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READING LESSON 13: INSPECTIONAL READING 

From How to Read a Book, pages 32-35: 
 

The goal of inspectional reading is to discover whether the book requires a more careful 
reading. You may find that you may not even wish to actually read the whole thing. If you do, 
you’ll learn and retain so much more by going through it in advance and remaining aware of 
the structure as you read! 
 

1. Read the title page and preface to get a good idea of the subject. 
 

2. Study the table of contents as if it were a road map (and use it along the way). In a 
good table of contents, the author is telling you a lot about what he’s trying to 
accomplish. 

 
3. Check the index if there is one. Notice which words/topics show up frequently. 

Maybe look up a few of the actual pages of text for those terms that seem crucial to 
the book. 

 
4. Read the publisher’s blurb on the dust jacket. Often it summarizes the main points of 

the book in a way that will be helpful to keep in mind. 
 

5. If you can tell which chapters seem pivotal to the book, see if there are summary 
statements in their opening and closing pages. 

 
6. Turn the pages and read a paragraph or two here and there as it grabs your interest. 

 
7. Read the last few pages and/or epilogue of the book. Authors often summarize their 

work and what is important about it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Let’s Learn!                                                                                                                                                      

 72 

 

 

 

 



    Literature Lesson 8: OT Psalms/Poetry 

 33 

8 

 

LITERATURE LESSON 8: OT PSALMS/POETRY 

Poetry was a highly prized form of expression. One major advantage is that it can be more 
easily memorized, which was important in cultures where people didn’t all read or have 
access to the written word. The study of Hebrew poetry is beneficial on its own, but we’ll just 
point out three main features of its repetitive style that will be helpful to recognize: 
 

1. Synonymous parallelism: The second line repeats or reinforces the sense of the first 
line.  

 
I have blotted out your transgressions like a cloud 
    and your sins like mist; 
return to me, for I have redeemed you.  Isaiah 44:22 

 
2. Antithetical parallelism: The second line contrasts the thought of the first, often 

reinforcing it by contrast.  
 

They do not cry to me from the heart, 
    but they wail upon their beds; 
for grain and wine they gash themselves; 
    they rebel against me.  Hosea 7:14 

 
3. Synthetic parallelism: The second line adds to the first one in a way that provides 

further information.  
 

 Saviors shall go up to Mount Zion 
    to rule Mount Esau, 
    and the kingdom shall be the Lord's.  Obadiah 21 

 
 
Psalms is a unique book because it contains words spoken by humans to God or about God, 
rather than being words from God to people. The point is not to teach us doctrine or how to 
behave morally. They’re intended to help us express ourselves honestly to God and to 
consider his ways. We know that many were originally composed as musical poems, so let’s 
not forget that poetry and music are about emotion! The language is intentionally emotive, 
which means it makes use of literary devices like metaphor and hyperbole to express a range 
of feelings. The reader is supposed to be taken to a place of expression that goes beyond 
mere cognitive understanding of facts.  
 
There are different types of Psalms, each of which was intended to function in a certain way 
in the life of Israel. Each one functions as a literary unit, with a particular pattern of 
development that presents ideas, develops them, and brings it to some form of conclusion. 
Some Psalms were intended for corporate worship, while others are more suited to 



Let’s Learn!                                                                                                                                                          

 34 

individual expression. People sang them in all sorts of circumstances, both in the temple and 
elsewhere. We know from the New Testament that Jesus and his disciples knew the Psalms 
well. 
 
Sometimes the Psalm types are grouped or labeled differently, but it will help us to know 
that there are roughly seven different kinds: 
 

1. Laments: These can be either corporate or individual, and they’re the largest group in 
the Psalter. They help a person express to the Lord their struggles, suffering, or 
disappointments. (Psalm 88) 

2. Thanksgiving Psalms: These express joy to the Lord for something that has gone well. 
(Psalm 65) 

3. Hymns of Praise: These don’t pay so much attention to personal joys or trials, but 
instead center on praise of God for who he is and for how he has benefited the whole 
earth and his own people.  (Psalm 8) 

4. Salvation-History Psalms: These describe the history of God’s saving works among the 
people of Israel, especially how he delivered them from bondage in Egypt and made 
them into a people. (Psalm 78) 

5. Psalms of Celebration and Affirmation: There are several kinds of Psalms in this 
category (and others organize it differently), but there are basically covenant renewal 
liturgies, royal psalms, enthronement psalms, and Songs of the City of Jerusalem. 
(One of each: Psalm 50, 2, 24, 46) 

6. Wisdom Psalms: These praise the merits of wisdom and the wise life and often sound 
a lot like some parts of Proverbs. (Psalm 36) 

7. Songs of Trust: They help us express our trust in God, even in difficult circumstances. 
(Psalm 11) 

 
It will help you every time you turn to the book of Psalms to make yourself aware of the type 
of Psalm you’re reading!  
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Each type has different characteristics and a fairly predictable pattern that you can learn to 
recognize. For example, the psalms of Thanksgiving generally have an introduction, a cry of 
distress, an appeal to God, a description of deliverance, and a testimony of praise for God’s 
mercy. One way to study the Psalms on your own would be to map these things out within 
each one as you read them. Another way to use the Psalms is to pray them to God, adjusting 
the wording to match your own circumstances.  
 
Some of the Psalms express very difficult emotions. The hardest ones to handle are usually 
what are called “Imprecatory Psalms.” These mostly fall into the category of Laments, but 
there are imprecatory statements scattered in with the other categories. These are 
expressions that seem to vent a great deal of bitterness, anger, and hatred. These emotions 
can certainly lead to sinful thoughts or actions, but having the emotion itself is not sinful. The 
Psalms are helpful because they express raw, honest emotion in satisfying poetry, yet they 
always end up directing these things to the One who can do something about the situation: 
God! Why should we deny that we feel these things? It’s better to express our anger to God 
than to seek revenge. Remember that loving our enemies doesn’t mean we’re required to 
have warm feelings toward them. Love is action.   
 
Easily the most difficult imprecatory Psalm is 137, especially verses 7-9.   
 

7Remember, O Lord, against the Edomites 
    the day of Jerusalem, 
how they said, “Lay it bare, lay it bare, 
    down to its foundations!” 
  
8O daughter of Babylon, doomed to be destroyed, 
    blessed shall he be who repays you 
    with what you have done to us! 
 
9Blessed shall he be who takes your little ones 
    and dashes them against the rock! 

