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Introduction: The Journey of a Thousand Years

Imagine standing in a city of the ancient world — Ur, perhaps, or Babylon, four thousand years ago. The air is thick with gods. There is a god of the storm and a god of the river, a goddess of love and a god of war, deities of the city and the field and the household, each demanding offerings, each capable of blessing or blighting according to moods no mortal could predict. The gods are many, and they are powerful, and they are not, on the whole, good. They lie and lust and rage and war among themselves. And you, the human being standing in that city, are small beneath them — a servant at best, a pawn more often, bound to your tribe, surviving as you can in a world where the strong take and the weak endure.

Now imagine standing in a quiet room two thousand years later, or in a church, or simply in your own mind today, and consider how differently we have come to think — of God, and of ourselves. For many, God is now One: a single, holy, just, and loving Creator, who makes moral demands that bind everyone equally, who cares for the weak and the stranger, who knows each person by name. And the human being is no longer a pawn but something astonishing: made in the image of God, answerable to him, and — in the Christian hope — personally loved, redeemed, and indwelt by his very Spirit.

Between those two scenes lies one of the greatest journeys in the history of the human spirit: the long turning from the many gods to the one God, from the tribal world of appeasement and survival to the covenant world of a holy God and a moral law, and from there into the Christian vision of the individual soul redeemed. This book is an attempt to trace that journey — not merely as a change in religious ideas, but as a transformation in how human beings understood both God and themselves, the two always changing together.

I want to be honest about the kind of book this is. It is a work of broad historical and spiritual reflection, written from a Christian point of view but trying to engage the history fairly. The development it traces is long and, in its details, much debated by scholars. I will present the broad arc as faithfully as I can, note where matters are genuinely contested, and weave together the biblical account — Abraham, Sinai, the prophets, Christ — with the larger historical picture. My aim is not to settle every scholarly dispute but to help you see the great shape of the thing: how we came, over long centuries, to see God and ourselves the way we now do.

The chapters ahead follow the journey in order. We begin in the world full of gods and the human pawn beneath them. We follow the call of Abraham, the turn from appeasement to covenant. We stand at Sinai, where a people is forged under one God. We dwell on the moral revolution of the law — a universal morality that overturns the ancient logic of survival of the fittest, and that we still battle to defend against those who would return to raw power. We listen to the prophets, who turned the whole thing inward toward the heart. We witness the coming of Christ, who turned it from nation to person. We gather up how our view of God and ourselves was transformed across the whole arc. And we end in the modern world, asking where this long journey has left us, and what question it leaves still open.

Let us begin, then, in that ancient city, in the world full of gods.
Chapter 1: A World Full of Gods


"Thy fathers dwelt on the other side of the flood in old time, even Terah, the father of Abraham, and the father of Nachor: and they served other gods."

— Joshua 24:2




"Their idols are silver and gold, the work of men's hands... they that make them are like unto them; so is every one that trusteth in them."

— Psalm 115:4, 8



The Many and the Capricious

To understand the greatness of the turning, we must first understand the world it turned away from — and that world was full of gods. The religious landscape of the ancient Near East, out of which the people of Israel would eventually emerge, was overwhelmingly polytheistic. There were gods for the great forces of nature — sun, storm, sea, fertility — and gods for cities, nations, households, and trades. The divine was not one but many, a crowded and often quarreling pantheon, and this basic fact shaped everything about how ancient people understood both the gods and themselves.

The gods of the ancient world were, by and large, powerful but not good. They were magnified versions of human beings, with all the human vices intact and amplified: they lusted, deceived, raged, warred among themselves, and acted on whims. They were not, for the most part, the source or guardian of morality; one did not look to such gods for a standard of righteousness, because they themselves kept no such standard. They were forces to be reckoned with, bargained with, appeased — not holy beings to be loved and obeyed. The relationship between human and god was essentially transactional: offer the right sacrifices, perform the right rituals, and perhaps the god would grant favor or at least withhold wrath. It was a religion of appeasement, not of covenant love.

The Bible itself remembers that Israel's own ancestors came from this world. "Your fathers dwelt on the other side of the flood in old time, even Terah, the father of Abraham... and they served other gods" (Joshua 24:2). Abraham himself was called out of a polytheistic world; his family served the many gods before the one God called him. This is important to grasp: the monotheism that would transform the world did not arise in a vacuum, nor did it exist from the beginning of recorded human religion. It emerged, by a long and deliberate calling, out of a world that worshiped many gods.

