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  Introduction


  


  The Bible as you’ve never seen it before...


  For most people, reading the Bible is like watching a foreign movie with no subtitles. The keys to understanding the book are hidden in plain sight, but we haven't been trained to see them.


  The Bible is a story. Imagine if you could make sense of its weirdest bits using some skills you might have learned from watching a long-running TV series. The countless novels, movies and TV shows we enjoy employ exactly the same techniques to connect with people as the ones used by the authors of the Bible.


  The Bible has a shape. Imagine being able to read it in 3D in the same way an architect interprets building plans, or a tailor understands suit patterns.


  The Bible has a tune. Imagine being familiar with its basic "musical" themes so you know what is happening and where the story is going.


  The Bible is art. Imagine being a curator who knows the reason for every curve of the sculpture, with a mind and heart shaped by its beauty.


  The Bible is fun. Imagine being able to see when the author is making a joke or turning another Bible story on its head just to shock his audience!


  Contemporary culture has been shaping us for a fresh look at the Bible. This amazing book has been biding its time, waiting for a new generation of visual thinkers who are profoundly savvy when it comes to story, poetry and symbolism.


  This little book will give you your first glimpse of the potential of the structural and symbolic wonders in the Bible. It's time to open your eyes.


  


  The Bible is a story.


  Poetry, symbolism and repetition are potent weapons in the hand of a good scriptwriter, yet well-meaning modern Bible teachers have taught us to ignore the repeated poetic and symbolic features of the text. This is because modern thinkers love abstract facts.


  Modern science asserts that the world is simply an arrangement of physical material, with no "unseen" spiritual component. This has led to the belief that the true essence of something can be discovered by cutting it into pieces as small as possible.


  Sadly, theologians have applied this "scientific" approach to the Bible. The components of the text are analyzed in isolation from each other and if something doesn't make sense, it gets discarded. The problem is that many of the Bible's parts don't make sense in isolation, so most of the text is viewed as "junk DNA," a cultural husk that is well past its usefulness. The "spirit" or heart of the literature remains undetected and theology becomes more like an autopsy than anything else.


  Modern interpreters teach us that reading the Bible means extracting the essential "moral truths" from each story, even if we get the gut feeling that we are imposing our agenda upon the story and it is resisting us with all its might!


  Instead of really listening to the text, we are dismembering it and picking out the bits that prove what we already think we know. So what we are left with is the same list of abstract facts about God and the world with which we began. We haven't learned anything new, and we don't come away feeling like we are "on the same page" as the author.


  People who interpret the Bible in this way are not really interpreting it at all. They are cutting the Bible up instead of letting the Bible have an impact on them, which is the purpose of all good stories.


  The Bible speaks in a very "visual" and living way, one that requires us to listen to it as we would listen to any good story, or any good music. We were not designed to absorb abstract facts, but facts that are part of a story, a story that has a beginning, middle and end... and a soundtrack.


  Fortunately, the remedy for this problem is already built into modern culture. We just need to make use of it. Postmodernism has brought about a move away from abstract truth to the use of "story." Just ask any advertising agency. Young people love novels and movies and music, which is exactly how the Bible communicates truth.


  All the tools employed by the countless authors and screenwriters and musicians behind popular entertainment to connect with people are also used by the authors of the Bible. This means we can interpret the Bible using the same skills we might have developed by watching a long running TV show, or reading books in a series.


  Bible stories are smart.


  One of the ways novels and movies engage us is by supplying a lot of detail about people's emotions, motivations and physical appearance. Even though the Bible is a very "visual" book, to modern ears it seems too light on the details we want, and too heavy on information which seems quite irrelevant or unnecessary. And a lot of the time it seems to leave us to guess the motivations of its main characters! It can all seem a bit primitive to readers in the 21st century.


  However, the opposite is the case. The stories, poetry and visions in the Bible use far more subtle means of communication, methods which are not rocket science and yet seem to go right over the heads of those living in the era of space travel. Very often it is what is not said that is intended to jump off the page and startle us.


  One way this is achieved is through the repeated use of "narrative comparison." That is, if a story you are reading has the same shape as an earlier one, you are expected to notice this and compare the stories to each other, noting both their similarities and differences.


  An example would be the dry land rising out of the water during the Creation Week and also at the end of the Great Flood. The question we are expected to ask is: "What is the same, and what is different?" One similarity would be God bringing the animals to Adam and also bringing the animals to Noah. One difference would be that there are two "new people" in Genesis 1-3, a husband and wife, but after the flood there are four married couples. We are supposed to detect these things and make mental notes. That is the way the Bible is written.


  Another method is the placement of stories in relation to each other. Think of the difference in the moral characters of brothers Joseph and Judah in the book of Genesis. The contrast is not stated explicitly. We are just supposed to notice it through the scene-cutting placement of their stories. The best TV shows and movies use this tool, and so does the Bible.


  Another tool is the very careful arrangement of words in a sentence, or even the careful repetition of just one word. Since few people are able to read the Bible in its original languages, some of this can be obscured by translation, but the more literal versions do maintain much of the rhythm, repetition and word order. The point is that nothing in ancient literature is accidental. All those details which you tend to skip over are included for a "payoff" later on. Everything is full of meaning, so we must pay attention to the details even if they don't make sense to us yet. The texts of the Bible were designed to be read more than once, pondered over until the reader's mind makes the built-in connections.


  This is nothing new to Bible scholars. What is new is what we will look at in the next chapter, and it is very exciting.


  


  The Bible has a shape.


  In this age of science, we have been trained to read literature as a "stream of information," that is, as disconnected facts in a flat, shapeless "feed." But the Bible isn't written that way.


  For ancient people, and good modern storytellers, literature is like architecture, or like weaving. So the Bible has a very definite shape, just as a building has a shape, and just as clothing has a shape.


  The shape of the text is one of the author's means of getting his point across. Since modern readers see texts as flat transmissions of data, they miss a whole channel of communication. It's like watching a 3D movie with one eye closed.


  Ancient writers added depth using clever tools like symbols, symmetry, repetition and fractals. Many Bible teachers are not aware of these "shapes," and they try to deal with the strange artifacts remaining in the "flattened landscape" using other means.


  One attempt at compensating for this lack of awareness is the list of rules which Bible scholars have given us for reading the Bible. The list is about as long as the Bible itself and many of the rules contradict each other. But the Bible is just like any other well-crafted book. It doesn't need a list of rules because you are expected to dive right in and let the author fill you in as you go along. In the case of the Bible, part of that "filling in" is the repetition of symbols, key words and literary structures.


  The good thing is that the best TV shows and movies are using these sorts of things more and more in their stories. The Bible is a very visual, artistic and musical book, so the fact that young people are now raised on visual media means they already have all the skills they need to understand and enjoy it. They just need to learn to apply these existing skills in a new way.


  The skeleton key


  In his commentary on the Psalms, the Bible scholar Origen (185AD – 254AD) shared a comparison that he heard from his Hebrew teacher: The Bible is like one big house with many rooms. All the rooms are locked, and at each door there is a key. But the key at each door is not the key to that particular door.


  The job of the Bible scholar, and indeed any reader of the Bible, is to match the keys to their doors. In many cases, the meaning of a Bible story or passage can only be "unlocked" by comparison with an earlier text, or through an explanation in a later text. This means that we must not treat the Bible as separate writings motivated by the human needs of the day, but read it as one book which is a progressive revelation of the plan of God.


  This still sounds like a lot of work, but it turns out there is also a kind of "skeleton key" built into the Bible, one which opens every door. It is a key which has been hidden in plain sight, and it has to do with the shape of the text.


  You might remember the scene in the movie Indiana Jones And The Last Crusade, where the main characters were in a library looking for a secret entrance to a crypt. It turned out that there was a giant X in the marble floor, but nobody noticed it until they looked down on the room from above. In the Bible, as we shall see, X most definitely marks the spot.


  How does this key work? Every part of the Bible has the same shape as the whole thing, which means that each instance of this shape, in its own way, is telling the same story. Every Bible story has the same "deep structure," which means that when you compare and contrast these common shapes, there are some very profound observations you can make about the purpose of the text.


  Here is the image we will be using to describe the "shape" which underlies every part of the Bible, and indeed the entire book.


