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SAYING NO TO GOD
“Far from being antithetical to faith, the struggle against God has a
long and hallowed history within the ‘religions of the book.’ Indeed,
the very name given to God’s people in the Hebrew Scriptures testifies
to this truth. Yet today, this type of sacred conflict is largely rejected
on all sides. Those inside the religious camp defend their position
doggishly, while those on the outside critique it unrelentingly. Fidelity
to religion on one side, betrayal on the other. In contrast to this,
Matthew Korpman carefully excavates the noble tradition of faithful betrayal. In this much needed book, Korpman not only reveals a
more healthy and mature faith, but also shows us how it can help us
moves beyond both the Conservative and Progressive forms of faith.”
PETER ROLLINS
Au t h o r of The Idol atry of God a nd The Orthod ox Heret i c

“More people are finally waking up to the reality that conventional
approaches to the Bible and faith (‘God said it, I believe it, and that
settles it’) have done much harm and must be re-examined. In this
insightful work, Korpman invites readers to do what Abraham, Moses,
and many other biblical characters did: to dare to argue with God.
This book is not only interesting, it’s needed.”
BRIAN D. MCLAREN
Au t h o r o f A New K ind of Christian a nd A Generous Ort hod oxy

“Saying No to God offers a powerful statement of the case against bibliolatry and the sin of treating the Bible as though it were God. Korpman
brings into focus the Bible’s depiction of a God that not only can be
but wants to be argued with and at times disobeyed. There is a long
and theologically rich tradition of talking back to God and of arguing
with the Bible and with orthodoxy, however defined. Korpman invites
today’s readers and people of faith to join that conversation and discover the positive transformational impact on religious faith when one
accepts the Bible’s invitation to talk back to its authors, as well as to the
God that they themselves wrestled and argued with.”
J AM E S F. M C G R AT H
C l a re nc e L . G oodw i n Ch a i r i n New Tes tame n t
L a ng u a ge a nd L i tera ture a t B utler Uni versity

“‘God told me…’ I sometimes hear said to start a sentence. Really?
Such phrases make me want to debate the divine! In this remarkable
book, Korpman gives good reasons we ought sometimes to disobey,
disagree with, and argue against God’s voice. Saying ‘no’ to God may
be the most holy thing we can do. Reading this book may be the
second most!”
THOMAS JAY OORD
Au t h o r o f Go d C an’t: Ho w to Bel iev e in Go d and L ove
a f te r Trage dy , A b u se , and Other Ev ils

“This is a well-thought, well-written and well-researched book by
an author whose voice is a very welcome and much-needed one in
today’s theological climate. Read it and prepare to be amazed. Simply
put, this book is freaking awesome.”
KEITH GILES
Au t h o r o f t h e Jesu s Unb o u nd a nd Jesu s Unde feat ed an d
C o - h os t of the Hereti c Ha ppy Hour pod cast

“Love is not submission, but passionate engagement. No one loves
the Bible more than the one who has wrestled with it. No one loves
God more than the one who has argued, questioned, and talked back.
Saying No to God is a work of profound love—and I loved every passionately engaged word. A book that will change your life.”
DONNA BOWMAN
Au t h o r of The Ho me b re w ed C hristianity G ui de t o B ei ng
Hu m a n: Be co ming the Best Bag of Bo ne s You Can B e

“In Saying No to God, we discover the inspired No of God’s most faithful friends, modeled in the Scriptures by characters who were closest
to God and by the test itself as a work of polyphonic genius. I see in
Korpman’s work the maturity of spiritual individuation—a kind of
growing up that emulates the great saints and illuminates the path
ahead. I’m grateful for the good minds and hearts willing to dust off
the Bible and take it so seriously.”
BRAD JERSAK ( PHD)
Author of A Mo re Christl ik e Way an d
IN : Incarnation & Incl u sio n

“Matthew Korpman has thoughtfully compiled stories from Scripture
that tell an often-hidden story: sometimes, God wants us to disagree.
And not only can the Bible handle our disagreements; it’s designed
for it. Saying No to God reminds us that our firmly held beliefs can be
empty, and our doubts can be holy. These stories and insights remind
us that the goal of faith isn’t certainty but trust. And that will always
require doubt in the process.”
DANIELLE SHROYER
Spi ri tua l Di rec tor, Spea ker,
a nd Author of Original Bl essin g

“Absolutely beautiful and life giving. I’ve often said that a ‘yes’ means
very little if it is not preceded by a ‘no.’ We are born into a world that
thrusts its affirmations and orthodoxies upon us, demanding we take
them on as our own, but the Spirit of Christ within will never allow
us to mindlessly shout ‘amen’ to things we 1.) aren’t convinced are
true, and that, 2.) may very well be horrendous mischaracterizations
of the God of Grace he ever lives to make known. And so, at some
point in the sincere seeker’s journey, a ‘no’ will begin to form in their
souls. Some push it down, and refuse to look at or come to terms with
what it implies, but some let it grow, emerge, and begin to articulate
itself. In this timely work, Matthew J. Korpman’s ‘no’ emerges, finds
articulation, and calls a generation of discontented disciples to bravely
join him in saying no to the ‘god’ who would refuse us the right to
do so. With the skill of a scholar and a surgeon, the author takes a
scalpel to the malignant views of God that have spread throughout
our creeds, pulpits and pews, and points us instead to that of which
only an ‘amen,’ and a ‘yes’ can be spoken. These are the sorts of books
that this generation and those that will follow are in desperate need of.
Were such a book around when I was in the throes of my own existential crisis and theological unraveling, I would have felt not quite
so alone, and as though someone else out there understood me, the
journey I was on, and the God I was coming to know, who was not
threatened by my questions or my ‘no’s. Get this book. Read it. Throw
it across the room a few times. Tear out a page or two, and, by all
means, say a few ‘no’s.’ But in the process, may you experience and
discover the one concerning whom your soul longs to say ‘yes.’”
JEFF TURNER
Au t h or of The A theistic The ist: W hy There Is
No God and Yo u Shou l d Fol l ow Him

“Are we supposed to say no to God? Most Christians would scoff at
such a notion. However, in Saying No to God, Matthew J. Korpman
argues—convincingly, I might add—that it’s not only permissible,
but encouraged… by none other than the Bible even! Admittedly,
this will ruffle some feathers, but for those willing to put aside their
theological presuppositions for a moment, they will assuredly find
biblical warrant for such an idea. All in all, this book is a theological
and literary tour de force, and one that should be placed in the hands
of everyone who calls themselves a Christian.”
M AT T H EW J. DI S T E FANO
Au t h or of F ro m the Bl o od o f A b e l a nd Heret i c! an d
C o- h os t of th e Hereti c Ha ppy Hour podcast

“Matthew Korpman’s Saying No to God is a paradigm-shifting and
theological masterpiece! His ability to see the biblical text with fresh,
creative, and imaginative eyes is bound to stir the heart and beautifully confound the mind—in a profoundly transformative and vital
manner. Korpman’s work gives us permission to say no to an oppressive, violent, misogynistic, authoritarian, narrow-minded, and Hellcondemning God and opens us up to a God, that while cannot be
boxed in, is also at the very least a God who looks like Jesus. I highly
recommend this life-changing book!”
MARK GREGORY KARRIS
Auth or of D iv ine Echo e s: R econcil ing Prayer
W ith the Uncontrol l ing Lo v e of God
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FOREWORD

I

was just eighteen years old when I packed up my new bright yellow
Sunfire to head over two-thousand miles to Dallas, Texas. There I
would begin my journey as an official “Bible school student.” I had
sensed a strong spiritual compelling into what they used to call “fulltime ministry” five years prior.
I was so “on fire” for Jesus in my public high school that my friends
and I were labeled the “Church Girls,” a group of radical teenage
Christian girls that I naturally led. The label was meant to be an insult
at first, but we quickly embraced the name, making it lose its sting.
Since I was thirteen years old, I had one mission on my mind, and
that was to serve God in ministry for the rest of my life. It was clearly
my purpose. I was interested in almost nothing else and I also happened to have the gifts to do to the job of pastoring my family and
friends. The Gospel has been at the center of my entire existence. I
was born with this one sense of calling and purpose, and if I refused
to fulfill it, I would “explode.”
As the radical and moody Old Testament prophet Jeremiah put it:
But if I say, “I will not remember Him or speak anymore in His name,”
Then in my heart it becomes like a burning fire shut up in my bones;
And I am weary of holding it in, And I cannot endure it.
( Jere m i ah 2 0 :9 , n asb )
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I could not imagine doing anything else with my life except becoming a preacher, Bible teacher, Christian leader, or all of the above. That
was simply who I was, and apparently who I always was. When my
dearest grandmother was still alive, she would continually remind me
of when I used to preach to my baby dolls as a little girl. When she
was dying, she would tell me this same story over and over again, as if
to say “you know who you are; don’t forget.” As she was passing away
into Heaven, she spoke with an angel-like awareness and a divine
“wink” in her eye.
I came from a supportive egalitarian family and my dad was a
minister, which was awesome as a teenage girl who felt destined to
become a minister herself; however, I also had no idea that there were
people out there who did not support women in ministry. You can
imagine my shock and dismay when I received my education in this
patriarchal belief system from guess who? Christian guys in Bible
school who did not believe in having women involved in ministry.
I remember the day well. I was walking out of my Bible School’s
cafeteria at eighteen years old when several of the older “cool” guys
called me over to have a chat with them in the front lounge of the
building. I sat down thinking that they wanted to include me in a
conversation as a peer. Boy, was I wrong!
They opened up their Bibles and began to point out Bible verses
that they interpreted as “women should not be preachers and pastors;
especially over men.” I had seriously never heard of such a concept
and my heart was absolutely shattered by the entire experience.
Of course, I sucked it up like a big girl in the moment; never would
I have allowed those “Bible Bullies” to behold my tears. I politely
tolerated the conversation and even listened to their points with an
open mind and heart; something I would not tolerate today because
I now see this whole scenario as spiritual harassment and abuse. The
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traumatic event happened almost two decades ago and it still hurts
my heart to recall and retell it.
That was the first moment in my life that I was confronted with
the question, “Are you going to say no to what appears to be God, or are
you going to keep saying yes to the God you know?”
I walked to my dorm alone fighting back the tears. Not only was
I now questioning my entire life purpose, but I also felt utterly used
and rejected by those young men. They made a fool out of me and I
knew it, but I did not yet know how to stick up for myself or defend
my calling. I was so young, so passionate about Jesus, so involved in
serving the church already, so naive about the sexist realities woven
into our church cultures and doctrines, and so utterly unaware that
some Christian men reject women’s voices and leadership under the
guise of religion.
When I arrived at my dorm, I called my dad immediately, bursting
into tears the moment he picked up the phone. I told him about my
chat with those young men and asked, “If God does not call women
into ministry, why am I here in Bible School?” My dad was prepared,
as if he had always been waiting for me to run into this problem. He
said with calm authority and clarity, “those guys don’t know what they
are talking about” and went on to reassure me and my calling with
Scripture.
Just a few days later, I received a box in the mail from my dad. It
was filled with egalitarian theology books. The days of being naïve
about gender inequalities and injustices in the church were over. It
was no time to give up on my mission, but it was time to hit the books
and study hard. As a woman minister it became evident that I would
not only have to defend the Gospel of Jesus Christ, but I would also
have to defend the very act of “preaching the Gospel” as a woman.
At eighteen years old I had the blessed opportunity to “say no to
God” when I was confronted by “Bible-School-Bullies” who wanted
15
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me to say “yes” to their interpretation of Scripture and God. In having
the opportunity to “say no” to their version of God, I became wiser,
stronger and keener on hearing the actual voice of God.
That day, when those young men were “cherry-picking” the
Scriptures in order to convince me to not follow my ministerial calling due to my being a woman, I zoned out for a few seconds and
happened to glance outside. There was a young brown-skinned man
in a beanie walking by. He was very “hipster” and way cooler looking
than the guys who were talking down to me.
I imagined he was Jesus, outside of the religious institutional walls,
saying, “Hey, what are you doing hanging out with those dudes when
you could stand up, walk out those doors and come follow me?” It
was the first time I ever saw that guy on campus and now that I think
about it, it was also the last.
In Saying No to God, Matthew does not challenge the woman
preacher simply trying to spread “the good news,” or the woman pastor simply trying to care for her congregation, or the LGBTQ+ person
simply trying to live out their existence and faith in peace, or the
poor simply trying to get by, or the sick simply trying to survive, or
the person of color simply asking for genuine equality, or the single
person simply asking to be included, or the abuse victim simply trying to overcome trauma and be heard, or the grieved simply trying to
heal. Instead, Matthew challenges the broken system, the legalistic
culture and the toxic theology that allows Christians to continue to
defend the powerful in Christ’s name, while dismissing those who are
experiencing oppression, exclusion, marginalization, injustices and
inequalities in Jesus’ name every single day.
Saying No to God will be one of the most eye-opening books you
have ever read and every Christian should reserve the opportunity
to read this book! Korpman has done his theological homework and
challenges us to know the depths of God’s character; even to the
16
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point of God being pleased with those who have serious spiritual
doubts and questions. This book will both challenge and revolutionize your faith.
Jory Micah
Upcoming Author of Breaking the Glass Steeple
and Blogger at JoryMicah.com
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ever say no to God. God must always be obeyed, no matter
what he commands. What God says, we should do. God’s
word is an unquestioning law. If we disobey it for any reason, we are
unfaithful sinners.

A

THE BIBLE

lways be ready to say no to God. God should not always be
obeyed, depending on what he commands. What God says, we
shouldn’t always do. God’s Word is an instructive guide. If we disobey it for the right reasons, we are faithful saints.

