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INTRODUCTION

G

alatians–Backstory/Christory articulates a biblically based
approach to the metanarrative revealed by the rending of the
veil during Jesus’ resurrection, a framework that will challenge church and ministry leaders to discern gospel and law in the
light of the history of Israel. One of the things discernible is that there
is both a social and a personal dimension of salvation for both Israel
and the gentiles inclusively. Ross confirms that the relationship
between law and freedom of the gospel is at the heart of Paul’s letter to
the Galatians. The very first chapter of Ross’ Galatians provides a brief
overview of the history of ancient Israel which sets the context for
Christ’s mission. In the light of Old Testament history and Christ’s
redemptive mission, Paul’s letter frames the New Testament conflict,
which actually continues to manifest even today.
The clearest example of that conflict came in what we call Jesus’
cleansing of the Temple, the purpose of which can be seen only in the
light of Israel’s history and Christ’s mission. This act of frustration and
justifiable anger preceded His resurrection. Jesus witnessed against the
old symbolic, legalistic temple culture and called the whole world to
God’s future, drawing all of humanity into what might be called our
right future possibilities—the coming Kingdom. Jesus’ cleansing of the
temple upturned the tables of those who were holding human history
hostage for their own personal benefit, those who thought that God’s
blessings were exclusively for themselves, their own group. Thus,
Paul’s witness to the Galatians reveals the centrality of the relationship
between law and gospel, and shows how they both define and clarify
one another in both personal and corporate contexts.
The wholeness of the metanarrative relating the messy contextual
backstory of God’s chosen yet disobedient people, who were veiled to
the good news of Christ’s story of actually living out the coming
i
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Kingdom, provides an important perspective and inspires imagination
to creatively confront with renewed insight and vigor the serious error
that continues to echo and resonate yet today. We, God’s people, are
still in the grip of an error of perspective today, as God’s people were
in Paul’s day. Our problem is that if the Bible is understood too liter ally, or if its literalism is completely rejected or discounted, then the
grand biblical metanarrative story that reveals the wholeness of Christ’s
mission remains unknown. Ross says again and again that Christ does
not contradict or deny the value and veracity of the Old Testament,
He fulfills it. He completes it. He brings it to fruition. He makes it real,
even for us today in the twenty-first century. The holism of the
gospel’s call to witness combines “knowing” (faith) with “yielding” to
His Holy Spirit (grace) in such a way that it finds worldly, cultural expression in “seeing” (hope) and “doing” (love)—the four gospel
elements of the pattern and power for imitating Christ, for identity in
and union with Christ.
What then must we do? Ross says that the most important story of
the Bible is about the relationship of Jesus Christ to the Old Testament, and about God’s enduring relationship with His people. Because
it is metanarrative, it is not a story that is found in the Bible. Rather, it
is a metastory about the Bible. Ross calls it “metabiblical.” As such, it’s
not in the Bible, it’s in history. It’s in the moment. It’s not about
telling the story, but is about actually living the story. It is the metastuff of which stories are made. And we must come to understand that
the story of the Bible is not about the past, it’s about the present, our
present right now. Ross works here and now to attune us to God’s
right future possibilities.
Ross talks about two points that are necessary for humanity to survive. Without clarification of these two points humanity will be lost,
or at least confused and conflicted. The two points are necessary in order to plot a path to a sustainable future, and without them we will
languish. Jesus was always future oriented, but never lost His historical
roots or His foothold in the present. He taught us to pray, “Thy kingdom come,” and to live an affective paradigm to love God and
neighbor. We are to do justice and love mercy, to live righteously and
protect the weak. We must learn how to live wisely, live compassionately, to serve neighbors by responding to our calling. And yet….
The biblical metastory, the Christory, provides the metadata for
the foundation of a biblical metaphysics of moral truth that could
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bridge the gap between a widening moral conflict between science
and religion, between church and state, between Christian and Jew—
and Muslim! This enduring conflict is about methodological analysis
and impacts both our understanding of the world and our action in the
world, our moral judgments and actions. It seems to me as an engineer
with thirty-seven years of professional work, including work on the
establishment of world-wide production standards, an international
scientific patent, and experience as a life-long Christian—a Presbyterian elder, that Ross has put his finger on something significant. If we
look at the issues of gospel and law in Galatians as setting moral standards, we can examine some significant premise-nested paradigms
relating to methodological analysis leading to the process of standards
adoption that has very wide application. The role that standards play in
the contemporary world cannot be under-emphasized. Standards creation is, in fact, the role of law in society.
The conflict in the contemporary world has come about because
the world is in the midst of rapid social, political, and legal change.
Old standards of all sorts are being swept away and new standards are
being formed. In actuality, the dispensation from the Old Testament
to the New Testament is still in process. Thus, the process of standardization, of normalization, is of critical importance. The most important
issue regarding the standardization process is the basis from which
standards are proposed and established, the foundation upon which
they depend. Thus, the conflict manifests as a conflict between science
(reason) and the Bible (faith), between the state (secularism) and the
church (religion), and between the historic biblical religions—Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam.
Ross has provided an analysis of Galatians, of law and gospel, that
speaks to both biblical history and our contemporary situation in a
way that I have not heard before, and yet appears to be solidly
grounded in the best aspects of faithfulness to historic, biblical Christianity. His analysis may provide a foundation for significant conflict