  [image: ]


  Yes, it looks weird. But just wait until you see what it means.


  Once you know the basic shape and understand how it works, you can see it everywhere. What seemed flat now has an extra dimension, like a "pop-up" book, and many strange features that made no sense when the book was flat now suddenly make perfect sense.


  The text is a tool


  Why does the Bible have a shape? Because it was designed to shape us. It doesn't just give us a list of abstract truths, like many Bible teachers do. It also demonstrates how truth itself is a process of building something in history according to the spoken pattern. The symbolic shape works like a stamp, a brand, or a mold.


  Bible teachers refer to symbols as "types." This is because the Greek word for a stamp or pattern is typos, which is where we get typeface and typewriter from. A type stamps, carves or impresses its character into something else, and that is what the shape of the stories in the Bible is designed to do. For those who wrote it, and for those who teach it, the shape of the text is a tool in the hand of a craftsman. As we read the Bible, its pattern recasts the shape of the way we think in order to forge the shape of the way we live.


  


  The Bible has a tune.


  Any good story has a "musical" sense. It has themes which are repeated and improvised upon, which is very satisfying to the loyal listener or reader. When it comes to the Bible, listening for and remembering the various themes is an important part of understanding the book.


  The book of Genesis is a tight bundle of themes which are repeated over and over in greater detail and from different angles throughout the Bible until we get to the book of Revelation. The authors' intention is that we notice these themes, just as we notice that the hero's or villain's music is playing once again in a movie.



  When Judges 4 presents us with the shocking account of Sisera getting a tent peg through his skull, or 1 Samuel 17 describes the felling and decapitation of Goliath, we are supposed to remember the "head crushing" promise given in Eden.


  When Revelation presents us with a False Prophet, a Prostitute and a Beast, we are supposed to understand them as "full grown" versions of the three corrupt individuals in Genesis 3: Adam, Eve and the serpent. (What is a dragon? A serpent whose legs have grown back!) The sin in the Garden has grown to corrupt an entire culture.


  God's work song


  The early chapters of the Bible not only lay down the rhythm tracks, but also introduce the basic "song" of the entire Book. All societies have historically had work songs, and the first chapter of the Bible is a work song. Why do I say this? The Creation Week is a process of "forming" (Days 1 to 3) and "filling" (Days 4 to 6), for the purpose of a "future" (beginning on Day 7). This pattern is the same process followed in the construction and furnishing of any house. I don't think anybody moves their furniture in before they build the house.


  What is interesting is that the instructions for the Tabernacle, the first "house of God," in the book of Exodus echo the patterns in Genesis 1. It is not exactly the same but it is as recognizable as any "cover version" of a well-known song. If we have been listening carefully, we will understand that this strange, portable structure in the desert is a miniature of the whole world, a "micro-cosmos." Likewise, the chapters which describe it are again carefully constructed like the stanzas of a poem or the verses of a song. The author intends us to remember the tune we heard in Genesis and make some conclusions about what is going on.


  Now, here is where it gets really interesting. Much later, in the early chapters of Ezekiel, we hear God singing the same tune once again, although this time it is not a happy song. It is in a minor key. He is angry. The visions given to the prophet of the destruction of Solomon's Temple follow the construction pattern which should now be familiar, but each "note" in the tune, each image in the process, is the opposite of what we should expect. This is a process of deconstruction, or "de-Creation." The Lord is tearing down the house because it has become polluted. Again, the structure of the text is important in identifying the intent of the author. Sadly, most modern readers are not trained to read texts in this way, and we are oblivious to the amazing "bandwidth" of what is going on.


  In various ways, all the texts of the Bible are "riffs" on the melody laid down in Genesis 1 (as hard as this might be to believe) and once you are familiar with what is going on, you can detect the intent of the author even though he hasn't actually told you explicitly. Once you know the song well enough, you'll find yourself singing along with even the most obscure passages in the Bible.


  


  The Bible is art.


  One reason we have a hard time understanding the Bible is because we keep imposing our own world views onto it. We go into it with our own preconceptions about what the world is like. But the purpose of the artist is to let us in on his perception of the world. To really "get into" the Bible, we must first submit to it as we would submit to any artist, or indeed any author.


  Some refer to this intuitive practice as a "suspension of disbelief." Nobody reads a book, watches a movie or takes in a painting and keeps saying "This can't happen!" Well, if they do, they'll never enjoy the "picture" and very often they'll miss the message that its creator is trying to convey. (The difference here, of course, is that with God nothing is impossible.)


  There are no rules


  One of the ways in which we force the Bible into our own mold is through the modern expectation that we can apply hard-and-fast rules of interpretation to literature. Reading a book is not a science. The only rule is that the author makes the rules. This means that we must read "cumulatively," that is, with the awareness that anything which the author has shared might be important later on.


  In other words, the reason literature, like art, has no hard-and-fast rules, is because authors and artists confer meaning upon things as they go. This means that once you are inside the author’s or artist’s world, the work becomes uniquely self-referencing. So the Bible makes its own rules and everything that occurs refers at some level to what has gone before.


  Welcome to my world!


  Another reason why we struggle is that we fail to understand the Bible as an ideal environment. Although its narrative is historical, it is also a construct created by the artist for the purpose of meditation. Every object, every color, every light and shade is deliberate, as is its placement in relation to everything else. Many of an artist's messages are not explicit but implied. He or she sometimes wants to puzzle you, or even shock you, to get you to think. Just as with song lyrics, the real meaning is not always obvious. A painting or song can give you a great deal of information without expressly telling you the real subject. In this respect, the artist intends to increase your understanding as you explore the possibilities.


  The story of the Bible has a lot of twists and turns, events that very often seem accidental, out-of-place or even unnecessary to us. Yet once we understand the internal logic of the book, we can appreciate them all as interconnected and necessary parts of a single body of work. The twists and turns become the curves of a statue, or the colors of a painting. As we become more familiar with the intent of the artist, through repeated viewings, the roles of certain often misunderstood components of His work in the beauty of the whole become more apparent to us. Like a great painting, it takes time to appreciate the Bible.


  Of course, the major difference with the Bible is that the One who gave us the Bible also gave us the world. This means that the Bible is not simply His impression of the world, but an authoritative interpretation. The Bible is not the actual artwork so much as the illustrated exhibition booklet that introduces the artist and explains the purpose and history of the real thing.


  This also explains why the Bible is not a book of principles abstracted from reality and presented as theory. Even the Proverbs use real life situations to convey truth. It uses the same "language" which the artist has used in his physical paintings. Unlike theologians, God does not speak in jargon or ideology divorced from reality. He speaks in the energizing, intoxicating flesh-and-blood symbols of the Creation. Science tells us what rocks and stars and animals and plants and men and women are made of, but the Bible tells us what they are for, and what they are intended to communicate to us. These images are God's words.


  Visual communication


  The books of the Bible all use a great number of symbols, and not all of them are explained for us. God made man in His image as a symbol of Himself, and man is the only species on the planet that also communicates in symbols, whether this be in art, or sculpture, or written characters. Man is an artist because God is an artist. But man is also God's art, or perhaps more correctly, His sculpture. The Bible speaks its own language, but while we enjoy the scenery, the text is a tool. It comes in like a sword and invades our thinking until we think the way God does.


  In the texts of the Bible, God not only confers meaning upon things, He then uses those things as symbols to describe other things. Painters and sculptors and musicians do this all the time. The problem we have is that we don't expect to find these methods in the Bible.


  Symbolic language is used so that we might understand the relationships between things. For instance, the Bible uses symbols from the physical world to describe the social world, and symbols from the physical and social worlds to describe the ethical or spiritual world. This is why the nation of Israel in Canaan can be called "the Land" while all the other Gentile nations around her are referred to as "the Sea." This arrangement between Jew and Gentile was a "social" model of the physical world. And when Israel sinned, the armies of the nations came in like a flood, just as the waters engulfed the physical world of Noah. The relationship between the physical land and sea in Genesis 1 was replicated in the social relationship between Israel and the nations.


  The visual language of art takes time to learn, as any art history teacher will tell you. But simply reading about it is boring. The foundation needs to be the actual enjoyment of paintings and sculpture.