A PA R A B L E
I would like to tell you the story of a small town filled with believers
who sought to act always in obedience to the voice of God. When
faced with difficult situations, the leaders of the community would
often be found deep in prayer, or searching the scripture for guidance and wisdom. Late one evening, in the middle of winter, a young
man from the neighboring city arrived at the gates of the town’s little
church seeking refuge. The caretaker immediately let him in and, seeing that he was hungry and cold, provided a meal and some warm
clothes. After he had eaten, the young man explained how he had fled
the city because the authorities had labeled him a political dissident.
It turned out that the man had been critical of both the government
and the church in his work as a journalist. The caretaker brought the
young man back to his home and allowed him to stay until a plan had
been worked out concerning what to do next.
When the priest was informed of what had happened, he called the
leaders of the town together in order to work out what ought to be
done. After two days of discussion, it was agreed that the man should
be handed over to the authorities in order to face up to the crimes he
had committed. But the caretaker protested, saying, “This man has
committed no crimes; he has merely criticized what he believes to be
the injustices perpetrated by authorities in the name of God.”
“What you say may be true,” replied the priest, “but his presence puts
the whole of this town in danger. What if the authorities work out
where he is and learn that we protected him?”
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But the caretaker refused to hand him over to the priest, saying, “He
is my guest, and while under my roof I will ensure that no harm
comes to him. If you take him from me by force, then I will publicly
attest to having helped him and suffer the same injustice as my guest.”
The caretaker was well loved by the people and the priest had no
intention of letting something happen to him. So the leaders went
away again and this time searched the scriptures for an answer, for
they knew that the caretaker was a man of deep faith. After a whole
night of poring over the scriptures the leaders came back to the caretaker saying, “We have read the sacred book all through the night
seeking guidance and found that it tells us that we must respect the
authorities of this land and witness to the truth of faith through submission to them.”
But the caretaker also knew the sacred words of scripture and told
them that the Bible also asked that we care for those who suffer and
are persecuted. There and then the leaders began to pray fervently.
They beseeched God to speak to them, not as a still small voice in
their conscience, but in the way that He had spoken to Abraham and
Moses. They begged that God would communicate directly to them
and to the caretaker so that the issue could finally be resolved. Sure
enough, the sky began to darken and God descended from heaven,
saying, “The priest and the elders speak the truth, my friend. In order
to protect the town, this man must be handed over to the authorities.”
But the caretaker, a man of deep faith, looked up to heaven and
replied, “If you want me to remain faithful to you, my God, then I
can do nothing but refuse your advice. For I do not need the scriptures or your words to tell me what I ought to do. You have already
demanded that I look after this man. You have written that I must
protect him at all costs. Your words of love have been spelled out by
the lines of this man’s face; your text is found in the texture of his
flesh. And so my God, I defy you precisely so as to remain faithful
to you.”
With this God withdrew with a smile, knowing that the matter had
finally been settled.
(Pe t e r Ro l l i n s) 1
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C O N F R O N TAT I O N

INTRODUCTION
“The place of theology is direct confrontation with this Word, a situation in
which theology finds itself placed, and must again and again place itself.”
KARL BARTH1

W

hen was the last time that you said no to God? That’s a strange
question, I’m sure. But even so, allow me to ask it anyway.
Essentially, have you had times in your life in which you’ve felt that
God was leading you in a certain direction that you didn’t want to
go or even chose not to? If you’re like many countless people (both
past and present), the answer probably is many times. And more than
likely, you may feel regret for those decisions, for not trusting a higher
power to guide your limited perspective on life. Likewise, you may
even, in retrospect, now sing that famous hymn: “I was blind but
now I see.”
Many sermons are preached quite passionately each year, not only
in America but across the world, emphasizing how we need to trust
God with our pain and shortcomings, allowing him to lead us in ways
only our Creator can. And it makes complete sense. Two proverbs
from Israel’s early history warn that “whoever trusts in his own mind
is a fool” (Prov. 28:26) and that we should “trust in the Lord” with
all our hearts, not leaning on our “own understanding” (3:5). One
of the Psalmists remarks that it is better to trust God “than to trust
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in man” (118:8). And the prophet Jeremiah goes so far as to curse
anyone who “trusts in man and makes flesh his strength” (Jer. 17:5–6,
esv). Paul, much later in Israel’s history, explicitly points out that the
“sentence of death” they believed had been given to them since Eden,
that which Christ redeemed, was given so that they would not trust
themselves (2 Cor. 1:9).
However, in spite of these oft-quoted texts, I want to ask the earlier question again, but this time a bit different. When was the last
time that you were glad that you disagreed with God? When did you
last tell God no and felt relieved, perhaps even blessed, that you did?
When, if ever, have you felt that it was the morally right thing to do?
This probably sounds like one of the strangest questions you’ve ever
had to read in a book on the Christian faith. Is it a trick question? If
you answer yes, would it be heresy?
For most Christians, the idea of resisting God is understood to
be a universal negative. There is no debate for the average believer
that God knows more than we do, and well, that’s that. If we are
merely dirtlings, as Genesis calls us, then who are we to disagree
with the Almighty, the creator of dirt? Who are we to make judgments on the judge of all? And yet, there’s a truth to this that could
shock you. There’s a foundation behind the questions that could
shake your very concepts of religious faith. What is it? Simply this:
God wants us, sometimes, to say no.
This is not something to avoid.
In fact, this is exactly what God invites us to do… in the Bible.
That’s a lot to swallow, I realize. It’s probably a radically new idea
for you. God wants you to fight with him? The answer is yes. As surprising and unexpected as it might seem, the God of Abraham, Jacob
and Moses—yes, that God—wants you to resist him. While I realize
your skepticism about my claim, I invite you to open up your own
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Bible (or app), grab some popcorn (or a crunchy haystack*) and join
me for what may well be the ride of your spiritual life. But in order to
get us moving forward, allow me to briefly take you back in time, four
years ago to when the birth of this realization started.

I

EUTHYPHRO WHO?

t was a Monday night in February and the weather outside was
exactly what you’d expect from Southern California: clear skies,
plenty of stars, and warm temperatures. In other words, perfection. That evening, I was sitting in what was quickly becoming one
of my favorite courses during my time in college. My professor was
Maury Jackson, assistant professor of Practical Theology at La Sierra
University’s Divinity School, and a longtime friend and mentor during my academic and spiritual journey. He also happened to be a
gifted teacher and, arguably, one of the most popular in the school.
When I say that he never taught a boring class, I undersell his countless accomplishments.
In this particular class that night, we were surveying the origins
of ethics in ancient Greece. While that in itself may not sound riveting, the main topic at one point in the lecture was what has become
known as Euthyphro’s Dilemma. If you haven’t heard of it, there’s no
shame in admitting it. The name alone is a mouthful. It comes from
one of Plato’s dialogues, in which Socrates asks Euthyphro: “Is the
good loved by the gods because it is good, or is it good because it is
loved by the gods?”
It’s a fundamental question: what makes something good? In the
context of religion, the question broadens: is what God does always

*

A “haystack” is the name of a common potluck dish served in Seventh-day Adventist
churches. It consists of a number of chips which are covered in beans, salad, and
other toppings.
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good because God does it or is something good and because it is
good, God does it? In short, is “good” as a concept separate from God
(so that God chooses it), or defined by God (so that whatever God
chooses is automatically made good)?
Lest we assume that such an idea is just philosophical mumbo
jumbo that doesn’t relate to the real, concrete, and tangible reality we
live in, I must give a warning: the way we answer that question has
serious consequences for how we understand God and morality. It
also largely defines how we as humans relate to God in our experience
of faith. How we answer Socrates’ challenge determines whether it’s
possible for us to ever challenge God. In short, it makes it either possible or impossible to say no to God.
To illustrate this: if you claim that the good is whatever God does,
then that means that when God decides to murder everyone in a city
one day, there can be no judgment given against God for doing so.
No one would have the right to object. One must, in this view, admit
that whatever God does is good only because he did it. There is no
logic about it from which we can judge. It also means that God can
tell us not to commit murder and yet do so himself, because although
it would not be good for us to do it, whatever God did would be good
if he did it. This view is often called Divine Command Theory, because
what is good is ultimately what is commanded by the divine.
The other option is to believe that whatever makes something good
is separate from God and that God does what he does because he recognizes that it is good. However, in this view, the idea of “goodness”
becomes an almost equal power to God, something which God must
answer to just as we do. It means that as far back in time as you can
go, there was always God and the idea of the Good, with one being the
master of the other. For a polytheistic Greek, that might not be such
a problem. For a monotheistic Christian like myself, that idea doesn’t
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sound quite right, even if it avoids the problem of approving arbitrary
divine homicide.
And yet, there’s also an alternative to the two that has been proposed by those who don’t like either of the two options. A third possibility is to believe that because the good and God are inseparable, and
that God always acts according to the good, that the entire dilemma
that Socrates creates is a false choice to begin with. This view argues
that God wouldn’t murder a city, not merely because that isn’t good,
but because God is goodness, and as such, such an act is unthinkable
to him. That has been the standard answer from Christians and Jewish
philosophers for ages, including Augustine, Anselm and Aquinas. But
the idea has its flaw too: if God is the same as goodness, then doesn’t
that still mean that a Divine Command Theory is right? We may think
that genocide is wrong, but if God did it, we would have to conclude
even according to this third theory that God’s acts were good because
he is goodness. So in the end, all three possibilities still leave us lost
without a satisfying answer.
And yet, I still remember sitting there in that class, front row and
center, thinking to myself: this doesn’t make any sense. As I stared at
the blackboard with the options spelled out in white chalk, I grew
increasingly uncomfortable. Now, I’m not alone in feeling discontent with the answers provided. Countless individuals have agonized
over this question for centuries, recognizing that none of the solutions appears to solve all the problems that they create. However, my
frustration was, admittedly, a bit unique compared to others. I had
a nagging thought in the back of my head, something that wouldn’t
stop annoying me.
I kept thinking: wasn’t there some story in the Bible that talked
about a character who disagreed with God? The details were fuzzy in
my mind, but I remembered that there was some story somewhere in
which God said one thing, a human called him out on it, and God in
29
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response “changed his mind.” I definitely remembered that last part,
because it was something most pastors had spent time attempting to
explain away. If you’re anything like me, you too probably can vaguely
recall those same details. And so, with just that little bit of knowledge,
I found myself squirming in my chair.
If a human in the Bible could disagree with God, didn’t that mean
that, at the very least, that character in the Bible believed that the
idea of goodness was separate from God? By disagreeing with God, by
saying no to the Almighty, was he not affirming that God was going
against what was good? And didn’t God’s choice to “change his mind”
confirm this idea? At first glance, this seemed to lend credibility to the
first response: the good is separate from God and something which
God himself admires.
Yet, I also knew that God was proclaimed in Scripture as the creator of all that ever was (including the principle of morality). So, if
God was affirmed within the Bible to both be the creator of the good
and to be one who humans could disagree with about the good, where
in the world did the biblical God fit in Socrates’ question? It was, in
short, a massive paradox.
Little did I realize that beginning that night, the spark of this
book’s origin would be born and with it, the beginning of a theological journey so grand, that I might have been terrified to undertake it
had I known all that it would have entailed. That night, consciously
and unconsciously, I set out to discover the answer to Socrates question as it related to the God of the Bible. In short, just what sort
of God was I worshipping? What sort of sacred text was I deriving
my morality from? What did it mean to call the Bible Scripture and
in what sense was it inspired? And perhaps foremost, but certainly
underlining all the other questions: was it ever acceptable to reject
something God said? Or to be more audacious: is it ever the morally
right thing to tell the Almighty no?
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When I began these thoughts, I was an hour south of Los Angeles,
California. As I write about them now, I’m twelve minutes north of
New Haven, Connecticut, still studying the Bible, only this time at
Yale University’s Divinity School. Life clearly takes some interesting
twists and turns and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to enjoying the ride.
I’m newly married, considerably colder, increasingly exhausted, and
neverendingly excited by what I learn. And yet, the questions remain
after all these years, as they always have. I knew then, as I know now,
that whatever was happening in the Bible didn’t neatly fit either the
dichotomy that Socrates proposed or the negation of it that other
Christians philosophers had surmised. The God of the Bible was
doing something different, something Socrates or Anselm had never
imagined, and I’ve remained determined to find out what that is.

T

THE JOURNEY AHEAD

his book is modeled as a journey, an expedition into the mystery
of what sort of relationship God is seeking with his creation. Is it
one of servitude? Does God seek our obedience and unilateral agreement? Or is it one of struggle and challenge? Does God perhaps seek
wrestling partners who are more apt to argue than to obey? And most
important of all, this is a journey to discover what role Jesus plays in
all of this. In what way does he, as the revelation of God, reveal God’s
desire for our relationship with him?
Inevitably, in journeying to understand this divine mystery, we
will need to travel into the heart of what contains, for us as Christians,
our witness to God: the Bible. In so doing, we will be placing a spotlight on all the parts of the Bible that most ministers try deeply to
avoid. Every dark crag and dusty crevice of Scripture will need to be
examined, no matter how painful, confusing and disturbing. One of
the purposes of this book is in part to reorient us in how we read and
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approach the Bible as both an ancient book and as living Scripture.
And while this is by no means an original goal or a unique project,
this book will attempt to approach the issue and tackle it in ways that
are very different from how they have been done before.
As a conservative Christian who was raised to read the Bible as the
very words (or at least, the thoughts) of God, I struggled in my young
adult life to make sense of both what the Bible was and how it could
be authoritative. In some ways, that struggle has never ended and
honestly, it likely won’t. Perhaps you can relate to me in that struggle,
or perhaps not. Either way, we can both agree that there are things
in Scripture that defy our sense of morality and reality. These things
challenge us, and require a careful response.
Endless confusion plagues sincere believers and skeptics who find
a plethora of books either warning them that the Bible is hopelessly
human or unrealistically divine. Both of these typical approaches
struggle to acknowledge the real human qualities of the Bible and
abysmally fail to challenge the biblical text in any way that comes
close to the way that many of the biblical heroes of faith challenged
God to his face.
That’s where I hope this work is able to break the odd dichotomy
of an either/or scenario, where it is often argued by certain conservative leaders that either “you accept the Bible as fully authoritative and
put your human reasoning away” or “you place your human reasoning
above God and the Bible no longer bears the divine imprint.” Stuck in
the dichotomy between either accepting the Bible as if it were verbally
inspired like the Qur’an or choosing human reasoning as a tool that
makes Scripture outdated, we have large swaths of Christians in both
liberal and conservative communities who look on either side of them
and wonder where they are supposed to go when they seem to be on
neither the right or left path.
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This book is for you if you are one of them. It comes from the heart
of a young scholar and minister (in training) who loves Scripture with
a deep passion, but feels that the current conflicts over interpretation
have threatened to rob the Bible of its power. In short, I’m trying to
write a book for the rest of us. By avoiding this fork in the road, I’m
walking a path not only less traveled, but one that doesn’t exactly exist,
even if many of us are unaware that we are already walking on it.
In particular, what this book does differently than most others,
is that it seeks to recover, polish, and remind us of a very specific
and overlooked root of our faith that lays at the very foundation of
not only the stories of Abraham, Jacob, and Moses, but reaches back
to the beginning of Genesis with Adam and Eve. And this root, as
one discovers, is so radically different from what many think of as
their origin, that it can seem as if it is the root to an entirely different faith. What is that paradoxical root? God’s personal invitation, in
Scripture, for us to fight and ultimately, to say “No!” … to God.
To explore this radical idea, we will travel through three sections
that make up this journey. The first part will be to explore the idea
of confrontation with the Divine, looking at the Bible for examples of
those who embodied this idea best: heroes of faith such as Abraham,
Jacob and Moses, to say nothing of Jesus himself! The next part will
be a very brief, but necessary intermission for us to catch our breath,
giving time to reassess where we stand in the midst of this deconstructive process. The second large section will be an exploration of
the idea of incarnation, where the practical application of these ideas
will be examined with regard to modern theological issues, topics that
include Orthodoxy, Women’s Ordination, Hell, and Salvation.
By the end of the book, you will be able to evaluate my central
argument: that in order to faithfully say Yes to God, we must first
learn when to radically say No.
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DOUBT EVERYTHING
“If doubt appears, it should not be considered as the negation of faith, but as
an element which was always and will always be present in the act of faith.”
PAUL TILLICH1