resolution in all of these areas—or at least some interesting ideas for
disucssion. Yet, there is much work that needs to be done to further
evaluate his insights.
My study and analysis of his work suggests that he has shown the
biblical roots of a long-standing, religious, philosophical, and historic
conflict between human ends and means, between what we ought to
do and what we can do, between how we ought to live and how we
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can live, between the purpose of humanity (being) and the practice of
humanity (doing). The beauty of his work in Galatians is that he
brings together Paul’s treatment of the abstract, intellectual, philosophical, historic, and biblical dimensions of this issue of changing social
standards (Old Testament to New Testament) with the practical,
moral issues of everyday life in a refreshing, insightful, and helpful way
that opens up a potential path for significant conflict resolution in the
light of Christ in our contemporary world. Ross’s work comports with
my own work in the areas of peace-making and the relationship of
corporate sin in terms of monetary policy founded on usury—interest.
The setting of financial and monetary standards falls into the same pit,
the same problems evidenced in Galatians, because the same methodological analysis is applied to these contemporary standards. It should
not be surprising that the same methods produce the same results
across the board.
Ross teaches that human society cannot thrive without biblical
morality, Trinitarian morality, a morality of mutual understanding and
cooperation among all sorts of very different kinds of people. If there is
no God, not only is there no right or wrong, but there can be nothing
but confusion and conflict regarding law and social, corporate standards, as the history of the world clearly reveals.
A new battle for the Bible is afoot because the wholeness of the
Bible has been ill perceived apart from what Ross calls the Backstory/Christory, Paul’s understanding of Israel’s history in the light of
Christ. One of the ways that we see this is from the fact that modern
Western culture, which is a child of Christianity, is awash in sin—personal sin, corporate sin, sexual sin, financial sin, etc. Poverty and
planetary despoliation are primary examples. We are caught in the grip
of an ingrained world-spirit of denial, deceit, jealousy, gossip, theft,
fraud, and covetousness that manifest as wide scale personal and social
brokenness. Contemporary people have no sense of the holism of the
biblical story in the light of Christ. We are in the grip of a divisive
narrow-mindedness on both the Right and the Left that is inadequately holistic, among both conservatives and liberals. Whatever
understanding we have of biblical morality has been compromised
through accommodation into an all-pervasive acedia, an epidemic of
religious sloth that is the very first trigger in a causal chain of the seven
deadly sins.
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There is a battle for the Bible that has been raging for a very long
time, but it is a battle that most Christians are not prepared to engage.
Average pew sitters are lambs to the slaughter because the self-centeredness of the world trumps the self-centeredness of Christians—their
timid identity with Christ, their tentative union with Christ, and their
tepid commitment to Christ. Christians are rightly conflicted about
their self-centeredness, the world is not. The world is much better positioned to win that argument, as we see daily. What must we do?
Read the Bible holistically! Ancient Israel was destined to fail in her
wider mission to the world because ancient Israel was a culture in
transition, it had one foot in the Old and nothing but hope for the
New. Very early in Israel’s history she began serving two metaphorical
“masters.”
Cain was jealous of Abel because God preferred Abel’s sacrifice.
The jealousy arose because of a religious problem. The whole of the
history of the Old Testament is the outworking of this religious problem, this transition and establishment from one culture to another.
God blessed Israel and set Israel apart to wander in the desert in order
that Israel could worship God rightly. Israel was called out of that old
pagan, ancient way of worship, which was based on domination, justice, and revenge—a law-based culture—to become a culture based on
mercy and forgiveness—a grace-based culture. Ancient Israel was a
culture in transition between the Old and the New. And yet when Jesus further illuminated the truth of the New, Israel, because of her
exclusive understanding of God, rejected Jesus’ Gospel. Jesus inaugurated a change, a change of law and a change of worship, where His
resurrected body is now the Temple of God (John 2:19; Matthew
26:59-64). Jesus inaugurated a new way of worship based on cooperation, mercy, and forgiveness—grace.
The entire story of humanity over the past five to eight thousand
years is about replacing the ancient retributive religious habits of domination, justice (understood as vindication against wrongdoing), and
revenge. Jesus taught the values and habits of cooperation, justice (understood as the righteousness of not doing wrong), and forgiveness.
The New Testament teaches mercy, gracefulness, and forgiveness.
The general historical outlines of this issue is coming to a head today
through the long-standing conflict between Islam and Christianity,
which employ competing systems of culture and morality. In our day,
Christianity is in the process of abandoning her historic moral under-
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standing, teaching, and commitment, and that abandonment then fuels
Islamic hatred of the West. The best thing that Western people can do
to extricate themselves from bearing the brunt of Islamic Jihad is to
stop being such a prominent target—by repentance. We must repent
by claiming biblical moral understanding, teaching, and commitment
in the light of Christ, in the light of Ross’ Backstory/Christory. Doing
that requires both a reaching back to our biblical history and reaching
forward with biblical hopefulness to a sustainable future, a future that
is only available in the light of Christ.
Ross essentially argues that the holiness of God is the wholeness of
God in Christ, that the purpose of God is the establishment of God in
Christ in the world, that the end or purpose of history is the reign of
Christ, not as some sort of ancient tyrant, but as a loving Father, as a
Bridegroom who is madly in love with His bride.
“I declare the end from the beginning, and from long ago what is
not yet done, saying: My plan will take place, and I will do all My
will” (Isaiah 46:10, Holman Christian Standard Bible).