  Likewise, to understand the Bible, we must learn its language. By this, I do not mean Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek, although this is certainly an important work. What I mean is the Bible's visual language, and this impacts us through repeated readings, which we are supposed to enjoy.


  The study of biblical symbolism is currently viewed with a great deal of suspicion. Modern people love science because it is quantifiable and verifiable, but literary and artistic allusions and symbols are not as clear cut, and therefore labeled as risky, if not outright dangerous. Anybody who starts "joining the dots" is frowned upon. However, when we put such artificial constraints on the language God can use, classifying it all as "explicit data" rather than as a subtle and ravishing work of art, we miss out on a great deal of what He has to say to us, and how He intended to expand our thinking and mature us.


  A string of images


  The interesting thing about the Bible is that its visual language is verifiable, and the reason for this is its extremely clever structure. (This should be good news for Bible scholars and teachers, but new ideas take a while to catch on.) The text of the Bible is art but it is also architecture. It is a temple built row by row. This means that we can not only draw out what is in the text but also draw conclusions from what the text is in, that is—the structure.


  For instance, if a Bible story is a symbolic retelling of the Creation Week, or Israel's journey from Egypt to Canaan, there are a lot of things we can draw from the text that aren't actually written in it. The literary structure is like the label on the tin.


  Moreover, because every part of the Bible is stamped with the same image, every passage reflects upon and expounds every other part of the Bible. If a particular symbol appears at the same point in multiple structures, like a note in a repeated tune, its meaning can be "verified" perfectly. The Bible works the same way. The repeated structure is what allows us to make and verify the symbolic connections between the events described.


  Once this is done, any passage can be compared with and contrasted to similar structures elsewhere in the Bible, which allows them to comment on, to “speak to,” each other. I refer to this process as “systematic typology.” It is quantifiable and verifiable, but it is inherently visual, which is just what we need for this new generation of visual thinkers.


  You need two eyes


  As we all know, a picture is worth a thousand words, so a 3D picture must be worth even more.


  Perceiving the correspondence between one text and another is very much like looking at one of those “autostereograms” which were popular a few years ago. I was one of the people who stared and stared and still couldn’t see the 3D images hidden in the complex and apparently random screen of two dimensional visual information. When my brain finally clicked into gear and I did see one, it was a medium-to-large brontosaurus. How could I have missed that? After all, it was hidden in plain sight.


  Identifying the Bible's shape is the same. To compare two stories, one must look at the text "cross-eyed." If there is enough of a correspondence between two stories, your literary mind will align the two structures, and once combined they will illustrate the pattern or process in a deeper way. This is the same process which a critic employs to discern the fundamental plot of one of Shakespeare’s plays as it is retold in a modern novel or movie.


  The most basic event-structure is the Creation narrative in Genesis 1, and it is the chord from which the entire Bible “symphony” flows. As it matures throughout the Scriptures, the identification of this creative pattern unlocks the books of Moses, Israel’s history, the shape of Jesus’ ministry and the book of Revelation. If the Bible is truly God’s Word, should we expect anything less? It also has staggering implications concerning the identity, purpose and future of Christianity. This is because the world the artist has invited us to perceive is not only His world, it is the true nature of the world we live in. We cannot interpret the world rightly without the Bible.


  


  The Bible is fun.


  The Bible contains lots of jokes. Very often, we don't understand them because we are not reading the Bible "cumulatively" (keeping everything in mind as we go along).


  One of the reasons jokes are funny is their reliance upon inside information. The comedian tells you a story and leaves something unsaid which doesn't need saying, or he tells you a story you find very familiar, only to confound your expectations at a certain point by turning things upside down. The authors of the Bible do this all the time.


  To illustrate, here is some Divine comedy from the Bible.


  Firstly, some background is in order. Jesus makes it clear that whoever exalts himself will be humbled and whoever humbles himself will be exalted (Matthew 23:12). We see a number of events in the Bible where a young man on a mission from God is challenged to stand for the truth in a courtroom situation. If he humbles himself, he will be exalted. If he exalts himself "against the knowledge of God" (2 Corinthians 10:5), he will be humbled.


  Adam


  This process of testing goes right back to the Garden of Eden. Adam did not humble himself under the Word. When that Word was challenged, his job was to act upon it, and repeat it as a "legal witness" against the serpent, in order to rescue Eve and vindicate God. Through his failure to obey, act and speak, he actually empowered the exaltation of the serpent against the will of God. The angel behind the serpent was exalted to a legal role in the real courtroom, in heaven. The serpent was lifted up, standing at God’s right hand as the accuser of Man. (The word “satan” means a legal accuser, like a prosecuting attorney).


  Adam had also exalted himself, empowered by the serpent, and when the Lord came to inspect the situation, Adam was humiliated. The result was that the promises of dominion which God had made to Adam remained a "closed scroll." It would be a mystery to human eyes for four thousand years.


  Joseph


  Joseph was a man who was faithful to God. Despite constant challenges, he was obedient to God and to those whom the Lord put in authority over him. Unlike Adam, he humbled himself continually and also openly confessed his relationship to God. This could have cost him his life, but he was eventually lifted up. He “opened the scroll,” the double witness God had sent to the Gentile king in dreams. The mystery was explained. Once vindicated as faithful and wise, Joseph sat at Pharaoh’s right hand (with Pharaoh’s ring or seal) and became Pharaoh’s “living word.”


  Daniel


  Daniel was another young man carried into a Gentile court. He, too, humbled himself, and did not hide his Covenant identity, his vow to God. Again, this could have cost him his life, but he, like Joseph, was eventually lifted up. He “opened the scroll,” the fourfold witness God had sent to the Gentile emperor in dreams. He, too, became the top wise man in the royal court, and it seems he may have had a hand in the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonian armies (under God’s guidance, of course).


  Christ



  The purpose of each trial given by God was to qualify His right hand Man so that a much greater authority could be conferred upon him and a much greater blessing could be poured out through him. The mystery which Adam was supposed to "open" was the true will of God for him. If he had obeyed and trusted in the goodness of God, His Father would have given him every blessing he required to take dominion of the world. Obedience was intended to bring him wisdom and make him more like God. The man who is “worthy to open the scroll” becomes a channel for worldwide blessing.


  Joseph and Daniel faced similar tests. In the case of both these young men, it seems their faithfulness not only brought about the conversion of their Gentile kings, but led to great blessings for God's people, and in fact, all nations. Their stories are retellings of the testing of Adam, but with positive outcomes. The repeated story, in all these different men in different ages, points to Christ’s faithfulness, to His exaltation to the right hand of the power (finally usurping the accuser), and His worthiness to “open the scroll” of the New Covenant in the book of Revelation.


  But the one instance of the story that made me laugh was its reappearance in the book of Esther. The story is already funny (in a very "black comedy" kind of way), but its true brilliance becomes apparent when we know it is turning these earlier stories on their heads.


  Haman and Mordecai


  Like Joseph and Daniel, Mordecai was a Jew living in a Gentile city. Instead of submitting to authority like Joseph, he refused to bow. (Bowing to Gentile kings, or any other human being, was not sinful for Jews. Only bowing to idols is sinful because they are not images of the true God.)


  Mordecai also told Esther to hide her Covenant identity. This was the opposite of the kind of ministry the Jews were supposed to have among the nations into which they were scattered.


  As a result, another satan, Haman the Agagite, usurped the role God had obviously prepared for Mordecai. (We know this because of all the previous patterns, and also because Mordecai eventually received this role, after which all nations from India to Ethiopia held him in awe.)


  Mordecai thwarts an assassination attempt on the king, which leads us to the "divine comedy"...


  Instead of the king receiving dreams from the Most High, he can’t sleep! If we were watching a sitcom with such a well-established pattern, seeing the king tossing and turning in his bed would surely justify some laughter from the live audience.


  The king calls for the royal records to be read to him and discovers Mordecai’s faithfulness (which, in context, we must understand as a submission to authority which God can bless.) He summons self-righteous Haman and asks his advice on what to do to glorify, that is, exalt, a faithful man. Here, Joseph or Daniel would “open the mystery” by interpreting the dream.