L

et me start this chapter by asking a trick question: which disciple doubted Jesus’ resurrection? If you’re like most, you’ll probably shout “Thomas!” Most would. Many preachers do. Of course,
depending on where you are reading this, shouting may not be advisable. Anyway, the point is that you’d be partially wrong. The question
was a trick because “disciple” should be in the plural. While it is true
that Thomas doubted Jesus’ resurrection (and we’ll get to him in a bit),
he wasn’t the only one who did. In fact, a great number of Jesus’ disciples doubted Christianity’s central event! In the Gospel of Matthew,
at the close of his story, we read the following stunning and baffling
account:
Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which
Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but
some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
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of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you
always, to the end of the age.”
(Mat t h ew 2 8 :1 6 – 2 0 ) *

This is supposed to be the greatest moment of Christianity, in
which the disciples behold Jesus rising with the angels to his heavenly throne, fully alive and having conquered death. And what does
Matthew’s Gospel tell us about this powerful moment of faith? Some
doubted. Watching their master and rabbi ascend into the sky, those
closest to Christ doubted. What did they doubt? Apparently, everything. I’m certain that this is shocking for some of you to imagine,
especially if you have been brought up believing that such behavior is
wrong to have as a person of faith.
But, here’s the rub (as John Collins is fond of saying in his classes at
Yale): regardless of the doubts of the disciples, Jesus still commissions
and empowers them. Their doubts about his resurrection, even as the
ascending Jesus stares down at them, do not prevent them from being
Christ’s apostles. Their doubts are not said to be solved or dealt with,
and yet, even so, Jesus sends them out on his behalf, promising to
be with them “to the end of the age.” In the midst of their doubting,
Jesus commissions them to be his disciples. In other words, he accepts
them and commissions them to take those doubts and utilize them in
service toward the one they doubt. If that was powerful two thousand
years ago to Jewish and Gentile readers, it is certainly just as powerful
in today’s post-postmodern society.

*

As a general note, all quotations from the Bible will be drawn from the New Revised
Standard Version (NRSV), unless otherwise noted. All italics within biblical quotes
are added by me for emphasis.
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W

GOD WANTS YOU TO DOUBT

hich leads us to another biblical bombshell: God doesn’t just
overlook our doubts, he encourages them. Paul once wrote in
1 Thess. 5:21 that the early Christians should “doubt everything, and
keep what is good.” It’s a verse that seems perfect for our postmodern
age, yet most Christians never hear it in church. The Greek word
δοκιμάζω (dokimazo) is often translated in Bibles as “test,” but the
meaning is given variously by biblical dictionaries as “to try and determine the genuineness of,” to determine its “acceptance as trustworthy,”
to “discern” or to “verify.” All of which ultimately means that in order
to test everything, you must also test things that you already believed
were proven. And that inevitably means that you must question certain things, things that you never had reason to doubt before, with
a healthy dose of skepticism. And like a series of links in a chain,
one realizes that in order to question whether your legs can lift your
weight (something most take for granted), one must be willing to
consider the possibility that your legs might not be able to. To test
means to question, and to question means to doubt (if done sincerely,
rather than jestingly).
Paul’s advice is not for Christians to simply become skeptics who
throw their hands up in the air (enough people today already do that),
but it is a cautious warning to realize that all of our beliefs and ideas
(even about the Bible) require testing (which begins with doubting)
in order to throw away what is no longer needed and “keep what
is good.” That last statement by Paul is important as well, since he
affirms that we will often find good things mixed with not-so-good
things. We are not advised to throw away the good just because of the
bad. And while this is certainly true of many things in life, I especially
believe the same is true of Scripture, which is why Paul affirms that we
“should try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord,” but stops short
of saying that it is something we can easily do even when reading our
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scriptures (Eph. 5:10). And in Romans 14 he goes so far as to state
that if Christians cannot come to one interpretation, God isn’t ultimately concerned with whether they do or don’t (vss. 22–23).
It’s a shocking idea for some. Does God really leave room for us
to question and to doubt? Does the Bible encourage questions rather
than quickly attempt to solve them? The answer is yes! Rather than
being a sin, it is God’s delight for us to question what he says. And
moreover, I firmly believe that once we have this principle in our
minds, we can begin to move forward and become (re)introduced
to the Bible that we either are learning about for the first time or are
falling back in love with once again.

C E R TA I N T Y I S A P R O B L E M

I

t’s fascinating to note that in the Gospel of Luke, the disciples are
said to doubt even earlier than Matthew’s account had alluded. In
fact, in Luke’s account, not just some, but all of the disciples doubt
Jesus’ resurrection.
While they were talking about this, Jesus himself stood among them
and said to them, “Peace be with you.” They were startled and terrified, and thought that they were seeing a ghost. He said to them, “Why
are you frightened, and why do doubts arise in your hearts? Look at my
hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch me and see; for a
ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” And when
he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. While in
their joy they were disbelieving and still wondering, he said to them,
“Have you anything here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish,
and he took it and ate in their presence.
(Lu ke 2 4 :3 6 – 4 3 )

Gathered together, Jesus’ inner circle of eleven (minus Judas), come
face to face with the risen Christ. Unlike the previous account, this
one gives more details about the questions on their minds. According
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to Luke, the object of all the disciples’ doubts was whether Jesus
was a ghost (and indeed dead), or whether he was resurrected (and
indeed alive). They cannot bring themselves to believe that he not
only appeared to them, but that he is physically present among them.
Again though, Jesus does not judge them, nor does he reprimand
their disbelief. Instead, he asks for food to demonstrate that he is alive
and physically with them. He understands his followers’ questions
and willingly attempts to provide what they desire and need. Their
very doubts lead them into a better understanding of the risen Jesus.
It is within this context that we find John’s account of Thomas, and
it is only within this context that we can start to appreciate what John
is doing in his narrative.
But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not
with them when Jesus came. So, the other disciples told him, “We
have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see the mark
of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails
and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” A week later his disciples
were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the
doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace
be with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see
my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt
but believe.” Thomas answered him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus
said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed
are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”
( Jo h n 2 0 :2 4 – 2 9 )

If you’re like me, you’ve probably heard this story told from the
pulpit a thousand times. “Remember Jesus’ words,” preachers remind
their congregants, “Don’t be a doubting Thomas. Believe!” The entire
story is transformed into a condemnation of questioning and doubt.
Yet, these sermons do a great disservice to this story, distorting its
meaning. For the message of this story in John neither condemns
Thomas for his doubt nor does it present Thomas as the only doubter.
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The event in John’s story is the same as Luke’s. They are both
attempting to narrate the same thing. So, it is with great interest
that we can note that when these two accounts are placed together,
it becomes clear that not only Thomas, but all the disciples doubted
Jesus. His words then are not directed to Thomas, but all the disciples
as a whole. However, we don’t actually need Luke’s account to show
this to be true. Even John’s Gospel reveals the same set of facts all on
its own terms.
To begin, the story in John 20 opens with the note in verse 18
that Mary had told the fearful disciples that she had seen Jesus and
that he was ascending to his reign in heaven. Yet what does the text
tell us next? We are informed that the disciples are still hiding in
fear within the room. Does this sound like the reaction of those who
believe Mary? No, certainly not. Only a few verses earlier, it mentions in John’s Gospel that the disciples doubted Mary’s initial report
that the tomb was empty. In short, the disciples doubt Mary’s word
until they see Jesus themselves, and all John has added is that Thomas
doubts the disciple’s words until he sees Jesus himself.
With that in mind, let us look at the words of Jesus to Thomas.
Again and again, many ministers claim that Jesus is reprimanding
Thomas’ doubt. But is he? Jesus’ questioning words to Thomas are
profound, “Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (John 20:29).
As we already pointed out earlier, these words are not directed only to
Thomas. Christ’s words bless those who have not needed to “see” to
believe, something that Mary required, something which the other
disciples required (who doubted Mary), and something that Thomas
needed (when he doubted the disciples).
Yet, aside from who it was directed to, what exactly is Jesus’
rebuke? It is not, as so many have claimed, a rebuke of doubt itself.
Far from it. Jesus never once condemns Thomas or the disciples
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because of doubting, but rather rebukes their personal requirement
(stated explicitly by Thomas) to never believe unless they first see. In
other words, Jesus accepts doubt’s healthy role in our faith, but rejects
an unhealthy requirement for the eradication of doubt. His warning is not that doubt is wrong, but that our desire for its removal
is! A requirement for certainty, the opposite of doubt, is what Jesus
condemns. Ironically, rather than rebuking a skeptical mindset, Jesus
actually condemns the need for a faith based on certainty, the sort of
faith that so many who condemn Thomas from the pulpit promote.
Jesus implores Thomas to believe. But what exactly does that mean?
Biblical scholar Marcus Borg notes that our familiar English word carries a forgotten meaning. “Prior to the seventeenth century,” he wrote,
“the word ‘believe’ did not mean believing in the truth of statements
or propositions.” In fact, “grammatically, the object of believing was
not statements, but a person.” So what did it mean in English to say
that you believed something?
Most simply, “to believe” meant “to love.” Indeed, the English words
“believe” and “belove” are related. What we believe is what we belove.2

We can note something else too: to love something is to trust it.
Trust is not the same thing as certainty. Far from it! For example,
when I love my wife, I place my trust in her. That does not mean
that I can never question anything regarding her, but rather that I am
certain that my trust is well placed in her. It means that because of
my trust, my doubts are either directed at myself (do I know her as
well as I should?) or toward something abnormal in her own actions
(why is she acting the opposite of how she normally does?). As such,
there is always a careful balance between trust and doubt in any bond.
The same is true of our faith and relationship with Jesus. Doubt is
a healthy part of our walk with God. We need doubt to help us to
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evaluate the Bible, to grow deeper in our understanding of Christ,
and even to recognize the Holy Spirit (as opposed to any other rival
spirit).
Because biblical scholars, theologians, and scientists often deal in
matters of doubt, Thomas has sometimes been called the “academic’s
apostle.” While that has a nice ring to it, I would disagree only because
I know that doubt is not special to those of us who study in the halls
of schools. It is a constant friend or enemy to many in the Christian
faith, professional and ordinary alike. The sad reality is that so many
have felt and are continued to be made to feel ashamed of such things.
Doubt, they hear, is the enemy of faith, when the opposite is true: it
is a great ally.
Even before the crucifixion, we find Jesus showing a positive attitude toward those who doubt. For example, take John the Baptist. He
is remembered and immortalized at the beginning of every Gospel
account as the prophetic voice declaring the way for Jesus’ future
ministry. He’s as much a symbol of true and sure faith as any that
can be imagined. And so, it is surprising how few remember that
every Gospel account also records that shortly before John’s death
(beheaded at the request of King Herod’s dancing daughter), John
came to doubt whether Jesus really was the Messiah after all.
When John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing, he sent word
by his disciples and said to him, “Are you the one who is to come, or
are we to wait for another?” Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John
what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor
have good news brought to them...”
(Mat t h ew 1 1 :2 – 6 )

According to the stories, John sent messengers to Jesus asking
him (with perhaps a hint of sarcasm), whether he was the promised
one or they should continue to wait for another. The last major
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prophet before Jesus, the one who Jesus himself said there was “no
one greater,” and who was like Elijah… doubted Jesus’ ministry. He
doubted Christ. And guess what? As theologian Fritz Guy notes:
“Jesus did not reject the question as improper, criticize John for a
lack of faith, appeal to his own self-authenticating authority, or
exhort John to believe.” Instead, “Jesus both respected and appealed
to John’s intelligence and rationality by pointing to evidence.”3 Just
like with his disciples, Jesus routinely shows an open and encouraging response to the questions and doubts that are directed toward
him. Moreover, in each of these narratives, the people doubting
grow in their faith because of their doubts.

B

A HUMBLE FAITH

ut some may wonder: how can doubt be a good thing if our
faith is built on certainty? The answer: it’s not. That’s why Jesus,
although welcoming Thomas’ doubt, discouraged his demand for certainty. Because in truth, our faith is actually built on humility.
For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the
complete comes, the partial will come to an end. When I was a child,
I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child;
when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we
see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know
only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.
(1 Cori n t h i an s 1 3 :9 – 1 2 )

This is a famous text in Christianity, which makes it all the more
surprising that so few actually recognize the curious and slightly
unorthodox message that it contains. Paul is speaking as a Christian
about Christians. In other words, he is not saying that “the world”
knows only dimly, but we as Christians know in full. He is not saying that we were children before Christ, but have now become adults
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in Christ. No, he isn’t saying that at all. Instead, he’s describing what
Christians are after Jesus.
According to Paul, it is because of Jesus that we know as much as a
child does. Because of Jesus, we know only in part. Because of Jesus, we
now see dimly. So what does that mean about before Jesus? It means
that before the incarnation of Christ, we knew almost nothing (not
even “in part”). Before Jesus, we were blind (we couldn’t even see
“dimly”). In short, it means that before Jesus, we weren’t even born yet!
The great news of Paul in 1 Cor. 13:9–12 is that because of Jesus,
we can finally see… something (but not much). Talk about humility!
But it’s even more humble than you imagine. The Greek word translated as “dimly” isn’t what it sounds like in English. The Greek word
is αἰνίγματι (ainigmati), where we get the word “enigma” from;
and it means the same thing as it sounds like: it refers to something
that is itself a riddle, something indirect, difficult, obscure, and very
perplexing. So, Paul literally says in that verse that “now we see an
enigma,” or to better get the sense: “now we see an obscure perplexing riddle.” Crowd stirring, isn’t it? And mind you, he’s describing
the Christian faith.
What does an “obscure perplexing riddle” tell us? Well, it tells us
that Paul has a sense that what Jesus revealed was only a small taste
of the real truth. There is something bigger coming, something so
incomprehensible that everything we already think we know is similar
to a child imagining there’s nothing left to experience in adulthood.
Paul is inviting Christians to recognize that far from having all the
answers, they are but children beginning the journey. The promise,
not the present reality, is that we will eventually meet “face to face.”
Jesus, although revealing God in the incarnation, scarcely scratched
the surface of the divine. The fact that we often feel as if we received
so much light and revelation already, Paul would likely say, is just
evidence of how deeply we were in the dark before. Even an obscure
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and riddling enigma seems like a stunning vision of clarity when compared to pitch-black blindness.
So now, maybe we can better understand why Paul urged the
church at Thessalonica to “test/question/doubt everything; and keep
all that is good.” Because at the end of the day, Christianity for Paul
was never about claiming to have the answers and reciting them, but
was always an admission of humility and the beginning of a search
for them, a search Paul likely believed was only now possible thanks
to Jesus.