 
The composer of this Psalm is calling for God’s judgment according to the terms of the 
covenant and according to the wrong that has been done to Israel. Desiring temporal 
judgment is not the same as desiring eternal hell for someone. The psalmist here is telling 
God about the feelings of the suffering Israelites and using the same extreme hyperbole that 
is found in the covenant curses of Deuteronomy. God is the hearer of these angry words, as 
it should be God alone who hears the angry words of our hearts and mouths. He can handle 
having our anger channeled through him, and he will bring us around to his own purposes 
and timing. The Psalmist is not trying to rouse people to go smash the babies of their 
enemies.  He is asking God to execute perfect justice on Israel’s behalf, and justice from his 
experience is “eye-for-eye.” 
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Another difficulty in interpretation in the book of Psalms is the word “hate.” It will help us to 
remember that “despise” isn’t the only possible meaning of this word. It can also mean “to 
reject” or “to be unwilling or unable to put up with” something. So when the psalmist says, “I 
have nothing but hatred for them” (139:22), he’s expressing with hyperbole that he can’t put 
up with those who hate God. It is not contradicting the rest of scripture by trying to get us to 
think hatred (despising) of others is okay. 
 
When it comes to reading and using Psalms on our own, there are three main benefits. 
 

1. They’re a guide to worship. 
2. They demonstrate how we can relate honestly to God. 
3. They show that it’s important to reflect and meditate on what God has done for us. 

 
What they don’t do is make promises to us that God is going to make believers happy and 
cause their lives to be trouble-free. You’d have to read them very selectively to come to this 
conclusion. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 9: OT WISDOM LITERATURE 

Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes are commonly known as the Wisdom Books. Several psalms 
and Song of Songs/Solomon also fall into the wisdom category. The type of wisdom that 
Proverbs contains is called proverbial wisdom, while Ecclesiastes and Job contain speculative 
wisdom. Song of Songs can be called lyric wisdom. All of these can be highly practical and 
centered on experience, not just theory. 
 

Wisdom is the ability to make godly choices in life.1 

That’s what these books and sections of scripture are about. They deal with living wisely in 
our world and recognizing God as creator as we live out our job of being his imager. 
 
This type of literature often gets misapplied simply because it’s really easy to take snatches 
of wisdom teaching out of context. The sayings sound profound and they appear to be very 
practical, so people post them to their FB timelines as if they stand alone. Sometimes people 
fail to follow the line of argument correctly, which means they are not understanding biblical 
truth as intended. This is particularly common with the book of Job. They may also 
misunderstand some of the terms, categories, and styles that are used in this type of 
literature. 
 
The very first step towards gaining wisdom (the ability to make godly choices in life) is 
knowing God. It’s not enough to know about him abstractly or theoretically—it needs to be 
concrete in the sense that we’ve committed our lives to him. This puts us in the right general 
direction, and from there we can learn much from the wisdom literature that helps us be 
more precise in how to make godly choices. 
 
To the biblical authors, responsible and successful living was the goal, so wisdom literature is 
aimed at behavior and helping people learn how to apply God’s truth to their own 
experiences. The culture of the day saw a wise person as a sort of substitute parent to 
anyone who was seeking wisdom from him/her. Joseph was called a “father” to Pharaoh 
(Gen 45:8) and Deborah was called a “mother” in Israel (Judges 5:7). So, in Proverbs, you 
often see the wise teacher addressing his pupil as “my child.” In fact, it is helpful to view the 
whole book as being aimed at a young person at a crossroads of decision-making about what 
kind of adult he/she wishes to become. 
 
The wisdom books are largely written in the form of poetry. As we’ve pointed out a couple of 
times, poetry is easier to memorize than prose because of its cadences and techniques. 
Many ancient cultures had teachers and scribes who collected and composed wise sayings in 
this format. The Bible is different from other literature mainly in the sense that it’s insistent 

                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart. How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth. Page 225. 
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that God is the origin of wisdom and that the whole purpose of having wisdom is to please 
him. Wisdom in the Old Testament only achieves its proper ends when it is subordinated in 
obedience to God. This is why it’s such a tragedy that Solomon’s great wisdom didn’t prevent 
him from turning away from faithfulness to God.  
 
Proverbial Wisdom 
 
Proverbial wisdom concentrates mostly on practical attitudes and behaviors in everyday life. 
It teaches basic values. There’s no guarantee that everything will go perfectly for a person 
who follows all the guidelines, but Proverbs does say that if all things are equal, certain basic 
attitudes and patterns will help a person grow into responsible adulthood. 
 
A proverb is a brief and particular expression of a truth. We should recognize that the briefer 
a statement is, the less likely it is to be totally precise and applicable to everyone. The 
advantage to proverbs is that they’re catchy and easy to remember.  
 
Hebrew proverbs must be understood in a reasonable way and taken on their own terms as 
intended. They point toward a truth, rather than stating everything about that truth. If you 
take them literally, they’re likely to be technically inexact. Consider whether this is meant to 
be literal: 
 

27 Can a man carry fire next to his chest 
    and his clothes not be burned? 
28 Or can one walk on hot coals 
    and his feet not be scorched? 
29 So is he who goes in to his neighbor's wife; 
    none who touches her will go unpunished.  
    Proverbs 6:27-29 

 
 
The whole point is that committing adultery is as foolish as playing with fire. 
 

 

3 Commit your work to the Lord, 
    and your plans will be established.  Proverbs 16:3 

 
This is the kind of proverb that catches us up! If we don’t realize that it’s an inexact 
statement meant to be figurative, you’d assume that it’s a clear-cut promise from God that if 
you do some kind of dedication prayer before starting something, it will be successful 
according to your definition of the term. What the proverb means is that a life committed to 
God will succeed according to God’s definition of success.  
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Here are a few specific things to remember as we try to make Proverbs applicable to our 
lives: 
 

1. Proverbs are not legal guarantees from God. All of the blessings and rewards that are 
mentioned are likely to follow if you choose the wise course of action that is outlined, 
but Proverbs is not intended to teach that you will have automatic success or failure if 
you do certain things. 

 

The Lord tears down the house of the proud 
    but maintains the widow's boundaries.  Proverbs 15:25 

 
It’s also good to know that the terms “widows,” “fatherless,” and “foreigners” are 
meant to represent all dependent or helpless people. 

 
2. Proverbs must be read as a collection, as they balance with each other and the rest of 

scripture. Sometimes they contradict each other, and you’ll get a different point by 
comparing the two.  