Ray V. Foss
February 2016
Parkersburg, West Virginia
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PREFACE

T

he relationship between law and freedom is at the heart of
Paul’s letter to the Galatians, at the heart of the original conflict
between Catholics and Protestants, and at the heart of the
ongoing conflict between conservatives and liberals. For Martin Luther,
the essential issue of Christianity was the question of the freedom or
bondage of the human will, calling it the “hinge on which all turns.”
Luther, following Paul, argued that we are all naturally and historically
in bondage to sin and Satan until Christ supernaturally frees us.
In a similar way, the relationship between law and freedom is at the
heart of the world’s most contentious conflict, which has recently blossomed into flower with the proclamation of the Islamic Caliphate
known as Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Islamic State of Iraq and
1
the Levant (ISIL), or Da’ish or Daesh, from the Arabic. Islam, which
2
developed out of a faulty understanding of Christianity, is intent upon
imposing Sharia Law upon the world; and at the same time the Western
world is intent upon imposing International Law (secularism) upon the
world. Shariah Law is based upon a literal reading of the Qu’ran, which
misunderstands both Christianity and the Old Testament. In contrast,
3
Western International Law is based upon a kind of freedom that issues
from the abandonment of religious laws and values, particularly those
associated with biblical Christianity. Note that both Islam and Western
culture as currently expressed fail to understand God’s grace, as did ancient Israel. The insight and foundation of God’s grace though Jesus
Christ has played a critical role in the foundation of Western society and
alone can correct both of these errors. While this book does not deal directly with these contemporary issues, it lays important biblical
1
2
3