B

S TA N D I N G W I T H J E S U S

ut was Paul crazy? Sure, we’ve seen the disciples doubt. Yes, we’ve
even seen Paul encourage doubt and undermine any idea that
Christianity is a religion built on certainty and clarity. Yet, could they
all just be wrong? Could perhaps their doubt simply be evidence of
their own blindness? Should we really be drawing these lessons from
them? The answer is a resounding yes. Why? Because Jesus did it too.
When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in
the afternoon. At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi,
Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?”… Then Jesus gave a loud cry and breathed his last.
And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.
(Mark 1 5 :3 3 – 3 8 )

Though often ignored and explained away, Jesus himself is the
poster child of doubt in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew. Here,
we find a vision of Christ so striking and challenging that it remains
haunting for many who read his words. The very epitome of human
existence is encapsulated in this one moment by Jesus during his
incarnation. It is here that some would argue Jesus demonstrates his
true humanity.
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Peter Rollins, a philosopher and theologian from Ireland, describes
Jesus’ cry of doubt as “the true scandal of the cross.” What is that scandal? That Jesus experienced an “existential atheism” on Calvary’s hill.4
It is not that Jesus actually stops believing in God (a rational atheism),
but rather that Jesus stops sensing God (existential). “On the cross,
Christ undergoes the deepest, most radical form of divine loss, one
that is experienced.” He argues that “it is only when we see the crucifixion as the moment where God loses everything that we begin to
glimpse the true theological significance of the event.”5
In his book Insurrection, he writes that:
While various religious systems provide a place for this painful experience of unknowing (as a test, as something to endure, or something to
overcome), in Christianity when one is crushed by a deep, existential
loss of certainty, one finds oneself in Christ… we find the staggering
message of the Cross: Radical doubt, suffering, and the sense of divine
forsakenness are central aspects of Christ’s experience and thus a central
part of what it means to participate in Christ’s death. The moment we
feel the loss of all that once gave us meaning is not a time in which we
are set free from Christ, nor is a moment where we fall short of Christ:
It is the time when we stand side by side with Christ.6

The subtitle of his book sums up well the implication of this understanding of the cross: “to believe is human, to doubt, divine.” Rather
than the enemy of faith, Rollins argues that the experience of doubt
is the moment in which man and God unite in the most intimate of
ways. Anyone can believe an intellectual truth. Or to quote the letter
of James: “Even the demons believe!” (James 2:19). Doubting, on the
other hand, is something that as far as Scripture witnesses to, only
humans and God have ever shared.
Jesus’ doubt on the cross sends an important message to all who
are willing to listen: if Christ could undergo and experience such deep
and piercing doubts, he can relate to your own. If he could doubt
God while hanging on the cross, he can sympathize with your own
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piercing cries as you limp to your own crucifix. As Rob Bell writes in
his classic book Velvet Elvis, that “…the kind of faith Jesus invites us
into doesn’t skirt the big questions… but takes us deep into the heart
of them.” Because in the end, there is, after all, “no question that Jesus
cannot handle, no discussion too volatile, no issue too dangerous.”7
And yet, if Jesus can handle any question that we come to him with,
then why are so many Christians convinced that there are some questions that aren’t acceptable to bring up in church? Why are so many in
conservative denominations taught to bury their “doubts”? Why has
Paul’s vision of stark Christian humility transformed for many into
a narcissistic and self-congratulatory pride? People have deep-seated
questions and almost nowhere to take them. And this has grave consequences for some. As Austin Fischer, a pastor in Texas, wisely put it:
“People don’t abandon their faith because they have doubts so much
as people abandon their faith because they think they’re not allowed
to have doubts.”8
It is an unavoidable truth that we inhabit a post-modern and postcertain world, and many find themselves fighting the forces of skepticism and doubt. Yet, this is a losing battle. For no matter how much
one tells you to believe, doubt will not magically disappear unless one
is intellectually dishonest. We all cry, just as the father did to Jesus: “I
believe! Help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24). Yet, we mistake the unbelief
as a problem to solve rather than a tool to aid us in the Spirit’s ministry. Doubt in other words is healthy. Or as biblical scholar Peter Enns
writes: “Doubt is sacred.”9
For far too long, the church has looked at Christians who doubt
as either a threat or problem to solve, rather than what they have the
potential to be: a blessing. In every church, just as with the disciples
in Matthew, we as the body of Christ can report that “some doubted,”
and just as back then, Jesus still calls and commissions us to move
forward not in spite of our doubts but alongside them. In a world
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and society that revels in its supposedly secular and post-modern age
of skepticism, Christianity and Scripture offer untapped treasures for
the church, if only it can listen to them and be brave enough to put
them to good use.
And so, I want to suggest that if we are to rediscover the power
of the Bible and the witness it bears, we must not be afraid to bring
our nagging doubts and questions about it to the table. We must
trust that Jesus is big enough to handle our “childish” thoughts. If we
are to try and slowly grow to be adults (as Paul continually hoped),
we must throw everything of ourselves into this endeavor. Moreover,
we must recognize and be willing to accept that as Paul himself intimated, we will often find the truth encased and mixed with the false.
Growing our faith to adulthood means recognizing that this is as true
of Scripture as it is of the world at large.
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ABRAHAM DIDN’T
BELIEVE GOD
“Abraham’s words convey disobedience, which is nothing but the true affirmation of his faith.”
OMRI BOEHM1

P

erhaps we can better frame both the topic of doubt and the central idea of this book by exploring a story that many people of
faith struggle with. The story of Abraham and Isaac’s fateful march
up Mount Moriah is famous to the majority of Christians around
the world, and certainly to Jews as well, who know it simply as “the
Akedah” or “Binding of Isaac.” Even if someone doesn’t know the
details, the paintings of the scene are familiar to even the most biblically unacquainted. In each of these, Abraham stands holding a knife
in his hand, before an altar to which his only son is tied, prepared to
kill him. It’s a revolting image that strikes more than a few people as
morally horrendous. Of course, the real horror is that the story in
Genesis reveals that God ordered Abraham to do it.
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During one of my summer vacations back home from college, I
remember visiting my old home church in San Diego, California.
My family had come to celebrate in an agape-feast and Communion
(or what is called the Eucharist in the New Testament). The church
had an adjacent building with a basement that had numerous large
tables set out for members to sit at. As we did, the guest speaker who
had come began to preach his homily to prepare us for accepting the
bread and wine (grape juice). No sooner had he started than I began
to regret that I had come. The message was focused on the story of
Genesis 22 and the speaker had decided that the best way to prepare
us for communion was to imagine Abraham, hand held high, ready to
plunge a knife into the chest of his son.
Apparently, he had hoped that those present would see the angel
stopping Abraham as a reminder that God himself would take
Abraham’s place and plunge the knife into Christ. Although the idea
is certainly a common one amongst many churches and wasn’t unique
to that minister, and though I’d heard it many times prior growing up,
I couldn’t help but feel disturbed. Moreover, I couldn’t help but think
that although this was supposed to prepare me to accept the gift of
Christ’s death, it actually seemed to be teaching against it. My mind
raced to a passage in the Gospel of John, one that far too many have
sadly overlooked.
They answered him, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to them, “If
you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing what Abraham
did, but now you are trying to kill me… This is not what Abraham
did. You are indeed doing what your father does… You are from your
father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a
murderer from the beginning…
( Joh n 8 :3 9 – 4 1 , 4 4 )

In the passage from John’s Gospel, Jesus contrasted Abraham’s
actions with the Jewish leaders. Whereas Jesus’ contemporaries
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sought to kill him (under the false belief that they were doing so for
God’s sake), imitating the original murderer Satan, Abraham was an
example of one who rejected death and murder. Where, though, did
Abraham reject murder? Only at Mt. Moriah with Isaac. Jesus, rather
than predicting that his future death would somehow be analogous to
Abraham’s story (as the guest speaker at the church was trying to do),
argued the opposite. Abraham had rejected the idea of murdering for
the sake of God and as such, truly represented what God’s children
look like.
According to Jesus, the moral of the story wasn’t that Abraham was
willing to kill his only son (that actually comes from the devil!), but
that Abraham stopped himself from killing (confirming God as his
father). Yet, given how universally accepted and historically rooted
the minister’s message still is across Christianity, it may seem shocking to imagine why and how Jesus was able to speak of the story in
the way that he did. Wasn’t Abraham tested for his obedience? Wasn’t
Abraham faithful because he was willing to kill Isaac? For Jesus to
have been right in his alternative interpretation, it must mean that
something went terribly wrong in our own.

I

REJECTING ABRAHAM

f I surveyed Christians about the story of Abraham sacrificing
Isaac, and asked whether they believed that it was morally right for
Abraham to follow God’s orders and prepare to kill his son, the majority (certainly of conservatives) would say yes, even if they themselves
felt that the act itself was awful. They’d talk about what an amazing
example of faith, trust, and blind obedience Abraham showed by being
willing to kill his son. Yet, if I asked them whether people today who
claim God told them to sacrifice their children were right to do so,
they’d adamantly tell me no. This obviously invites a pressing question.
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Why is something back then acceptable but that same thing now is
not?
Strangely, my horror at the story is probably shocking to many
Christians who have grown up with this biblical tale as a cornerstone
of faith, an oft-cited example of godliness. Yet, I find it far more shocking (downright spooky) that if you asked these Christians whether they
would do the same thing as Abraham, that if God came to them today
and told them to sacrifice their child, many of them would give one
of two responses: they’d either likely attempt to defend the idea that
he wouldn’t ask them that or they’d admit that they would, because
they, like Abraham, trust God. To be clear: I find that latter answer
horrifying. Sure, they don’t believe God would ever ask that. Sure,
they would only do it if they knew for sure, without a doubt, that it
was God appearing to them and not an angel of darkness wrapped in
light. But still… it’s scary that they’d consider doing it at all.
But this of course opens up an even bigger concern: if I say no, that
we wouldn’t (shouldn’t!) want to follow God’s orders to kill, what does
it mean for the story of Abraham and Isaac? If we say that it’s wrong
to follow such an order from God, what does that mean for everyone’s
favorite patriarch? How do we understand the story of the Akedah if
we come to believe that what God asked Abraham to do was wrong?
What happens when we believe that Abraham should have said no?

L

A B R A H A M ’ S A B O M I N AT I O N

et’s briefly look at the story of Abraham and Isaac, reflecting on
the question I posed earlier. If we affirm that Abraham should not
have done it; that it was, as we now believe, immoral, what does this
mean? Or, to ask a more succinct question: did God, in fact, request
something immoral? Though many might have a gut reaction to say
no, the reality is that, yes, God did ask for something immoral. Not
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only immoral, God actually asked for something sickening… something which was evil. Yes, when God asked Abraham to commit the
murder of his son, it was evil. If that idea is at all shocking, it shouldn’t
be. I’m actually just quoting Scripture.
God warns in Deuteronomy that “there shall not be found among
you anyone who burns his son or his daughter as an offering… for
whoever does these things is an abomination to the Lord” (18:10–
12). The Deuteronomist warns that “you shall not worship the Lord
your God in that way,” because, he goes on to explain, that is the
way in which the foreign nations worship their gods and Israel’s God,
Yahweh, “hates” it (12:31). Leviticus likewise bans child sacrifice as
contrary to God’s character (18:21).
The Psalmist exclaims that those who sacrifice their sons or daughters as an offering to God, actually do so to demons (for only demons
ask for children to be killed). This act kindles “the anger of the Lord…
against his people,” to the extent that God “abhorred” his own people and ultimately caused their exile (106:37–41). God, speaking
through Jeremiah, is even more clear on this point. Referring to some
Israelites who had built shrines and offered their sons and daughters
as sacrifices to him, God exclaims that he “did not command” these
things, “nor did it come into my mind” (Jer. 7:31).
But wait… let’s consider what this implies. Abraham, according
to these texts, was asked by God to do something God believes is an
abomination, something he banned, and moreover, something that
he hates? He was asked to make a sacrifice that the biblical writers
would later call an offering to demons? Abraham was asked by God to
do something so abominable that God would reject his entire people
for doing something similar? How can that happen? Further, what are
we to make of this story as a result?
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T

ABRAHAM DOUBTED

here’s a number of odd and curious details in the story of Isaac
and Abraham’s journey, details that might help illuminate the
questions that I have raised. These small details are easy to miss, especially if countless pastors have already helped to shape your imagination. Yet, they help reorient us in our understanding of this story
tremendously.
According to one of the authors of Genesis, when Abraham was
told in the night to sacrifice his son, he immediately rose early in the
morning. Gathering wood for an offering and bringing two servants
along with his son Isaac, the four set out on a journey to Mt. Moriah.
Three days into the journey, the group finally reached their destination. It’s at this point that Abraham says something very subtle and
odd.
Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey;
the boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and then we will
come back to you.”
(Ge n e si s 2 2 :5 )