 

4 Answer not a fool according to his folly, 
    lest you be like him yourself. 
5 Answer a fool according to his folly, 
    lest he be wise in his own eyes.  Proverbs 26:4-5 

 
Wisdom is about knowing what is best in a given context. 
 
If you only read the ones about gaining worldly success and start to think this is 
equated with righteousness, you’ll start to justify living a selfish life or other sinful 
practices. Or if you read 21:22 in isolation, are you going to think you have the ability 
to attack a well-defended city all on your own?  

 
 A wise man scales the city of the mighty 
    and brings down the stronghold in which they trust.  Proverbs 21:22 

 
 

Probably not, but you can’t take 22:26 or 6:20 literally and personally for every 
situation, either. 

  
Be not one of those who give pledges, 
    who put up security for debts.  Proverbs 22:26 
 
My son, keep your father's commandment, 
    and forsake not your mother's teaching.  Proverbs 6:20 

 
In other words, these don’t cover the possible exceptions, such as when your parents 
give you very bad or unbiblical advice. 
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Train up a child in the way he should go; 
even when he is old he will not depart from it.  Proverbs 22:6 

 
Many parents have spent years feeling guilty for what they should have done to make 
their son or daughter follow God, when really the child is exercising his/her own God-
given free will and is choosing to be rebellious. It is unnecessary self-torture based on 
a Proverb that was never meant to be a guarantee. 

 
3. Proverbs are worded to be memorable, not to be theologically accurate.  

 
No proverb is so perfectly worded that it can stand up to the unreasonable 
demand that it apply in every situation at every time.2  

 
The Proverbs are trying to impart knowledge to be retained, not philosophy to 
impress a critic. They create an image in the mind, which is easier to remember than 
abstract data. The catchy sound of them sticks better than a lot of complicated 
sentences. Nobody is supposed to be everything that Proverbs 31 describes about 
this woman. This chapter is ordered as an acrostic with each verse beginning with a 
successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. It’s memorable and pleasing in Hebrew, but 
impossible for any mortal woman to achieve. It emphasizes by exaggeration how 
much joy a good woman brings to her family. 

 
4. Some Proverbs need to be “translated” to be appreciated. If they’re dated to their 

own time and culture, they’re not going to make sense to us. Sometimes it’s possible 
to carefully put them in terms of our own practices and institutions. Of course, our 
adjustments aren’t inspired, but they may help us see it in a way that prevents us 
from just brushing it aside.  
 

Speculative Wisdom 
 
Job is a great literary masterpiece and is mostly structured as a dialogue. The trick to 
interpreting it correctly is to always be sure you know who’s talking and to realize that one of 
the themes of the book is that sometimes Job’s friends say really stupid things. You can’t take 
their bad advice to heart. They tell Job that when life goes well for someone, it’s a sign that 
they are righteous, and when things go bad, the person must have sinned and therefore 
deserves what has happened. This isn’t at all in line with what the rest of the Bible teaches, 
so you can’t just pull their advice out of context and try to apply it to yourself. By the end of 
the book, we should conclude that we can’t listen to the world’s wisdom because God’s 
wisdom is much higher, and that he reigns in sovereignty and righteousness. This gives us 
confidence and comfort. 
 

                                                             
2 Fee and Stuart, page 238. 
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Ecclesiastes is another example of speculative wisdom. It can be interpreted from very 
different perspectives, but the rules for applying it are pretty much the same. We shouldn’t 
take phrases and lines out of context or give them meaning that weren’t the author’s 
purpose. We also need to grapple with the meaning of the word that is translated “vanity,” 
“meaningless,” or “futility.” 
 
Basically, the author of Ecclesiastes is communicating four things: 
 

1. God is the Creator of all things and all life comes from him as a gift. 
2. His ways are not always (if ever) understandable.  
3. What humans do under the sun doesn’t add up. The way things should be is often not 

the way they really are. 
4. Death is the great equalizer. It happens to everyone. 

 
He seems to be trying to make the point that we should still live life as if it’s a gift from God 
and that joy doesn’t come from accumulation or profit. One way to look at the book is that 
the author is showing how meaningless life would look if there were no God or afterlife. The 
fatalism presented makes the reader long for meaning, which the author concludes is found 
in a covenant relationship with God. Some people are bothered because Ecclesiastes doesn’t 
include assurances that everything will work out. It doesn’t even contain the great themes 
from the rest of scripture. But that’s not its purpose. It’s an example of speculative wisdom—
trying to raise hard questions for consideration rather than providing answers. Ultimately, we 
should see Christ’s death and resurrection as the answer. 
 
Lyric Wisdom 
 
Song of Songs is a lengthy love song associated with Solomon. It deals particularly with the 
wisdom of marital and sexual fidelity. Again, there are different ways to interpret it and we 
must resist the urge to allegorize too much, but there can be no argument that it presents 
the very antithesis of unfaithfulness. Love songs were commonly sung at weddings and were 
prized by ancient people, and this one is all about attraction, the preciousness of love, and 
the dangers of infidelity. It suggests to the reader that they, too, should make godly choices, 
but it doesn’t describe these choices in a mundane manner. 
 
As for what is happening in the story and who is involved, these are secondary to the overall 
purpose for the book that we just stated. I prefer the view that says the Shulamite woman 
was brought into Solomon’s harem as a potential bride or concubine but that she was 
fiercely in love with her shepherd boy and stayed faithful to him. Others believe she was one 
of Solomon’s wives. What you think about this will surely influence what you think is 
happening, but the overall themes that this love song adds to the collection of wisdom 
literature in the OT remain. 
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The Bible Project has these quotes about wisdom literature: 
 

Proverbs is focused on the general rule that if you follow in God’s ways, things go well 
for you. Ecclesiastes and Job focus on the exceptions—when you obey but things don’t 
go well. 

 
OT Law: “thou shalt not” 
Prophets: “thus says the Lord” 
Wisdom: “Listen to what God has said through wise people and their experiences” 
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LITERATURE LESSON 10: MORE OLD TESTAMENT GENRES 

There are more genres within the Old Testament that we won’t have time to cover. These 
include: 
 

• genealogies 
• law codes 
• lawsuits 
• funeral dirges 
• disputations 
• war oracles 
• military annals 
• others 

 
Listeners/readers had expectations for each of these types of literature. Today we’ll touch 
briefly on the first two of these. 
 