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_State_of_Iraq_and_the_Levant
Dalrymple, William. The Holy Mountain: A Journey Among the Christians of the Middle
East, Holt Paperbacks, 1999.
http://www.un.org/en/globalissues/internationallaw/
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groundwork that can contribute to their resolution. The application of
this groundwork is left to others, but demonstrating its importance
and foundation as Paul’s perspective regarding law and gospel is the
purpose of this book.
An important point of this book is that Christ came to free people
from bondage to the law of Moses, but not through the absolute abandonment of all law. Paul’s training as a Pharisee made him the most
biblically competent of the Apostles, which is reflected by his dominance as an author of the New Testament letters. My intention here is
not to impose a foreign metanarrative upon the text, but to reveal the
actual metanarrative of the Old Testament in the light of Christ as
Paul presented it to the Galatians. That metanarrative was not what he
had been taught as a Pharisee, nor what they had been taught by the
Temple establishment. It was shockingly different, but it made undeniable sense of the Old Testament. The Temple establishment version
was full of ancient mystery and symbolism that was difficult to understand, and cast the role of Israel as the hero of the story. Paul’s version,
on the other hand, was clear, simple, and practical—though it required
the abandonment of much well-established Temple superstition. And
Paul’s version cast the role of Jesus Christ as the hero.
While understanding the story of the Old Testament in the light
of Christ is not difficult, abandoning our own false presuppositions
about it requires some personal tenacity. Jesus continues to challenge
our ideas about who we are and our role in history, in God’s story.
The story that Paul grew up with was the story about the importance
and purity of the Temple. But the story that he learned from Jesus was
about the corruption and failure of the Temple. Similarly, Christians
today are Sunday-schooled in the importance of the institutional
church, but the actual ongoing story in the light of Christ is about the
corruption and failure of the church as an institution. In the following
pages you will see that this story has played out over and again
throughout history because of the pertinacity of sin.
We need to know how this story is revealed because it requires familiarity with the story arc or metanarrative of the Old Testament. It’s
not so much that the story arc of the Old Testament is in this or that
verse, or even in this or that story. Rather, the metanarrative is in the
flow of the stories, in the interrelationships of the stories.
To “get” it we must know, trust, and value the story and the
source of the story. Stories, being narrations based on a chain of related
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events or facts, also provide meta-information about the facts they
provide. The biblical story is not merely about this or that event, or
this or that fact, but is about how the events and facts are related. All
stories issue from reflection about events and facts, but they are not a
random stringing together of events and facts. Stories are about cause
and effect, about purpose and meaning. Stories convey lessons. Stories
endeavor to explain some situation or reality, to explain how or why
something is the way it is, based on how it came to be and what happened. By definition, stories are not merely in or subjective to the
events or facts they reveal, but issue from outside of them. Stories
string the facts together. In addition, there are no stories apart from
storytellers. Thus, the story of the Bible, the story of humanity, begins
with the storyteller—God. If there is no storyteller, there is no story to
tell.
What I call The Backstory, a brief history of the Old Testament in
the light of Christ, provides the context for Paul’s understanding of
Christ, of his own ministry, and supports his understanding of law and
gospel that he shared with the Galatians. Of course, The Backstory is
not the whole story, but is an integral part of the real story. It is structured to help us understand the major thrust of what Paul understood
about the facts of the history of ancient Israel, how they fit together,
and the necessity for Christ. It is not an unknown story, but has been
little emphasized over the last century or so because of the misunderstanding that it casts ancient Israel and contemporary Jews in a
negative light. While the story emphasizes Israel’s failure of obedience
to God apart from Christ, the great story of the Bible is not intended
to cast the people of Israel or the Word of God in any sort of inferior
or negative light. No people would have done any better than ancient
Israel did. Rather, the story of ancient Israel simply provides a case
study and is representative of all humanity. Paul’s point was that the
Old Testament story is not the whole story, that Christ brings the
story to fulfillment.
Nor does The Backstory negate or denigrate the value or veracity
of God’s Word, the Bible. Every word of the Bible is God-breathed,
true, trustworthy, and able to teach what God intends it to teach.
However, too many theologians of all kinds have traditionally interpreted and understood the Bible in a hyper-literal, wooden way that
occludes deeper truths and more subtle lessons. Liberals tend to abandon the truth and teachings of the Bible altogether because they deny
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the fundamentalist reading, but they fail to provide an alternative reading that maintains biblical truth. The fundamentalists say that the Bible
teaches their fundamentalist perspective, and the liberals say that the
Bible is wrong because it teaches the fundamentalist perspective. Note
that both believe that the Bible actually teaches fundamentalism. Such
belief is a serious error at the foundation of both fundamentalism and
liberalism, and our contemporary world is locked in conflict over this
error. Following Paul, I find that both sides of this argument make the
same error, but in different ways.
The purpose of The Backstory as I have laid it out is to highlight
4
the essential purpose and correction that Christ brings to the Old Testament, an error that was worming its way into the Galatian church. It
is not that Christ contradicts or denies the value and veracity of the
Old Testament, but that He fulfills it. He completes it. He brings it to
fruition. He makes it real.
In these pages you will find a restatement of The Backstory several
times in different ways and in different contexts in order to demonstrate how it makes better sense of various Bible stories. While it might
appear to be overdone, the intent is to emphasize the explanatory value
of The Backstory for people who are not familiar with it.
This book is concerned with the big picture of the Bible that is revealed by careful, comprehensive study of Scripture. This view of the
history of Israel in the Old Testament will be shown to be the biblical
view revealed to Paul in the light of Christ. It is not an argument
against traditional theology, though it may at first seem to challenge
various aspects of traditional theology. Rather, it is an effort to faithfully extend the traditional arc or growth of biblical theology as it
unfolds in history. Biblical theology is a conversation about Scripture
that has taken place over many centuries. The position articulated
here, however successfully, issues out of and speaks to that discussion.
Unlike those who seem to be trying to make a splash in the theological
pool, this is an effort to gently lead into deep water because that is
where Christ led Paul.

4

Christ fulfilled the law of Moses, and part of that fulfillment involved the bringing
to completion of the purpose of Moses’s law by the Advent and establishment of
Christ in history. The Biblical metanarrative teaches that the law of Moses, unlike
the Ten Commandments, was never intended to be universally applicable throughout all history in all of its details.
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NEW COVENANT
Moses received the Ten Commandments, written by the finger of
God on tablets of stone. But in a fit of anger Moses broke the tablets
when he came down from the mountain and found His people dancing before a Golden Calf that had been made by his own chosen
religious representative, Aaron. Broken! What had been written by
God in stone, His didactic commandments in God’s original manuscript, were literally broken by God’s own prophet. Don’t miss the
importance of this foundational event in the story of God in human
history. When Moses went back up the mountain to replace the broken tablets, God dictated them to him, and he had to carve them in
stone himself (Exodus 34:27-28). Nonetheless, the Ten Commandments stand as the essential message of God from the Old Testament.
“The Ten Commandments as the heart of the law express in a most
fundamental way our obligations first of all to God (commands 1-4)
and next to our neighbor (commandments 5-10). The rest of the law
is largely an outworking of the implications of these central obligations.”5

