proceed.  If parliamentary procedure is used to other anyone, 

then whoever’s in charge of that meeting won’t stay in charge long. 

Now, here’s a thing that still surprises me about parliamentary procedure (at least in 

American law): an elected body can’t have its actions invalidated just for failure to follow its 

own rules. 

“But they broke the rules!,” you might exclaim.  “And it was to pass laws!  How can they do 

that?”  Short answer: because punishing it, given how human everyone is, would invalidate 

way too many other things to be a good idea.  It’s still very important to follow rules about 

decency and order if you’re an elected body!  But that importance isn’t so massive that your 

actions are deemed wrong if you don’t. 

I’ve known a lot of people who come close to saying that worship matters like the ones in 

this chapter are the most important in the Bible.  Many of them are also sticklers for random 

things in other areas.  But given how everything in this passage is the church equivalent of 

parliamentary procedure, I doubt these matters are the most important.  Don’t just ignore 

them, but incorrectly observing them doesn’t have a stated penalty, either. 

Paul had no problem being religious’d to by women.  Paul was friends with Aquila and 

Priscilla, a married couple who took Apollos aside and taught him the Bible better (and who 
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send the Corinthians greetings from their house church a few paragraphs later).  In Acts 21, 

Paul stays with Philip, who has four daughters that prophesy.  Acts 21 reads like Paul (or at 

least Luke) was around to hear those women prophesy; I’ve known some Christians who 

couldn’t handle that if you asserted it to them. 

In other passages, Paul’s arguments aren’t from a lack of capability on women’s part or some 

random annoyance at women.  It’s literally just about who came first in creation; it’s 

reflecting something in a public assembly that isn’t about the assembly at all.  This didn’t 

make any sense to me until I went to a work assembly that started with a land 

acknowledgment.  Although the practice doesn’t seem to be in favor right now, the idea is 

that several types of civic meetings should start by noting the indigenous people who were 

kicked off the land before the cultures in the meeting got there.  It is intended to be a 

reflective period that will set a better tone for that meeting, especially if it’s about using 

resources or discussing race relations. 

To the extent the creation order matters – Paul says it does, but not how much it does – is 

some of this parliamentary procedure the creation+gender equivalent of a land 

acknowledgment?  I’m inclined to say it is.  It serves a purpose – I guess a reflection that we 

are all created beings under God’s order – but if your meeting becomes about that, you’re 

doing the meeting wrong.  And failure to follow it does not start an apocalypse. 

I don’t think the issues surrounding these passages can be sorted out until they’re better 

framed as the things they seem to be – procedural elements that are only about certain types 

of meetings and should not be more important than the substance.  A council president 

should not be experienced as a tyrant over the meeting; worship leaders should not be 

experienced any more than a limited-purpose first among equals.  To harp on a public body’s 

failing to follow its procedural elements when abuse of position is happening at the same 

time is to miss the point.  Curb the abuse, and then let’s reconvene on these procedural 

elements. 

(This is also my comment for 1 Timothy 2.)  
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1 CORINTHIANS 15: Before You Tune Out… 
Part of what Paul relays about Jesus’s resurrection is that “he appeared to more than five 

hundred brothers at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.” 

Be skeptical of the resurrection claim all you want; that’s none of my business.  But 

understand that part of that claim is that Jesus appeared directly to a lot of people who, 

several years later, you could still ask.  Christians in the Bible viewed the resurrection as a 

very public thing and urged others to know that too.  Paul wasn’t saying he had a secret on 

this; he was saying the opposite.  He encouraged people to verify rather than trust.  
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2 CORINTHIANS 
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2 CORINTHIANS 1-2: Is This Vacillating? 
Paul starts this letter by discussing why he didn’t end up visiting Corinth after all. 

“Was I vacillating when I wanted to do this?  Do I make plans according to the flesh, ready 

to say “Yes, yes” and “No, no” at the same time?” 

But a few sentences later, he explains that he didn’t go because there were some odd tensions 

– some bend in the relationship that he couldn’t handle if it broke.  The chemicals between 

Paul and the Corinthians weren’t right.  (I’m phrasing that way because I am listening to 

“The Chemicals Between Us” by Bush.  I am the age for that to make sense.)  What’s the 

difference? 

I think it’s about intent.  Paul had one intent, and then he intended a different intent.  The 

vacillating person – who says “yes” and “no” at the same time – could mean three things as I 

read it.  One is a literal yes/no at the same time; one is saying yes and then saying no shortly 

thereafter; and the last is giving a maybe (because a maybe is basically a yes/no).  The last 

two are more frequent in life and therefore more likely to be what’s going on.  Flakiness and 

indecisiveness are closely related.  They are different from making a series of multiple 

decisions. 

I say this in part because I have difficulty absorbing the difference.  If I make a decision, I 

often feel like I have to abide by all the consequences, no matter how masochistic and no 

matter if the other person even wants me to abide by them.  If you work with intentional 

people, you are probably fine with when circumstances make it more advisable to change 

course.  But that’s the thing – they are changing their course.  Not bobbing along.  
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2 CORINTHIANS 6: That Old, Yokey Chestnut 
Even with some concrete, clear understanding from 1 Corinthians about freedom of 

association with all sorts of people, this bit about not being “unequally yoked with 

unbelievers” gets more press, because it is more vague and dramatic.  I like neither adjective. 

What is this talking about differently from 1 Corinthians?  Marriage (the most frequent 

application I have heard)?  Nothing around it is about marriage.  Business relationships?  If 

so, being unequally yoked includes being an employee for a non-Christian boss (because the 

power structure is uneven), or I suppose being a boss of a non-Christian employee (because 

the power structure is uneven the other way).  Doesn’t look like a good answer. 

The first key to understanding this is shifting the emphasis, from “unequally yoked to 

unbelievers” to “unequally yoked to unbelievers.” 

If you want to read a lot about yokes and oxen, here is a great article from near where I grew 

up in my teens – Pennsylvania Dutch country: 

https://www.lancasterfarming.com/oxen-no-has-beens-when-it-comes-to-hard-

pulling/article_b79a5f8f-5d4b-578d-997a-f385095dc7c9.html 

A yoke is a bar put on oxen so that they can pull loads – a farming backpack strap.  It often is 

placed between oxen so they can both pull a load.  To be unequally yoked means one ox is 

doing more work than the other ox.  So what are we, the human oxen, theoretically pulling? 

Several load types don’t make sense for this context.  But there is a context, both 

immediately and throughout the book: the way the Corinthians were letting a bunch of 

avaricious Christian-esque types take advantage of them.  Just before and after this passage, 

Paul asks the Corinthians to “widen your hearts” (because they are “restricted in [their] own 

affections” and “make room in your hearts for us,” because Paul and his companions act with 

integrity.  They don’t act impressively, but they act with integrity. 