 
Genealogies 
 
When it comes to reading genealogies, the main thing to realize is that the author has an 
agenda for including it at that point. Genealogies have a function. They’re not always entirely 
chronological or linear, like the way we would create a family tree. Sometimes they’re 
grouped by dynasties or in some other way surrounding a particular person. A person 
reading a genealogy in an ancient culture would have been able to pick up on the purpose for 
the list being there in a way that’s much harder for us to discern from our vantage point.  
 
We’ll illustrate these potential agendas by looking at two of them: Genesis 29:31-30:24 and 
Gen 35:22-35. These both seem to give us a list of the descendants of Jacob. We would 
expect it to be a linear list, in which each of the twelve sons is given equal prominence 
strictly according to birth order. The first one sort of does this in a narrative form. In the 
second list, the children of 
Jacob are grouped according 
to Jacob’s two wives and two 
concubines, not according to 
their ages. We already know 
that concubines have lesser 
social status and that Rachel 
was Jacob’s favorite wife. The 
way the genealogy is present 
actually propels the plot line 
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forward towards the latter part of Genesis, in which Joseph’s role in getting the Israelites to 
Egypt is prominent. 
 
Old Testament Law 
 
The law was God’s gift to his people to establish how they were supposed to live in 
community with each other and to give them a way to have a relationship with Yahweh living 
in their midst. The law also gave them boundaries for their relationships with the cultures 
that surrounded them. 
 
The term “law” itself means more than one thing in the Bible. It can mean the specific set of 
600+ commandments God gave the Israelites, or it can refer to the first five books of the 
Bible (the Pentateuch), and thus would include the narrative stories in which the law was 
given and from which it can’t be separated.  
 
For us as Christians, the difficulty in interpretation tends to be about how the specific laws 
apply to us (or don’t). Because we are under a new covenant with God, we are not expected 
to express our loyalty to Yahweh by keeping the terms of the Old Covenant (the Old 
Testament laws). We couldn’t do it anyway even if we wanted to, since there’s no temple.  
 
Here are some guidelines from Fee and Stuart for interpreting this genre: 
 

1. The Old Testament law is a covenant, which is a binding contract between two 
parties. When God made this covenant with Israel, he used the well-known covenant 
form that was common between a master and a vassal. The master would offer 
benefits and protection, and in return the vassal was expected to show loyalty by 
keeping certain stipulations. When we read Old Testament law, we should be aware 
that this type of covenant was something they all understood. 
 

2. The Old Testament is not our testament or covenant (it was not written to us, even 
though it serves a purpose in our lives). We should assume that none of its 
stipulations are binding on us unless they are renewed in the New Covenant. Unless 
the Old Testament law is somehow restated or reinforced in the New Testament, it is 
no longer binding on God’s people. Loyalty is still expected, but the way the loyalty is 
expressed is what has changed. 

 
3. Two types of Old Covenant stipulations have clearly not been renewed for us: 

Israelite civil laws and Israelite ritual laws. The penalties for various crimes that were 
to be imposed upon the Old Testament community are not applicable to a New 
Covenant that spans time and geography. We learn from the the civil laws by noticing 
how they functioned in Israelite society and also what they revealed about God’s 
character, which hasn’t changed. Ritual laws specified how the people were to 
worship via the sacrificial system. Christ’s one-for-all sacrifice immediately made the 
old system obsolete. Worship continues, but in a New Covenant manner. 
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4. Some aspects of Old Testament ethical law are restated in the New Testament. Jesus 

said the two greatest commandments undergird the totality of the law and still relate 
to us: love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and love your 
neighbor as yourself. Some Old Testament ethical laws are redefined in the New 
Testament in terms of love for neighbor, rather than by just saying “don’t do this.” 

  
5. While the Old Testament laws are not God’s commands to us, the Old Testament is 

still God’s Word for us. He wants us to know about these commands because they 
show things about himself. He told people to build parapets around the roofs of their 
houses because he’s a God who doesn’t want visitors or children falling off of roofs. 
We don’t have to take the parapet command literally, but we should go beyond the 
command to the point where we’re conscientious about anything that might bring 
harm to another person that is within our power to control. 

 
6. Only that which is explicitly renewed from the Old Testament can be considered part 

of the “law of Christ.” The Ten Commandments are all restated in one way or another 
(often even more strongly—to the point where it’s our thoughts that matter, not only 
our actions), so these still apply. (Remember that Christ is our sabbath, though. We 
rest in his work on the cross and are not commanded to cease all physical work on 
the seventh day of the week.) We also have the two greatest commands, as we 
mentioned. Otherwise, no other specific OT laws can be shown to be strictly binding 
on Christians. 

 
So the law is still a valuable part of the Bible even though it’s not our law. It’s interesting to 
see that the Israelites’ problem wasn’t so much their inability to keep the law, but the fact 
that they chose not to do it. Some very imperfect people were commended for their loyalty 
to Yahweh, even though they broke the law at times. The law was not thought of in Israel as 
a way to be saved eternally. It couldn’t possibly function that way, and they knew that. It was 
a way of establishing loyalty between God and his people, clearly representing the terms of 
the agreement that they had made with their God. It’s not a complete list for us of 
everything that makes God happy, but it provides examples of what it means to be loyal to 
him.  
 
When you read OT law, it will be helpful to notice that there are two types of laws: apodictic 
and casuistic.  
 
Apodictic Laws 
 
As we’ve learned, apodictic laws are those that are direct commands beginning with “do” or 
“do not.” (Example: Leviticus 19:9-14) They’re not exhaustive. The Israelites were told to 
leave part of their grain or grapes for the poor and the foreigner. The point is that they’re 
supposed to care for those people, so this would apply to other crops that aren’t named. It 
sets a standard by example rather than by listing every possible circumstance.  
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The Old Testament law is more like the US constitution than it is like the federal and state 
law codes. It’s a broad sweep and a general outline of what justice looks like. It doesn’t 
contain wording that specifies every single way you could possibly violate the law.  
 
Interestingly, this is what the Pharisees were trying to do. They were trying to keep the letter 
of the law (and weren’t so concerned about the spirit of it), so they added a great deal of 
specificity that God never intended. They went so far as to determine how much weight you 
could carry or how many steps you could take on the sabbath. God wanted them to honor 
the sabbath as a way of expressing that they trusted in his provision so extensively that they 
could take a day off work each week. He did not want them to count how many steps they 
could take before they figured he’d be upset. For us as Christians, the law illustrates how 
impossible it is to please God through our own efforts and how desperately we need a savior. 
 