People read that small bit of text all the time and yet never spot the
hidden gem inside it. Did you catch it? He said “we.” Let that sink in
for a moment. Abraham, about to walk up the mountain to sacrifice
his son’s life just told his two servants that he and his son would go up
together and come back down together. What in the world is Abraham
saying?
Many have long attempted to suggest that Abraham trusts that
God has the ability to resurrect Isaac back from the dead after he kills
him. Ignoring how gruesome that idea is at face value, the historical reality is that this is simply not possible. The idea of resurrection,
historians are aware, did not exist for either Abraham or the Israelite
authors of Genesis. It was an idea that first appears in the prophet
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Daniel and only became popular at the time of Jesus. Entire books
exist to demonstrate why we know this with absolute precision. As
such, scholars can confidently rest assured that whatever Abraham is
doing when he suggests that he and Isaac are returning, it isn’t due
to resurrection. That then leaves us with two possibilities for what
Abraham means.
It’s possible that Abraham is lying to his servants. He may wish
for them not to follow him, perhaps thinking to stop him. After all,
Abraham had a history of lying in the past (Gen. 12) and there’s no
mention that he told his wife what his plans with Isaac were. Yet, this
idea doesn’t make sense at all, because there’s actually no reason for the
two servants to even think to stop Abraham. Child sacrifice, as hard
as it might be to imagine now, was part of the religious norm then.
While not everyone practiced it, some of the familiar religious groups
of his world required it and even some later Israelites would practice
it in honor of Yahweh. His servants would not have thought he was
crazy for doing it as we now would. It would not make sense to think
that they would have tried to stop him. So on its face, the idea of
Abraham lying doesn’t makes sense.
The other option then, is that Abraham means exactly what he says:
they are both coming back. What does that mean? It means, in short,
that Abraham didn’t believe God. It means that he didn’t believe that
God, his God (Yahweh), would actually require the death of his son.
The other curious detail that follows in the story seems to corroborate this idea. In Gen. 22:6–8, the two travel up the mountain
together. Isaac eventually asks his father what must have surely been
a pressing question on his mind: where was the lamb to be offered as
a sacrifice? Abraham’s response, we would imagine, should be the solemn truth that he, Isaac, is the sacrifice. Instead, Abraham oddly tells
his son that: “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering,
my son.”
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You might want to read that slowly a few times. If you’re anything
like me, you quickly noticed the problem with Abraham’s words: they
are categorically not true. If Abraham believes God and has taken
his request seriously, then he knows full well that God said that Isaac
was the sacrifice. His reply to Isaac, telling him that God will provide a lamb, is simply not true (at least, according to what God told
Abraham). Abraham, not God, is the one providing one! Not only
that, but his response also seems potentially deceptive. There is only
one thing that Isaac can do when interpreting his father’s words:
rest assured that something other than himself could be the sacrifice,
since God, and not Abraham, is providing the sacrificial materials. If
Abraham believes that God really wants him to kill his son, then he is,
unavoidably, lying to Isaac.
Yet, the question to ask is: did Abraham believe God? If we take
Abraham’s words to Isaac seriously (that is, we assume he’s telling
the truth), then the biblical text seems to point us to the idea that
Abraham didn’t. He’s telling Isaac, even before revealing to him what
God said, that God will not require a human sacrifice. His words to
Isaac, combined with his promise to the two servants, would seem to
tell us that Abraham, far from blindly following the will of a demanding God, does not actually believe that his God’s words are true. In
short, he doubts God’s command to kill his son.
The passage describes how Abraham bound his son Isaac and
placed him on the altar, and states that he “took the knife to kill his
son.” Read that very carefully. It only says that he took the knife. It
doesn’t say he even put it to his neck. The author doesn’t want us to
even assume that Abraham got that far. Instead, God stops Abraham
at that very moment when the voice of an angel cries out.
But should this really surprise us? This is the same Abraham who
questioned God’s sense of justice to his face in Genesis 18, the same
Abraham who bartered with God for lives. Is it strange to imagine that
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this same Abraham would question God’s orders? What’s fascinating
to realize is what this means. For many of us, we have grown up with
this image of a faithful Abraham who trusted God so deeply that he
was willing to kill an innocent boy, and was rewarded as a result for
his trust. Yet, if we take seriously what has just been discussed, this
view must disappear.
Instead, we have an Abraham, much like his younger self, who tests
God, who tests his justice. He obeyed the command to go and prepare
a sacrifice, yet all the while believing that his God, the God who had
led him his whole life, did not really intend to follow through with
that command. He believed that his God wouldn’t want the death of
his son. Why though? How could Abraham be so certain? And why
didn’t he, like his younger self, argue with God about it?
This is where I believe the power of the story lies. As mentioned
earlier, child sacrifice was not unheard of in the time of Abraham.
In fact, it was more common than we might like to imagine. There
would have been nothing theologically strange (or revolting) to
Abraham about the idea of a god requiring the sacrifice of his child.
Recognizing that ancient reality, though, forces us to understand that
the question is properly not “why wouldn’t Abraham protest?” The
real question is “why would he ever doubt God’s request?”
The story of Abraham’s life seems to suggest over and over that
God revealed himself to this new believer in stages, slowly and over
time. Nowhere does it give us reason to think that God explained his
ways in one big event, like when Moses received the law on Sinai. As
a result, I believe we have good reason to imagine that God had never
explained to Abraham on any previous occasion his views on child
sacrifice (outlined elsewhere in the Old Testament).
If Abraham had known God’s abhorrence of child sacrifice, then
surely he would have affirmed what Psalm 108 claimed, that the one
requesting was not God but a demon. Yet he didn’t resist God, or like
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he did with Sodom, tell him: “far be it from you!” This is simple to
understand when one realizes that Abraham did not know what the
rest of the Bible writers knew. He had no specific reason to believe his
God was any different than any other god with regard to sacrifices. It
was possible for Abraham to believe at this time that maybe his God
did require human sacrifice.
This then is the truly shocking thing: that Abraham for some reason, in spite of not raising an objection, believes that Yahweh will not
have him do what he asked. This all points out what is the real question in all of this: Why on earth would Abraham doubt that his God
would want a human sacrifice? Why doubt something like that when
it was true for so many other gods around him?
He should have simply thought, “Oh, I guess he’s like those other
gods too. He demands blood like they do.” But strangely, we discover
much to our surprise that his own answer is no: Abraham doesn’t
believe that God is like those other gods. He doesn’t believe that his
God would want that. This gives us a tremendous insight into the relationship that Abraham and God had grown over the years together.
Without ever having been told by God that this was something contrary to his character, Abraham already had come to know God so
well that he knew instinctively that this was not the same kind of
bloodthirsty god that he had grown up with. This god was different.
This god was Yahweh.
God was, as the text said, testing Abraham’s faith (Gen. 22:1). He
was not, as most typically think, testing whether Abraham would
blindly follow his orders. After all, if that had been the case, then the
fact that Abraham began to travel to commit the sacrifice would have
been proof enough for God that Abraham passed the test. No, rather,
God was testing Abraham’s knowledge of his character. Did Abraham
know God well enough after a hundred years of journeying with him,
to know what he would or would not desire? The answer in this case
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was that yes, Abraham knew God well enough not to believe his very
words.
That is a lot of faith: faith in God’s unspoken character, and even
faith in father and son.* Abraham went so far as to lay his son on the
altar. Why? Because, to use a modern analogy, it was all one big game
of chicken. When Abraham reaches for the knife, he’s daring God.
He’s calling God out. He’s saying: “Are you really going to go through
with this? When are you going to quit this game?” God’s response was
immediate: “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him.”
Game over. Abraham was right. Or as Søren Kierkegaard would put it,
Abraham “conquered God.”2
Abraham trusts God so well that he will go through the motions
of an act that he believes full well that God won’t do, all to prove to
God that he knows that God won’t do it. To prove that he “knows”
God’s heart. To prove that he knows that this act is more revolting to
God than it even was to man. Abraham, in short, has come a long way
from his confrontation with God over Sodom in Genesis 18 (which
we will explore in a coming chapter).
But wait! I can hear the objections from some even as I write this.
Didn’t God say that Abraham would be blessed because he “obeyed
my voice” (Gen. 22:18)? Doesn’t that point us to the idea that it was
*

The book of Judith (found in non-Protestant Bibles) has a curious statement.
Speaking of God, Judith admonishes her people to: “Remember what he did
with Abraham, and how he tested Isaac…” (8:26). Tested Isaac? It’s an intriguing
idea. In what way might have Isaac been tested during this tumultuous episode
in Abraham’s journey of faith? Simply put, Isaac had to trust his father’s doubts.
The text in Genesis never tells us when, how or if Abraham told Isaac about God’s
request. It simply says that he bound him and placed him on the altar. Yet, if
Abraham really did believe that God would not do such a thing, I can’t imagine that
he didn’t share such thoughts with his son. Isaac then had a test to be given: would
he believe his father? Did Abraham really know God as well as he thought he did?
Would Isaac believe that his father shared a relationship deep enough with God to
know him as well as he claimed? Isaac’s test was trusting that his father’s knowledge
of God’s character truly was “that” deep.
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because Abraham was willing to sacrifice his son that God blessed
him? Doesn’t that mean that the traditional explanation of this story
is more accurate? Actually, no. The question to ask is this: what voice
did Abraham obey? The voice at the beginning that commanded him
to sacrifice Isaac or the voice at the end that cried out for him to not
lay a hand on his son? It’s the same voice but with two very different
messages.
As Cesar Baez, a friend and fellow ministerial student, once wrote
in response to an early draft of this chapter: “If Abraham had actually
obeyed God’s first voice then Isaac would have died. Any act not completed to the fullest is an incomplete act and ultimately unfulfilled.”
Abraham could only follow one voice or the other. They were both
mutually exclusive. In the end, he chose the cry of the angel. That is
the voice for whom God praises obedience to. And after all, it makes
the most sense given the historical context. God knew that Abraham
had no reason to expect differently than what God had originally
requested. The victory God celebrates is that Abraham’s faith is imitating God so well that he no longer must be verbally taught in order
to intuitively learn.*
This is why Jesus can in the Gospel of John present Abraham as
a child of God and the leaders of Jerusalem as children of the devil.
Though they call themselves children of Abraham, they seek to kill

* As a last thought, note that God’s final words to Abraham afterward affirmed that
“now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son,
from me.” So the question that we should answer is what did it mean for Abraham
to “withhold” Isaac? Given what I’ve previously talked about, the traditional answer
doesn’t seem to make much sense. However, there is another possibility that could
make sense, which I’ll propose. If Abraham had killed Isaac, the boy would have
to have gone to Sheol (the land of the dead spoken of in the Hebrew Bible). Sheol
was the resting place of the wicked and righteous who died, and as the author
of Ecclesiastes bemoaned, no matter how wicked or good you were, both groups
ended up in the same place (Eccl. 9:2). Sheol is where the Hebrew Bible tells us that
“there is no mention” of Yahweh (Psalm 6:5), where no one thanks God, praises God,
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Jesus, fulfilling the original command of God unquestioningly. What
defines the children of Abraham, Jesus reveals, is that they, like
Abraham, know God’s ways and so recognize that violence is from the
demons, not God. Unfortunately, for far too long we have interpreted
the story of Abraham through the same lens of those leaders, rather
than the way Jesus taught it.
In the end, Abraham dared God with a knife and won. He knew
God so well that he promised his son that God would provide a sacrifice, that he would not have to kill him, because he knew intuitively
that God was not the same as the other gods, or as they would later
be called by the Bible, the demons who demanded child sacrifice.
And guess what? He was right. As a result, Genesis tells us, Abraham
named the place Jehovah Jireh, otherwise translated as “the Lord will
provide.” This was the place where man proved he knew God’s heart.
This was where Abraham proved that he truly was a man of faith…
and it had absolutely nothing to do with blind obedience.

and no one hope for God’s faithfulness (Isa. 38:18), where ultimately those who
go there are hidden from God (Job 14:13). This concept of Sheol, a timeless and
forgotten place where “the dead know nothing” (Eccl. 9:5), where there the dead
not only do not do anything, but do not think any thoughts (Eccl. 9:10), possibly
provides the answer to this question. Although Christians have understood God’s
words to Abraham to mean that God was pleased Abraham didn’t withhold Isaac
as a sacrifice, in the context of what I have discussed in this section, it seems that it
would be better to interpret that God is pleased that Abraham did not kill his son,
hiding him in Sheol and withholding him from God’s presence. As Jesus would
later say, “He is not the God of the dead, but of the living” (Mark 12:27). God
wanted a living sacrifice in Isaac, not a dead one.
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DID GOD SAY THAT?
“[The Bible] itself places us into various situations where the God we
read about is one whom we must question, not out of our weakness
and selfishness but rather from out of the very depths of our faith.”
PETER ROLLINS1

A

lthough many people can affirm a belief in the Bible as a total
product, it’s an entirely different thing for many to begin to discuss, explore and affirm the actual content of that sacred collection.
The reason is that this is by no means a simple task, and no sooner
does one start than one realizes how many problems, obstacles and
difficulties they can encounter in doing so. The one I wish to give
particular focus to here—because I believe that it is the key to understanding the rest—is the uncomfortable fact that there are conflicting
portraits of God that one can find between the pages of the Old and
New Testaments.
When it comes to Scripture and our struggles with it, blind obedience is often the prescription of the day offered across the counter
of many pulpits and conservative seminaries. As patients enter their
steeple topped hospitals, injured or poisoned from their encounters
with their sacred texts, their doctors, dressed in ministerial robes or
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suits and ties, all too often recite their hypocritical oath: Scripture can
never be wrong. In the face of ignored verses that threaten to unravel
many people’s view of and relationship with God, they are told to
simply swallow their doubts and accept the mystery of God.
The truth is that many Christians struggle with reading certain
passages of Scripture that seem to contradict everything they believe
about God. Within the various pages of their sacred text, they read of
a God that at times seems both strangely foreign and oddly familiar
to the God that they have primarily become acquainted with through
the New Testament, or more specifically the Gospels. As a result, they
find it difficult, if not impossible at times to reconcile some verses
with others.
This is no truer than in mainline Protestant churches that follow
a more structured worship service, sometimes called “high church.”
Congregations such as those of the Anglican and Episcopalian variety
typically have four passages of Scripture read aloud during the worship service, and after each reading has finished the church as a whole
affirms: “Thanks be to God for this Word.” Those words can either be
the song of your soul or its deepest chasm.
While it’s easy to affirm verses such as John 3:16 that tell us that
“God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son that whoever believes in him will have everlasting life,” it’s not so comfortable
or even possible for us to affirm others, such as Jer. 13:14. There we
read God declare that “I will smash them one against the other, parents and children alike… I will allow no pity or mercy or compassion to keep me from destroying them.” It’s not until you’re forced to
affirm out loud in church that this is the Word of God and you are
thankful, that you begin to question whether you truly are.
At the very least, it makes you pause and realize that perhaps you
need to read that passage again. Perhaps you need to study it. Why?
Because though you are supposed to affirm it as God’s Word, there are
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some passages that you almost resent the fact that you have to affirm.
Did God really say that? Do I really believe in a God that would do
something like that?
In 1 Samuel, God is said to have ordered the destruction and murder of every man, woman, child and even infant within a city (15:3).
Innocent children. Infants. Murdered by zealous invading Israelites?
Ordered by God? A similar incident is found in Joshua, which records
that all the children were killed by the edge of the sword, on the order
of God, during the invasion of Jericho (Josh. 6:20–21). And Psalm
137:9 actually speaks of how happy the righteous shall be when they
have the chance to take their enemies’ “little ones and dash them
against the rock!” It’s not hard to see why so many Christians choose
not to deal with such parts of Scripture and when they do, why they
feel forced to excuse God for the violence, sometimes described on a
genocidal level.
Other oft-avoided passages include God blessing people for murdering their family members, friends and fellow Israelite neighbors
simply because God told them (Ex. 32:26–29), God claiming that
he inspired the soldiers of foreign nations to beat little children to
death, have wives raped, have no mercy on helpless babies, and “show
no compassion for the children” (Isa. 13:15–18), as well as vindictive
passages in which God warns that he will kill the children of those
who refuse to obey him (Lev. 26:21–22). It takes a Christian with
a strong stomach to hear the words of Ezek. 9:5–7, which declare:
“Then I heard the Lord say… Show no mercy; have no pity! Kill
them all—old and young, girls and women and little children.” How
do you stand by and hear such things read aloud and then, in good
conscience, say: “Thanks be to God for this word”?
Most Christians do not believe in the God of Hos. 9:16 who
promises the Israelites that “if they give birth, I will slaughter their
beloved children.” Most Christians do not have faith in a God who
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sends bears to tear apart children as described in 2 Kgs. 2:23–24. They
do not affirm a God who judges a child for the sin of his father and
condemns him to be “slaughtered” (Isa. 14:21).
Yet, didn’t God say it? Well, the Bible certainly says God did. But
if we accept this, we run into a problem. Isn’t this the same God that
Jesus said he came to reveal? The contrast between those two portraits
of God is a tad too dramatic. How does a Christian maintain a reasonable faith in the God of the Bible and yet, not succumb to affirming
that these things are God’s doing?*

T

A REASONABLE FAITH

he issue of maintaining a reasonable faith and the question of
biblical authority are tied together in ways that are sometimes
unforeseen. In some sense, the dividing wall between what are labeled
as Progressive and Conservative Christians is typically built of the
issues relating to these two details. In short, Progressive Christians
don’t see how one can have a reasonable or logical faith and maintain
biblical authority to a strong degree. They read certain (typically violent) passages in the Bible that they cannot accept in good faith reflect
the God they believe in, and come to the inevitable conclusion that
God could not have inspired those passages. As such, they conclude
that the entire collection cannot be authoritative. On the opposite
end of the spectrum are Evangelically-minded Christians who accept

*

Inevitably, some misguided Christians have developed a disturbing habit of
attempting to defend such actions or statements attributed to God. One website I
found claimed that God killed the children so that they would be “saved” and go
to heaven instead of growing older, sinning and sealing their fate to Hell. Yes, you
read that right. Some Christians are defending infanticide as acceptable. Yet I have
to wonder: has their desire to defend God blinded them from the evil that they are
propagating? Do they not see how a faith built on God’s early command to “love
your neighbor as yourself ” (Lev. 19:18) is being potentially disfigured by them?