In the Old Testament God used various kinds of symbolism to
help ancient Israel and humanity understand themselves, their proper
place in the world, and their proper relationship with Him. These
symbols are found everywhere in many different forms. For instance,
the design and furniture of the Tabernacle provides a wealth of such
symbolic teaching, as do the sacrificial liturgy, and the gifting and division of the land, etc. There is an abundance of literature about this,
so I don’t need to rehearse it here.
The people were afraid to hear directly from God, so they appointed Moses to hear God for them and then tell them what God said
(Exodus 20:19). Here we see the difference between the Ten Commandments, which God initiated and dictated, and the laws and
statutes, which Moses requested, received, interpreted, and applied.
The Ten Commandments came directly from God—as close as humanly possible, but the law and statutes involved Moses’ interpretation
and application. I’m not saying that God did not give them to Moses—
He did! What I’m saying is that Moses had to write them down, and in
that process he could not help but engage his own humanity, his own
5

Poythress, Vern S. The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses, P&R Publishing, New
Jersey, 1991, p.103.
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cultural assumptions, and his own personal limitations. This is not saying anything bad about Moses, only that he was human, not divine.
“These words the LORD spoke to all your assembly at the mountain
out of the midst of the fire, the cloud, and the thick darkness, with a
loud voice; and he added no more. And he wrote them on two
tablets of stone and gave them to me. And as soon as you heard the
voice out of the midst of the darkness, while the mountain was burning with fire, you came near to me, all the heads of your tribes, and
your elders. And you said, ‘Behold, the LORD our God has shown us
his glory and greatness, and we have heard his voice out of the midst
of the fire. This day we have seen God speak with man, and man still
live. Now therefore why should we die? For this great fire will consume us. If we hear the voice of the LORD our God any more, we
shall die. For who is there of all flesh, that has heard the voice of the
living God speaking out of the midst of fire as we have, and has still
lived? Go near and hear all that the LORD our God will say, and
speak to us all that the LORD our God will speak to you, and we will
hear and do it.’ And the LORD heard your words, when you spoke to
me. And the LORD said to me, ‘I have heard the words of this people,
which they have spoken to you. They are right in all that they have
spoken. Oh that they had such a heart as this always, to fear me and
to keep all my commandments, that it might go well with them and
with their descendants forever!” (Deuteronomy 5:22-29).