Casuistic Laws 
 
Casuistic laws are those that set forth case-by-case scenarios. (Example: Deuteronomy 15:12-
17)  
 

12 “If your brother, a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you, he shall serve you six 
years, and in the seventh year you shall let him go free from you. 13 And when you let him go 
free from you, you shall not let him go empty-handed. 14 You shall furnish him liberally out of 
your flock, out of your threshing floor, and out of your winepress. As the Lord your God has 
blessed you, you shall give to him. 15 You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you; therefore I command you this today. 16 But if he 
says to you, ‘I will not go out from you,’ because he loves you and your household, since he is 
well-off with you, 17 then you shall take an awl, and put it through his ear into the door, and 
he shall be your slave forever. And to your female slave you shall do the same.  

 
Casuistic laws give examples of what may happen and what ought to be done if it does. 
These will apply only to people in the exact situation that is mentioned, which is different 
from apodictic law that was for all people and was representative of the right thing to do. 
Some scholars believe the examples given in the legal code are taken from actual records of 
verdicts that were handed down by judges (“precedent”), to be used to help make future 
decisions. Even though casuistic law constitutes a large percentage of the commandments of 
the law, none of these laws are explicitly renewed in the new covenant. 
 
Looking at the passage we just read as an example, let’s see what we can learn that benefits 
us. 
 

1. We don’t personally own slaves, but we can see that God’s provision for slavery in the 
Old Testament was not brutal and harsh. We could never use the Old Testament to 
justify the kind of slavery in which people are snatched up from their own countries 
and forced to serve their entire lives doing hard labor under harsh conditions. As 
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redeemed slaves themselves, Israel was to show mercy to those who found it 
necessary to become slaves, and the condition was not intended to be for a person’s 
lifetime. God loves slaves. He demanded generosity toward them. 
 

2. It was possible at that time for slaves to be better off in bondage than they would 
have been if they were free. The slave owner took on the obligation of providing 
food, clothing, and shelter for his slaves, which in many cases was a way to stay alive 
that many people in our day would be thankful to have. If a master treats his slaves 
with respect and kindness, it could be a good thing. 

 
3. The slave owner never owned his slaves in a total sense. God was the owner of the 

slave, so there were restrictions for slave owners about the length of slavery and the 
conditions under which it was to continue. 

 
So even though these commands aren’t directly for us to obey, we learn much from them 
about God, his demands of fairness, his ideals for Israel, his relationship to people, and his 
goal of redemption. By studying these laws, we gain understanding that makes our 
redemption through Christ even more profound and beautiful. The sorts of standards God 
set for his Old Covenant people should enlighten us about his will for us as New Covenant 
people. 
 
 
Other Nations’ Law Codes 
 
Other cultures of the time had law codes, too, and there are remarkable similarities between 
them and the Bible. Some people have used these similarities to accuse the Old Testament of 
being copied from other documents. But when you really dig into it, it’s the differences that 
are the most striking! The Old Testament law is quite an advancement over its predecessors, 
especially in the way women, children, and slaves are treated. In other cultures, justice had a 
lot to do with a person’s economic or social status rather than his/her humanity. For 
example, a person who murdered someone else only had to die for it if it was a wealthy man 
that he killed. If it were a woman or a slave, he could pay a fine or perhaps give his own 
daughter to be executed for his crime. The Bible is more of an equalizer, although there are a 
few instances where this societal stratification shows up in examples of case law. For 
example, some people try to use the lesser penalties for causing a miscarriage than for 
committing a murder as justification for abortion. They’re imposing a modern issue on the 
text and they’re trying to make the law code genre suddenly turn theological. We need to 
tackle the issue of personhood from the theological parts of the Bible and not try to force 
legal literature to do that. 
 
Another thing to consider about God’s laws for the Israelites is they generally served to 
benefit the people, not put them into bondage. This can be illustrated by looking at some of 
the various types of laws. 
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• Food laws: These often had a protective purpose, since the foods that were 
prohibited were ones that were more likely to carry disease in that climate, were 
uneconomical to raise for food in that part of the world, or were preferred as 
religious sacrifices by Israel’s neighbors, whom they were not to copy. 

 
• Laws about the shedding of blood: These were generous, as God was accepting the 

death of another living thing (an animal) in the place of the life of the sinner among 
his people. And, of course, this always pointed ahead and readied the people to 
understand that the Messiah would die for their sins once and for all.  

 
• Unusual Prohibitions: Many “thou shalt nots” may have been put in place to protect 

them against loss, like the different shrinkage rates that would happen if they wove a 
garment with two kinds of material or the unreliability of hybridized seeds. But some 
of the things that seem random to us were also probably designed to prevent the 
Israelites from participating in the fertility cult practices of the Canaanites. For 
example, the Canaanites believed in sympathetic magic (that you could influence the 
gods and nature by your actions), and that boiling a goat kid in its mother’s milk 
would ensure the continued fertility of the flock. Another angle on this that could be 
explored is the way God wants his creation to be preserved, therefore he is often 
opposed to the “mixing” of things. No matter how you look at it, the prohibition laws 
aren’t arbitrary and peripheral. 

 
• Laws giving blessings to those who keep them: An example is how God said he would 

bless those who tithe to him. This law provides for the needy in the land, so God 
promises a benefit to those who help the needy. It’s not a restrictive or punitive law, 
it’s one that makes society run well. 

 
There is much more to be learned about the legal literature of the Bible and the genealogies, 
and we didn’t even touch on several other less prominent genres of the Old Testament. 
Hopefully your senses are being sharpened to recognize that there is more below the surface 
than you thought! Many of the complexities and things that disturb us can be resolved when 
we understand what to expect out of any given type of literature. 
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STORY TIME: DOING BUSINESS1 

In the West, we have a tendency to teach concepts, rather than stories. Our most intelligent 
theologians are often quite abstract and difficult to understand. When they teach about 
Paul’s writings, for example, they emphasize the explanation of his ideas, placing far less 
emphasis on his metaphors. I think one reason C.S. Lewis has appealed to so many people is 
that he was a master at taking a difficult abstract concept and wrapping it up in a metaphor 
or telling it in the form of a story. 

Metaphors communicate things that rational, logical arguments can’t do on their own. You 
can gain so much from a picture that you can’t describe in words. Jesus was a metaphorical 
theologian. The main way that he created meaning for his listeners was through metaphor, 
simile, parable, and dramatic action. He talked more like a poet than a philosopher. It’s 
crucial for us to try to understand his parables in light of his particular culture, because that’s 
the only way we can unlock the meaning of the metaphors. The parts of a parable all work 
together and must be understandable in terms that would have been familiar to Jesus’ 
original audience. We shouldn’t read Marxism, Freudianism, or modern Capitalism into them, 
as interpreters have often tried to do.  