But the Corinthians have been captivated by anyone who seems impressive.  It doesn’t 

matter what those people do to the Corinthians – they’re shiny, so they must be great.  These 

are the unbelievers Paul is warning about – the ones he’s just been talking about.  They are 

burdensome because they are selfish and using the Corinthians for their own aims.  That’s 

why makes various light/dark and Christ/Belial comparisons.  There are people directly 

taking advantage of the Corinthians, and the Corinthians are signing up for it.  They are 

willingly teaming up with oxen who are happy to let them do all the work – the spiritual 

work and the emotional work.  And for their sake, Paul is encouraging them to get out from 

under it.  
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2 CORINTHIANS 8: A Generous Treatment 
I have no idea why this material on the generous spirit God wants hasn’t been read in my 

presence (if memory serves) when the contribution plate comes around.  Maybe it’s not 

considered inspiring.  But it is a great summary of a lot of other verses.  It focuses on your 

willingness to give being matched with whether you have it to give.  “For if the readiness is 

there, it is acceptable according to what a person has, not according to what he does not 

have.”  The goal is “fairness,” that if someone currently has abundance then they can fill a 

need – which might go the other direction someday too. 

It's a sunny summary and it’s easy to understand.  Great job! 

11: /sigma 
As Paul gets into his boasting comparisons to make a point, he says that “I am speaking as a 

fool” and then a little later that “I am talking like a madman.” 

In modern parlance, that’s roughly the equivalent of /s, the sarcasm tag.  It’s a useful tag.  I 

always like noting where the ancient versions of these are – it’s a reminder that textual tone 

transmission has always had issues. 

12: Running Up That Hill 
Sometimes, to accelerate into a point, Paul starts running from surprisingly far away.  This is 

unfortunate for how much cherry-picking many like to do, but it’s surmountable. 

Around chapter 10, Paul’s tone goes from sanguine to defensive, and it’s not immediately 

clear why.  But when we get here, we find out what Paul’s been accelerating into: 

“But granting that I myself did not burden you, I was crafty, you say, and got the better of 

you by deceit.” 

Aha!  Some Corinthians were saying Paul was deceitful in some way, taking advantage of 

them (which was what they were allowing loads of people to do, according to Paul in 

chapter 6).  Paul’s been building a very big defense of his integrity, because it’s been 

impugned.  No wonder his tone changed!  Most people’s tone would change at that.  I get it 

now.  
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GALATIANS 
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GALATIANS 3: My Time to Shine As a 

Commentator, I Guess 
Paul makes legal arguments about covenants and textual arguments involving plurals and the 

lack thereof.  I’d better say something. 

1) Paul’s arguments about covenants and annulments don’t appear to be right under Western 

probate law.  Contracts and wills are updated via amendments and codicils, respectively.  

There are steps to doing that – you can’t just do it silently and unilaterally and expect it to 

work how you want – but it happens plenty these days.  I don’t know Roman law on this 

point. 

Regardless, the conclusion of the illustration holds: that wills often have guardianships or 

other -ships to hold on to something until the beneficiary is ready.  Paul asserts that the 

Mosaic law was to God’s promises what a guardian is to a will.  The legal details have 

changed over millennia, but the point’s the same. 

2) Now what’s this argument about “Abraham and his offspring” receiving the promise – 

necessitating a singular inheritor, Christ – versus “offsprings” (or “seed/seeds” in older 

versions) that would necessitate multiple inheritors? 

The use of the original quote from Genesis 22 is used similarly in Acts 3, where it’s assumed 

that “offspring” clearly means a singular one.  This makes some sense in its context, in that it 

involves Abraham and Isaac, who is called his “only son” even though he has another son.  

He’s the only son with a promise attached.  Jesus is the only offspring of Abraham with this 

promise attached. 

But in Genesis 22, God also promises to Abraham (through an angel) that He “will surely 

multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore.”  That’s 

clearly plural, isn’t it?  Even more confusingly, in Romans 4 Paul takes the singular word 

from here and uses it plurally, talking about some of the same stuff!  And he refers to 

Abraham being the father of many nations.  Ay yi yi. 

Two things seem generally understood by others who have wrestled with this: 

- The Septuagint – the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures – was clear on this 

point by translating in the singular every time. 

- But the context still has some obvious places where it means plural.  And the older Hebrew 

texts do not make Paul’s argument clear. 

If I duck out of this discussion, it’s cowardice.  If I duck in, it’s headache time.  In I go… 
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Like answering a question with a question, I’ll answer a textual argument with a textual 

argument. 

Paul isn’t quite discussing singular/plural meanings of “offspring” or “seed” in Genesis 22.  

They’re ancillary to another topic that frames our topic.  (Like many things of Paul’s, you 

have to read the point he’s building up to before understanding each of the pieces.  You kind 

of have to read backwards.) 

Paul splits the continuous communication to Abraham in Genesis 22 into two pieces.  He is 

saying that there was a promise made to Abraham and a promise made to the offspring, who 

is Christ.  This explains why probate law is relevant: there was a covenant to someone not 

yet born.  Wills in Western law can do this too – set up something for grandchildren, 

whether they exist yet or not.  It was not a promise to Abraham about Christ; it was a 

promise to Christ in the first place!  That’s what Paul is saying. 

Since he’s saying that, it literally doesn’t matter that the part of the promise to Abraham – 

about his offspring multiplying – is plural.  It’s a different promise and irrelevant context. 

The idea that they are different promises has some later biblical support, though Paul doesn’t 

import it here.  God tells the nation of Israel that He’s doing a lot of what He’s doing because 

of the covenant He made with Abraham – not because of Israel as a distinct entity.  He 

makes a different covenant with them.  Genesis records a covenant with Abraham and a 

covenant with an unborn Christ, according to Paul; the Mosaic law was the guardian of the 

second promise. 

What Paul would say, then, about any confusion from Genesis 22 on whether the second 

half of promises was meant to refer to Israel, is that Israel was under contract (a different 

type of covenant) to administer the trust until Christ got the promise.  They weren’t the 

beneficiary of either promise.  Instead, they were the inheritance of Abraham (multiplied 

descendants) and the administrator of a different inheritance (the one in which Christ would 

be the heir). 

Does that make Paul’s construction of Genesis more obvious?  Not to me.  But it does make it 

plausible in a way that the typical review of this does not.  If you brought up the Hebrew 

plural/singular context issue to Paul, it looks like his answer would be, “so what?  I’m talking 

about the second promise, not the first one.”   It’s not an argument I would think to make, 

but it is defensible. 
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EPHESIANS 
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EPHESIANS 4: The Physicality of Anger 
The best-known part of this chapter is: “do not let the sun go down on your anger.”  As but 

one example, it is referenced in the mid-‘90s hit “Between You and Me” by dc Talk. 

But the other mention of anger interests me more: “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger 

and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice.” 

It’s not the list so much as the action – that it “be put away.”  When used in the New 

Testament (101 times), overwhelmingly there is a physicality in that putting away.  Maybe 

there are just more things to put away physically than emotionally, so that’s how we got 

here.  But it’s used primarily in a lot of situations where you need to pick up a physical thing 

and take it somewhere else.  It’s even used to mean “weigh anchor” without referring to the 

anchor itself. 