The Human Pawn

If the gods were many and capricious, what did that make the human being? Small. A servant, a dependent, often little more than a pawn in the games of greater powers. In many of the ancient myths, humanity was created almost as an afterthought — to do the gods' labor, to supply their offerings, to serve their needs. The human being had little inherent dignity in such a scheme; he existed for the convenience of the gods, and his fate was largely at the mercy of their unpredictable moods. One sought mainly to stay on the right side of whichever powers mattered, to survive the whims of the divine as one survived the whims of nature.

And bound up with this was the tribal structure of ancient life. Identity was collective and local: you belonged to your family, your clan, your tribe, your city, and your god was largely the god of that group. Religion was, in a real sense, an extension of tribal belonging — the gods were "our" gods, tied to our people and our place, and the whole arrangement was woven into the survival of the group. There was little conception of a single God over all peoples, or of a universal moral order binding everyone alike. There was my tribe and its gods, your tribe and its gods, and between the tribes, the oldest logic of all: the strong prevail, the weak submit, and survival belongs to the fittest.

This is the world — many gods, capricious and amoral; humans as pawns and servants; identity bound to tribe; and over it all the law of power and survival — out of which the great turning would come. To appreciate what happened next, we must feel how total and how ancient this world was. It was simply how things were, everywhere, for ages beyond memory. And then, into this world, came a call — a single voice to a single man, inviting him to leave it all behind and follow one God into a new way of being. To that call we now turn.
Chapter 2: The Call of Abraham


"Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee: and I will make of thee a great nation."

— Genesis 12:1–2




"And he believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness."

— Genesis 15:6



A Single Voice

The great turning did not begin with a philosophy or a mass movement. According to the biblical account, it began with a single voice calling a single man to leave everything he knew. "Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee" (Genesis 12:1). Abraham — Abram, as he was first called — is asked to leave the three things that defined a person in the ancient world: his country, his kindred, and his father's house. He is asked to leave the tribal world and its gods and to follow one God into an unknown future on nothing but that God's promise.

This is the hinge on which the whole journey turns, and we should feel how radical it was. In a world where identity was tribe and religion was the tribe's gods, Abraham is called out of the tribe to follow a God who is not merely one more local deity but something new — a God who calls, who promises, who initiates a relationship not of appeasement but of trust. The call itself implies a different kind of god than the capricious powers of the pantheon. This God speaks personally. This God makes promises and binds himself to keep them. This God initiates a relationship. One does not merely appease such a God; one follows him, trusts him, walks with him. The whole posture of the human toward the divine is beginning to change.

From Appeasement to Covenant

The key word for what emerges with Abraham is covenant. The transactional appeasement of the old world — do the ritual, feed the god, avert the wrath — begins to give way to something far deeper: a binding, personal relationship of promise and trust between God and a human being. "And he believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness" (Genesis 15:6). This is a revolutionary sentence. The right relationship to this God is not fundamentally about ritual performance or successful appeasement; it is about belief, trust, a relationship of faith. God makes a promise; Abraham believes it; and that trust is the heart of the matter.

This shift from appeasement to covenant is one of the great turns in the history of the human spirit, and it reshapes both terms of the relationship. God is no longer a force to be managed but a person to be trusted. And the human being is no longer merely a servant performing rituals to survive the divine mood, but a partner in a covenant, invited into a relationship of faith and promise. There is a dignity restored to the human being here that the old world did not grant. Abraham is not a pawn; he is a friend of God — indeed, he would later be called exactly that, "the Friend of God" (James 2:23). The pawn is becoming a partner. The servant is becoming a friend.

The Seed of Everything

It is worth pausing to see how much of the whole journey is already contained, in seed, in the call of Abraham. The movement toward one God is here — Abraham leaves the many gods to follow the one who called him. The movement from tribe to something universal is here — for God promises that through Abraham "shall all families of the earth be blessed" (Genesis 12:3), a promise that bursts the bounds of a single tribe and reaches toward all humanity. The movement from appeasement to covenant and faith is here. And the restoration of human dignity — from pawn to partner, from servant to friend — is here. Everything that will unfold over the following two thousand years is already present, in seed, in that first call to a single man to leave his gods and follow the One.