Learning to understand parables in their context is like learning to appreciate music. As 
Kenneth Bailey put it: 

Anyone can listen to a great piece of music and be moved, but someone with a trained 
ear will hear more and be moved to a deeper level by the same music.2  

Let’s take one of Jesus’ parables and look at how a better understanding of the context helps 
us grasp some of the things that would have been in the heads of his listeners as he told 
them this story. This is from Luke 19. 

11 As they heard these things, he proceeded to tell a parable, because he was near to 
Jerusalem, and because they supposed that the kingdom of God was to appear 
immediately. 12 He said therefore, “A nobleman went into a far country to receive for 
himself a kingdom and then return. 13 Calling ten of his servants, he gave them ten 
minas, and said to them, ‘Engage in business until I come.’ 14 But his citizens hated 
him and sent a delegation after him, saying, ‘We do not want this man to reign over 
us.’15 When he returned, having received the kingdom, he ordered these servants to 
whom he had given the money to be called to him, that he might know what they had 
gained by doing business. 16 The first came before him, saying, ‘Lord, your mina has 
made ten minas more.’ 17 And he said to him, ‘Well done, good servant! Because you 
have been faithful in a very little, you shall have authority over ten cities.’ 18 And the 

                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (by 
Kenneth Bailey), chapter 31. 
2 Ibid, page 281 
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second came, saying, ‘Lord, your mina has made five minas.’ 19 And he said to him, 
‘And you are to be over five cities.’ 20 Then another came, saying, ‘Lord, here is your 
mina, which I kept laid away in a handkerchief; 21 for I was afraid of you, because you 
are a severe man. You take what you did not deposit, and reap what you did not 
sow.’ 22 He said to him, ‘I will condemn you with your own words, you wicked servant! 
You knew that I was a severe man, taking what I did not deposit and reaping what I did 
not sow? 23 Why then did you not put my money in the bank, and at my coming I might 
have collected it with interest?’24 And he said to those who stood by, ‘Take the mina 
from him, and give it to the one who has the ten minas.’ 25 And they said to him, ‘Lord, 
he has ten minas!’ 26 ‘I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but from 
the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away. 27 But as for these enemies 
of mine, who did not want me to reign over them, bring them here and slaughter them 
before me.’” 
 

Luke gave us the reason Jesus told this parable. It was because his disciples “supposed that 
the Kingdom of God was to appear immediately.” Did you notice that they were nearing 
Jerusalem? This means they were coming from Jericho, just off the heels of Zacchaeus’ 
conversion. The salvation of a tax collector and the restoration of sight to a blind man were 
fresh in their minds. Passover was quickly approaching, which highlighted the rescue of the 
nation and wrath on those who oppose Israel. We can’t blame the disciples for thinking it 
must be about time for the salvation of the whole nation of Israel! But Jesus knew what they 
didn’t: it would be at least 2,000 years before the consummation of the Kingdom. This 
parable was his way of teaching the people of God how to live during the wait. 

The political scene in which the story is set would have been familiar to the audience. 
Seventy years earlier, Herod the Great had made a trip to Rome, seeking an appointment 
from Caesar. He was successful and was given the kingship. About 40 years later, his son 
Archelaus attempted the same thing. He approached the Roman authorities in an effort to 
secure the kingship, arguing his case against his half-brother, Antipas. Archelaus was 
unsuccessful and was banished. So this parable is no hypothetical story. If you were living 
back then and someone powerful went away to establish himself as king, you would wonder 
whether or not he would be successful! 

Jesus told other similar parables, so we need to be careful not to confuse this one with the 
others. In this case, the nobleman called ten of his servants and gave them each an equal 
amount of money (unlike another parable, in which the servants were each given different 
amounts). The money he gave them was worth more than three months’ wages for a laborer. 
They were told to engage in trade because he would be coming back. They were to get out 
there and invest the money, doing the best they could to multiply it in the limited time they 
had. However, the master was not interested in simply having his servants earn more money 
for his treasury. We know this because when he returned, his stated reason for commending 
the first servant was for his faithfulness, not for being successful. The master’s ultimate intent 
was for them to represent him, and they could do this by starting businesses in his name. This 
would mean that they were publicly declaring their loyalty to him. It’s wasn’t supposed to be 
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“Joe Smith’s Clay Pots,” it was to be “His Majesty’s Clay Pots.” We tend to want to read 
modern capitalism into it, but this was really all about faithfulness to the master. 

Transitions of power are times of great uncertainty, and there weren’t really any stable 
political institutions in the Middle East during Jesus’ time. The plot thickens as we continue 
hearing the story and we learn that some of this nobleman’s subjects made an effort to 
prevent him from becoming king. They sent a delegation to declare that they were opposed 
to this man’s reign. The story assumes that the nobleman’s servants in the parable were 
aware of this delegation. They were forced to make the choice to align with the master or 
not.  

Because of the uncertainty of it all, it would make sense to bury the money and see who ends 
up ruling before committing one way or the other! If the enemies were successful, it would 
not put you in a good light to have boldly represented the master by starting a business in his 
name. It would require a great deal of confidence that your master would eventually be 
successful for you to take such a risk. The nobleman was asking his servants to have this level 
of confidence in him: “Are you willing to take the risk and openly declare yourselves to be my 
loyal servants, even though many are opposing me? Once I return and have the power of a 
king, it will be easy to be loyal. I’m interested in seeing how you conduct yourselves while I’m 
away, even though I know you’ll have to pay a high price to identify with me openly.”  

People who are Christians in a majority Islamic culture know all about this high price! Every 
day they suffer to remain loyal to a king that nobody around them wants to have ruling over 
them. 

Even though there was opposition, the nobleman was successful in gaining power. He called 
his servants back together and asked them about the business they conducted. Again, our 
translations usually lend themselves more to a capitalist interpretation, in which the king 
cares most about how much money they’ve made. But it would be better to read it, “How 
much business has been transacted?” instead of, “What have you gained?” In other words, 
he wanted to know the extent to which they had publicly declared their allegiance him during 
his absence. How much confidence did they have that he would be recognized as the rightful 
king?  

If a servant had made money, it would show that he had conducted business as a loyal 
representative. If he didn’t, it would show that he had been uncertain of the outcome and 
afraid to show loyalty. The focus of the story is on faithfulness, not on profits.  