  Of course, Haman entirely misinterprets the king’s will, which is very funny, and repeats a theme which, as you can see now, unites the entire Bible from the first book to the last. Haman is just like Adam. In his desire to become an independent authority, he has himself become a lying serpent. He desired to exalt himself and he was humbled. His wisdom was not the wisdom of God but the shortsighted wisdom of this world. And of course, as the story continues, a much greater humbling for him, and his ten sons, was to come. Tragically, they would all be "lifted up" on Haman's own gallows.


  Now, there are many Bible teachers who say that a symbol is only a symbol if it is explained in the text of the Bible. Never read Shakespeare or watch a good movie with, or lend a novel to, such a person. But understanding the implicit message is what makes stories funny.


  The Bible builds and builds and we need to take note of repeated roles and patterns as we read because just about everything comes up again later. And sometimes it is as a very pointed joke. The Bible can be very entertaining when we get its patterns and symbols under our belts.


  Reading the Bible like this is not a new skill to learn because its constant, subtle self-referencing is the same reason a joke is funny to one specific audience or culture and not to another. The solution is to become "cultured" in the Bible.


  


  The Bible is a fractal.


  A book or a movie or a TV show has its own "world," and this world has its own internal logic. The Bible is a book like every other book in this respect. But the internal logic of the Bible happens to be "fractal" in nature. That is, it's a lot like a set of Russian dolls.


  The best way to get a big handle on the way the Bible is built, and on the way God works in history, is to get an understanding of fractals. Don't worry, fractals aren't scary. Fractals are cool. (A lot cooler than Russian dolls.)


  What is a fractal?


  If you mention the word "fractal" to most people, they will give you a blank look. The reason is that "fractal" is a relatively new word, yet fractal geometry has changed your life and mine.


  The basic idea is that a fractal is a shape made up of smaller versions of itself. If you zoom in on each part, you can see that it is a smaller replica of the entire object. In may cases, this pattern of "self-similarity" continues through many layers as you keep zooming in.


  The word was first used in 1975 by a mathematician named Benoît Mandelbrot, who noticed a recurring pattern in some electrical interference in data cables while working for IBM. Mandelbrot called this process of self-repetition "iteration." Since then, fractal geometry has gone on to change our lives in many ways.


  It was fractal geometry that allowed mobile phone designers to build a super-efficient antenna that doesn't stick out of your phone. It is fractal-based software that enables Hollywood to create fantastic moving images that look like they are a reality. Research is also being done on the fractal patterns found in the human heartbeat to enhance diagnosis and treatment.


  Once you know what they are, you will find fractals everywhere. This is because fractals are found not only in computing and modern technology, but also everywhere in nature. You can see them in the relationship between your arteries, blood vessels and capillaries, and also in the relationship between the trees in a rainforest, the branches on the trees, the twigs on the branches, and the patterns in the leaves. They are also apparent in animal coloration patterns, river networks, lightning bolts, ocean waves, DNA, earthquakes, the structure of snowflakes and other crystals, and in Romanesco broccoli.


  Many of the rough shapes in nature, such as coastlines, waves and cloud formations were once thought to be beyond the "clean lines" of mathematics. What fractal geometry has done is reveal the "internal logic" of these formations. Identifying the basic formula at the heart of such formations has enabled us to "measure roughness," and also to replicate it using computers.


  There were many others before Mandelbrot who noticed this process of "iteration." The most interesting to me is the Japanese artist known as Hokusai (1760-1849). You can see fractals in his famous painting, "The Great Wave." Hokusai wrote:


  From the age of six I had a mania for drawing the shapes of things. When I was fifty I had published a universe of designs. But all I have done before the the age of seventy is not worth bothering with. At seventy five I'll have learned something of the pattern of nature, of animals, of plants, of trees, birds, fish and insects. When I am eighty you will see real progress. At ninety I shall have cut my way deeply into the mystery of life itself. At a hundred I shall be a marvelous artist. At a hundred and ten everything I create; a dot, a line, will jump to life as never before. To all of you who are going to live as long as I do, I promise to keep my word. I am writing this in my old age. I used to call myself Hokusai, but today I sign myself ‘The Old Man Mad About Drawing.’


  If fractals are foundational to efficiency and beauty in both the created world and the best achievements of man, would it be beyond reason to discover them in the Word of God? After all, making Man in His image was an act of "self-similarity."


  Fractals and the Bible


  The Bible's "roughness" was always a frustration for me. It was just like looking at the apparent randomness of a coastline or a cloud formation. It seemed to be a bit of a hapless collection of documents which could have been arranged a lot better. In his book, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament, David Dorsey writes:


  My fascination with [Hebrew literary structure] was kindled when I began teaching Old Testament courses in seminary. At that time I was struck by the apparent lack of order within many of the biblical books. Jeremiah seemed hopelessly confused in its organization; so did Isaiah and Hosea and most of the prophets. Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes appeared to be in almost complete disarray, and even the more orderly historical books, such as Joshua and Kings, showed signs of strangely careless organization.


  Why did the biblical authors write like this? I would never write a book, an article, or even a private letter with such carelessness of arrangement. I was intrigued by the possibility that the Hebrew authors might have organized their compositions according to literary conventions that were different from ours.


  There's no hiding the fact that the Bible is weird. You think you know where a story is going and then it suddenly changes direction, or gives you a boring genealogy, or hits you with a long list of architectural instructions for no practical reason, or repeats the same thing twelve times over!


  Most often, it doesn't seem to follow any logic that we are aware of, and sometimes it is downright bizarre. We all pretend we know what is going on (including many Bible teachers) but do you ever get the feeling that even they themselves don't have a big grip on what is going on? It is usually assumed that the apparent chaos is due to the Bible's texts being very ancient, (which is a nice way of saying that the ancients were stupid), but what if there were something going on in the apparent chaos, a method to the madness, of which we weren't aware?


  A few years ago, I discovered the not-very-well-known theologian James B. Jordan. To me, one of the most amazing things he spoke of was the use of the Creation Week (Genesis 1) as a common literary structure in the Bible. Since then, I have gone on to discover that this pattern is found everywhere in the Bible, and at every level. This incredible "iteration" of the process of "forming" and "filling" means that the Bible is a fractal. This might get a "So what?" from most people, but almost immediately I saw the potential which this observation has not only for interpreting and understanding the Bible, but also for applying it in the real world, in everyday life. It gives Man, who was made in God's image and given a mission to make the world a better place, a big handle on how God Himself creates.


  The same pattern is the "deep structure" of every speech that God gives, every Covenant that He makes with mankind, and every story which follows His initiating acts. When He calls somebody to do something, the shape of the speech is just like a "new creation."


  One example is the structure of Genesis chapters 1, 2 and 3. Some people insist that there are contradictions here but they are ignoring the possibility of a very careful, and beautiful, method behind the apparent disorder. The seven day process which we find in the Creation of the physical world in Genesis 1 is symbolically repeated in the setting up of the "social" world in Genesis 2, and also the "ethical" world in Genesis 3. Why is this? Could it be that these three domains reflect the "shape" of the Father, Son and Spirit? It's certainly something to chew on.


  As we discussed concerning Joseph, Daniel and Jesus, the person God calls goes through a sevenfold process of "initiation" to qualify him. (We will cover this pattern in a later chapter.) Then this person leads the people of God through the same sevenfold process as a new creation, and they then minister to the world. An example would be Moses leaving Egypt for the wilderness for forty years, and then leading Israel through the wilderness for the subsequent forty years, and into the Promised Land.


  These are basic examples, but once you know what you are looking for, you can see the "shape" of God's words being replicated like "soundwaves," taking on human form in His servant and then in His people in just about every book in the Bible. The intricacy we find as we zoom in or out is mind-blowing. But the good thing is that the basic pattern is consistent. All the beauty and complexity that follows as this fundamental structural theme is developed throughout the Bible is based on the same simple "fractal" process.


  No More Four Views


  Christians disagree on the interpretation of certain passages, especially in the prophets. There are a number of books available in Christian bookstores with titles that begin with phrases like “Four Views on…” What if the Bible had its own internal system of logic which, once identified, would make undeniable which view of the text was the correct one?


  The Bible does have its own internal logic, and it is "fractal" in nature. The fact that the same process is going on at multiple levels leads to a great deal of confusion when we assume the text is "flat." Much of the confusion comes from truth spoken about one level being misapplied to another. The key is the structural context. Once we identify the separate patterns, the confusion disappears.


