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With each season of life, people cross your path who you know 
have been strategically placed there by the Lord. Two men come 
to mind as recent sources of encouragement, prayer, and support: 
Dr. James Gills and Dr. Dennis Cox. Their genuine love for the 
Lord and for people has had an impact on so many, and I am 
privileged to count myself as one of those who have received the 
blessings that their service to God brings.

Thank you, men, for the role you have played  
in my spiritual journey.
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Introduction

P erhaps the most shocking verse in the Bible is Job 1:8, 
where the Lord says to Satan, “Have you considered my 
servant Job?”— essentially offering up a godly man for 

a season of unprecedented testing and anguish. The story is an 
astounding account of a man who is faithfully walking with the 
Lord, and then sees his livestock, servants, even his children, per-
ish in the blink of an eye. Not only that, but Job’s health takes a 
turn for the worse, his wife opposes him, and his closest friends 
show up with rampant speculations and bad advice. Only toward 
the end of his life does the situation drastically change.

Job’s story is the antidote to the “prosperity gospel” of our 
time, the belief that if you simply have enough faith, then phys-
ical, material, or financial blessings will undoubtedly be God’s 
will for you. Yet the fact that the Lord allowed Satan to inflict 
devastating blows to Job’s life (but put limits on what he could 
do) demonstrates to us that God is sovereign over all of life, both 
good times and bad, and that material blessings of all kinds are 
not a measure of one’s faith. God is worthy of being worshiped 
and trusted even if what happens to us remains a mystery.

I, for one, am so thankful this story is in the Bible. I believe it 
is there to teach us many lessons, one being that things happen in 
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Introduction

the heavenly realms that we are not always privy to when we go 
through seasons of suffering. Another lesson is that sometimes 
our suffering is directly related to our lifestyle, and other times 
it is not. Either way, in Job’s story we get a needed perspective of 
the heavenly realms.

Through the course of this book, we will look at some of the 
most perplexing verses and stories in the Bible. We are limited in 
what we can cover space- wise, so I have done my best to present a 
healthy cross section of passages— the strange, the disgusting, the 
controversial, the mysterious, and the flat- out hard to believe— all 
for the purpose of asking, Why is that in the Bible?

Some of these stories and verses are difficult to interpret, so I in-
clude a concise summary and simple interpretation of each, using 
a sound, scholarly interpretive approach to ancient texts. I believe 
there is only one proper interpretation of the Bible (in context), 
but several applications can be borne from the text. My method 
of interpretation is the literal, grammatical, historical interpre-
tation, where the goal is to discover the original author’s intent 
and to understand the context in which it was originally spoken, 
written, and heard. We should avoid allegorizing or spiritualizing 
texts in a way that is foreign to the original author’s intent. This 
is how many have misused, misinterpreted, and misapplied this 
ancient document.

I believe the Bible is fully inspired by God and is without error 
in the original manuscripts. When all the facts are fully known, the 
Bible will be shown to be true in all that it affirms. But this does not 
mean it is always easy to understand. Faith, the indwelling Holy 
Spirit, and the faith community (the church) serve as aids to help 
us grasp its truths. This is called the clarity of Scripture. It was 
meant to be read and understood by God’s people. God does not 
intend to play celestial hide- and- seek with his Word. He desires 
and delights in revealing himself and his will to us.

Still, there are hard things in the Bible to understand and grasp. 
For example, why are some stories so graphic? How do we make 
sense of the evil it portrays? What do we make of events that are 
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seemingly impossible or miraculous? Why would God include talk-
ing donkeys, bizarre ways of death, or lead us into a glimpse of 
the supernatural world that we do not normally see?

No wonder the Bible is the greatest- selling book of all time. Not 
only is it inspired literature (revealed to us from God), it is full of 
action, mystery, romance, war, drama, and just about everything 
else that makes for a good movie. But this is no movie. It is all 
real. It is our story, our life, our God, and our past, present, and 
future all wrapped into one.

One thing to explain up front is this: When you step into the 
worldview of the Bible, you have to understand that the God who 
made the heavens and the earth is a holy God, and he is dead op-
posed to anything that violates or offends his holiness and honor. 
And that’s exactly what sin does. When human beings sin, it makes 
us worthy of judgment— an eternal judgment: “For the wages of 
sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God, as a holy God, has the right to execute judgment at any 
time, at any place, with any method he chooses. So when God 
called the Israelites to be his instrument of justice by commanding 
them to destroy the Canaanites who refused to repent of their sin, 
he was fully justified in carrying out his justice in that manner.

Further, since all of us are born with a sin nature, he doesn’t 
have to let any one of us live. For as the apostle Paul wrote, we are 
“by nature objects of God’s wrath” (Ephesians 2:3). But God is 
also gracious and loving, slow to anger, and full of mercy. Instead 
of condemning us instantly, which he has the right to do, he gives 
common grace to all people and his saving grace to some. In fact, 
each day we live on this earth and experience all that it gives to 
us is merely one more act of his abundant grace. The beauty and 
wonder that surrounds his salvation plan is something we will 
marvel at for all eternity. His love and mercy are just that great.