But a seed is not yet a tree. What begins with Abraham as a personal covenant with one man and his family must still be forged into a people, given a law, and shaped into a nation that could carry this new vision of God into history. That forging happened at a mountain in the wilderness, where a crowd of former slaves became a covenant people under one God. To that mountain we now turn.
Chapter 3: One God at Sinai


"And God spake all these words, saying, I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me."

— Exodus 20:1–3




"Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord."

— Deuteronomy 6:4



From Family to People

The covenant that began with one man had to become the possession of a people. And so the biblical story moves from Abraham and his family down into Egypt, into centuries of slavery, and then out again in the great deliverance of the Exodus — and to a mountain in the wilderness called Sinai, where a crowd of liberated slaves was forged into a nation under one God. If the call of Abraham was the seed, Sinai was the forging — the moment the personal covenant with a family became a national covenant with a people, complete with law, identity, and mission.

At Sinai, the voice that had spoken to Abraham now spoke to a whole people, and the first words set the entire relationship: "I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage" (Exodus 20:2). Notice how the relationship is grounded: not in the people's appeasement of God, but in God's prior act of deliverance for them. He has already rescued them; now he binds himself to them and they to him. This is covenant on a national scale — a God who acts first in grace, and a people called to respond in loyalty and love. The whole structure is a world away from the appeasement of the pantheon.

"No Other Gods"

Then comes the command that marks the decisive turn: "Thou shalt have no other gods before me" (Exodus 20:3). Here we must be honest and careful, because this is one of the genuinely debated points in the history of Israelite religion. Notice that the command does not, in its wording, deny that other gods exist; it demands exclusive loyalty — no other gods before me. Many scholars argue that early Israelite religion passed through a stage sometimes called "monolatry" — the worship of one God while still acknowledging, or at least not denying, that other peoples had their gods — before arriving at full monotheism, the conviction that there is only one God and the others are nothing at all. The biblical text itself shows this tension and this development, and the long struggle of Israel against the worship of other gods runs through its whole history.

Whether we read Sinai as full monotheism from the start or as a decisive step toward it, the direction is unmistakable, and by the time of the great confession of Deuteronomy it is explicit: "Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord" (Deuteronomy 6:4). This confession — the Shema, which faithful Jews recite to this day — is the pure distillation of the turning. One Lord. Not many gods to be played off against one another, not a crowded and quarreling pantheon, but one God, over all. And the response demanded is total: "thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might" (Deuteronomy 6:5). Not appeasement, but love — whole-hearted, whole-souled love for the one God.

What One God Changes

The move to one God changes everything downstream, and it is worth seeing why. When there are many gods, there can be no single, consistent moral order, for the gods themselves disagree and compete, and each is bound to a particular tribe or domain. But when there is one God over all, several revolutionary consequences follow. There can be one moral order, universal and consistent, because it flows from one divine will rather than many competing ones. There can be one humanity, for if one God made all people, then all people are, at the deepest level, kin — not merely members of rival tribes with rival gods. And there can be a God who is not merely powerful but holy — whose very nature is the standard of goodness, so that religion becomes not the management of a capricious force but the pursuit of a holy God and conformity to his righteous will.

This is the forging of Sinai: a people brought from slavery into covenant with one holy God, given a law and an identity and a mission to carry this new vision into history. And at the center of that law stood something genuinely revolutionary — a universal moral code that bound everyone, that cared for the weak, and that stood directly against the oldest logic of the ancient world, the logic of survival of the fittest. That moral revolution is important enough, and relevant enough to our own age, to deserve a chapter of its own. To it we now turn.
Chapter 4: The Law Above the Strong — Moral Law vs. Survival of the Fittest


"Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Thou shalt not steal. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbour."

— Exodus 20:13–16




"Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but ye shall hear the small as well as the great."

— Deuteronomy 1:17




"Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy. Deliver the poor and needy: rid them out of the hand of the wicked."