  This might all sound very complicated, but the beauty is that every Covenant process has the same shape, so you only have to learn one process. God’s work — and His Book — is like “wheels within wheels,” a little bit like planets orbiting the sun at different distances. If you can identify the Covenant context of a passage, only one of the four views can be the true one.


  At this stage, the idea might appear too technical to be bothered with, but as with the solar system, once you see it in operation its surpassing beauty and precision will not only leave you breathless, but also able to identify the purpose of every layer in Covenant history, and make sense of every text.


  Instead of being presented with double- or quadruple vision, you will be able to focus on the Bible’s true shape, to read the Bible in 3D.


  


  Flying information.


  Now we're ready to decode that mysterious symbol featured earlier on.


  The structures in the Bible replicate many patterns found in nature, and this image of geese flying in formation is a great illustration of where we are heading.


  [image: ]


  As we've discussed, popular culture communicates in the same way the Bible does: with images, sound and repetition. Part of the reason we are no longer aware of this is the fact that we rarely hear the Bible read aloud any more. Before modern times, reading and writing was a career, and although history was recorded carefully (not passed down orally to the degree that some people believe), it was not read by most people but heard. Consequently, it was written in ways that impacted people and etched itself onto their memories and into their hearts.


  There and back again


  Western culture owes far more to the Bible than most people realize, which is possibly why the book written by Bilbo Baggins in J. R. R. Tolkien's The Hobbit was entitled "There And Back Again." This is the fundamental shape of every story in the Bible.


  One tool the ancients loved to use in their literature was symmetry, and we find this everywhere in the Bible. Its basic shape is like a ">" symbol but it is symmetrical in the way that a flock of geese is symmetrical. Very often, the "goose" at the centre was the main point of the story, a factor which our modern minds are likely to miss.


  So, the journey "there and back again," whether it was Abraham's servant heading out to find a bride for Isaac, or the Lost Son squandering his money and heading home, would look like this:


  


  A


  
    B

  


  
    
      C

    

  


  
    
      
        D

      

    

  


  
    
      C1

    

  


  
    B1

  


  A1


  


  The points in the second half expand upon their counterparts in the first half. The central point is known as the thesis, which means it was often the main point or argument of the text. Identifying the structure would enable the reader to identify the main or most important idea the author was communicating through his careful arrangement of the text. So if you ever wondered why some Bible books seems to be a bit of jumble, here is the answer. They are not a jumble at all — they have an internal logic of which we are not always aware.


  If this sounds tiresome, it's not. It's actually a lot of fun reading the Bible to find symmetrical patterns, whether it be in the Law, the Prophets or the Gospels. Some of them are small. Some of them are large. Some of the large ones contain smaller ones.


  This method is called "chiasm" because of the Greek letter X (pronounced "chi"). Simple chiasms can be presented as an X shape, such as Matthew 23:12:


  [image: ]


  We won't be using the full X shape (which looks a little like a chromosome) because the Bible's basic pattern has a centre that is actually part of the text. So from here on, all chiasms look like the geese in formation.


  Chiasms are clues


  The chiasms in the Bible are practical. They help us identify the author's main point. They are also beautiful. Once identified they let you in on the amazing literary artistry in the biblical texts. And they are everywhere, which means if we don't become conscious of them to some degree as we read, we are not reading the texts as they were meant to be read.


  Here is a simple example from 2 Samuel 11-12:


  



  


  
    A David doesn't go out to fight Ammon

  


  
    
      B Bathsheba is pregnant

    

  


  
    
      
        C Bathsheba mourns Uriah

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          D Nathan confronts David

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        C1 Bathsheba mourns her son

      

    

  


  
    
      B1 Bathsheba is pregnant

    

  


  
    A1 David conquers Ammon

  


  


  



  We can see that the symmetry highlights both the similarities between certain events and the differences. A and A1 contrast David's disobedience and his victorious obedience. C and C1 both concern the mourning of the bride, firstly for the father and then for the son.


  You might notice that this is not simply a literary structure, but also an historical structure. The author of the text is also the author of the history.


  Here's another simple example found in 1 John 3:9, and this time there is a bit of a twist:


  


  



  
    No one who is born of God

  


  
    
      commits sin,

    

  


  
    
      
        for His [God's] seed

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          abides in him

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        and he is not able

      

    

  


  
    
      to commit sin

    

  


  
    because he is born of God.

  


  


  



  The first thing you will notice is the beautiful symmetry. But the symmetry reveals something... Something is wrong! Unlike all the other points, C and C1 do not match. This is deliberate, and it shows us that the reason the one who is "born of God" is not able to sin is the work of God's "seed" living in him.


  But there is more to this chiasm than meets the eye, even when we notice this deliberate discrepancy. This verse follows a pattern laid down in Genesis 1 and repeated throughout the Bible, and if we are aware of this, the reason for John's strange use of the word "seed" here becomes apparent to us.


  I hope you are beginning to see not only the beauty of the Bible, but the potential such analysis has for really opening the text for us. And we have only just begun.


  


  


  A process of maturity.


  Now that you have chiasms under your belt, I hope you are strapped in for the ride. But I do have some advice which I hope is helpful.


  What follows here might seem overwhelming at first glance, so I want you to do something for me. Instead of trying to take in and remember every detail, just relax and try to listen to the flow of each pattern of text as you would listen to a story or a piece of music. We will be covering quite a number of sample "cycles" and I don't want you to feel like you are on a terrifying rollercoaster!


  The beauty of this type of analysis is that as you read and re-read each cycle, the tune becomes more and more familiar. And once you are able to recognize the handful of basic patterns used by the authors of the Scriptures, you can use them to enjoy and understand any book or passage in the Bible. So I recommend reading each of these final chapters a number of times before moving on.


  As I found this pattern in the Bible over and over again, I thought it would be helpful to give each step a name. The Bible attaches quite a variety of symbols to each step, so having a single name to identify each step has worked out very well.


  The "named" pattern looks like this:


  



  


  
    Creation

  


  
    
      Division

    

  


  
    
      
        Ascension

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity

      

    

  


  
    
      Conquest

    

  


  
    Glorification

  


  


  



  You can see that it is a process of "building" somebody or something. The names themselves don't have an obvious symmetry, but you can see that the story has a beginning, middle and end. It is a grand adventure. The names also reveal this "there and back again" pattern as not merely symmetrical, but also as a process of maturity. The Bilbo Baggins who returned from the adventure would still be Bilbo, but he would never be the same. Just so, the first half is a time of immaturity, of "forming," and the second half is a time of maturity, of "filling." God takes something (or someone) that is "formless and empty" (Genesis 1:2) and through "forming" and "filling" turns it, or them, into a new dwelling for Himself.


  At Creation, the story begins. The adventure is initiated in some way. At Division, the hero departs with a delegated authority. At Ascension he usually makes some sort of pact and/or meets the girl he will have to win later! Testing is where he must make a choice and decide to persevere. Most often it is a victory for the bad guys. Maturity is where the good guys muster their armies so they can defeat the bad guys at Conquest. Finally, there is a big party at Glorification, and the boy gets the girl. It's the Hollywood formula, ingrained in us through centuries of exposure to the Bible. It is the deep structure of Star Wars, Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter. The reason the formula works is not only the fact that it has a happy ending and portrays the world as we wish it really were. It is also the big pattern of history. If the Bible is true, the bad guys will be defeated, the boy will get the girl, and there will be partying... beyond anybody's wildest imagination.


  The snake in the middle


  To make things even easier, I created some symbols to help ingrain the seven concepts in your memory.


  


  [image: ]


  At the centre is the serpent, the "bad guy," and you will find a serpent at the centre of many Bible stories, beginning with the Testing of Adam. You might notice that it was David who was the lying serpent at the centre of the story we looked at. And the prophet Nathan, as a faithful Adam, was "wise as a serpent but harmless as a dove," who was testing him.


  The symbols will make even more sense as we add a couple more layers to the pattern. But for now, notice that the process includes bread (Ascension) and wine (Glorification). Bread is "morning" food. It is energy for work. Wine is "evening" food. It is for relaxation and rest. So the pattern is also an ideal representation of the human work day.