So when you read about the various ways and times in which 
God’s judgment and justice fall throughout the pages of  the 
Bible, remember how holy God is and how awful our sin is be-
fore him. I fear that many today have lost their reverential fear 
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and understanding of this holy God, and we have accused him 
of horrific acts of sin when, in fact, it is his fully justified justice.

The Lord is not like us. He is without sin, and when he brings 
judgment, he is perfectly justified in doing so. As we have said, God 
is holy. All of his ways are righteous and true. In fact, righteousness 
and justice are the foundations of his throne (Psalm 89:14).

We do not sit in judgment of God; he sits in judgment of us. We 
will all give account one day for the things we’ve done, whether 
good or bad. The good news is that for the believer in Christ, justice 
and judgment have already been satisfied by our Savior at the cross. 
Our God saves, and for whoever believes in him, there is eternal 
life in him and all the spiritual blessings that God intends for us to 
enjoy through the power and presence of his indwelling Holy Spirit.

It is my hope that you will enjoy this book. It is designed to be 
read in short bursts. Each chapter has its own story and its own 
themes. Feel free to read a chapter or two and put it down, and then 
come back later to digest more at a different time. In addition to 
providing brief context to each verse or story and addressing any 
difficult or perplexing issues that surface, I offer some practical 
applications and suggestions as to why it is in the Bible.

Truth be told, only God knows why he included everything in 
the book that he inspired, using at least forty different authors 
over a period of fifteen hundred years. But we can safely come to 
conclusions on a great many things as it shares with us the story 
line that is God’s history of salvation for humankind, to be com-
pleted in his own sovereign time.

Prepare yourself. Some of this stuff is weird. It’s definitely not all 
rated G. I’m not sure I could even watch if much of this was made 
into a movie. You may laugh, you may cry. You may scratch your 
head, and some people in the coffee shop or at home might ask why 
you are saying, “Ewwwwww, that’s gross!” while reading this book. 
There will likely be things here that you have never read or noticed 
before. So be prepared, and let’s explore these perplexing verses and 
stories, all the while asking ourselves, Why is THAT in the Bible?
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1
Abraham and Isaac:  

The Sacrifice

Genesis 22:1–14

Why would God ask a man of faith like Abraham to 
offer up his own son as a sacrifice? Is God sadis-
tic? Had he lost his mind? Was he no different from 

the false pagan gods (actually demons) of the other nations that 
required child sacrifices to appease them and keep them happy? 
These poignant questions enter our minds when we come to the 
story of Abraham and his son Isaac in Genesis 22. To be fair, our 
questions are but a human, surface reaction, but they are nonethe-
less real and deserve answers.

Few people are praised or revered more in Scripture than Abra-
ham. He was the man chosen by God to become the father of a 
great nation, his name would be made great, and he would be a 
blessing to the whole earth.

Called to leave his native land and his father’s house, Abraham 
(known as Abram then) set out in faith, not knowing where God 
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was calling him to (Hebrews 11:8). He was to go to a land that 
would one day be called the Promised Land, a place where he and 
his children were meant to dwell. Yet Abraham and his wife were 
barren, so the Lord promised him a son. In fact, he was told his 
descendants would be as numerous as the stars. To his credit, 
Abraham believed God.

Abraham became known as a man who was justified by faith 
(see Genesis 15:6; Romans 4:3, 9, 22; Galatians 3:6; James 2:23), 
a righteous man, and a “friend of God.” He obeyed the Lord 
by following his commands, and the Lord reconfirmed his cov-
enant with Abraham (symbolized by circumcision and changing 
his name from Abram to Abraham— meaning “father of many na-
tions”).1 Years would pass before the initial promise was fulfilled, 
but at the age of one hundred, Abraham and his wife, Sarah (age 
ninety), finally became parents to Isaac, their firstborn.2

One can only imagine their joy. Sarah would finally shed the 
stigma of being barren, which had huge cultural implications in 
their day. But even more, God had kept his promise, even though 
it seemed like there were “years of waiting” that had to be expe-
rienced first, years that weren’t always handled well.

Prior to Isaac’s arrival, in a moment of weakness, Abraham 
sinfully brought forth a son named Ishmael through Sarah’s Egyp-
tian handmaiden Hagar, whom she had urged Abraham to sleep 
with in a human attempt to speed up the process. But that was 
not God’s plan, and due to the tension in the house between the 
two women over this child, the maidservant and her son were 
permanently removed from Abraham’s house.3

Still, the Lord was gracious to Abraham, and when Isaac finally 
arrived from Sarah, all was well and right with the world from their 
perspective. But this is where the story makes a shocking turn. In 
a profound moment of testing, the Lord commands Abraham to 
go to Mount Moriah (likely where the modern- day Temple Mount 
stands) in order to offer up Isaac as a burnt offering and sacrifice.

Why would the Lord ask him to do this? All of Abraham’s 
hopes and dreams were on the line here, as Isaac was supposed to 
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be the child of the promise. Picking up the story line in Genesis 22, 
try to imagine the shock and terror that would surely accompany 
anyone who heard this command from the Lord.