— Psalm 82:3–4



A Law That Binds Everyone

At the heart of the covenant forged at Sinai stood the Ten Commandments — and in them, something genuinely new entered the world: a universal moral law, grounded in the one God, binding on everyone alike. We are so accustomed to this idea that we can no longer feel how revolutionary it was. In the ancient world, morality, where it existed, was largely a matter of custom, power, and tribe. The strong were not bound by the same rules as the weak; the king was often above the law, even its source; and what was "right" was frequently just another name for what the powerful could enforce. The commandments cut across all of this. "Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not steal. Thou shalt not bear false witness" (Exodus 20:13–16) — and these applied to everyone, high and low, king and commoner, strong and weak alike.

This is the first revolutionary feature of the moral law: it stands above even the powerful. In Israel's vision, the king himself was under the law of God, not above it. When King David committed his great sin, a prophet confronted him to his face — "Thou art the man" (2 Samuel 12:7) — and the king stood condemned by the same moral law that bound the lowest of his subjects. This was almost unthinkable in the surrounding world, where the powerful were a law unto themselves. The moral law of Sinai declared that there is a righteousness above all human power, to which even kings must bow, because it comes from the one God who is over all. The strong do not define right and wrong; they are judged by it, like everyone else.

The Defense of the Weak

The second revolutionary feature follows from the first, and it is even more striking: the moral law of Israel deliberately protects the weak — the very ones that a logic of pure power and survival would discard. Again and again, the law singles out for special protection the widow, the orphan, the stranger, the poor, the slave — the vulnerable, the ones with no power to defend themselves. "Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but ye shall hear the small as well as the great" (Deuteronomy 1:17). "Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy" (Psalm 82:3). The law commands care for the stranger, release for the enslaved, provision for the destitute, justice for those who cannot buy it.

Consider how radically this cuts against the grain of nature and of the ancient world. In the realm of raw nature, the weak are prey; the strong consume them; survival belongs to the fittest, and the vulnerable are simply discarded. This is, in a sense, the oldest and most natural law there is — the law of the jungle, of tooth and claw, of might makes right. And the moral law of Sinai stands directly, deliberately, defiantly against it. It declares that the weak are not prey but persons, bearing the image of the one God who made them; that the strong have a duty to the weak rather than a right to consume them; that a society is to be judged not by how its strong fare but by how it treats its most vulnerable. This is a direct reversal of survival of the fittest. It is the assertion that there is a moral law higher than the law of nature, and that human beings are called to live by the higher law.

The Divergence from Survival of the Fittest

Let us be honest and precise here, because the point is important. "Survival of the fittest" describes something real — a genuine dynamic in the natural world, where organisms compete and the stronger or better-adapted tend to prevail. As a description of nature, it has its truth. But the great claim of the moral law is that human beings are not meant to live merely by the law of nature — that there is a higher law, a moral law, which calls us to transcend the logic of raw survival and power. Where nature says "the strong consume the weak," the moral law says "the strong shall defend the weak." Where nature says "take what you can," the law says "thou shalt not steal." Where nature says "survival justifies anything," the law says "there are things you shall not do, whatever the advantage." The moral law is, in a profound sense, a declaration of independence from the tyranny of mere survival.

This is one of the deepest meanings of the whole turning we have been tracing. To move from the world of the capricious gods and the tribal survival-logic to the world of the one holy God and his moral law is to move from a world ruled by power to a world answerable to righteousness. It is to say that might does not make right — that there is a right above all might, which judges even the mightiest. And it is to locate the dignity of the human being not in his strength or his usefulness or his success in the struggle for survival, but in his being made in the image of the one God, so that even the weakest bears a dignity the strong must honor. This is the moral revolution at the heart of Sinai, and it is one of the greatest gifts the monotheistic faith has given the world.

The Battle That Never Ends

But here is the sober truth we must also face: this battle is never finally won in this age. The moral law stands against survival-of-the-fittest logic, but it does not abolish that logic from the human heart or the human world. In every generation, there arise individuals, ideologies, systems — call them what you will, entities that approach life from a pure survival-and-power standpoint — which reject the moral law and revert to the older, more "natural" creed: that the strong are entitled, that the weak are expendable, that might makes right, that advantage justifies everything, that survival is the only law. We see it whenever the powerful treat the vulnerable as prey, whenever human dignity is reduced to usefulness, whenever "because I can" becomes the only operative principle. The ancient logic of the jungle is always pressing back, always seeking to reassert itself against the moral law.