Both references to anger, along with the other negative emotions, seem to emphasize the 

physical component of negativity management.  He’s not talking about policing your 

thoughts; he’s talking about taking the trash out.  You’re going to have these thoughts 

sometimes, but don’t let that stuff build up, or your life is going to stink.  (You can see how 

an avoidant approach to anger doesn’t work – it says “don’t touch the trash,” but then you 

have loads of unmoved trash.)  Pick up the anger and put it in a proper receptacle.  
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EPHESIANS 5: As 
Here’s a passage that gets massively twisted on the regular by ignoring the word “as.” 

“Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord….Now as the church submits to Christ, 

so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands.” 

This is paired with another instruction: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the 

church and gave himself up for her.” 

The instruction is lining up parallels.  It’s saying, “what you see over there, do over here.” 

So it’s not talking about any old submission that a husband wants (or demands in idiot 

whimsy).  It’s the same submission that the church does to Christ. 

That raises a big question: what is that submission?  We need to know before any 

instructions to submit make sense. 

There’s taking direction from God.  But is it intended to be unilateral or otherwise without 

our input?  No; we’re encouraged to communicate regularly whatever is on our heart, and it’s 

supposed to blend into the overall picture.  God is over the church, but the church still very 

clearly makes its own decisions on the ground floor on what to do and how to do it.  This 

isn’t Zeus’s thunderbolt being thrown around everywhere. 

But if you have experienced a family life with thunderbolts being thrown around 

everywhere – i.e., something erratic and destructive – then submitting here scans terribly.  

And in those situations, the submission is often emphasized as a means of control, rather 

than the “as the church submits to Christ” bit.  But you can’t bifurcate the instruction; the 

submission asked for is only of a specific type.  In other words, the most frequent uses of this 

passage ask for a type of submission that isn’t there.  It's not worth even trying to understand 

what this is talking about until learning about how the church interacts with Christ – 

because it’s not talking about anything else. 

(The Colossians 3 version of this instruction doesn’t get into all this, but it tells husbands not 

to be harsh with their wives.  So there’s that.)  
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PHILIPPIANS  
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PHILIPPIANS 1: I’d Rather Be Dead Than Talk 

to You 
That’s literally what Paul said to the Philippians.  It’s because he wants to be with Christ, not 

because he loathes the Philippians. 

That sentiment is massively uncouth in many situations.  It’s not something I would say at 

this stage of my life – maybe I would after enough prison and beatings.  But a lot of 

Christians who talk about wanting to go to Heaven might think it beyond the pale to say this 

out loud.  Even if that’s what wanting to go to Heaven implies. 

PHILIPPIANS 2: The Literal Bandit Figuratively 

Strikes Again 
In my very literal-reading teenage years, two parts of this chapter beat me down hard.  One 

was to “count others more significant than yourselves,” and the other was to “do all things 

without complaining” (or grumbling or disputing). 

The first one is easier explained, because it says right after to look to others’ interests as well 

as your own.  My discussion of Luke 17 relates to this too.  To take this sentence without the 

other sentences would mean anytime someone considers you more significant than them, 

you’d have to talk them out of it, because they deserve praise more than you do.  Everyone 

serving others all the time would end up like a bunch of magnets all repelling each other. 

As to the second one, I’ll refer to my discussion of Numbers 11-12.  (Maybe also the 

discussion in Isaiah 45, with the difference between “what are you doing?” and “what are 

you doing?!?”.)  Complaints that are ultimatums or otherwise combative are different from 

expressing a negative state of things.  Michael Jackson once sang of someone who has “got to 

be startin’ something,” and I think that’s the distinction. 

That is not a common distinction given to teenagers.  “Children should be seen and not 

heard” is a saying, for crying out loud (though only the adults cry out loud in that universe).  

I still don’t complain in the in-bounds sense a lot.  But I wish I had understood this passage 

back then, rather than bottle normal stuff up to my detriment. 
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PHILIPPIANS 4: The List-eral Bandit 

Disjunctively Strikes Again 
“Whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 

lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of 

praise, think about these things.” 

Grammatically, there are two ways to read this list.  “Any excellence” and “anything worthy 

of praise” implies the disjunctive reading: that you’re looking for something that contains at 

least one of the whatevers.  The list is separated by OR. 

But I’ve known more people who read it like it’s separated by AND – that you are looking for 

things that are all of them.  These people default to the friendliest of family-friendly 

entertainment, often because they have families. 

The trouble with insisting that this list is, in essence, scanning for a lack of bad things is that 

loads of things you should think about don’t meet all of these criteria.  The Bible is true, but 

many parts are ugly.  Crime stories and reports are also true but not lovely.  There was a 

moral panic about true crime books in the mid-20th century in the United States.  A city in 

Alaska whose laws I reviewed had an old law making it illegal to possess or distribute a list of 

various salacious things, including anything principally containing stories of crime.  That 

would make even their public police reports illegal! 

If you look for things that are all six criteria, you will find very few things.  The text doesn’t 

expect you to try for that.  If you try for that, your world will be super-small.  
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COLOSSIANS 
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COLOSSIANS 2: False Value 
Paul describes ideas that can be summarized as “do not handle, do not taste, do not touch” as 

appearing useful religiously but having “no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.”  

He also mentions that all of these concern things that “perish as they are used.” 

It makes sense enough when you read it.  But why is it true? 

The answer is something similar to overcoming evil with good, like is discussed in Romans.  

What stops the indulgence of the flesh is being happy in non-indulgent living.  That removes 

the desire for any of the indulgent things.  The specific indulgent things are fungible for 

purposes of Paul’s discussion.  (Some of them might tempt you more than others, of course; 

that’s not what’s at issue here.)  Treating them as distinct threats misses the bigger picture. 

This is a hard one to absorb just because the thing Paul warns about is not only popular but 

faddish.  It’s easiest to see with diet culture.  You can recommend any diet you want.  But if 

the dieter has cortisol through the roof from a tumultuous life, the diet’s not likely to work, 

and there will be health issues even if it does.  The goal isn’t for the diet to work; the goal is 

to make a healthier person, and dealing with life overall will have a benefit on food cravings.  

That difference in approaches mirrors what Paul’s talking about. 

(My note on Zechariah 7-8 touches this topic as well.)  
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1 & 2 THESSALONIANS 
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1 THESSALONIANS 5: Cloistered in the Night 
Here, we learn “that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.”  The point is 

that it will be surprising. 

This is not what those of the Ephrata Cloister from old-timey Pennsylvania understood from 

this verse (I went on a field trip to the site).  They read it to mean that Jesus would come at 

night.  So as part of their ascetic discipline, they would be awake from midnight to 2 A.M. to 

pray and watch for Jesus. 