The Backstory highlights a theme that runs through the law, the
Temple, and the liturgy of worship, which were developed to symbolically teach God’s people about their own true identity, function, and
purpose in the world. The liturgy of Temple worship and sacrifice
served to symbolically teach God’s people how to properly value, venerate, and apply God’s essential message—the Ten Commandments,
which were originally housed in the Ark of the Covenant.
And this is precisely what happened. God’s people mastered the
symbolism of the law, the Temple, and the liturgy as God continued
to unfold the story of the Old Testament. Paul then spoke to the Galatians about how this story had blinded them to the greater truth of the
Bible. He taught them that the Bible as a whole, Old and New Testaments as we now understand them, were given to show us how to
apply God’s Ten Commandments, God’s essential teaching, in our
own lives.
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HIS STORY
The history of ancient Israel, like the history of any people, is
messy. While there are clear lessons to be drawn from the Old Testament, they are far from neat and tidy. However, the same lessons are
presented over and over again, so there are multiple opportunities to
connect the dots. It is easy to accuse the ancient Israelites of being
hardheaded and stubborn, as the prophets had done again and again. It
is easy to charge them with plain old stupidity, and think that we—you
and I—would have done much better. But we would not have.
The situations and lessons are repeated in the biblical stories because each generation must learn their own lessons for themselves.
Those stories and their accumulated wisdom compose the meat of
Scripture. And to complicate things the lessons that each generation
needs to learn are similar, but they are not identical. As the story of
history grows, it changes. Our historical context is not the same as that
of the Ancient Israelites.
The dynamism of growth can be seen more clearly in the modern
era because things change so rapidly that the next generation does not
experience the same things as the preceding generation. In previous
ages the rate of social change and technology was much slower, and
then the succeeding generations did actually experience much the
same kinds of things. Children could learn from their parents because
they had the same kinds of experiences, they experienced the same
kinds of situations. Today, the life experiences of my parents were radically different than my own, and my children will experience things
that I cannot imagine. Life unfolds today so quickly that the present
threatens to overwhelm the past, and in the future the rate of change
will threaten to swallow both the past and the present.
Consequently, in order for humanity to persist, for culture to be
sustainable in the ensuing tsunami of change we are now experiencing, two things are needed. Two stable points of reference are
necessary to plot a faithful path forward. Those two points are located
in time, one in the past and one in the future. We must know where
we as a people have been, and we must know where we are going.
Without these two points of reference, humanity—the current expression of human culture—will be lost. We will languish without
direction. How did we come about? Of what are we made? We are
explorers, on a journey of exploration, and for the journey to be sustainable we must maintain our biblical supply chain, the resources we
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need for the journey. We must know what sustained our great grandparents and project what will sustain our children’s children as best we
are able.
The clearest and most consistent sustenance of those who have
preceded us is God’s Word, God’s history, His story, the story of His
people (Matthew 4:4). God has known this all along and has unfolded
His story in such a way as to provide these two points of reference for
His people in every generation. The record of that story is the story of
the Bible.
It is not a pretty story, not a sweet story of ease and plenty with
sappy endings. Rather, it is a real story, cut from the rough and tumble
of life in a hostile world among belligerent people. Don’t get me
wrong, God’s story has projected an endpoint of great peace, joy, and
satisfaction when He will eliminate evil and “wipe away every tear
from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be
mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have
passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
But the question of our day is: how do we get there? Quickly or
slowly? Magically or meticulously? All at once or little by little? What
is the next step forward? That is the question this book endeavors to
address, but because the answer must be real it must also be tough
enough to last long enough to actually work. Simple answers cannot
address hard questions. The hard questions deserve solid answers.
The most important story of the Bible is about the relationship between God and humanity. That story is reconciled by the story about
its two testaments, about the relationship of Jesus Christ to the Old
Testament, and about His enduring relationship with His people. It is
not a story that is found in the Bible, but is a metastory about the Bible.
It is metabiblical, like metaphysics, only biblical. The point of the story
is not in the Bible, but in human history, not on the page, but in the
moment, not in the telling, but in the living. The point or application
is the stuff for which biblical stories are made.
The Old Testament teaches this story through various symbols
that are full of meaning, connection, and purpose. And the history of
the Old Testament reveals that there are two phases to the process.
First, people must learn about God, and that is what the Old Testament symbolism is about. But learning is not enough, people must also
put that learning into practice—and that is what the New Testament is
about.
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SYMBOL & REALITY
Law is about learning how to be a good person, and how not to
be a bad person. In general, good people obey the law. Ancient Israel
failed this lesson. But again, their failure was not about them being inferior, rather it was about the whole of humanity being caught in the
grip of something they could not control—something that we still
cannot control. The biblical name for that something is sin, defined as
an offense to God. The dictionary defines offense as: “1. a lack of politeness; a failure to show regard for others; wounding the feelings of
others.…” While the biblical definition of sin is much more serious
than this, we are nonetheless offensive to God. We treat God shallowly, lightly, casually—and worse!
The resolution of the sin problem comes from knowing who we
are and whose we are, knowing our proper place in this world, our
proper relationship with God-in-Christ, and with one another. This is
the grand historical project of the Bible, which endeavors to both
teach this through the stories and symbolism of the Bible, and to actually manifest it through Christ’s gift of the Holy Spirit. Both the
teaching and the manifesting are necessary.
“The coming of Christ brings a reality and an accomplishment that
supersedes Old Testament symbols in depth and finality. Old Testament symbols are fulfilled and replaced by reality.”6

Can the reality of the manifestation of Christ in His people be as
simple as the practice of common concern and manners? Not completely, of course, but it can help a lot. Yet, even that not as simple as
one might imagine. For instance, try practicing common concern and
politeness in every situation yourself and you will see that it is easier
said than done. Now try to not offend God. In order to do this, we
need to know what offends Him, which brings us to His law. And
even if these things are not the sin qua non of Christian mystic fulfillment, they are most certainly a very good place to begin, and to make
much significant headway.
The distinction between symbolism and reality is not hard and
fast. There are many subtleties, shades, nuances, overlaps, and traditions that make it obscure. Even so, this distinction grows in
importance every day as humanity matures. The point of mentioning
6

Ibid, p.146.
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this dilemma is that we must understand that a map is not a landscape,
7
nor is a sign a thing signified. And while it is relatively easy to distinguish symbol from reality intellectually, it remains difficult to do so in
life. For example, highly intelligent scientists and intellectuals commonly mistake computer modeling for reality. Our modeling has
gotten so good that we easily mistake our models for the reality. And
while the differences are increasingly subtle, they are also increasingly
important.
The Old Testament provides many case studies of this general difficulty as the ancient Israelites and their priests and leaders repeatedly
mistook the symbolism of worship for the reality of Godly living.
They repeatedly mistook the engagement of liturgical symbolism to be
a substitute or equivalent for moral living. We do the same thing today when we think that we are good people because we go to church,
or because we receive communion or absolution by the priest. I’m not
saying that any of these things are bad, only that they are inadequate
to the reality of the Bible.
The many stories of the prophets accusing the people, priests, and
kings of idolatry provide lessons for us about mistaking symbolism for
reality. This error is the very definition of idolatry—thinking that statues have divine power, or that the liturgy of sacrificial substitution
provides everything needed for God’s forgiveness. The mistaking the
map for the geography is also a kind of idolatry.
“What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord?”
(Isaiah 1:11), Isaiah proclaimed. The Old Testament is the story of
God’s people getting stuck in the symbolic teaching that God had
given them, of failing to actually engage God in the process. The symbolism was right, and good, and valuable—and God Himself had
indeed provided it. But the symbolism is not the reality, and by thinking that the symbolism was sufficient, they kept themselves from the
reality of living truly Godly lives, from engaging God fully, wholly.
Jesus came to address this problem, to move people from the symbol to the reality. He came to manifest the character of God that God
had called them to imitate. In order to do this, there would need to be