66

D I D G O D S A Y T H AT ?

the entire Bible as authoritative and as a result, force themselves to
accept, explain, and uphold everything in the sacred collection, even
those things that might revolt them in any other circumstance. In
other words, if the Bible disagrees with their sense of God’s character,
then they are the ones who must change their ideas of morality, not
the Bible.
This situation has inevitably led to internal divisions within the
different Christian churches and has created distinct internal subcultures within both local and larger denominational structures. Each
group views the other with a certain level of disdain and a sense of
moral superiority that diminishes the other’s humanity, as well as their
shared salvation. For many watching, the disputes between these two
groups has produced nothing more than strife and tension in a church
that has already long been defined by its internal divisions.
The other unforeseen consequences of these disputes have been
the increasing perception that certain Christians and their faith are
unthinking, illogical and embattled. Progressive Christians look at
Conservatives as willfully ignorant, ignoring what the Bible actually
says and the context of the ancient world that created it. They see
Conservatives as anti-intellectual and holding to a version of faith
that is untenable in a modern and rational world. Conservatives, on
the other hand, view Progressives as ignoring what they see as “the
plain reading” of Scripture and accuse them of allowing culture to
define how they should read and understand passages in the Bible.
They argue that liberal Christians are falsely imagining a moral and
intellectual superiority, one which will cost them their salvation when
Jesus comes and disowns them.
The question that we must ask, when attempting to refine and possibly reform our understanding of the Christian faith, is whether this
conflict is even warranted. Must the debate over biblical authority be
so divided? Was the debate warranted at the level that it eventually
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rose to become? I want to propose that it isn’t and didn’t have to
be. A reasonable faith and biblical authority can go together, but not
necessarily in a way that either Progressive or Conservative Christians
may have imagined. The Bible does not require us to choose one or
the other.
It just requires us to do one thing: have faith.

I

A PERSISTENT WOMAN

n order to explore what sort of faith we need, and to even discover
what faith itself may mean, we need to turn to the story of Jesus.
That’s not a radical suggestion, is it? In particular, we need to look
at a very specific moment from the life of Jesus recorded in two of
the four Gospels. Yet, it must be noted that this is not any ordinary
story of the rabbi from Nazareth. Moreover, this story is in fact
quite painful for many people who hear it and so, given this, we’ll
need to consciously put aside our predisposed opinions about it. We
will need to listen to it as best we can, without necessarily assuming
that we already know it.
The Gospel of Mark records the story of a woman, the first Gentile
Jesus ever encounters, who has a daughter possessed by a demon. The
woman is described as Syrophoenician, which in short means that she
is a foreigner, a non-Israelite. She likely does not believe in the God
of Abraham. The story ultimately reveals that she came to Jesus for
her daughter’s healing, but was turned away because of her national
origins.
From there he set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered
a house and did not want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could
not escape notice, but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean
spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down
at his feet. Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin.
She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. He said to her,
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“Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food
and throw it to the dogs.” But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs
under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Then he said to her, “For
saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” So she
went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.
(Mark 7 :2 4 – 3 0 )

At first glance, the story is incredibly uncomfortable. In fact, the
Gospel of Luke doesn’t include it. He purposefully rejects the story
when editing Mark’s Gospel, perhaps because he found it too offensive for his largely Gentile audience to understand or accept. In truth,
many (if not most) readers of this story today find it similarly offensive. It may be one of Jesus’ only unpopular stories. Part of the reason
it carries such a stigma has to do with the fact that Jesus refers to the
woman as a dog. Yes, Jesus, in British terminology, called the woman
a bitch, literally. If you think that’s too harsh to attribute to Jesus, it’s
actually not. He not only called the woman a dog in the practical
sense, but he used the term in the sort of derogatory way that bitch is
often meant today.
In Jesus’ day, the term dog was used to describe and denigrate all
Gentiles (male and female). Anyone who wasn’t a Jew, in short, was
an unclean and filthy dog. When Jesus uses the term, his Jewish audience immediately knows what he’s saying. Yet, it’s important to note
that just like how the “N word” was once so widely used in Southern
America that very few Southern Whites were even consciously aware
that they were using it on such a regular basis, so too in Jesus’ world
did most Jews use the term constantly without much thought. It was
just part of the culture of Jesus’ day, a part of the culture that stigmatized and ostracized most of the outside world. This doesn’t make it
less negative, but simply helps us to understand how pervasive the
idea was in the Jewish culture at the time.
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In Matthew’s editing of Mark’s story (Matt. 15:21–28), he changes
the woman to a “Canaanite,” as if to truly emphasize her outsider
status (Canaanites were the people, if you remember, that God was
said in Joshua to want slaughtered indiscriminately). This makes the
story particularly interesting, since part of this book has explored the
question of what to do with stories such as the Canaanite slaughter
and other seemingly divinely-ordained violence. When the Gospel
of Matthew invokes the term Canaanite, it makes this woman not
only a foreigner, but stereotypically one of the most hated people and
enemies of God.
Additionally, Matthew makes other edits to heighten the tension.
Instead of immediately coming to bow at Jesus’ feet as in Mark’s earlier
version, Matthew states in his version that she began shouting for
Jesus’ attention in the beginning from afar. She is unable to approach
him because of the disciples who block her. Jesus is not bothered by
her inability. In fact, it states that Jesus “did not answer her at all” (vs.
23). He, in short, ignores her cries for help.
Furthermore, the Gospel of Matthew has Jesus state what was only
implied in Mark’s version:
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”
(Mat t h ew 1 5 :2 4 )

Up until this point in Matthew’s version, Jesus is clear that he has
no interest or need to help those who aren’t Jewish. This woman, a
Canaanite, is apparently of no interest to him. Yet, there is a curious
and small detail that should not be missed. Jesus does not tell her to
stop yelling or attempt to send her home. Why do we know this?
Because the disciples later have to ask Jesus to “send her away, for she
keeps shouting after us” (15:23). Why is Jesus ignoring her, but not
trying to send her away? We’ll return to that question shortly.
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Somehow though, Matthew says that the woman breaks free and
collapses near Jesus’ feet, pleading with him. He repeats the words
from Mark’s version about dogs and children’s food and the woman
responds with her famous words about the crumbs. Jesus in the end
praises her and grants her persistent request.
In both Mark’s account and Matthew’s, the story is clear: Jesus
rejected the foreign woman’s request of healing for her daughter.
Moreover, Jesus uses a derogatory term (something similar to a racial
epithet) to describe the woman in his explanation to her that she
should not be granted her request. And finally, both agree nearly word
for word, that the woman refused to agree with Jesus’ explanation and
instead argued with a counter proposition, one which Jesus surprisingly praises her for and then grants the request he said he wouldn’t.
In Mark’s account, Jesus says that the woman succeeds “for saying
that” (7:29). Yet, in Matthew’s account, Jesus gets more specific and
proclaims “great is your faith!” (15:28).
Faith?
This is what faith looks like?
Think about the absurdity of it all: Mark says that Jesus praised
her for rebutting him. We don’t often think about it that way, but
that’s literally what she did. Jesus was emphatic that he shouldn’t care
about her, that she was a “dog,” and that he was not sent by God to
help people like her. And yet, she didn’t care and argued that Jesus had
forgotten that “even the dogs eat the crumbs.” She literally tells Jesus
that his argument is faulty. She points out that his logic is shaky and
Jesus responds by praising her “for saying that.”
Like Job, who God praised for speaking “right” of him, this woman
is praised for her very act of resistance. Moreover, Matthew is clear
that this fight she had with Jesus over her daughter’s fate was “great
faith.” This, Matthew says, is great faith: that a woman wouldn’t let
God tell her no.
71

SAYING NO TO GOD

To return to what was earlier said, notice too that the Gospel of
Matthew is clear that Jesus purposefully refused to send her away or
tell her to stop yelling, in spite of him choosing to ignore her. That
seems odd at face value. If he really wanted to ignore her, then why
wouldn’t he send her away? Some have thought that maybe this episode was a real moment in Jesus’ life when he faced the prejudices he
grew up with and recognized God’s face in the other (Gentiles). Such
a view has been seen as powerful as evidence of Jesus’ incarnate full
humanity. Others have been disturbed by the suggestion that Jesus
was ever influenced by his culture’s prejudice. However, what if Jesus
wasn’t changing his mind at all? What if something else, something
deeper, was going on? Hold that thought, because we’ll return to it in
a later chapter.

I

MOTHER KNOWS BEST

f the incident with the Syrophoenician/Canaanite woman was the
only example of Jesus praising someone for not obeying him, we
could perhaps overlook it as an oddity, a singularity in the breadth of
Scripture. However, as it turns out, it is not the only example. The
Gospels contain a similar story about another woman who resisted
Jesus, and not only him, but also God. The more comical of the two,
this story features not just a woman, but one of the most revered and
honored of all biblical women: Mary.
The mother of Jesus is presented as many things in the Gospels,
but one of the least known depictions is her role in fighting her son.
The fact that it’s so little known is surprising when you consider that
it’s how one Gospel begins her and Jesus’ life story! And yet, as ironic
as this ignorance is, it is magnified by the fact that the story it is
featured in just so happens to be one of the most beloved and wellknown stories from the Gospels.
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In the second chapter of John’s Gospel, we read of a wedding at
Cana, the location of Jesus’ first miracle and the current modern-day
site of a beautiful church (and many surrounding wine stalls).
Jesus and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. When
the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no
wine.” And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what concern is that to you
and to me? My hour has not yet come.” His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” Now standing there were six stone
water jars for the Jewish rites of purification, each holding twenty or
thirty gallons. Jesus said to them, “Fill the jars with water.”
( Jo h n 2 :2 – 7 )

The story is sparse on details (as most biblical narratives seem to
be), so some of the details have to be implied. It does not tell us the
movements of the characters, but we would be safe to assume that the
men and women sat separate, so that Mary had to stand and walk to
approach Jesus. As a woman, even as his mother, it was etiquette for
a woman to stay silent until spoken to. Her words as such, coming
before his, are potentially provocative. Jesus’ use of the word “woman”
is not rude, even if it sounds that way to us now. However, his message to Mary is clearly negative: the answer is no. Jesus essentially says
to his mother that it’s “none of my concern.”
For the perspective of John’s Gospel (unlike say, Mark), Jesus is
portrayed unequivocally as the full incarnation of God on earth. So
this means that, for John, not only does Jesus say no to Mary in the
story, so too does God himself directly reject her request. Jesus is very
clear on the reason: “My hour has not yet come.” Mary, however, does
something that is startling: she doesn’t obey his wishes. She doesn’t
obey God. Instead, she turns to several servants nearby and tells them
to do whatever Jesus tells them to do when they approach him. Even
though Jesus said no, even though God’s plan was made expressly
clear, Mary didn’t care.
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Instead of trusting Jesus’ words and giving up, she seems convinced
that he will do the opposite of what he said. She seems sure that if she
sends the servants, Jesus will end up helping, despite his claim that he
won’t. And do you know what happened? Jesus did it anyway. God
ended up doing something after he had literally just said he wasn’t
going to, and even after he said it wasn’t the right time. And it was all
because of a woman who was faithful enough not to care what he had
said. For John, Mary’s resistance to Jesus is not only an important role,
but a defining one for her, since he introduces Mary as a character
with this story. She fought God and paradoxically, unbelievably, won.
Surely we are left wondering: why and how? Did Jesus change his
mind, or was something much more profound occurring? Whatever
was happening, we can rest assured about one thing: neither the story
of Mary nor the Canaanite woman teach that obedience is what God
sees as faithful. Rather, it is their resistance and obstinance to Christ
that appears to be praised and highlighted.