  



  


  Creation: You wake from sleep


  
    Division: You go to work

  


  
    
      Ascension:You are given instructions

    

  


  
    
      
        Testing:You work unsupervised. Your faculties are tested

      

    

  


  
    
      Maturity:The work brings you prosperity and wisdom

    

  


  
    Conquest: You return home

  


  Glorification: You eat and rest


  


  



  Bread is also a symbol of childhood and wine a symbol of maturity (it should be consumed with wisdom). So this sevenfold process is also the shape of an entire human life, ending with rest with God in heaven.


  Compare this chart of the average work day with the process found in the first seven books of the Bible:


  



  


  Genesis: You wake from sleep (Creation)


  
    Exodus: You go to work (Division)

  


  
    
      Leviticus:You are given instructions (Ascension)

    

  


  
    
      
        Numbers:You work unsupervised. Your faculties are tested (Testing)

      

    

  


  
    
      Deuteronomy:The work brings you prosperity and wisdom (Maturity)

    

  


  
    Joshua: You return home (Conquest)

  


  Judges: You eat and rest (Glorification)


  


  



  Of course, Israel, like Adam, failed to really enter into God's rest in the book of Judges.


  


  Festivals


  What I find really amazing is that Israel's calendar of yearly festivals (as described in Leviticus 23) also follows the pattern, and we can even map it onto that little verse from 1 John. (Please note that the Sabbath is mentioned first because its seven day "Creation" week sets the pattern for the entire year.)


  



  


  Creation: No one who is born of God (Sabbath)


  
    Division: commits sin, (Passover)

  


  
    
      Ascension:for His [God's] seed (Firstfruits)

    

  


  
    
      
        Testing:abides in him (Pentecost)

      

    

  


  
    
      Maturity:and he is not able (Trumpets)

    

  


  
    Conquest: to commit sin (Atonement)

  


  Glorification: because he is born of God. (Tabernacles)


  


  



  You will notice that the "abiding" is at the centre of the pattern, which corresponds to the first indwelling of the Spirit in the saints on the Day of Pentecost. Also notice that the shedding of blood to cover sin at Passover and Atonement corresponds in the symmetry. More on this later.


  Finally, we have the reason for John's use of "seed" at "Firstfruits", which in the first century case would be the Ascension of Christ (just before Pentecost). The deep message here is that Israel's harvest year was a physical symbol of the process of God maturing and gathering His people.


  


  Creation


  Now that we have added the festivals, it is a little easier to see Genesis 1 as the foundation for the pattern:


  



  


  Creation: Light and Dark (Sabbath)


  
    Division: The Waters Divided (Passover)

  


  
    
      Ascension:The Land Rises from the Sea


      Grain and Fruit Plants (Firstfruits)

    

  


  
    
      
        Testing:The Sun, Moon and Stars (Pentecost)

      

    

  


  
    
      Maturity:Swarms: Birds and Fish (Trumpets)

    

  


  
    Conquest: Land Animals and Man (Atonement)

  


  Glorification: Rest and Rule (Tabernacles)


  


  



  Here, we can see that Passover is linked with the divided waters of the Exodus. The heavenly lights are the rulers dictating the "natural laws." The shiny clouds of birds and fish picture the armies of God filling the sky and sea and moving as if with one mind, filled with the Spirit of Pentecost. Animals and man are mediators on Day 6, and Israel, like Adam, now pure, is ready to minister to the world. Tabernacles was the final feast of the year, and unlike Passover, all nations were invited!


  


  A threefold cord


  There is much more we could share here, but we must move quickly to one of my favorite occurrences of the pattern. It is one which combines the Creation Week and the Festivals as a pattern of maturity in an amazing way, in a story with which you are likely very familiar:


  



  


  Creation: Joseph is the chosen son with whom he is pleased (Sabbath)


  
    Division: Jacob sets Joseph apart with a robe of office (Passover)

  


  
    
      Ascension:Joseph dreams of his brothers' sheaves bowing to him (Firstfruits)

    

  


  
    
      
        Testing:Joseph sees the sun, moon and stars bowing to him (Pentecost)

      

    

  


  
    
      Maturity:Joseph's brothers unite against him (Trumpets)

    

  


  
    Conquest: Joseph's robe is torn and bloodied (Atonement)

  


  Glorification: Joseph is sold into slavery to Gentiles (Tabernacles)


  


  



  Now, this cycle was not a "there and back again for Joseph," but as part of a greater return journey, from God's promises to Abraham in Canaan to Israel's return to Canaan under Moses and Joshua, it turns out that Joseph himself is the "ascended firstfruits," the first Spirit-filled man, and it is the gods and rulers of Egypt who bow to the true God at the centre of the pattern.


  



  


  Creation: God makes a triune promise to Abraham


  
    Division: Jacob steals the inheritance and separates from Esau

  


  
    
      Ascension:Joseph rules Egypt (in command of the grain)

    

  


  
    
      
        Testing:Israel suffers slavery as Joseph did

      

    

  


  
    
      Maturity:Moses and Aaron testify to Pharaoh, send swarms and muster Israel

    

  


  
    Conquest: Joshua leads the nation into Canaan, their inheritance

  


  Glorification: All the promises to Abraham are fulfilled (Joshua 21:43-45)


  


  



  We can also see that Joseph was "God's seed" who traveled alone to die in Egypt, but a great harvest came out of Egypt to possess the Promised Land. It is a pattern of multiplication. There are shades of this great story in John 12:24 and even in that single verse in 1 John, if we have eyes to see in 3D.


  Even with the brevity of this introduction, I hope you can get at least a glimpse of the possibilities of this method of analysis of the text. But there is one more facet we must cover, and that is the potential for practical application of this pattern in every area of life.


  But before you continue, scroll back up through this chapter. What does it look like?


  DNA.


  The Bible is "Genetic."


  


  The Covenant key.


  


  God likes to move stuff. Motion is life and beauty and productivity. Stillness is stagnation and corruption and death. Nature abounds with cyclical motions, from atomic spin to the “circle of life” to the rotation of the galaxies. But history is not a perpetual motion machine, or the identical cycles of the movements of a clock.


  God’s moves are most certainly repeated cycles, but the Bible gives us a more interesting philosophy than that held by the pagan thinkers, who never expected anything to improve. Biblical history is not a spinning top but a wheel. It is turning for the sake of going somewhere. So the work of God in Man is not merely a “there and back again.” Bible history is Man on a mission.


  God sends Man out because He wants Man to come back with something, and the Bible is full of such missions. Each mission can be easily recognized, because all of God’s missions have the same structure and are packaged in the same way.


  But the word mission is a little impersonal. This arrangement is an agreement between persons, so the Bible uses a more personal, relational word: Covenant. God’s Covenants are the initiating Words that keep things on the move.


  Behind the historical and literary DNA patterns found in the Bible is the shape of the words God speaks to set each cycle on motion. God introduces Himself, then He defines the relationship, the methods for carrying out the mission, He outlines the possible outcomes, and then gives a glimpse of the future this tour of duty.


  These five steps have some deep theological names, but one way to remember them is the fact that they spell THEOS which is the Greek word for God, and where we get our word "theology" from.


  



  


  
    Transcendence: Who is the boss?

  


  
    
      Hierarchy:Whom has the boss put in charge?

    

  


  
    
      
        Ethics:What do we have to do?

      

    

  


  
    
      Oath/Sanctions:What do we get if we obey or disobey?

    

  


  
    Succession: When is he coming back?

  


  


  



  I hope you can see that even the "Covenant speech" which God gives has the same "there and back again" shape as the mission itself. This is because God's Covenants with Man aren't just legal arrangements; they are personal. Covenant is God's method of maturing people, both individually and as families, churches, communities and nations.


  Another way of looking at the Covenant process is as a delegation of authority. In this way, a Covenant is much like a tour of duty. To describe it, we must apply yet another set of terms to the pattern, but they will help you get a handle on what is going on:


  



  


  
    Initiation: Who begins the project and sets things in motion?

  


  
    
      Delegation:Who is the one going on the mission?

    

  


  
    
      
        Purification:How will this mission make the world a better place?

      

    

  


  
    
      Vindication:How will the delegate be rewarded (or punished)?

    

  


  
    Succession: What does the future hold if the mission is successful?

  


  


  



  You might have observed that, just like the Creation Week, each "Covenant mission" consists of "forming" (choosing and sending out), "filling" (obeying and succeeding) and a "future." But how does this fivefold pattern fit with the sevenfold one?