7

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Map-territory_relation. We can see this issue playing
out today in the article by Natalie Wolchover, December 16, 2015 “A Fight for the
Soul of Science, Quanta Magazine, https://www.quantamagazine.org/20151216physicists-and-philosophers-debate-the-boundaries-of-science/
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a significant change in the culture and the lives of God’s people, and
such a change would need to be authorized by law.
“For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a
change in the law as well” (Hebrews 7:12).

Jesus changed the law in order to change the people. However,
the law was not in error. It was not wrong. In fact, God’s law continues to provide much incredibly good, valuable, helpful, truthful,
beneficial symbolism—and some valuable insights that are waiting to
be discovered. How could Jesus change the law without changing the
symbolism the law demonstrated? Jesus didn’t abandon the law, not a
jot or tiddle. So what changed? What changed is the subject of Paul’s
letter to the Galatians and of this book.
“Thus the distinction between permanent principle and the temporary symbolical form is not merely some artificial idea from a later
age or from later revelation; it was embedded already in the original
Mosaic revelation to Israel. Israelites would naturally not have all the
answers immediately, but they would have a vague, almost subconscious sense of there being a distinction between what was more
central and what was less, between what was more permanent and
universal and what might possibly be temporary,”8

8

Ibid., p. 105.
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nderstanding the New Testament apart from an understanding of the general arc of the Old Testament story is a wellworn recipe for misunderstanding the role and purpose of
Jesus Christ in the Bible as a whole. Paul’s letter to the Galatians is commonly misunderstood because people don’t understand the Old Testament as Paul came to understand it in the light of Christ. Paul’s
understanding of the Old Testament changed radically when he met
Christ. Schooled as a Pharisee, he understood it as the Jews had understood it for a thousand years. But after his conversion his views changed
and ultimately came into conformity with Jesus’ understanding of the
Old Testament. To understand Paul’s letter to the Galatians we need to
understand Paul’s new perspective in the light of Christ.
This problem of misunderstanding Scripture is at the heart of the
very old argument about Paul’s treatment of law and gospel in Galatians.
It is also contrasted in his treatment of works and grace (Romans 11:6),
letter and spirit (2 Corinthians 3:3-6), and elsewhere in Scripture. Paul
was not writing in a vacuum, but was responding to the historical situation of ancient Israel, in which he was well-versed. Paul was a welleducated, high-ranking, well-placed officer of the Temple establishment
in his day. So, when he was converted on the road to Damascus he
brought all of that training and understanding into his new perspective.
This is what made Paul’s experience and perspective so important. He
was quite different from the other disciples of his time, but not so different than Jesus.
The history of this problem is long and complex. Consequently, my
intent here is not to do it academic or historical justice, but to provide a
hopefully sufficient but brief overview of the salient events and features
of the history of the Temple. Why focus on the Temple? Because it was
the heart and focus of Old Testament law and Jewish society. The his1
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tory of the Temple reveals the arc or general track of Israel’s history.
The areas that have not received adequate attention by our contemporary churches will be of special interest, and may seem to be new. But
there is nothing new about any of this, other than it has not been
broadly taught for many years.
My remarks here must be understood in context. They are not
stand-alone, out-of-context snippets for use in ever-popular Internet
flame wars. Rather, my hope is that this study will undergird a better
understanding of the Bible as a whole, of Jesus Christ, of Galatians, of
Paul, and of the New Testament context generally. It is my contention, based on my own history and growth, that nearly everyone in
the church has misunderstood something important about Paul’s argument centered in Galatians. But where to begin!
Because Paul was not introducing anything new, it is important to
see that this issue is as old as Scripture itself. The history of the Bible
begins with the introduction of a problem, and that old problem has
led to our current problem because it continues to dog humanity. The
problem began during the second week of creation in the Garden
when the Serpent raised a question for clarification, and reached out to
Eve with some “good news” of his own. Eve understood the Serpent
right away. The tree that God forbade was actually “good for food,
and … a delight to the eyes, and … was to be desired to make one
wise” (Genesis 3:6), she said, following the Serpent’s lead. God had
been mistaken about it leading to death, probably because He had
some unresolved issues about sharing, or so insinuated the Serpent.
The result of that ancient garden conversation was that from that
point forward all humanity for all of human history was off on the
wrong foot in our dance with destiny, our moral maturity. The Old
Testament story of sin or the Fall teaches that all humanity was caught
up in the imitation of Adam, who had followed the serpent—Satan.
For this reason people are not guilty because of Adam’s sin, but because they imitate Adam through the manifestation of their own sin.
This is an important point to remember because it is so easy to forget.
It is the driving force behind the arc of the central story that unfolds in
the Old Testament, but it is not the only force that plays a role in the
story. This particular story paints in primary tones of bleak and dreary
because of the sin of Eve and Adam, and that makes it hard for us to
hear.
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Of course there are genuine highlights of hope in the details, so
the details tend to dominate our attention. We tend to focus on the
trees, the details, and miss the proverbial forest, the larger story. Scholars, who teach the pastors, who teach the people, who teach their
children get so caught up in biblical minutia that we all fail to see the
central story of the Bible to one degree or another. We human beings
love our stories to be bright and rosy, and our selective memories tend
to filter out what is painful, disturbing, and uncomfortable. Disobeying God seems much more pleasant than conforming to the harshness
of self-denial. We much prefer to remember and serve only the good
as we ourselves define good. And that is at the heart of the problem.
The hope found in Scripture is very real, but it exists in a vast sea
of historical trouble, struggle, and muddle. The hope is the hope of the
coming of Christ prefigured in the Old Testament, and that hope will
come to dominate the story as it flowers into the New Testament. But
1
not yet. In the Old Testament the power of hope is magnified by the
dark, dank blackness of hopelessness without Christ that dominated
the people of every nation. Against this dark backdrop the Old Testament hope for Messiah shines.
My intention here is to increase our understanding by using the
light of Christ in order to highlight the darkness of the human situation in the Old Testament without Christ, in order to demonstrate the
usefulness of that light in our contemporary world. I want to share a
reading or perspective of the Old Testament that will provide the necessary backdrop for Paul’s teaching about law and gospel, apart from
which his teaching—which is really Jesus’ teaching—will always be
misunderstood.