The first two servants focused on the master’s gifts, telling him that they produced more. 
“Your gifts produced the fruit of our efforts” is essentially what they reported. Paul speaks 
similarly in 1 Corinthians 3:6, 8 when he says that he planted, Apollos watered, and God gave 
the growth, “and each shall receive his wages according to his labor” (1 Cor 3:6, 8). The 
wages are not tied to what is produced, but according to the labor. 
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In the parable, there was a partnership between the master’s gifts and the servants’ effort. 
Instead of privileges, as we would expect them to receive, they were actually given more 
responsibility. That may not seem attractive to us in our modern state of being overwhelmed 
and overtired, but responsibility that matches one’s gifting and energy is truly a great 
blessing. Think of the most satisfying volunteer work you’ve ever done and imagine you had 
boundless energy and unlimited resources to do even more, and you may be approaching a 
glimpse of the joy of God’s Kingdom! 

The third servant admitted that he was afraid of the master. Actually, he was probably more 
afraid that his master wouldn’t be successful, and therefore he would end up on the wrong 
side of whomever gained power! We hear him essentially calling the master a thief, but we 
shouldn’t conclude from this that he intended to insult the master. Instead, it’s probably 
actually intended as a compliment. Songs and documents from that time are full of examples 
in which upright citizens are praised for their skill at plundering and raiding! So he was likely 
taking this approach when he pointed out that the master had taken what he didn’t deposit 
and reaped what he didn’t sow.  

He completely misunderstood his master, though. If this man was a nobleman in a settled 
agricultural community, like the farming and fishing villages that Jesus came from, this kind of 
language could be received as an insult. The servant didn’t bother to know what the master 
was really like. He just applied the kind of flattery that he expected would be pleasing.  

It’s important to note that the master didn’t admit to being a hard man, taking from others 
what wasn’t rightfully his. He observed that the servant knew him (or experienced him) that 
way, and he didn’t seek to correct him. He didn’t defend himself, but he left the servant with 
this distorted view of himself. In effect, part of the master’s judgment on the servant was to 
leave him stuck in this self-created, twisted perception of his good master’s nature.  

It was against Jewish law to charge interest to fellow Jews, so this was almost certainly why 
the servant buried the money instead of putting it in a bank for interest. This was 
inconsistent, though. If the master were really a robber-baron and took what wasn’t his from 
others, what would he care about getting some illegal money from interest? The logic just 
doesn’t work out, and the conclusion was that the servant was disloyal. 

The end of this parable bothers us on a couple of levels. First, just like the disciples who were 
listening, it feels unfair to us that the one who had so much was given even more. However, 
Jesus is simply affirming that if one of God’s servants responds to his gifts with faithfulness 
and loyalty, he or she will receive even greater gifts. And God has plenty to go around. 

The other difficulty is the command to slaughter the enemies who had sought to oppose the 
nobleman’s kingship. Many of Jesus’ parables are open-ended, seeming to stop before the 
final conclusion. The command is given, but we don’t get to see how it’s carried out. We see 
what the enemies deserve, but we don’t have a record of what they actually received. Is it 
possible that they would cry out for mercy and receive it, or maybe have a change of heart 
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and become loyal to the king? God gave a command to Abraham to kill his son, Isaac, and if 
you stopped at that part of the story you would never know that a substitution was provided. 
The penalty for sin is death, yet we have to finish the rest of the verse to know that the gift of 
God is eternal life through Jesus Christ. As in so many of his stories, Jesus didn’t tell us how 
everything actually ended up. In fact, in the Middle East, a decision that would appear to be 
final to us in the West is not so. The word ‘no’ is not considered to be the end of a matter; it 
is merely a pause in the negotiations. Bailey says: 

If a Westerner is told by his employer, ‘You’re fired! Clear out your desk! I want you off 
of the property by 5 p.m. Today!’ the employee will understand that he or she is fired 
and start packing at once in preparation for departure at 5 p.m. A traditional Middle 
Easterner will listen to the same speech and conclude: ‘The master is clearly very 
upset! Hmm—I see that I have a long negotiating process ahead of me. I must seek 
help from my influential friends. This is a very serious matter that requires immediate 
attention.3  

Everyone listening to Jesus’ story knew that the master’s command was the beginning of the 
process of dealing with his enemies. The listener was called upon to look back on the true 
nature of the master and to see that he had been generous three times: when he gave the 
money in the first place, when he multiplied benefits for his loyal servants, and when he did 
not punish the unfaithful servant beyond just taking back the money. As we make the logical 
connection between the master and God himself, we can be assured that Jesus’ words back 
in Luke 6:35-36 are true to the nature of God:  

But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your 
reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for he is kind to the 
ungrateful and the selfish. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful. 

This view of the parable is freeing for those of us who have traditionally read it with a bit of 
anxiety over whether we’re doing enough for God. Are we producing enough of a return on 
the investment? Will there be enough to show him when he comes back? We haven’t led 
many people to Christ, and those we try to talk to haven’t been responsive. Will we be seen 
as faithful or unfaithful? The real question is not a matter of Western capitalistic ideas: “have 
we made enough of a return on the investment to satisfy him?” The real question is whether 
we’re willing to be known as his loyal servants even when the world around us opposes him. 
Related to that is the question of whether we actually believe he is the true king and that he 
is powerful enough to take his rightful place and put things right. God has always been 
interested in clarifying which master we serve, and it has always been about loyalty, not 
performance.  

                                                             
3 Ibid, page 406. 
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It may help to think of the gifts of God to his servants as love, joy, and peace, as a Middle 
Eastern teacher named Matta al-Miskin suggested. Are these things multiplying within you as 
you demonstrate your loyalty to Christ? They will only increase if you devote your life to the 
Kingdom of the true God instead of holding back out of fear.  If you’ve grasped his love, joy, 
and peace and sought to multiply them, then you know full well how those who were given 
much are given even more, and how there is an endless supply for all who are faithful! 
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 7: SPEED ROUND WITH “REPENT”  (15:00) 

Let’s do another quick, real-life word study. This is something that I remember bothering me 
back in the days when we used the KJV. 
 
What should we do with this word “repent” used of God in Exodus 32:12 and 14? 
 