Did they think Jesus wouldn’t wake them up if He came at another time?  Did they consider 

having at least somebody up each of the night hours, rather than choosing to be out of luck if 

Jesus came at 3:27?  I have no idea.  They also slept on narrow planks with wooden pillows. 

It’s important to find people for your life who can think clearly and read clearly.  If they 

can’t, one misreading or misthinking will beget another.  And before you know it, you’re 

waking up at midnight and taking care that your head doesn’t hit the pillow when you go 

back to sleep.  



 

385 

 

1 & 2 TIMOTHY, TITUS, AND 

PHILEMON 

  



 

386 

 

1 TIMOTHY 4: The Difference 
Paul warns Timothy about some seemingly bold people who would encourage others to be 

wallflowers in certain ways.  One of those is forbidding people to get married. 

Paul in 1 Corinthians discouraged people from getting married. 

What’s the difference?  It’s that Paul acknowledged at the same time that different people 

have different gifts, and that it’s better to marry than sit around unmarried but wishing you 

were married. 

Have you ever known someone who discourages forbiddingly – saying “I wouldn’t do this” in 

a “you shouldn’t do this” tone?  If you are shaped by any such person, it’s harder to see that 

Paul’s discouragement was not forbidding.  He doesn’t want people to die easy of a broken 

heart disease.  So when it comes to his view of things, he doesn’t drive it home.  The same 

black line that was drawn on Paul is not drawn on you.  Discouraging is supposed to be far 

away from forbidding – even if it’s tempting to make them overlap.  
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2 TIMOTHY 2: Active and Passive Teachers 
Among other things (like correcting opponents with gentleness), Paul mentions that the 

Lord’s servant must be “able to teach.” 

Yet James 3 starts by saying “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you 

know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.  For we all stumble in many 

ways.” 

Are these ideas pulling in opposite directions?  Why be ready for something you shouldn’t 

do? 

First, there seems to be a gap in core concerns between them.  There’s teaching as isolated 

instances, and there’s becoming a teacher, which comes with trappings.  (James doesn’t 

specify whether the greater strictness is from God or humans.)   

Second, there are benefits to being able to teach even if you aren’t a teacher.  Engaging with 

the material as if you will teach it is a learning style.  Rewriting your class notes before the 

final exam is preparing to teach, in the sense that an exam is asking questions of you. 

As I work for an elected official, my office has a communications director.  You know what 

makes it easier for him?  Lawyers with some sense of what a communications director needs.  

And it’s not just in giving usable answers; it’s in not spouting off randomly in a way that will 

make the communications director’s harder.  It’s in looking for opportunities to involve the 

communications director as preventive maintenance.  Thinking through that lens has helped 

me, even as I have issued 0 public statements and am happy with that number. 

I think that’s the kind of distinction between Paul’s and James’s concepts.  
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2 TIMOTHY 3: I’ve Been Leading Up to This 
I’ve been talking a lot about the limits of what biblical inspiration can mean, discussing when 

the way something is written contradicts the most extreme views. 

That brings me to this, the single sentence about inspiration: 

“All Scripture is breathed out by God [a.k.a. inspired] and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 

for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work.” 

A billion flavors of doctrine have been built on this one sentence.  As you might guess, I 

don’t think that’s healthy, especially not when other things in the Bible that should contour 

those doctrines don’t get a word in edgewise. 

If we use the usual meaning of inspired, it makes sense enough.  Scripture is initiated and 

catalyzed by God.  It wouldn’t exist without God.  That’s all it has to mean. 

What’s been added to it?  Everything all the way up to the idea that every word you are 

reading has God’s explicit permission to be that word – like God took over the human writers 

and spoke like them to vomit out holiness onto the page.  I’m portraying it in a creepy way 

because it is creepy.  The vast majority of times God gave a message to a human in the Bible, 

it was a true dialogue, not some sort of possession.  It would be surprising given the 

proportion of evidence if inspiration were like possession – especially since the one text 

talking about inspiration doesn’t get into that at all. 

Where I think a lot of people have fallen down on this is holding the converse of Paul’s 

sentence to be true: that all profitable things are Scripture (or, put another way, that only 

Scripture is profitable).  But Scripture doesn’t teach that.  In James 1, we are supposed to ask 

God for wisdom if we lack wisdom.  That direct request wouldn’t make any sense if the 

Scripture is one-stop shopping.  No; the Scriptures are supposed to point us to a relationship 

with God, and our relationship with God is the one-stop shopping if anything is. 

There is just no sane concept of inspiration, as a word here or elsewhere, being a verification 

of authenticity in the way a clerk would verify a signed copy of a law.  I know this world 

well, and the limits of verifying that kind of thing to begin with.  When codification of state 

laws was emerging as a concept – first by private entities and then officially by states – there 

was a medium-sized issue for awhile: what if the codifier compiled the laws with some 

errors?  Were the codes reliable enough to quote in court?  Could we trust them enough? 

What was settled on at the time was what Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 1.04.021 

says: 
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“The contents of said code shall establish prima facie the laws of this state of a general and 

permanent nature in effect on January 1, 1949, but nothing herein shall be construed as 

changing the meaning of any such laws.  In case of any omissions, or any inconsistency 

between any of the provisions of said code and the laws existing immediately preceding this 

enactment, the previously existing laws shall control.” 

Prima facie means “on its face.”  What RCW 1.04.021 is saying is that quoting laws as they 

are codified is presumed correct, but the original laws under the hood are what the law 

actually is in case of a conflict. 

That makes perfect sense, because any copying introduces the possibility of error.  What the 

most extreme types want inspiration to be is not just breathing out Scripture on the front end 

with the writers; it’s extending that breath over every copier of the manuscript.  Once again, 

there’s no evidence Paul had that in mind. 

As in Paul’s day, we are in the position of having a compilation of Scripture but the original 

documents have been lost for ages.  (Many cities have chunks of their original laws missing 

as well due to fires or other disasters.  If you do research in the southern United States, for 

instance, there’s a good chance the Civil War burned up those records.  It is explained here if 

you are interested: https://www.tuscaloosa-library.org/not-a-burned-county/)  So we should 

be able to roll with the fact that we are reading a compilation, and a compilation might have 

errors here and there that cause frustration in corner cases but do not affect the overall 

reliability – or, to use Paul’s word, profitability.  A compilation of laws is super-handy, even 

if you have to bear with the nature of humans having compiled it. 

I don’t like talking this much about a single sentence, but since so many others have, I feel 

compelled to lop off the worst ideas from the discussion.  This sentence shouldn’t affect 

nearly as much as it has over the years.  



 

390 

 

TITUS 1: Cretans and Paradoxes 
Is Paul stereotyping when he approvingly quotes a Cretan prophet that “Cretans are always 

liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons”?  Because…yikes. 

This appears to be a famous thing said by Epimenides of Crete in multiple places (we don’t 

have the source material, just quotes from his works).  This has given rise to the Epimenides 

paradox in logic class: if all Cretans are always liars, then Epimenides is lying when he says it. 