F

FAITH ISN’T BLIND OR OBEDIENT

aith is a big word. Obedience is too. They’re probably among the
most frequently used words by certain groups of Christians, right
after the words Jesus, Christ, and of course, Christian. Yet, like with
so many words that come to be widely used, they take on new meanings, some of which are helpful, while others prove less so. One of the
biggest misconceptions that has arisen from these new meanings, and
quite possibly one of the most dangerous, is the deceitfully simple
idea that faith and obedience are both blind.
This popular belief, taught to many Christians from grade school
onward, teaches that we must always have unwavering and unquestioning faith even if we do not have any evidence to believe in something. In order to have faith, so this logic goes, one must realize that
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reason and sense must step down so that an unshakable belief and
foundation takes priority in a Christian’s heart. We must “take it on
faith” and trust in something entirely, without any real reason other
than what is seen by others to be simply a claim.
This concept can be illustrated by a humorous ploy which some
atheists use when debating biblical ideas with Christians. It starts with
a relatively simple question: why do you believe the Bible contains
God’s truth? The stereotypical Christian typically answers: “Because
God’s word is in it.” The atheist responds: how do you know that it’s
God’s word? The Christian sighs and responds, “Because the Bible
tells me so!” At this point, the atheist is chuckling. “So, what you’re
telling me is that you believe a book is God’s word only because the
book itself told you so?”
Perhaps you are laughing. Perhaps you are not.
The obvious but unspoken question in that atheist’s probe is:
Why do you believe this book and not another? Why not the Qur’an,
which, unlike the Bible, actually claims every word is from God? In
other words, it looks to an atheist like this sort of reasoning is as
strong as a seven-year-old who says that Santa is real merely because
his father told him so.
If I begin by claiming that a book is from God and then go on to
use that book as my proof that it is God’s word, then I am guilty of a
logical fallacy known as Circular Reasoning. It’s the sort of thing that
scientists, philosophers, and just about everyone in thinking-oriented
disciplines have been trained to avoid. What is so sad is that most
Christians have been raised on this model of thinking and so it no
longer sounds like a way of thinking (let alone a bad one) but has
simply come to be seen as the only way to think.
Likewise, when it comes to obedience, Christians are taught that
nothing matters more than obeying God. Fundamentalism is built on
the foundation that God’s will is absolute and that fundamentally, one
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must have one’s house in order before God will walk inside. When
God says drop and give him twenty, you don’t ask questions but get
on your knees and obey your heavenly drill sergeant. If God tells you
to do something, you don’t figure out why. You just do it!
As I said before, I believe that these ideas are not only dangerous
and lie at the root of much religious intolerance and violence, but
that they are deeply and importantly unbiblical. This may come as
a surprise to some readers who have grown up with these concepts
taught from the pulpits of their churches, pronounced on the lips
of their parents, and perhaps even repeated by themselves on many
occasions. After all, aren’t there verses in the Bible that seem to point
in this direction?
That is why, I want to point out, this idea is so insidious. We’ve
become convinced of something that isn’t necessarily true, and appears
actually not to be, the full biblical picture of faith. Although this may
come as a shock to many, the Bible doesn’t expect you to believe the
words within it simply because the book itself claims it to be from God
(and mind you, it doesn’t even claim that). In fact, and this might
prove to be a hard pill for some to swallow at the moment, but as seen
in the stories of the two women and Jesus, even when God speaks, it’s
not always the case that he himself wants you to accept what he says.
Am I really suggesting that sometimes God says things that he
wants us not to accept? Yes, and no. Yes, because that is what I’m saying. No, because it’s not my idea… it’s actually from the Bible itself.
And Jesus is by no means the only example of it.
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“The Scriptures… seem to suggest that one must wrestle with, disagree with,
and even disobey God for the sake of retaining one’s fidelity to God.”
PETER ROLLINS1

C

an we tell God no? Does God actually encourage us to do so?
If so, why on earth would such a paradoxical idea be true? To
explore this contentious issue, I’ll return to the individual who the
book of Genesis tells us laid the foundation for the Hebrew people. I am of course speaking of Abraham, a man from Ur (ancient
Mesopotamia) who had no previous knowledge of Yahweh, the God
of the Bible, and who one day heard a voice from Heaven speak to
him so that the world, as a result, was forever changed. That’s the
story in a nutshell. For Protestants, he’s considered one of the great
heroes of faith. In Gen. 15:6, it tells us that Abraham believed in
God and God in return credited it to him as righteousness. As Luther
and others would proclaim: he was called righteous not because of
something he did, but due to his perfect faith. Less known, however,
is that this ancient bastion of faith, this central figure for three of the
world’s central monotheistic religions, also had a strange encounter
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with God a few chapters later than that infamous verse, an encounter
that changes what it means for us to call this man an example of faith.
The story is found in Genesis 18, following a visitation from three
strangers, one of which is revealed to be God himself. Though many
Christians hear sermons preached on the exchange between Sarah and
the Lord—during which God promises Abraham that Sarah will bear
a son at the ripe old age of ninety-one—often little is said of the very
curious (and heated) exchange between Abraham and God afterward
when he and the other two men (i.e. angels) are leaving.
In this encounter, God tells Abraham that the sin of the nearby
city of Sodom has come to his attention and that he has heard an
outcry against them by those who have suffered from their abuses.
He dispatches the two angels beside him to investigate the crimes,
to see whether they are true or not. However, as the angels leave,
Abraham does something bold: he comes near to God and tells the
creator of the world that he’s wrong. Actually, that’s putting it too
mildly. Abraham questions aloud God’s very morality. “Will you,” he
says with either sincerity or agitation, “sweep away the righteous with
the wicked?” (18:23).
Those aren’t just questioning words, they’re provocative. Abraham
is doing something few, if any, Christians would feel comfortable even
imagining: he’s questioning God’s sense of justice to God’s very face.
But just in case that wasn’t enough, or he didn’t get the point across,
he admonishes God to not do what he is planning. “Far be it from
you to do such a thing,” he exclaims, “to slay the righteous with the
wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you!
Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” (18:25).
Pay attention to the words that Abraham is said in Genesis to
have chosen, because they have heavy implications. The first thing
to notice is that they make clear that Abraham believes that he has a
sense of morality that, much to his own disbelief, appears higher than
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the God he serves. That in itself is shocking. He, a mortal human,
argues that he believes that God’s divine plan to wipe out Sodom is
morally reprehensible. When he says “far be it from you,” he’s essentially asking God to come back to his senses, implying that God is not
speaking sensibly. In other words, Abraham is telling God that he’s
speaking as if he’s crazy. Abraham believes that such a course of action
is both immoral and not something that his God would do, and more
importantly, something that he must speak out against.
But there’s something even more shocking that Abraham said in
that brief statement. He told God, “Shall not the judge of all the earth
do what is just?” The implication is clear: what God is now planning
to do is not just. That may sound bad enough even to our own twentyfirst century ears, but it’s much worse than you might even imagine.
According to Psalm 82, the actual job description of a god is to give
justice and be just. That’s what they are required to do in order to
still be considered a god. As hard as it might be to believe how brazen Abraham is acting, he appears to be suggesting that God is not
fulfilling his job as a god. But this isn’t just an irreverent and agitated
suggestion by the man from Ur, it’s actually a challenge.
Keep in mind that Abraham wasn’t previously a believer in Yahweh.
God had been, throughout his life, revealing himself to this man.
Abraham had been discovering who this God was over time and learning, in that time, to trust him. By telling Yahweh that he’s not acting just (which meant that God was failing to do what a god should
do), Abraham is threatening that perhaps he should look for another
god. In the aforementioned Psalm 82, the judgment against gods that
fail to act as they should is replacement. This isn’t simply a plea by
Abraham to God, it’s a veiled threat.
However, Abraham doesn’t just speak out grievances, he also
attempts to proposition God. “Suppose there are fifty righteous
within the city,” he asks, “will you then sweep away the place and not
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forgive it for the fifty righteous who are in it?” Given the way in which
many are taught about God, one might imagine God ever ready to
strike Abraham down for his lack of manners and complete lack of
trust. Instead, God does something unexpected. He agrees. “If I find
at Sodom fifty righteous in the city, I will forgive the whole place for
their sake.”
But Abraham isn’t finished. This, he believes, is still not justice.
This is still not morality. Yet, something does change. Abraham gains
some humility. He begins to speak again, saying: “Let me take it upon
myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes.” Unlike
his opening words that began with a rash accusation of God’s injustice, now suddenly he shows an unexpected humility. Why? I would
point out the obvious: God listened. God humbled himself before
Abraham, heeding and even agreeing with his council. Stunning, isn’t
it? God was listening to the advice of his own creation?
If all of this seems to be more than you ever imagined, it gets even
stranger. In Gen. 18:22, the text tells us that all of this began and continued while “Yahweh was still standing before Abraham.” Yahweh,
it tells us, was standing before Abraham. You won’t actually find that
translation in almost any Bible (except the NLT, Alter and maybe
one other), but that’s what the original Hebrew text appears to have
said. In most Bibles, the text has been changed to “Abraham was still
standing before Yahweh.”
Why did it get changed? Why were ancient scribes uncomfortable
with the original wording of the Bible? Because the question is this:
who is teacher and who is disciple? To say that someone stands before
another is to imply that the one standing before someone is in the
position of a student. In other words, the original Hebrew of Gen.
18:22 appeared to suggest that as this story began, before Abraham
began to vent his frustration at God, Yahweh “stood before Abraham”
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as a student would stand before a teacher. Basically, God humbled
himself to be “taught” by Abraham.
With that in mind, let’s continue the story. Abraham, after getting
God to agree to fifty, continues to insist that God lower the number of righteous people needed in order to spare Sodom. Beginning
with forty-five and working his way down, he continues to show an
increasing humility as the number lowers, saying things such as “do
not let the Lord be angry if I speak.” He’s testing the Almighty’s
morality. It’s as if Abraham isn’t quite sure anymore what to think
about God’s justice, as if he’s discovering it all over again.
Finally, God settles on a much more reduced number. If ten righteous people exist in Sodom, he agrees, then he will spare it in spite
of all of the guilty. With this said, before Abraham can even speak
another word, God is said to turn and walk away, ending the conversation. Abraham might have pressed further, but God was no longer
interested in listening.
So what are we to make of this? What in Heaven’s name is going
on here? Everything about this appears to be contrary to the way in
which we think that a man of faith should have acted. And in other
ways, this is everything opposite of how we imagine God would act in
response to a situation like this. This is the man who, just earlier that
same day, sincerely heeded God’s promise that Sarah would give birth
at around ninety, even though Sarah herself laughed. Abraham, at the
time of the story, is around one hundred years old, having trusted and
experienced God’s presence for a long time. So, what gives? Is this the
outcome of someone that old with that much faith?
If you pay very close attention to the story, you’ll discover something curious (aside from everything else mentioned). Although
Abraham attacks God for the injustice of a judgment that would wipe
out the city of Sodom, God never actually claims he will do any such
thing. He merely sends his angels to investigate, saying: “I must see
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whether they have done altogether according to the outcry that has
come to me; and if not, I will know.” God’s statement, the words
that Abraham initially heard, left room for Sodom’s salvation. Perhaps
they’re not guilty! God would supposedly find out.
No mention is ever made by God of the consequences Sodom
might suffer if they are guilty. If this is true, why did Abraham attack
God as he did? Why did he speak out against God before God ever
breathed a word about judgment? Because, strangely, Abraham
already knows what God’s not saying. Abraham isn’t just telling God
that his decision isn’t just, he’s also calling God out for not being honest to him. In the following chapter, Abraham’s suspicion is confirmed
by the two angels who tell Lot (his nephew) that God had already
ordered them beforehand to destroy the city. God wasn’t actually
investigating anything. The judgment had already been given.
So why did God tell Abraham that he was still investigating? Why
did God tell Abraham something… that wasn’t true? Intriguingly, the
story also tells us that God, prior to telling Abraham this, debated
with the two angels as to whether he should tell Abraham his plans.
He asks, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?” Notice
that once again, even before the angels reveal to Lot their mission,
we see that God has already made up his mind that he was going
to destroy the city. Yet, if this is true, why did he choose not to tell
Abraham? And moreover, why did God, in the end, decide to tell
Abraham something other than the truth?
The answer to this strange riddle, in my opinion, is that God was
testing Abraham. He was testing his faith. He was testing if it was strong
enough, secure enough and motivated enough to fight back, to fight
against God. Abraham, after all, is not condemned, frowned upon
or diminished as a man of faith because of his exchange with God.
Rather, his faith is strengthened, not because he ultimately trusted
God (he didn’t), not because he accepted God’s will (he didn’t), but
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because he faced God’s will, resisted, and in a sense, won. Although
we will return to examine this story again much later, let’s look at
two other stories that appear to reveal a similar pattern throughout
Scripture.

H

YOUR NAME WILL BE ISRAEL

ere’s a pop quiz. What does Israel’s name mean? I realize that
some may be aware that Israel was the name given by God to
a specific man in Genesis whose descendants became the nation we
know both from the Bible and modern geography. But, the real question is, do we really know why that name was even given, who gave it,
and what it means? Do we understand what it actually means to talk
of the “people of Israel?” To find the answer, we need to quickly look
back at that original story in Genesis.
“Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.
When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck
him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he
wrestled with him. Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.”
But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” So he said
to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” Then the man
said, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have
striven with God and with humans, and have prevailed.”
( Ge n e si s 3 2 :2 4 – 2 8 )

The text as it stands is short on details, but what it does in fact
detail is quite telling. The story does not tell us why this mysterious
“man” came to Jacob or how the encounter began, but it does tell us
that this man was fighting with him in the darkness of night. And
interestingly, it appears from all indications that the man initiated the
struggle, not Jacob. Although translations describe them as having
“wrestled,” the sense in Hebrew is that the man assaulted Jacob. In
other words, this was not a WWE competition.
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More importantly, the attacking man wanted to win. He intended
to defeat Jacob, to prove him weaker. Only when “the man saw that
he did not prevail against” Jacob, did he do something unexpected.
Seeing that he had no other choice if he wanted to win, he struck
Jacob at his hip and crippled his opponent. Foul play? Sure. Yet, that’s
not the point. Even with a dirty trick, even with his opponent at a
huge disadvantage, somehow Jacob still manages not only to remain
fighting, but capable of preventing his opponent from winning and,
more importantly, leaving.
The man who initiated the fight with Jacob appears to have gotten
more than he expected. He actually wants to stop! Now, at daybreak,
the man seeks to leave. “Let me go,” he pleads with the injured Jacob.
What an irony! The disabled has proven stronger than the abled. “I
will not let you go,” Jacob jabs back. And then something is revealed
in the story that we were not told before. “Unless you bless me,” he
tells the man, he won’t let him go. Wait, who is it that he is wrestling
with? Who is the man? The answer: no ordinary man.
One of the prophets of Israel, a man by the name of Hosea, living
much later, comments on the story briefly in one of his oracles.
…in his manhood he strove with God. He strove with the angel and
prevailed, he wept and sought his favor.
(Ho se a 1 2 :3 – 4 )

Hosea clarifies for us what we suspected all along, that the man
who fought with Jacob was none other than an angel. This helps us
to begin to understand the circumstances of this encounter which
Genesis vaguely alluded to. It turns out that God sent the angel to
fight Jacob and it appears that the angel fully expected to win. Jacob,
surprisingly, stands his ground, not truly fighting the man he perceived in front of him, but the God who sent him.
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In the Genesis account, after asking him for his name, the angel
informs Jacob that he will be Jacob no more. Israel, a new name,
would be his, because “you have striven with God and with humans,
and have prevailed.” Notice the play on words by this writer of
Genesis. We were told earlier that the man saw that he could “not
prevail” against Jacob. Now we are told that Jacob prevailed against
the man and not only him, but actually the one who he stood as a
representative of: God.
The King James Version, perhaps stretching the meaning a bit,
has more shocking language when it says, in the text of Hosea, that
“he had power over him.” Power over God? That’s definitely not how
we typically imagine a human/divine relationship. Either way, that’s
probably not what you were imagining the history of the name of
God’s people would be.
As Peter Rollins brilliantly summarizes this paradox:
It is here, in this encounter between Jacob and God, that we discover
why the Jewish community is marked out by the name “Israel.” This
title represents the spirit of a people who have “wrestled with God
and with men and have overcome.” This name illuminates the living
dynamic of Hebraic faith. It magnifies a radical idea that marks out
the Jewish people, describing something almost paradoxical about
this faith: that absolute commitment to God involves a deep and sustained wrestling with God. In this story, we discover that the Israelites
are to be marked out, not as a people who live out their faith through
unquestioning submission but as a people who demonstrate their love
and commitment to the source of their faith in a radical commitment
to fighting with that source. This is a people to be marked out by
struggling, by passion, by critical engagement. The name Israel is not
some kind of curse, or dispassionate description, it is a blessing. Here
God does not merely describe something that the Israelites do; the
name describes what they ought to be… For the blessing that God
bestowed upon Jacob brings us face to face with the fact that God
wants a fight.2

85

SAYING NO TO GOD

This is the secret of Israel’s name. This is the power of its meaning.
Israel, as the name of both a man and a people signifies “the one who
fights God.” The people of Israel are those who withstand God and
stand their ground. Israel is the one who prevails against God for the
sake of achieving a blessing from God.