  It has to do with how the mission actually plays out in history, and it is "fractal" in nature.
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  The threefold law


  Here is an example which you may be already very familiar with. We can see this "tour of duty" pattern most obviously in Israel's journey from Egypt to Canaan. This one is important, because if you memorize it you will have a good foundation for seeing all the other occurrences of it.


  



  


  
    TRANSCENDENCE
Creation: God calls Moses to lead Israel (Foreign Land)

  


  
    
      HIERARCHY
Division:God separates Israel from Egypt (blood and water)

    

  


  
    
      
        ETHICS
Ascension:Moses ascends the mountain and receives theLaw

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing:Old Israel dies in the wilderness under theLaw

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity:To a new Israel, Moses repeats theLaw

      

    

  


  
    
      SANCTIONS
Conquest:Joshua and Israel cross the Jordan to take Canaan (water and blood)

    

  


  
    SUCCESSION
Glorification: Joshua divides up the Land as an inheritance (Promised Land)

  


  


  



  Firstly, we must notice the symmetrical correspondence of water and blood in both Egypt and Canaan. As Israel is taken out of the world, purified, and put back into it, there is a "birth" process.


  Secondly, and I really like this one, you might notice that Israel was "under the angelic sword" in Egypt, but in Canaan it was Israel wielding the sword as God's angels. Israel had passed through a corporate "death-and-resurrection" in the wilderness and was now a great deal more mature. She was ready to represent God to the world. Well, that was the plan.


  Thirdly, notice the threefold appearance of the Law in the centre. This is very important, because the sevenfold historical process has its source in the fivefold Covenantal process. The Ethics section at the centre "opens" up and becomes threefold:


  



  


  
    Ascension: Law given (Adam commissioned, Eve constructed)

  


  
    
      Testing:Law opened (serpent crushed)

    

  


  
    Maturity: Law received (Eve rescued, Adam promoted)

  


  


  



  A Covenant is not only a tour of duty, it is an investment. The obedience or disobedience of the “Covenant Head” at Ascension (the Firstfruits “seed”) is multiplied into a “Covenant Body” at maturity. It is the Law of God which takes things and multiplies them. Adam was singular, but he was cut by God to construct Eve, the multiplier. Joseph went to Egypt alone, but when Israel came out with Moses, she had been “multiplied.” Consequently, the symbols at Maturity have to do with multiplication. Regarding the Covenant, the symbols are “plunder” for obedience and “plagues” for disobedience. Moses and Aaron brought plagues upon Egypt, and the Egyptians willingly gave their plunder to the Hebrews. (Notice that when the Philistines sent the Ark of the Covenant away, they sent it with plunder fashioned in the shape of plagues.) When God’s investments (“forming”) come to maturity, He expects to collect good fruit (“filling”).


  


  This is the shape of every Covenant in the Bible. And was also the shape of your first job! The Oath part is where you respond to you boss to indicate that you understand the instructions and agree, or vow, to do what you were told. In Israel's case it looked like this, and the text itself follows this fivefold pattern with its triple-barreled Law section in the middle:


  



  


  
    Transcendence (Initiation) - Who's the boss?


    Moses came

  


  
    
      Hierarchy (Delegation)- Who's in charge?

    


    
      and told the people

    

  


  
    
      
        Ethics (Purification)- What do we have to do?

      

    


    
      
        all the words of the Lord (Law given)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          and all the rules. (Law opened)

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        And all the people (Law received)

      

    

  


  
    
      Oath/Sanctions (Vindication)- What will we get?

    


    
      answered with one voice and said,

    

  


  
    Succession (Representation) - What's next?


    “All the words
that the Lord has spoken

    we will do.”

  


  


  



  In this Covenant process, Israel responds with an "Amen," giving God permission to pour out the blessings or curses (Sanctions) when He returns, just as He spoke blessings over the sevenfold week of Creation. If you align this with the Festivals, the blessings and curses correspond with the Day of Atonement, when the blessings were poured out upon the first sacrificial goat (which ascended to heaven as fragrant smoke) and the curses were carried by the second goat, which was exiled into the wilderness to die, and be eaten by the birds and beasts (a common Covenant curse, and one which Goliath knew about.)


  What I find fascinating is that the book of Revelation follows this exact pattern. It is a Covenant lawsuit, and it presents Jesus as the "Amen." He fulfilled the Old Covenant and made it new. He became "the Name," that is, the Covenant Oath which we take upon ourselves. Those who place their faith in Him as their legal representative are sheltered by His obedience as a faithful Adam. For Him, and them, God has only blessings to speak, and no curses.


  


  A New Covenant


  It should be no surprise that the ministry of Jesus and His apostles follows this Covenantal shape.


  Just as with Adam, and with Jesus, the one sent on the mission is supposed to rescue the girl from the dragon. This gives each Covenant a "Head" and a "Body," connected by obedience to the Laws given by God. For Adam, the "Body" was Eve, to whom he was to prove his love. For Jesus, the "Body" is the Church, and if you look at the patterns in the previous chapter, you will see that Testing corresponds to Pentecost, when the Church received Jesus' Spirit from heaven. The Head and the Body were connected in a new way.


  



  


  
    TRANSCENDENCE
Creation: The birth, perfect life and ministry of the Word of God made flesh. (Sabbath)

  


  
    
      HIERARCHY
Division:Jesus dies on the cross for the sins of the world and is resurrected (Passover)

    

  


  
    
      
        ETHICS
Ascension:He ascends to the right hand of the Father. Drawing near as High Priest, He receives the seven-sealed mystery of God (Firstfruits)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing:He opens the new Law, sending the Holy Spirit to indwell His people, filling them with light as His human Tabernacle, His body on earth. (Pentecost)

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity:An army of believers is mustered and testifies concerning the new order. Many are martyred as holy warriors. Judgments begin to fall upon the Old Jerusalem and its Temple. (Trumpets)

      

    

  


  
    
      SANCTIONS
Conquest:The Old Covenant sacrifices cease when Jerusalem and her Temple are destroyed. (Atonement)

    

  


  
    SUCCESSION
Glorification: With the words of Jesus vindicated, the Church carries the Gospel to all nations. (Tabernacles)

  


  


  



  One final observation on this particular structure is that the veil of the Temple was torn at “Passover” and the entire Temple was destroyed at “Atonement.”


  


  Making all things new...


  Jesus was a blameless sacrifice for sin, and it makes sense that the pattern of sacrifice follows the same pattern.


  



  


  
    Creation: Blameless animal chosen, (Initiation)

  


  
    
      Division:cut, (Delegation)

    

  


  
    
      
        Ascension:lifted up, (Law given - Presentation)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing:burnt, (Law opened - Purification)

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity:turned into smoke and ashes, (Law received - Transformation)

      

    

  


  
    
      Conquest:received as mediation by God, (Vindication)

    

  


  
    Glorification: and there is peace. (Representation)

  


  


  



  The middle three steps are legal. They are "blood and fire and smoke" (Joel 2:30, Acts 2:19). Visually, the smoke corresponds to the "swarms" of Day 5 and the "clouds" of Israel's armies. This means that every sacrifice was not only a process of the animal being "blameless" and "faithful" under the Law but also a "new Creation" and a "new Israel." It is the Creation Week played out in flesh and blood, which throws some light on the words of Jesus and Paul.


  


  A Covenantal world


  More important for practical living is the fact that this pattern is found not only throughout the Bible but also in the everyday processes of cooking, of eating, of sex, of gestation, of the work day, of human life, of building a house or founding a nation. All have the same shape, which means that man is creating for God in all these diverse "Covenantal" acts, and hopefully gaining wisdom and prosperity in the opportunity given to him by every "cycle."


  So, behind the "there and back again" sevenfold pattern of Creation is a "there and back again" fivefold pattern of Covenant. Would it surprise you to learn that behind the fivefold pattern is a threefold Covenantal pattern? It is the to-and-fro between the Father and the Son by the Spirit. Creation and Covenant are "fractal" expansions of the very shape of God, like the branches of a tree, or the corners of a snowflake. God Himself is eternally a forming, a filling and a future.