The odds of Paul taking a phrase that well-known and applying it at the granular level with 

Titus, like it’s something he needs drilled in his head before going to Crete, are low.  They’re 

made even lower by Epimenides having lived 600 years before this quote.  Whatever shelf 

life this had to Cretan society, it was obviously long expired by Paul’s time; Paul wouldn’t 

need to explain that. 

Also, if Paul meant it literally, then Titus could only appoint non-Cretans to be elders.  

Appointing elders in Crete churches was one of Titus’s main tasks; that task is next to 

impossible if Cretans are incurably how they were described.  For that matter, why even try 

to bring Christianity to them if we’re taking Paul-pimenides that literally? 

Although there is a “therefore” in how Paul sets this up, it appears Paul wouldn’t give any 

different instructions to Titus without the quote.  No important conclusion rests on the 

veracity of the quote.  It might be as much a throwaway rhetorical flourish as half the things 

I’ve put in this book.  Paul’s is not the type I would use, but if Titus knew nothing much was 

meant by it, then I guess no harm was done.  
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HEBREWS 
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HEBREWS 10: Forsaking Is a Big Word 
This might end up as a rant.  If it does, I think it’s deserved. 

The usual translation of verse 25 discusses not “forsaking the assembling of ourselves 

together” as we encourage other.  It’s sometimes “not neglecting to meet together.” 

When that word “forsaking” shows up elsewhere in the New Testament, it means some kind 

of abandonment.  It’s not always clearly permanent, but it is abandonment.  In 2 Timothy 4, 

Paul describes Demas and others as having “forsaken” or “deserted” him; Demas in particular 

loved the world, so that’s why he left. 

It sounds to me that abandoning meeting together is an ongoing situation of not meeting. 

This is never how I have heard it applied. 

I have always heard it applied to get people to attend not worship services generally, but 

every one of them.  And not just show up every Sunday, but (their phrase, not mine) “every 

time the doors are open,” throughout the week, whenever that is. 

This idea regularly comes with an importing of Hebrews 13, admonishing to “obey your 

[spiritual] leaders and submit to them.”  The mashup notion is that, since the leaders of the 

congregation have set times X, Y, and Z to show up, you are failing to obey them, and 

forsaking the assembling, if you are not there at times X, Y, and Z. 

Who decided a single absence any time was forsaking?  Certainly not the word “forsaking.” 

Who decided that church leaders get to dictate personal schedules as much as they feel like?  

Certainly not Hebrews 13.  Hebrews 13, like all other passages or laws discussing obedience, 

assume proper jurisdiction of the officials setting the standard.  You’re not supposed to obey 

police officers, parents, or spiritual leaders just because they ask a thing; they might not have 

the right to ask for it.  If you have been working a job for years and your local spiritual 

leaders put a thing in that slot, obeying them does not necessitate quitting your job; that’s 

absurd.  But it’s the implication to many I have known. 

Here's how taking the extreme position damages the body of Christ: 

- It treats church like school.  In most places I have been, attendance of members 

(incidentally, membership is conceptually absent from the Bible) has been taken by someone 

standing in the back with a checklist, and then somebody checks up on those not checked 

off.  It’s supposed to be benevolent, efficient administration of this sort of thing; it certainly 

can be.  But it also can be used to mistrust those in the congregation, similarly to how school 

works.  And if you want further evidence that I’m onto something here, most places I have 
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known that have a morning and evening Sunday service treat the evening service much 

more casually.  Why?  Because being there for the morning is considered more proper, just as 

being a morning person (or having a job that allows waking up for the morning service to fit 

easier into your life) is considered more proper societally.  That leads to another problem: 

- It others shift workers.  Because leaders typically set times convenient for the plurality, 

anybody outside that plurality is regularly suspected to be a lesser Christian.  The Bible 

makes no such assertion.  I know plenty of modern people who, based on other things they 

says, would think slaves “weren’t trying hard enough” if they could only make it on Sundays 

after working for their masters.  If they had more faith, they’d go to the 10 A.M. service.  I’m 

not exaggerating; I wish I were.  (This never seems to apply to doctors and nurses.  And a lot 

of people evidently are glad the waiters at the place everyone went for lunch weren’t at 

church that morning.  Where’s my post-God casserole?) 

- It others certain health problems.  I’ve had sleep problems for ages that leave me unreliable 

for most morning things.  And my level 1 autism gives me sensory processing issues that 

make large services difficult for me.  I have, on at least one occasion, lost my ability to 

communicate, verbally or in writing, because the singing around me was too loud. 

Do you know what it feels like to lose your brain?  It’s not something you want to repeat. 

But – and this goes back to both treating church like school and respecting morning people 

the most – I have heard the need for sleep mocked REGULARLY in sermons.  Wanting more 

sleep becomes a euphemism for laziness or not caring enough.  Have you read what Esau was 

like when he didn’t treat his body well?  He sold his birthright!  Have you read how much 

less functionality people have when they are missing sleep?  They often are not themselves! 

In 2013, my parents visited and didn’t understand this about me.  They pushed me into 

attending a morning service and then pushed through that into lunch afterwards.  I couldn’t 

stand up straight for some of it, having to hold on to nearby railings, but they didn’t notice.  

Everything was proper to them, so everything must be fine.  When I hear anyone belittle 

sleep issues in the name of being a respectable/morning person, I get angry and I never want 

to talk to that person again.  They do not care about me.  They would rather I sit deliriously 

and blankly in front of them all the time, instead of cogently in front of them a bit less often. 

All of this comes from an atmosphere of superiority and benevolent meddling, instead of an 

atmosphere of trust.  1 Peter 5 tells church elders to “not domineer[] over those in your 

charge, but be[] examples to the flock.”  The amount of domineering I have experienced from 

fashioning these issues into a whip…I can’t stand it.  
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HEBREWS 11: What Faith Is 
Faith is not a random stab in the dark in the Bible’s conception.  It’s a projection off what is 

known into the unknown.  How do I know this?  Because God spent thousands of years 

making and recording examples for us to understand at least something about the future. 

The examples of things people did on faith involved things literally unseen, but they were 

based on relationships with God, or otherwise understanding things that had already 

happened.  Compared to the idea of a leap of faith – going on nothing in particular – faith is 

based on more of the past and is smaller in scope about the future.  Faith as described here is 

hard enough day-to-day without getting people to think it has to be something bigger than 

that. 

What This Chapter Isn’t 
I’ve regularly heard this chapter called the Faith Hall of Fame.  Google returns many results 

with that name. 

As an erstwhile sportswriter and longtime lover of accuracy, this name drives me up the 

wall.  Because it’s not a Hall of Fame.  A hall of fame is reserved for the best examples of 

something.  This isn’t that.  It starts at the beginning of Bible history, lists a bunch of 

examples in chronological order, then stops after the book of Joshua, summarizing the rest of 

the Old Testament. 

That’s the first few pages of a Faith Encyclopedia. 