L

MOSES AND THE ANGRY GOD

et’s take a look at another story. We’ll fast forward almost half a
millennium and glance at a man who is credited in the Bible for
leading a revolution: Moses. Like Abraham, Moses was known as a
man of faith, “a man of God” (Psalm 90:1). And like Abraham, Moses
also had a curious exchange with God. In Exodus 32, we read of how
Moses, having spent time atop Mt. Sinai, is informed by Yahweh that
the people he led in the Exodus from Egypt have made a golden calf
and begun to worship it.
The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you
brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have
been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them.
(Exo du s 3 2 :7 – 8 )

God, angry at their disobedience, tells Moses: “Now then let Me
alone, that My anger may burn against them and that I may destroy
them; and I will make of you a great nation” (32:10). God essentially
tells Moses: I’ve decided to restart. The Exodus wasn’t worth the effort I
gave it. I will wipe them all out and like Noah, start things over with
only your family.
For many, that’s a tough pill to swallow. God is describing a massive act of genocide. But then again, who’s to argue with God’s plan?
If God wants to do something, who is to tell the Almighty otherwise?
Apparently, Moses.
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But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, “O Lord, why does
your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of
the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand?
(Exo du s 3 2 :1 1 )

The first thing to note is the play with words between Yahweh and
Moses in this encounter. God began by putting the blame on Moses,
calling the Hebrews “your people” which Moses “brought up out of
the land of Egypt.” Yet, now, in rebuttal, Moses shoots back that God
is wrong and that these are “your people” who “you brought out of
the land of Egypt.” In other words, Moses won’t let God off the hook.
He warns God that if he carries out his plan, it will mean that he
brought them out with an evil intent to kill them in the mountains.
Evil intent? Planned genocide? Heavy stuff. He states all of this and
tries to get away with it by saying that it will be the Egyptians who say
this. But it’s pretty clear that he’s saying it. It’s clear that he’s prodding
God. He urges him, “Turn from Your burning anger and change Your
mind about doing harm to Your people!” As a last-ditch effort, Moses
appeals to God to remember his promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
(Ex. 32:11–13). If God won’t do it for reasons of morality, Moses
thinks, then maybe he’ll do it for the sake of the covenant.
So what did God do? Did he get upset at Moses for not trusting
his decisions? Did he punish Moses for his lack of trust in the divine
plan? No. We are told that in response to Moses, “the Lord changed
His mind about the harm which He said He would do to His people.”
Let that statement sink in for a moment. God changed his mind?
Because of Moses? It’s another shocking concept.
Yet the surprises continue. When Moses ascends the mountain a
second time, Yahweh informs him that he will not forgive the Hebrew
people and will ultimately blot their names out. He also tells Moses,
more importantly, that he will not come with them to the promised
land, because if he did, he would kill them all along the way. Yahweh
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has, in short, informed Moses that he has decided to abandon them
(Ex. 32:34). But he does promise that he will at least send an angel to
guide them.
The Lord said to Moses, “Go, leave this place, you and the people
whom you have brought up out of the land of Egypt.
(Exo du s 3 3 :1 )

There God goes again. Yahweh continues the word game from
before, placing the responsibility of the Hebrew people on Moses.
Why is God intent on disowning the people he brought up from
Egypt?
Moses, of course, responds.
Moses said to the Lord, “See, you have said to me, ‘Bring up this
people’; but you have not let me know whom you will send with me…
Now if I have found favor in your sight, show me your ways, so that
I may know you and find favor in your sight. Consider too that this
nation is your people.”
(Exo du s 3 3 :1 2 – 1 4 )

Notice Moses’ request. He asks God to “show me your ways,”
which might sound at first glance to be a devoted and holy request,
but is actually sarcastic. On his earlier trip up the mountain, he had
already implied to God that God’s decision to wipe out the Hebrew
slaves would be seen as evil and would break the covenant he had
made with their ancestors. When Moses now asks God to “show me
your ways,” he’s asking God to live as a god should, to act as a god
should. It’s Moses’ equivalent of when Abraham reprimanded God
and said, “Far be it from you!” Moses is pleading for God to come
back to his senses. He already knows God’s ways and sees that God
appears to be acting contrary to them.
Finally, Moses chides back that perhaps God could “consider too
that this nation is your people.” It wasn’t his idea to save them. It was
Yahweh’s. And Moses is going to keep reminding God of that fact for
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as long as it takes. As if that were the key that unlocked the secret door,
Yahweh breaks the deadlock battle with a new pronouncement that
has the potential to change everything.
He said, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”
(Exo du s 3 3 :1 4 )

Finally, God agrees to accompany the Israelites after all. Or does
he? Notice that God doesn’t say that his presence will go with “them,”
but rather it will go with “you,” a reference to Moses. The promise of
rest is given to Moses. God’s words are ambiguous, even if in context
one would assume they applied everyone. Moses himself appears to
catch this ambiguity and doesn’t like it. He’s not going to back down
and so he continues to protest, ignoring Yahweh’s new promise.
And he [Moses] said to him, “If your presence will not go, do not
carry us up from here. For how shall it be known that I have found
favor in your sight, I and your people, unless you go with us? In this
way, we shall be distinct, I and your people, from every people on the
face of the earth.”
(Exo du s 3 3 :1 5 – 1 6 )

Moses presses God further, telling him that if he won’t promise
and commit to remaining responsible for them, then he shouldn’t
have anything more to do with any of them, including Moses. Yet,
he attempts to proposition God to stay with them and do something
that has never happened with any other people on earth.
Finally, God agrees.
The Lord said to Moses, “I will do the very thing that you have asked;
for you have found favor in my sight, and I know you by name.”
(Exo du s 3 3 :1 5 – 1 7 )

And so… God changed his mind… again? As much as the victory
rings sweet for Moses, we are left wondering, what does this portrait
of God do for us? It seems so contrary to what we expect. Why does
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Moses have to fight God, like Abraham and Jacob did, in order to
convince God that he should stick with his people and not wipe them
all out?
So what, in the end, did all of this even lead up to? What was the
point? Well, for one thing, God reveals his name as Yahweh to Moses
again (a pretty significant event). Most important, God describes
himself in the exact terms that Moses was prodding God for through
the past two chapters of Exodus.
“Yahweh, Yahweh,
a God merciful and gracious,
slow to anger,
and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation…”
(Exo du s 3 4 :6 – 7 )

Now we see God’s ways. Now we see the character of God that
Moses fought to reign supreme. And what is the gift that God gives
to Moses and the people following his argument with Moses? A new
covenant with the Hebrew slaves bound by the Ten Commandments
(34:28). Yes, all of this has somehow lead to God revealing to Moses
the law of God.*
Truly then, this story creates more questions than it appears to
answer. Why was God changing his mind so many times? Why was he
intent on destroying the soon to be nation of Israel? How can a mere
man, Moses, manage to change God’s mind? Why didn’t Moses trust
God’s divine will? More importantly, how can he face God directly,
fight his will and actually prevail?
*

For those who are Bible nerds, you might be interested to know that contrary to
your Sunday school or Sabbath school teachers who taught you that there were two
versions of the Ten Commandments preserved in the Bible (Ex. 20 and Deut. 5),
there’s actually a third list in Exodus 34 and most scholars consider this to be the
oldest of the three. It’s also, curiously, the only one out of the two given in Exodus
that is actually called “The Ten Commandments.”
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The secret, I suggest, might be found in Ex. 33:11 which informs
us, in the midst of their argument, that “the Lord used to speak to
Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.” This is a tough secret to
crack. What does it mean that they used to speak like a friend to each
other? Is this really how friends act? Is this the kind of relationship
God is calling us to? To get closer to an answer to that, we’ll need to
take a trip outside of Israel.

91

C I TAT I O N S
A PA R A B L E
1. Peter Rollins, The Orthodox Heretic: And Other Impossible Tales (Massachusetts:
Paraclete Press, 2009), 94–97.
INTRODUCTION
1. Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction (Michigan: Eerdmans, 1963),
11.
CHAPTER 1: DOUBT EVERYTHING
1. Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2009 [1957]), 25.
2. Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering A Life of Faith (New
York: HarperOne, 2003), 40.
3. Fritz Guy, Thinking Theologically (Michigan: Andrews University Press, 1999),
99–100.
4. Peter Rollins, Insurrection: To Believe Is Human, To Doubt, Divine (New York:
Howard Books, 2011), 21.
5. Rollins, Insurrection, 21.
6. Ibid., 24, 29.
7. Rob Bell, Velvet Elvis (New York: HarperOne, 2012), ix–x.
8. Austin Fischer, “Faith in the Shadows,” Can I Say This At Church podcast,
episode #45 (October 1, 2018).
9. Peter Enns, The Sin of Certainty: Why God Desires Our Trust More Than Our
“Correct” Beliefs (New York: HarperOne, 2015), 164.

SAYING NO TO GOD

CHAPTER 2: ABRAHAM DIDN’T BELIEVE GOD
1. Omri Boehm, The Binding of Isaac: A Religious Model of Disobedience (New
York: T&T Clark, 2007), 45.
2. Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling (New York: Penguin Books, 1995
[1843]), 52.
C H A P T E R 3 : D I D G O D S AY T H AT ?
1. Peter Rollins, The Fidelity of Betrayal: Towards a Church Beyond Belief (Paraclete
Press, 2008), 34.
C H A P T E R 4 : S AY I N G N O T O G O D
1. Rollins, Fidelity of Betrayal, 30.
2. Ibid., 32–33.
C H A P T E R 5 : J O B ’ S L AW S U I T A G A I N S T G O D
1. Donniel Hartman, Putting God Second: How to Save Religion From Itself
(Massachusetts: Beacon Press, 2016), 127.
2. Soncino translation.
3. Herzl Hefter, “Arguing with God,” The Times of Israel (April 5, 2016).
4. Ibid.
C H A P T E R 6 : D I D G O D S AY I T O R M O S E S ?
1. Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2008), 250.
2. Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian
Theology (Michigan: Eerdmans, 2014), 56.
3. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding, 57.
4. Ibid., 43.
5. Ellen White, “Objections to the Bible,” Manuscript 24 (1886).
6. John Dominic Crossan, God and Empire: Jesus Against Rome, Then and Now
(New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 95.
7. Borg, Heart of Christianity, 81.
8. Borg, Convictions, 80.
9. Ibid., 101.

348

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

T

his book is far more than the sum of its words. After a year and a
half of writing, and three years of editing, I owe much thanks to
a great many people for helping to develop it to this point and time.
I may have written the words down, but words by themselves do not
create a book (let alone a good one!). If it takes a village to raise a child,
it certainly takes many professors, countless classes, many conversations, and plenty of good friends to publish a book. I’m grateful that
I had all of them in great abundance.
First and foremost, I want to give a blessing to God not just for
the book, but for guiding my life and my experiences so that I could
have something to say at all. Likewise, I want to thank my family. I
owe so much to my amazing Mother, Virginia, for being my incredible conversation partner in life, who without, many of the insights in
this work may not have been included. You dedicated me as a child
to ministry and through our many discussions together you have continued to ensure that my calling remains present in my life. Particular
thanks is also due to my Aunt Kathy, for whom similar conversations
over many years helped to flesh out ideas and approaches to topics
that otherwise wouldn’t have happened. It pains me deeply that she
did not live to see the finished product of those heartfelt heartaches
we shared.

SAYING NO TO GOD

I also want to thank Liliia, my wonderful wife, for her tireless support and belief in me, as well as this book. Without her, I may not
have stayed sane while writing it. She has been there from the first
word typed to the last. Your love continues to show me new insights
into God each and every day.
Likewise, certain friends of mine deserve hearty thanks for their
patient feedback regarding its early drafts, among them: Cesar Baez,
Andrew Goorhuis, Christopher Canon, Andrew Dykstra, Rhonda
Dinwiddie, Beau Hoffman, Nathan Jennings, Ryan Becker, and T. J.
Sands. Thanks is due certainly to Prof. John Razzouk of La Sierra
University, who so graciously gave me the opportunity to pursue this
work as my Honors Program project as a Junior, and took a risk on
whether or not I would be able to pull it off. Furthermore, I would be
remiss not to express my gratitude to all the professors of the H.M.S.
Richards Divinity School who helped to grow and refine my understanding of faith over those five years, as well as the faculty at Yale
Divinity School who have shared their influence with me at the tailend of this project.
Equally, I am in the debt of Mark G. Karris for initially reading
my book and recommending it to his publisher at Quoir, to whom
this book’s physical existence is entirely owed. Mark has proven to be
the single most gifted and talented conceptual editor I’ve ever experienced, and one of the kindest people as well. And last but not least, I
want to express my gratitude to my publisher, Rafael Polendo, for his
enduring patience. Although accepted for publication in early 2018,
it would not be until late 2019 that the manuscript finally arrived.
Part of that was Mark’s fault, part of that was mine, and all of it led
to a much better book overall. Thank you for believing in this project.

356

For more information about Matthew J. Korpman,
or to contact him for speaking engagements,
please visit www.MatthewJKorpman.com

Many voices. One message.

Quoir is a boutique publisher
with a singular message: Christ is all.
Venture beyond your boundaries to discover Christ
in ways you never thought possible.
For more information, please visit
www.quoir.com