THE BEGINNING
Murder haunts the biblical story of human history almost immediately. Cain slew Abel, the first human child, over a worship issue. Cain
1

There are two dangers for Christians: 1) to read the Old Testament without the
light of Christ, thinking that the most authentic reading is to read it as Old Testament people would have understood it, and 2) to so overemphasize the light of
Christ as we read the Old Testament that we fail to appreciate the historical development that was necessary for the manifestation of Christ. The principle used here
comes from 1 Corinthians 10:6, where Paul said that events in the Old Testament
occurred for the benefit of people in his own time. God was creating lessons that
would be useful later in history. The whole Bible is like that for us, so we must see
what God has in it for us, for our time.
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was jealous, angry, and vengeful—and that is at the heart of the problem! Cain took the law into his own hands, serving as prosecution,
defense, jury, judge, and executioner. The whole thing was his idea,
his judgment, and his action against his brother.
But God in His astonishing mercy spared Cain in spite of his guilt,
and Cain propagated and prospered. One of his more famous sons was
Tubal-cain, who “was the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron”
(Genesis 4:22)—weapons. Another was Lamech, who said “If Cain’s
revenge is sevenfold, then Lamech’s is seventy-sevenfold” (Genesis
4:24). Lamech multiplied Cain’s spirit of murder and revenge, which
made him very powerful. Weapons and revenge made for a powerful
argument—still do. This basic pattern has been repeated throughout
history. Disobedience leads to rebellion, which turns to revenge and
violence. Envy grows into jealousy, which grows into pride and greed,
which grow into lust, which turns into wrath and violence.
Of course, these were not the only children of Adam and Eve.
Seth was born to replace Abel (Genesis 4:25), and so the line of Cain
would struggle against the line of Seth evermore. That struggle is the
underlying story of the Old Testament. Cain’s lineage seems to have
dominated until the Flood, when God flushed the whole thing away,
except for Noah and his family. Then there was a new beginning full
of new hope, sealed with a rainbow.
Noah was a righteous man when compared to Cain’s lot, yet
Noah had his problems conforming to God’s law. His children then
inherited his problems. Humanity began again with Noah and his
family under an expanded promise/covenant with God. Noah’s clan all
spoke one language and in time they moved from the mountains to
the plain of Shinar, where they built a city called Babel and a tower intended to reach to the heavens. Over the years they lost their concern
about pleasing God, or perhaps they thought that God would be
pleased by their accomplishments, their works. But God was not
pleased with them nor their effort to build their own way to heaven.
So He confused their language, which undermined their project and
scattered them across the globe, which accounts for the beginning of
the various nations. At this point, then, Noah’s children had universally displeased the Lord.
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