First, we check our English dictionary.  
 

intransitive verb (no direct object) 
1: to turn from sin and dedicate oneself to the amendment of one's life 
2 a: to feel regret or contrition 
   b: to change one's mind 
 
transitive verb  (has direct object) 
1: to cause to feel regret or contrition 
2: to feel sorrow, regret, or contrition for 

 
I usually think of repent as the first one, but this can’t be the right one because God doesn’t 
need to repent of sin. It’s good to know that there are other options, because I think I already 
found the reason it troubled me. My bias was toward a certain definition of the word “repent.” 
 
Let’s add an extra step here and look at what other translations say. Sometimes this is all we 
really need to do in situations like this to help us through while we’re reading a passage.  
 
Other translations: relented, changed his mind 
 
In the Hebrew lexicon, we see the Hebrew word is nacham, and that the other ways it can be 
translated are comfort, comforter, and ease. 
 
When we look down at the outline, Strong’s definitions, and Gesenius, we see that there is really 
only one major sense of the word, having to do with giving comfort or consolation. There is NO 
comparable sense to nacham that matches our first possible English definition, which was to 
turn away from sin. The whole idea with nacham is to comfort oneself or feel regret. 
 
One of the possible senses we’re given is to sigh or breathe strongly. Can we just replace “God 
repented” with “God sighed” and be done? Remember, one of the common mistakes in doing 
word studies is just to pick the one we like best. If we don’t see this sense being used in other 
verses, we should be cautious about assuming it’s the best meaning.  
 
So let’s skim through our other references. If we were going to follow the steps carefully, we’d 
pause on several primary verses and ask all of our questions about circumstances, characters, 
actions, and outcomes. But for now, just visually skim. Throughout Genesis, we see that most of 



 2 

the uses of nacham are about comforting or being comforted. We want to pay special attention 
in Exodus because this is the same book our original verse was found in. It’s always good to see 
how the same author used it in the same book. There’s actually only one other usage besides the 
original two we started with, and this one says “change mind.” 
 
Our last step is to apply our insights back to the word in the verse we started with. We can see 
that it works perfectly to say that God changed his mind. But I’m kind of affected by all of those 
occurrences where nacham contained the idea of that somebody needed to be comforted 
because of their distress over something bad or sad happening. When we think about how the 
circumstance of our Exodus passage is that God had just made a marriage covenant with his 
people and then almost immediately discovered them being unfaithful to him, I think we can 
make a good case for God “consoling himself.” God is very, very sad and hurt. Instead of 
displaying his wrath, which he has a legal right to do according to the terms of the mutually-
agreed-upon covenant, he changes his mind and shows mercy. 
 
Maybe to grab the whole nuance of what’s happening here in English, we could say, “God 
changed his heart.” He decided not to let his hurt feelings predominate, so he soothed himself 
and gave them another chance. We all know what it’s like to feel angry because we got hurt. If 
we were to look into this further, we would find that there is good commentary support for the 
idea that nacham includes nuances of changing one’s heart.  
 
Does it affect your view of God towards his people to see that he can be so hurt that he would 
express to Moses that he wanted to just be done with this? You can’t be that hurt if you don’t 
fully love someone. So it’s not that God was lying to Moses or just threatening him when he said, 
“leave me alone and let me destroy them… I’ll keep my promise to Abraham by making a nation 
out of just you.” He was expressing extreme emotion in a way that we can all understand. Have 
you ever said, “Leave me alone… I never want to see you again!” We allow for this kind of 
figurative language with each other, and we’ve seen how often God chose to allow his words to 
be expressed in figurative language that humans can connect with. In fact, Moses didn’t leave 
God alone and God wasn’t annoyed by that. When we try to literalize it by insisting on a certain, 
preconceived idea of the word “repent” we make wrong assessments about God’s character.  
 
The better option here is to see that he loves his people so much that he feels hurt and jealous 
when they reject him, which is exactly the thing a husband ought to feel when his wife cheats on 
him! Otherwise you would think he didn’t love her very much. In this case, the bride commits 
adultery on the honeymoon and God feels bad. Moses points out (probably for his own sake and 
ours—not because God didn’t know this) that expressing his hurt with anger wouldn’t be 
consistent with his own character and wouldn’t bring him glory among the nations.  
 
If you want to hear a great discussion about this passage and the whole idea of God changing his 
mind, go the Bible Project Podcast, God Series, Episode 7, Sept 3, 2018.1 Excellent. Really. 
Everyone needs to.  

 
1 https://thebibleproject.com/podcast/gods-fusion-humanity-god-e7/  
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make a good case for God “consoling himself.” God is very, very sad and hurt. Instead of 
displaying his wrath, which he has a legal right to do according to the terms of the mutually-
agreed-upon covenant, he changes his mind and shows mercy. 
 
Maybe to grab the whole nuance of what’s happening here in English, we could say, “God 
changed his heart.” He decided not to let his hurt feelings predominate, so he soothed himself 
and gave them another chance. We all know what it’s like to feel angry because we got hurt. If 
we were to look into this further, we would find that there is good commentary support for the 
idea that nacham includes nuances of changing one’s heart.  
 
Does it affect your view of God towards his people to see that he can be so hurt that he would 
express to Moses that he wanted to just be done with this? You can’t be that hurt if you don’t 
fully love someone. So it’s not that God was lying to Moses or just threatening him when he said, 
“leave me alone and let me destroy them… I’ll keep my promise to Abraham by making a nation 
out of just you.” He was expressing extreme emotion in a way that we can all understand. Have 
you ever said, “Leave me alone… I never want to see you again!” We allow for this kind of 
figurative language with each other, and we’ve seen how often God chose to allow his words to 
be expressed in figurative language that humans can connect with. In fact, Moses didn’t leave 
God alone and God wasn’t annoyed by that. When we try to literalize it by insisting on a certain, 
preconceived idea of the word “repent” we make wrong assessments about God’s character.  
 
The better option here is to see that he loves his people so much that he feels hurt and jealous 
when they reject him, which is exactly the thing a husband ought to feel when his wife cheats on 
him! Otherwise you would think he didn’t love her very much. In this case, the bride commits 
adultery on the honeymoon and God feels bad. Moses points out (probably for his own sake and 
ours—not because God didn’t know this) that expressing his hurt with anger wouldn’t be 
consistent with his own character and wouldn’t bring him glory among the nations.  
 
If you want to hear a great discussion about this passage and the whole idea of God changing his 
mind, go the Bible Project Podcast, God Series, Episode 7, Sept 3, 2018.1 Excellent. Really. 
Everyone needs to.  

 
1 https://thebibleproject.com/podcast/gods-fusion-humanity-god-e7/  