For all the lessons I’ve heard saying, “well, so-and-so is in the Faith Hall of Fame,” like it’s a 

distinction, that discounts everyone’s faith in the Bible if it’s from Judges onward or is just 

summarized.  It also ignores that Hebrews has, multiple times before this, said it needed to 

wrap up a discussion to move on, and this time is phrased like those times.  
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JAMES 
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JAMES 1: The Same Different Thing 
Temptations (which are definitely not from God) and tests or trials (which can be) are the 

same Greek word.  Some sources state that context alone determines which one is meant.  

Yippee. 

So how can I describe the difference between them?  I think it’s like this: 

If you’re taking a driving exam, and a pedestrian jaywalks and jumps out in front of your car, 

that is a trial.  Circumstances brought you to this point, and you had to do something hard, 

like slam on the brakes, to deal with it.  But if you have a thought to run the pedestrian over, 

that wasn’t caused by the driving test’s or pedestrian’s existence.  It’s caused by your 

frustration.  If you run them over and you’re on trial, “it was a driving exam!” is not a valid 

defense. 

When James said that God “himself tempts no one,” and describes temptation as a byproduct 

of being enticed by desire, I think that’s the difference being described.  Tests and trials can 

lead to temptations, so if you want to think of God as a tempter, you could think of it in that 

indirect way.  But the existence of pedestrians, even if they are slow or otherwise annoying, 

does not create a desire to run them over.  No matter how many slow or annoying 

pedestrians there are, you won’t aim for them without some desire to make it happen.  That’s 

James’s point.  
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JAMES 2: Sunday Best 
When I have heard people say that we should dress up for church, it comes down to a few 

ideas: 

“Shouldn’t we want to dress our best for God?” 

“Would you wear worse clothes to church than you would to work?” 

(I’ve also been at one congregation that cited something in the Old Testament about people 

dressing up to worship idols as evidence that we should dress up to worship God.  I contested 

that use of the Bible to the point that an elder at the congregation said I was acting like a 

“sower of discord.”  So that was great.) 

If Hebrews 10’s misuse highlights that a lot of people think church is like school, talk around 

dressing up for church highlights that a lot of people think church is like work.  But not just 

any work – office work.  As it seems to go, if you’re a lawyer, dress like a lawyer; if you’re a 

plumber, dress better than a plumber. 

When I’m “in church,” I don’t want to feel like I’m at work.  When I’m at work, I’m dealing 

with a bunch of things that aren’t spiritual concerns.  Why would I import my work 

problems to God’s house?  In a sense, James 2 discusses how clothing disparities can be used 

to exacerbate class warfare.  I’d like to avoid that. 

For many, the response is, like with the Hebrews 10 issues, founded in mistrust: “well, if we 

don’t set some standards, people will walk in wearing any old thing.”  Why think that?  Why 

not trust instead? 

3: Wisdom from Above 
Wisdom from above is obviously the best wisdom!  Let’s spread it around indiscriminately 

and hit people right in the face with its awesomeness! 

“But the wisdom from above is…open to reason.” 

…oh?  Oh.  Wait – isn’t wisdom already the best reason?  What more could be added to it? 

It’s hard to be “peaceable” and “gentle,” like James also describes the wisdom, without being 

open to hearing people out in case they make a point.  Wisdom from above when given to 

humans understands its own limitations.  The transfer of wisdom from above to below is like 

compressing a .wav into an .mp3; you might not know all the sounds you’re losing in the 

transfer, but you lose something.  Knowing that, even conceptually, will help the wisdom 

from above do what it ought to on earth.   
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JAMES 4: Read My Note on Page 5 
We are not enforcers of God’s standards, so we shouldn’t make final pronouncements on 

people as though we are.  People can’t fail us in this way. 

Otherwise, I send you back to the note on a right thing v. its expression.  I’m sending you 

back like we’re playing Blaster Master and you’ve gotten the hover from Area 3 and now you 

have to go back to the start of the game and hover up the ledges to get to Area 4.  (Spoiler.) 

How Do I Have So Many of These? 
And now another big phrase that I’ve let guilt me for years: 

“So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” 

I regularly get worried, if I’m not doing anything productive, that I am doing wrong, because 

there are all these right things to do and I am not doing them.  Feed the poor?  Nope, I’ve 

decided this shower is more important.  House the homeless?  Naw, I’m sleeping. 

This one’s hard for me to interpret.  But I think there’s a clue in that kalon, translated as “the 

right thing” here, is usually translated as “good” without having an object as part of it.  There 

are many kalon things in the Bible; kalon in that case isn’t regularly a thing. 

So I think James is talking about knowing good generally, in the aggregate, rather than a 

good thing specifically (or, put another way, “the right thing” versus “this right thing and 

also that right thing”).  It’s looking at your whole life, in much the same way God looks at us.  

That makes way more sense with other passages – or at least unties the omnipresent stomach 

knot that the other interpretation fuels.  
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1 & 2 PETER 
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1 PETER 3: Sick/Bro 
Peter tells husbands to live with their wives “in an understanding way, showing honor to the 

woman as the weaker vessel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your 

prayers be not hindered.” 

The phrase “weaker vessel” has been twisted around for all kinds of emotional abuse.  As 

with a previous note, the “as” is important.  It’s a comparison.  What can the comparison 

mean, and what does the comparison mean? 

What it does not mean is that wives are weak, because it’s not making a comparison between 

husbands and wives.  (And because the previous sentence’s exhortation to wives to “not fear 

anything that is frightening” takes a lot of strength.)  It’s comparing types of vessels, i.e., 

containers.  The word “weak” is the same word, asthenes, that Jesus uses in saying that there 

is a reward for visiting those “sick” and in prison.  It’s frequently the type of “sick” person 

Jesus heals, and it’s what Jesus uses when He says that “the spirit is willing, but the flesh is 

weak.”  In Romans 5, Paul says that, “while we were still [weak/sick],” Christ died for us. 

English doesn’t usually speak of a weak container, and it never speaks of a sick container.  

The English word that most corresponds is fragile.  Fragile has the misfortune of being 

pejorative when applied to humans, but it’s not being applied to humans; it’s being applied to 

containers.  And it makes sense applied to containers. 

The instruction also says to “show[] honor to” wives.  Combine that with how one handles a 

fragile container – an honored fragile container – and we’re getting into the realm of how we 

would discuss a family heirloom.  “Be careful with that – it’s been in the family for a long 

time.”  We’re intentional in our actions with it.  We don’t toss it around.  We don’t act 

recklessly around it.  We’re smart with it, because it means a lot to us. 

So husbands are to be careful with their wives.  Be intentional with them.  Don’t toss them 

around.  Don’t act recklessly around them.  Be smart with them, because they mean a lot. 