And so the people of the moral law are always, in a sense, at war — not primarily with flesh and blood, but with this recurring spirit of raw survival and power that opposes the righteousness of God. It is a battle that runs through every age, including our own: the moral vision that defends the weak and binds the strong, against the survival vision that exploits the weak and exalts the strong. The commandments of Sinai are not a one-time victory but a standard raised in an ongoing conflict — a declaration that we are called to live by a higher law than survival, and a summons to defend that law, again and again, against those who would drag us back down to the law of the jungle. To keep the moral law alive in the world is a perpetual labor, and it is one of the central callings of the people of the one God. The prophets would take up this very battle, pressing the moral law ever deeper — not merely into outward conduct but into the heart itself. To their voice we now turn.
Chapter 5: The Voice of the Prophets


"To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me? saith the Lord... Wash you, make you clean... learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow."

— Isaiah 1:11, 16–17




"He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?"

— Micah 6:8



Carrying the Turning Deeper

The forging at Sinai gave Israel one God and a moral law. But the human heart is slow, and the temptation to slide back — toward the old gods, toward empty ritual, toward the survival-logic the law opposed — was constant. Into this slow and backsliding history came the prophets: a remarkable succession of voices, raised over centuries, who carried the great turning deeper than it had yet gone. If Sinai established the one God and his law, the prophets drove that truth from the outward and national down into the inward and personal — insisting that God wants not merely the right sacrifices but the right heart.

The prophets' message had a recurring and striking feature: they often attacked the very religious rituals that the people trusted in, when those rituals were divorced from justice and a right heart. Hear Isaiah speaking for God: "To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me?... Wash you, make you clean... learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the widow" (Isaiah 1:11, 16–17). This is astonishing. God, through the prophet, declares that he is weary of the sacrifices — the very rituals he had commanded — when they are offered by people who ignore justice and oppress the weak. The externals of religion mean nothing, the prophets insist, if the heart and the life are not right. This is the turning carried inward: from ritual to righteousness, from outward observance to the inward state of the heart.

What the Lord Requires

Micah distills the whole prophetic message into one of the most magnificent sentences in all of Scripture: "He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" (Micah 6:8). Here is the moral law lifted to its height and its heart. What does God require? Not an endless multiplication of rituals and sacrifices, but three things that reach all the way into the inner life: to do justly — to live by the moral law, defending the right and the weak; to love mercy — not merely to act mercifully but to love it, to have a heart inclined toward compassion; and to walk humbly with thy God — to live the whole of life in a humble, personal relationship with the one God. Justice, mercy, humility — the externals have become internals; the law has reached the heart.

This is a profound deepening of the whole turning. The prophets took the universal moral law of Sinai and pressed it inward, insisting that God desires "truth in the inward parts" (Psalm 51:6), that he looks on the heart, that outward obedience without inward righteousness is empty and even offensive to him. And they held up, again and again, the care of the vulnerable — the widow, the orphan, the oppressed, the poor — as the true test of whether a people's religion was real. The battle we saw in the last chapter, between the moral law and the survival-logic, the prophets fought at the level of the heart and the society together: a religion that honored God in ritual while trampling the weak in practice was, to them, no true religion at all.

Toward the Inward and the Universal

In the prophets we can also feel the great turning straining toward what would come next. For as the law moved inward, toward the heart, two things became increasingly clear. First, that the human heart was the real problem — that outward law, however good, could not finally produce the inward righteousness God desired, because the heart itself was corrupt. "The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked" (Jeremiah 17:9). And so the prophets began to speak of a deeper remedy still to come: a new covenant, in which God would "put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts" (Jeremiah 31:33), and would give his people "a new heart" and "a new spirit" (Ezekiel 36:26). The outward law pointed toward an inward transformation that God himself would have to work.

Second, the prophets increasingly glimpsed that the one God's purposes reached beyond Israel to all nations — that the God of the covenant was the God of all the earth, and that his salvation was meant, in the end, for the whole world. "It is a light thing that thou shouldest be my servant... I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth" (Isaiah 49:6). The turning that began with one family and became one nation was straining toward one humanity. These two prophetic longings — for an inward transformation of the heart, and for a salvation reaching all nations — set the stage for the next great turn in the whole story: the coming of One who would fulfill both. To that coming we now turn.
Chapter 6: From Nation to Person — The Coming of Christ


"The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth."

— John 1:14




"There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus."