After these things God tested Abraham and said to him, “Abraham!” 
“Here I am,” he answered. “Take your son,” he said, “your only son 
Isaac, whom you love, go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there 
as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.”

Genesis 22:1–2

After Ishmael and his mother, Hagar, were exiled from the 
family, Isaac became Abraham’s “only son,” and a loved one at 
that. He was likely around twenty years old when this command 
came to Abraham. The amount of faith Abraham had at this point 
was going to be tested. And that’s how the text describes it: a test. 
Abraham didn’t know it was a test, but he knew the Lord. He 
knew his character. He believed in his promises, and the book of 
Hebrews tells us later that “he considered God to be able even to 
raise someone from the dead” (Hebrews 11:19).

Even if Abraham did sacrifice Isaac, which he had every intent 
to do, he believed God was so faithful to his promises that he 
would find a way to raise Isaac from the dead.

Honestly, Abraham’s faith puts mine to shame. As the father of 
two boys, I can’t imagine being asked to do something like this. 
But faith sees beyond the present circumstances and trusts in the 
character of God. Notice there is no hesitation to obey God in 
the next verses.

So Abraham got up early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and 
took with him two of his young men and his son Isaac. He split 
wood for a burnt offering and set out to go to the place God had 
told him about. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the 
place in the distance. Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay 
here with the donkey. The boy and I will go over there to worship; 
then we’ll come back to you.”

Genesis 22:3–5
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Did you notice the plural form at the end of that last sentence? 
Abraham did not say, “I’ll come back to you,” but rather, “we’ll 
come back to you.” Again, Abraham believed God could raise the 
dead, and apparently he expected it was going to happen right 
away. Nevertheless, the three- day walk and subsequent walk up 
the mountain was probably the longest walk of his life, for both 
Abraham and the confused boy.

Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and laid it on his 
son Isaac. In his hand he took the fire and the knife, and the two of 
them walked on together. Then Isaac spoke to his father Abraham 
and said, “My father.” And he replied, “Here I am, my son.”

Isaac said, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the 
lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham answered, “God himself 
will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” Then the 
two of them walked on together.

Genesis 22:6–8

Remember those words: “God himself  will provide the lamb.” 
Those words will have profound meaning, both in the immediate 
context and in the plan of God’s redemption for human history. 
Apparently, Abraham thought either God would raise his son from 
the dead, if necessary, or he would provide a lamb as a substitute. 
Either way, Abraham was not going to stop obeying what surely 
was a gut- wrenching order.

When they arrived at the place that God had told him about, Abra-
ham built the altar there and arranged the wood. He bound his 
son Isaac and placed him on the altar on top of the wood. Then 
Abraham reached out and took the knife to slaughter his son. But 
the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, “Abra-
ham, Abraham!” He replied, “Here I am.”

Then he said, “Do not lay a hand on the boy or do anything 
to him. For now I know that you fear God, since you have not 
withheld your only son from me.” Abraham looked up and saw a 
ram caught in the thicket by its horns. So Abraham went and took 
the ram and offered it as a burnt offering in place of his son. And 
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Abraham named that place The Lord Will Provide, so today it is 
said: “It will be provided on the Lord’s mountain.”

Genesis 22:9–14

There are things we wonder about that the story does not tell us. 
Why would a twenty- year- old let his father bind him on an offering 
altar? Was there a struggle? Did Isaac believe his father that the 
Lord would provide a lamb, and is that why he submitted? Did 
Abraham have to manhandle his son and force him down, or did 
Isaac offer himself willingly? All these questions fill our minds, 
but apparently it was not important for us to know the answers. 
Sometimes Scripture omits details so that we do not get sidetracked 
and miss the main point.

At the last second, at the height of Abraham’s obedience, the 
Lord steps in to save the day. The Lord affirms Abraham’s faith 
and then provides the lamb. Did Abraham breathe a sigh of relief? 
I’m sure he did, because what he was about to do would have been 
completely unnatural to any father. But there’s no description of 
how they felt, only that Abraham saw the Lord’s solution when 
he provided a substitute sacrifice. The question is, Can we see the 
parallel of the Lord’s solution in the person of Jesus?

There is little doubt why this story is in the Bible. Besides being 
a test for Abraham and a profound example of faith and obedi-
ence for us, this story paints a glorious picture that foreshadows 
the ultimate substitute sacrifice that God himself provided for us. 
The lamb in the thicket took Isaac’s place on the altar of sacrifice, 
and in the same way, Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, took our place 
on the cross as he willingly offered himself as an atonement for 
sin. Abraham chose not to hold back his only son, and neither 
did God.

This story is all about faith, obedience, substitution, and 
sacrifice— themes recapitulated in the New Testament story of 
the gospel. Jesus obeyed the Father perfectly, offered himself as 
a sacrifice in our place (as the “Lamb of God”), and was liter-
ally raised from the dead. We, in turn, are called to believe in 
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faith, trust in God’s provision of a Lamb to save us from sin, 
and to validate that faith by living a life of obedience (see James 
2:21–23).

I can’t think of a better story to illustrate the truth of the gospel. 
God has provided a lamb. His name is Jesus.
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