  



  


  
    The Father speaks

  


  
    
      The Son obeys and produces "righteous fruit"

    

  


  
    The Father is pleased and blesses Him

  


  


  



  So we end where we began.


  [image: ]


  But we will never be the same.


  


  Now you can read in 3D...


  Well, maybe you are not yet able to actually read the Bible in 3D, but you have a very good idea of how to do so.


  The charts we have covered are well worth revising a number of times until the "process" becomes familiar. For me, it is almost second nature, and this makes the Bible a pleasure to read, mostly because I know that what is going on is Covenantal in shape. It also enables the reader to make many fascinating discoveries.


  Since we have covered all of the basics, it would be helpful to "test your eyes" on one of the simpler examples of this amazing pattern, yet one which explains a great mystery.


  Since the first "Covenant mission" involved an abstinence from food, we'll look at two corresponding patterns which involve temporary laws concerning food. We'll start with Adam's Testing in the Garden, then see how the same pattern is found in Israel's history as the macrocosm.


  



  


  Adam


  


  
    TRANSCENDENCE
Creation (Initiation): Springs water the Land, but there is no Man. (Sabbath)

  


  


  
    
      HIERARCHY
Division (Delegation):Adam is formed out of the dust, (Passover)

    

  


  


  
    
      
        ETHICS
Ascension (Presentation):given a single, temporary prohibition, then broken and opened to construct Eve (Firstfruits)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing (Purification):The serpent seduces Eve. Adam and Eve eat, and their eyes are opened (Pentecost)

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity (Transformation):The PROHIBITION is now obsolete. They attempt to hide their nakedness (Trumpets)

      

    

  


  


  
    
      SANCTIONS
Conquest (Vindication):and are judged by the Lord. God exposes the sin and calls for a confession (Oath) from Adam. Animals are "de-formed": animal blood covers the sin; animal skins cover their nakedness. Fellowship without a covering (sacrifice) is denied. (Atonement: the Day of Coverings)

    

  


  


  
    SUCCESSION
Glorification (Representation): The Land and the womb are opened, but Adam’s cursed dominion is multiplied in his work and his offspring. (Tabernacles)

  


  



  


  Israel


  


  
    TRANSCENDENCE
Creation (Initiation): Rivers of blood (genealogy and sacrifice) flow from Eden but there is no mediatorial Man (Sabbath)

  


  
    
      HIERARCHY
Division (Delegation):Israel as God's "firstborn" is formed out of a barren womb (Circumcision), (Passover)

    

  


  
    
      
        ETHICS
Ascension (Presentation):raised up and put into the Land. They are given many temporary prohibitions, then broken in two, opened to build a new Body. (Firstfruits)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Testing (Purification):Christ defeats the serpent and opens the Church’s eyes (Pentecost)

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Maturity (Transformation):The PROHIBITIONS become obsolete. The Firstfruits Church is robed in white, witnesses boldly, (Trumpets)

      

    

  


  
    
      SANCTIONS
Conquest (Vindication):and the remains of Old Covenant worship is judged by the Lord. Old Covenant Israel is de-formed. (un-Circumcision) (Atonement)

    

  


  
    SUCCESSION
Glorification (Representation): Under a better Adam (Jesus), the vindicated Mediatorial Man, rivers of living water flow out into all the nations. (Tabernacles)

  


  


  


  


  


  


  



  What can we learn from the act of corresponding these two patterns? The comparison shows us that the prohibition on the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was temporary, just as Israel's food laws were temporary. The later event is a "corporate" (national) version of the earlier one.


  On a smaller level, we can see the same process in Israel being humbled in the wilderness. As Adam was to be submissive to God and eat only from the other trees, Israel was restricted to a diet of manna. Once the nation had learned to trust God, the people would freely inherit the "kingly" foods of the Land, including their fields and vineyards.


  We can also see this process of maturity regarding food in the first chapter of Daniel. The young prophet refused the king's food until his faith in God to provide for him was publicly vindicated. Then he and his friends did partake of the Babylonian diet. Finally, we also see it in the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness. The offer of bread to a fasting man was the first of three attempts to get Jesus to act independently of His Father. But again, the prohibition was only temporary. When He had carried out everything the Father asked Him to do, He was given His inheritance as a gift: all the kingdoms of the world.


  In each case, the Word of God is given and then immediately challenged. Satan offers a short-term counterfeit, and God allows it to test the faith and patience of His people. We see the same thing in Jesus' command to put the kingdom of God first, and to trust God for the food and shelter we need. Our true inheritance will come in due time as a gift. If Adam had refrained from eating fruit from the "kingdom" tree, he would have received it as a gift. An Adam governed by God is an Adam fit to govern.


  


  Text as architecture.


  Every story in the Bible follows the same pattern, and in most cases, every stanza within each story also follows the pattern, and every cycle of seven stories follows the pattern. This is where the "fractal" nature of the text becomes apparent.


  I have traced this pattern in its major forms (the big picture) throughout the Bible, and in a basic way through most of the books. I have also worked my way carefully through a handful of complete Bible books, and have discovered the same structure in Genesis, in Numbers, in Daniel, in Matthew, in Ephesians and in the Revelation. In each case it is working at 3 or 4 levels simultaneously. Pictorially, and overlooking the places where the author messes with the pattern to make a point, a Bible book might look this:


  [image: ]


  This is exactly how the book of Revelation is constructed, which is possibly one reason why it causes so much confusion. Understanding the internal logic as a process of miniature "subplots" within the major plotline, all heading towards a big happy ending, is a real help in making sense of the book.


  If that seems to be too much to take in, there is another way of looking at it. It takes all of the V-shaped outlines and presents them as a "weave" pattern:


  [image: ]


  This way of presenting the structure shows that the texts all have a "warp" and "weft," like weaving, that is, both horizontal and vertical coordinates (x and y) informing the placement of each story, each stanza and each line. The real issue with identifying the structures is that one has to be familiar with the "accruing" symbols which the Bible attaches to each step as the book progresses. Despite this, seeing the pattern at the greater levels is not difficult once the basic form becomes familiar.


  Now, I know that this probably seems like it is getting out of hand to Bible readers who are not visual thinkers. But it also likely seems very attractive to young people who have been raised on visual media. In my experience, older people don't see the significance or potential of this kind of analysis, but young people get it straight away, especially when the pattern is underlying story. I have found that a familiarity with the basic structures really helps when reading the Bible, and also in getting one's bearings in biblical history.


  The key thing to remember here, for oldies like me, is that this architectural process is not only Physical (Genesis 1) and Social (Genesis 2) but also Ethical (Genesis 3). It is the way in which God builds the world and transforms the world. He does not order things through mere organization but through relationships.


  For instance, Genesis 1 is about Man and Woman (Physical), Genesis 2 is about Husband and Wife (Social) and Genesis 3 is about Father and Mother (Ethical). At each point Adam and Eve are an X and a Y, a warp and a weft on the loom of a cross-shaped world.


  Thinking fractally, you can see this exact pattern play out in the big picture of the Bible. From Adam to Noah, the Covenant relationship was Physical, and indeed ended with the destruction of the physical world. From Abraham to Christ, the Covenant relationship was Social. Circumcision divided Adam into Jew and Gentile, just as Adam was cut by God in the Garden. Finally, Christ came and the Covenant became Ethical. He did not "fight against flesh and blood" but got to the heart of the matter. He crushed the serpent as “the Son of Man,” that is, the Son of Adam.


  So these patterns are not just pretty pictures. They are a profound way of understanding the Bible, history and the world. And indeed, everyday life. They are the way the triune God moves everything... the Physical, the Social and the Ethical... from glory to glory.


  


  Recommended reading


  If you'd like to read more examples of this pattern in the big picture of the Bible, and understand the structures in greater depth, the best book to start with is:


  Bible Matrix: An Introduction to the DNA of the Scriptures



  


  The next book looks at the Covenant pattern in more detail, discovering it in such diverse places as the Ten Commandments and the Parable of the Good Samaritan:


  Bible Matrix II: The Covenant Key



  


  And if that is not enough, you might also like:


  God's Kitchen: Theology You Can Eat and Drink



  


  Please note that all of these books recommend some very helpful books by other authors.


  


  



  


  Thanks for reading!


  Michael Bull


  Katoomba, Australia
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