— Galatians 3:28



The Turning Becomes a Person

The great turning had moved from many gods to one, from appeasement to covenant, from a family to a nation, from outward law to the inward heart. Now, in the fullness of time, it took its most astonishing turn of all: the one God, whom no one had seen, entered his own creation as a human being. "The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us" (John 1:14). The transcendent Creator, the holy One of Sinai, took on flesh and lived a human life. If the whole prior journey had been humanity reaching, by God's leading, toward a truer vision of God, now God himself came all the way down to humanity, in person. This is the Christian claim, and it is the hinge of the entire story.

In Christ, the two prophetic longings we traced at the end of the last chapter found their fulfillment. The longing for an inward transformation — a new heart, the law written within — was answered, for Christ came not merely to give a new external law but to transform the heart from the inside, pouring out his Spirit to "write" God's law on the heart and make the believer a "new creature" (2 Corinthians 5:17). And the longing for a salvation reaching all nations was answered, for the gospel burst the bounds of the single nation and went out to the whole world. The God of one tribe had always been, in truth, the God of all; now that truth was made explicit and universal, and the door was flung open to every people on earth.

From Nation to Person

The deepest change that came with Christ, for our theme, was the turn from nation to person. Under the old covenant, the relationship with God was mediated largely through the nation, the law, the priesthood, the temple, the sacrificial system — one belonged to the covenant primarily by belonging to the covenant people. With Christ, the relationship became radically personal and individual in a new way. Each person, of any nation, could now come directly to God through Christ, be personally forgiven, personally reconciled, and — most astonishing of all — personally indwelt by the Spirit of God. "Know ye not that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?" (1 Corinthians 3:16). The temple was no longer a building in one nation's capital; the believer's own body had become the temple, and God himself dwelt within.

Consider the staggering change in the human being's relationship to God across this whole journey. In the world of many gods, the human was a pawn, serving the gods' needs. At Sinai, the human became part of a covenant people, answerable to one holy God. And now, in Christ, the individual human being becomes something almost unthinkable by the standards of the ancient world: a personally beloved child of God, forgiven, reconciled, and indwelt by God's own Spirit. "Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God" (1 John 3:1). The pawn has become a partner, the partner has become a people, and now the people are revealed as beloved children, each personally known and loved. This is the summit of the turning.

One in Christ

And with Christ, the ancient tribal divisions were, at the deepest level, transcended. "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:28). The journey that began by calling one man out of his tribe now reached its goal: a unity that transcends tribe, nation, status, and every other division — one new humanity, united not by blood or birth or power, but by shared relationship to the one God through Christ. The old tribalism, with its many gods and its logic of us-against-them, was overcome in a vision of all peoples as one in Christ, equally loved, equally welcomed, equally made in the image of the one God.

Here the great turning reaches its fullness. From many gods to one; from appeasement to covenant; from tribe to nation to one humanity; from outward law to inward heart; from pawn to beloved child indwelt by God's Spirit. The whole long journey arrives, in the Christian vision, at this: the one God, holy and just, who made all people in his image and gave them a moral law that defends the weak and binds the strong, has come in person to redeem them, to transform their hearts, and to make them his beloved children, one in Christ. Having traced the journey to its summit, we should now pause to gather up explicitly how our view of God and of ourselves changed across the whole arc — which is the task of the next chapter.
Chapter 7: How Our View of Ourselves and God Changed


"What is man, that thou art mindful of him? and the son of man, that thou visitest him? For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honour."

— Psalm 8:4–5




"Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power: for thou hast created all things."

— Revelation 4:11



Two Pictures, Transformed Together

We have traced a long journey, and now it is worth gathering up its deepest meaning in a single view. For the whole story can be understood as the transformation of two pictures that always changed together: the picture of God, and the picture of the human being. As our vision of God was purified and deepened, our vision of ourselves was lifted and dignified. The two are inseparable, for we understand ourselves always in relation to whatever we understand to be ultimate. Change the picture of God, and you change the picture of the human.

Follow the transformation of the picture of God across the arc. At the beginning: many gods, capricious, amoral, magnified humans with human vices, forces to be appeased. Then: one God, called upon by Abraham, personal, promise-making, trustworthy. Then: the one holy God of Sinai, the single source of a universal moral law, over all peoples, whose very nature is righteousness. Then: the God of the prophets, who desires not mere ritual but a righteous heart, justice, mercy, and humility. And finally: the God who comes in person in Christ, full of grace and truth, who so loves the world that he gives himself for it — the holy Judge revealed also as the loving Father. The picture moves from many and capricious to one and holy to one and holy and loving — from forces to be feared and managed, to a Father to be loved and trusted.