If that sounds like advice that’s good for any two people…it is.  Maybe that’s why the 

consequence for not doing this – a husband’s prayers being hindered – is matched in Chapter 

4’s exhortation to “be self-controlled and sober-minded for the sake of your prayers.”   The 

earlier instruction is functionally a subset of the later instruction.  Being self-controlled and 

sober-minded with our heirlooms is another way of not being reckless with them.  God is 

less interested in granting things to reckless people.  Put like that, these instructions are not 

particularly groundbreaking – nevermind sexist.  
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2 PETER 3: Don’t Let the Hard Crush the Easy 
Peter says that Paul writes a lot of stuff that is “hard to understand.”  He then notes that “the 

ignorant and unstable twist [it] to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.” 

If it’s so hard, why is it bad to twist it?  Shouldn’t that be expected?  And if it’s expected, why 

is it allowed to be destructive? 

I think the title of this note is the key.  Yes, there are things hard to understand; the Bible 

embraces that fact here.  But when you come across a difficult idea – here or anywhere – you 

have a constructive and a destructive approach available to you.  The destructive is to take 

the hard thing, half-bake a bunch of potentially right ideas, and make one or more of them a 

core belief.  The constructive is to narrow down what the hard thing means by getting and 

keeping the easy things in place.  To let the possibilities in isolated hard things crush the easy 

things that give them context is destructive. 

I have tried to use the constructive approach in addressing hard things in this book.  

Hopefully it’s helped.  
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1, 2, & 3 JOHN & JUDE 
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1 JOHN 5: Not Burdensome? 
“For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments.  And his commandments are 

not burdensome.” 

I am not used to this feeling true.  If you are in my primary intended audience, you are not 

used to this feeling true. 

“For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world.  And this is the victory that 

has overcome the world – our faith.” 

I’ll borrow from my note on Romans 4-5 to explain what I think John means.  When I asked 

whether you, as a matter of relationships, prefer your job or your friends, this is the other 

side of that.  Most jobs have forms or formalities that feel like a burden whenever you do 

them.  Healthy personal relationships don’t have those – they have grace and understanding 

instead.  It’s not that you don’t put work into the personal relationships; it’s that the work 

you do returns benefit to you beyond getting to clock in tomorrow and get paid.   

Those born of God “overcome[] the world.”  Those in a relationship with God get things out 

of that relationship that help them improve their approach to life’s issue.  That’s more 

rewarding and less burdensome than what is otherwise available. 
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2 JOHN: At the Door 
In discussing the centrality of believing that Jesus Christ existed as a human – a debated 

position even back then – John says that, “if anyone comes to you and does not bring this 

teaching, do not receive him into your house or give him any greeting, for whoever greets 

him takes part in his wicked works.” 

Weirdly, this is one of the first passages I remember knowing something about as a kid.  This 

is because, around age 6, my parents explained to me that this is why they would not invite 

door-knocking Jehovah’s Witnesses or Mormons in for a discussion; they were supposed to 

stay outside.  (Given that we lived in Florida at the time, my parents also explained that 

doing this while the sun beat down was an effective way of getting them to move on faster.  I 

suspect the effectiveness was more important than anything doctrinaire here.  In any event, 

as I type out their approach, it feels gross to me.) 

I don’t see my parents’ approach applying to door knockers for the same reason Paul says in 1 

Corinthians that he doesn’t judge people outside the church.  The approach is practically 

impossible to apply to everybody.  It is possible to apply it to people who claim to be in the 

same Christian movement you are but are [dating their mom]/[denying a foundational thing 

about Jesus].   
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3 JOHN: The Diotrephes Problem 
I’ve been fascinated by Diotrephes for awhile.  Not him exactly; he seems boorish.  He “likes 

to put himself first” to the point of excluding loads of people, including the apostles.  I’m not 

signing up for his leadership seminar. 

No, what fascinates me is John’s plan of action.  John once asked Jesus about consuming 

nonconforming villages with fire, in a “may we please?” kind of way.  But his entire plan 

here, with all his apostolic power, is…to point out what Diotrephes is doing. 

Communication.  That’s it.  I don’t know what that means, but it surprises me. 

This is the last entry in my Pulitzer/Nobel*-winning series: “The Apostles Weren’t As Heavy-

Handed As You Might Be With Their Powers.” 

* Presumed awarded by the time you read this.  Stands to reason.  
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REVELATION 
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REVELATION 2: Discomfort Food 
Two of the seven churches John writes to – Pergamum and Thyatira – have a teaching going 

through them that encourages eating food sacrificed to idols.  God considers it a problem. 

When last we saw this topic, in 1 Corinthians 8-10, Paul concluded that food sacrificed to an 

idol meant nothing in and of itself.  People shouldn’t eat food sacrificed to idols or demons if 

they are told it has been, but they shouldn’t ask everyone if their plate has demon food. 

So what is this concern in Revelation about? 

The message to Pergamum mentions that this teaching is part of a “stumbling block.”  It 

could be that Pergamum was guilty of what Paul said in Romans 14 – encouraging 

individuals to violate their conscience in this area.  That is a safe, grounded interpretation. 

I’m wondering if there’s more, though.  The other part of the problem both times is an 

encouragement to “practice sexual immorality.”  That’s not a conscience thing – it sounds 

like that’s talking about things that are always wrong.  So maybe the issue was that these bad 

teachings were proactively encouraging eating food sacrificed to idols because it was 

sacrificed to idols.  Like a zombie eat-the-brains-gain-the-power sort of thing. 

One meaning’s bad enough.  But I am curious whether it means both. 

4-22: Don’t Exit the Vehicle 
Have you ever been on a drive-thru safari part of a zoo (or an actual safari)?  One of the big 

things regularly advised about them is not to exit the vehicle.  As one blog 

(https://realafrica.co.uk/blog/10-things-not-to-do-on-safari-and-what-to-do-if-you-do-

them/) puts it: 

“Lions completely ignore safari vehicles.  They’re just large, unthreatening, moving things 

that don’t look very appetising and smell strange.  If you get out you instantly look like a 

meal – with a head and legs and a tasty aroma of meat.” 

I think the vision that makes up most of Revelation should be treated the same way.  Don’t 

leave reality, no matter how shimmering the detail you want to explore or how fantastic the 

beast.  Anything in here might devour you if you’re not careful.  Get the overall picture but 

stay inside yourself. 

And, in general, keep driving.  I have found the macro themes of Revelation to make a 

decent amount of sense.  But I only found them because I read it in one go. 
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REVELATION 6: Black Horse Friday 
Three of the four horsemen of the apocalypse have traditional violent means.  Conquering, 

war, and death are all obvious without further analysis. 

The black horse rider?  He’s selling dry goods (and not wet goods). 

Anyone who’s been through a buying panic – from Black Friday to supplies in a hurricane to 

an economist-defined panic – knows that price gouging and other controls can lead to plenty 

of violence in short order.  It’s not as straightforward a path to ruin as war and death are, but 

it can get there.  Don’t sleep on the power of the black horse. 

9: …Huh. 
At the end of another terrifying vision of death and destruction, we are suddenly interrupted 

with a note: everyone still alive after all these things didn’t repent of their various evil deeds. 