The Rising Dignity of the Human

Now follow, alongside it, the transformation of the picture of the human being, for it rose as the picture of God was purified. At the beginning: a pawn, a servant created for the gods' convenience, small beneath the capricious powers, bound to tribe, ruled by survival. Then, with Abraham: a partner, a friend of God, invited into covenant and trust. Then, at Sinai: a member of a covenant people, bearing the dignity of being made in the image of the one God — a dignity so real that even the weakest and poorest must be defended, and even the mightiest king is bound by the same moral law. Then, with the prophets: a person whose very heart God desires and will one day transform. And finally, in Christ: a beloved child of God, personally forgiven, reconciled, and indwelt by God's own Spirit, united with all others in one new humanity.

The Psalmist captured the wonder of this rising dignity: "What is man, that thou art mindful of him?... For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honour" (Psalm 8:4–5). This is a vision of the human being utterly foreign to the world of the capricious gods, where the human was a disposable servant. Here the human is "crowned with glory and honour," made only "a little lower than the angels," the object of the Creator's mindful attention. And in Christ this reaches its height: the human being is not merely a noble creature but a beloved child, worth the very life of the Son of God. The journey from pawn to beloved child is one of the most dignifying transformations in the history of human self-understanding.

Held Together in Worship

Yet notice the crucial balance that the mature vision holds, and that preserves it from distortion. The rising dignity of the human never becomes the worship of the human. For even as the human being is lifted to astonishing dignity — crowned with glory, made a beloved child — God remains God, the Creator, the one worthy of all worship. "Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power: for thou hast created all things" (Revelation 4:11). The human is dignified precisely as a creature of the one God, made in his image, loved by him, redeemed by him — not as a god himself. The dignity flows from the relationship to God, not from the self alone.

This is the mature fruit of the whole turning, and it holds together two things our own age tends to split apart. On one hand, a high and holy God, worthy of all worship, over all things — not reduced to our size, not a mere projection of ourselves, not one tribal deity among many. On the other hand, a human being of immense dignity — made in God's image, bound and protected by his moral law, lifted to be his beloved child. God is exalted and the human is dignified, and the two are held together, because the human dignity flows precisely from the relationship to the exalted God. Lose the high God, and the human dignity loses its foundation; exalt the human into a god, and both are distorted. The great turning, at its summit, holds them together in worship: a worthy God, and a beloved creature made in his image. And this brings us, finally, to our own age — the modern world — where this hard-won vision is both inherited and contested, and where the ancient questions return in new forms.
Chapter 8: The Modern World


"He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end."

— Ecclesiastes 3:11




"And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent."

— John 17:3



The Inheritance We Half-Remember

And so we arrive at our own age, the heir of this long turning — though an heir that has, in many ways, half-forgotten the inheritance. The modern Western world was shaped, more deeply than it often realizes, by the journey we have traced. Its core moral convictions — the equal dignity of every human being, the duty to protect the weak, the conviction that there is a right above mere power, that even rulers are bound by moral law, that persons are not to be used as mere things — these did not arise from nowhere, and they do not arise from the logic of survival of the fittest. They are, in large part, the fruit of the moral revolution we traced to Sinai and its deepening in the prophets and in Christ. Much of what the modern world considers simply obvious about human dignity and human rights is, in historical fact, the inheritance of the great turning.

Yet the modern age has increasingly tried to keep the fruit while cutting the root. It has sought to retain the moral vision — human dignity, care for the weak, the rejection of raw power — while discarding the foundation on which that vision was built: the one holy God in whose image human beings are made and from whose nature the moral law flows. This is the peculiar situation of the modern secular world: living on the moral capital of a faith it has largely set aside, affirming the dignity of the human while denying the God who was its ground. The question that hangs over our age is whether the fruit can survive once the root is cut — whether the high view of the human being can long endure once the high view of God that grounded it has been abandoned.