That places this vision contemporaneously with humans on earth.  I dare not try to explain 

the vision.  But whatever this spiritual warfare is about, it impliedly is meant to get people to 

stop being evil.   
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REVELATION 13: Where, Exactly? 
Here’s another vision interruption.  There’s a beast who gets authority for 42 months and 

wreaks havoc with it.  After describing it, John says: 

“Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints.” 

Like with chapter 9, I don’t get it.  I don’t see where the call is; everything around it sounds 

terrible.  I guess it’s that the things described are for a limited time.  Is that it?  That might be 

it. 

616 
The earliest Bible fragment (assuming good dating methods, I suppose) lists the number of 

the beast as 616 rather than 666.  This fragment was discovered in 2005, according to 

Wikipedia (which was four years old at the time, according to Wikipedia).  There’s a fifth-

century manuscript that also has it as 616. 

I wonder how many books’ central theories would be undermined if 616 is correct.  I have 

tried throughout this book not to put too much weight on any one word or phrase in making 

my conclusions.  I lack perspective to know if I’ve succeeded. 
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REVELATION 21: Indescribably… 
It’s generally understood that the description of Heaven in the Bible can’t do justice to it 

with normal words.  There’s a picture painted of the splendor, but few are assuming the 

streets are gold and all that. 

Which raises a question: why are depictions of Hell assumed to be more literal?  Why is one 

indescribable and the other describable? 

My point: maybe we should stop scaring people with the descriptions, given that they’re 

almost certainly not accurate. 

22: Lastly… 
“I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, 

God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone takes away from the 

words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the tree of life and in the 

holy city, which are described in this book.” 

I grew up hearing that this was about adding to or taking away from the entire Bible.  But 

the more I read this, the more it seems that position adds to John’s words. 

For “this book” to mean the entire Bible, it would make the order of the books in the Bible 

matter.  It doesn’t matter anywhere else.  (The Bible also never calls its entire self a book, 

unless it’s here.)  Maybe John knew that he was writing the last part, but we aren’t told that.  

And if you put Revelation, like, 13th in the New Testament, I don’t think anyone would 

naturally read it as referring to the entire Bible.  It’s tempting to read it that way solely 

because it’s on the last page for most people. 

So color me skeptical.  With a gray crayon, because that’s what I used when people made me 

color as a kid.  (My Sunday school teacher when I was 5 or 6 had a serious talk with my 

parents over hatred of coloring.)  
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EPILOGUE 
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Where Am I Now? 
“Telling your friends that you’ve just outgrown them 

(Bury it – won’t you bury it in the sand?) 

Telling your parents you hardly know them 

(Holding it – Are you holding it in your hand?)” 

- Frost*, “Signs” 

(By my count, this is the 49th song or album I have referred to overtly or covertly in this 

book.  There are also single references to Friends, a Jerry Seinfeld commercial, and The 

Office, in order.  Have you found them all?) 

I created the .docx underlying this .pdf in November 2020.  That’s the month my past broke. 

Having already lost a relationship with my parents in 2019, my connection to my prior life 

was already weird.  But November 2020 brought with it the Presidential election between 

Donald Trump and Joe Biden.  (Joseph Biden?  Don Trump?)  In the aftermath, I checked in 

on some people connected to my past to see how they were taking it.  I knew the survey 

statistics – that the percentage of American white evangelicals who said “morality doesn’t 

matter for a President” had switched from about 28% to 73% during the Trump presidency – 

but I couldn’t process that.  I had been taught to seek truth and care about textual 

interpretation.  It’s why I became a lawyer, and why I was especially drawn to legislation 

and law codes; it was an extension of the inquisitive faith instilled in me by forebears. 

Then I found one tweet that changed everything.  It was the mother of someone who had 

taught me a lot of my approach to Christian apologetics; she had been a politician at one 

point.  She tweeted, a few days after the election, that she stood with Sidney Powell – 

Donnie Trump’s lawyer most pushing that the 2020 election was fraudulent and stolen. 

Here's the thing: I followed along with court proceedings.  Nearly everything I could find 

was stuff I couldn’t in any conscience argue in court with a straight face; they were legal 

arguments in the same way phrenology is medicine.  On top of that, I used to work in the 

sorting room of a ballot-by-mail election (2012’s in King County, Washington – I worked 

with Stephenie Meyer’s cousin).  I heard everything out about the election, but not only was 

there nothing there, there was startlingly nothing there – more nothing than I had ever seen. 

When I saw that people connected with my past had abandoned truth-seeking for jingoism, I 

had no idea what to do.  Rail against it on social media?  There was no point in that; why 

would anyone listen to me?  And it wouldn’t cure the underlying problem: that I felt 
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spiritually and emotionally stranded for taking my mentors seriously, that my culture (such 

as it was) didn’t recognize me after I followed its instructions. 

I knew I wasn’t alone in this.  I had plenty of friends and acquaintances that had been 

pushed out of church culture over the years for similar reasons.  And I realized that, at this 

point in my life, I genuinely had something for them that might help, something rare that 

might undo a strange ball of emotional damage that was growing by the day at the close of 

2020.  I had no idea if I could find any of them, but I owed it to them to put my back into 

something for them.  And all of this was certainly more constructive for my own life – both 

to give myself a spiritual foundation in place of fully-crumbled ruins, and to pour myself into 

something that might help somebody else (instead of a series of anxious tweets, which would 

not).  With my forebears clearly having moved on, I had nothing left to lose in writing 

something that demonstrated my best understanding.  What were they going to do – change 

the password to the treehouse? 

18 months later, here I am.  Where is here?  I’m not entirely sure, but here’s what I know. 

Reading the Bible in this way – stopping to put the microscope on what interested me, 

bothered me, or otherwise affected me – answered many more questions than it raised.  I do 

have many new questions; I’ve tried to be transparent about those.  But reading with the 

skills I’ve picked up brought out the Bible’s humanness and realness in a way that was not 

given me to ages 0-34.  There were several times I was scared to investigate a passage I had 

major concerns about.  The vast majority of those times, I came away with a different 

understanding that was truer to the actual words, fit with its context, and was far more 

gracious.  Many times, it was a reading I’d never heard anyone subscribe to before.  But I 

tried to support it as best I could. 

I told you at the beginning of this book that nobody read it before I published it.  That was 

important to me.  I wanted you to know I wasn’t on anyone’s side but yours.  I hope you still 

feel that on page 413.  I don’t know whether you’ll agree with every page or no pages.  What 

matters more to me is that this helps you reset from any ideas that the Bible is responsible for 

any lingering guilt and shame and beatdown and sadness.  People in your life might have 

used the Bible that way for their own aims.  But they would have done that with anything.  

The Bible was the most convenient thing to mentally smack you with. 

Some people might say they are “refreshed” or “revived” after doing something like this 

book.  I’m not certain I’m either.  What I definitely am is reset.  As my past has said in 

various ways that it does not want me, I now feel like there is a way forward, even though I 

don’t know what it is.  I am at peace about that.  May you find whatever peace is analogous. 