The Return of the Old Logic

For here is the sober observation with which this book must reckon honestly: when the moral foundation is weakened, the old logic returns. We saw that the moral law of Sinai stood against the ancient creed of survival of the fittest — that the strong consume the weak, that might makes right, that the weak are expendable. That older logic never died; it only lies in wait, pressing back whenever the moral vision weakens. And in the modern world, wherever the foundations of the moral vision have been eroded, we see the old survival-logic reasserting itself in new forms: the reduction of the human being to mere matter or mere utility, the treatment of the weak and the inconvenient as disposable, the return of the creed that power is the only reality and advantage the only law. The battle we described in the chapter on the moral law is not a relic of the ancient past; it is being fought, as fiercely as ever, in our own time.

This is why the great turning is not merely a historical curiosity but a living and urgent matter. The vision of the one holy God, the universal moral law, the dignity of every human being made in God's image, the duty of the strong to defend the weak — this vision is always being contested by the recurring spirit of raw survival and power. And the modern world, having inherited the vision while weakening its foundations, is in a precarious position: it wishes to keep the moral fruit, but it has loosened its grip on the root from which the fruit grows. Whether a civilization can indefinitely sustain the one without the other is, perhaps, the great open question of our age.

The Hunger That Will Not Die

And yet — and this is where the book must end, on a note of hope rather than mere warning — the hunger for the one God does not die, even in a secular age. "He hath set the world in their heart" (Ecclesiastes 3:11); there is planted in every human being a sense of eternity, a longing for a meaning and a transcendence that the material world alone cannot satisfy. The modern world may build its secular systems and declare the old questions closed, but the hunger returns — in the restlessness beneath its comforts, in the search for meaning that will not be stilled, in the persistent human sense that we are more than matter, that right and wrong are real, that we were made for something beyond survival. Augustine's ancient words still name the modern condition: "thou hast made us for thyself, and our heart is restless, until it rest in thee."

The great turning, then, is not finished. The journey from the many gods to the one, from survival to the sacred, from pawn to beloved child, continues in every individual heart that awakens to the hunger God has set within it. And the invitation at the end of the whole long story is the same as it has always been — not merely to know about this God through the history of how we came to conceive him, but to know him personally, as Abraham did, as the covenant people were called to, as Christ made possible for all. "This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent" (John 17:3). The turning that moved the world over thousands of years finally comes down to this personal invitation: to know the one true God, and so to find the rest, the dignity, and the home for which the whole journey — and the whole restless human heart — was always reaching.
Conclusion: From Pawn to Beloved

We have traced a journey of thousands of years — one of the greatest journeys in the history of the human spirit — and it is worth gathering, at the last, into a single view. We began in a world full of gods, capricious and amoral, with the human being a pawn beneath them, bound to tribe and ruled by the ancient logic of survival. We followed the call of Abraham, the turn from appeasement to covenant, from managing the gods to trusting the One. We stood at Sinai, where a people was forged under one holy God. We dwelt on the moral revolution of the law — a universal morality that bound even kings, defended the weak, and stood defiantly against the creed of survival of the fittest, a battle still being fought in our own age. We listened to the prophets, who drove the law inward to the heart and outward toward all nations. We witnessed the coming of Christ, in whom the turning reached its summit: God come in person, the heart transformed, the individual made a beloved child, all peoples made one. We gathered up how, across the whole arc, our picture of God and our picture of ourselves were transformed together — from capricious forces to a holy and loving Father, and from disposable pawns to beloved children crowned with glory. And we arrived in the modern world, heir to this vision yet tempted to keep its fruit while cutting its root, where the old survival-logic presses back and the ancient hunger for God refuses to die.

The thread through all of it is a double transformation that is really one: as our vision of God rose from many capricious powers to the one holy and loving God, our vision of ourselves rose from pawns to beloved children. The two always moved together, because we understand ourselves always in relation to what we hold to be ultimate. And at the summit of the turning stands the astonishing Christian vision: a God worthy of all worship, who yet so loved the world that he came in person to redeem it, and a human being so dignified by that love as to be called a child of God — the pawn become the beloved.

What does this long story ask of us, who stand at its present end? Not merely to admire the history, but to enter it — to let the turning that moved the world over millennia become real in our own hearts. For the whole journey, in the end, is a personal invitation: to leave the lesser gods, as Abraham did; to live by the higher law, as Sinai taught; to let God have the heart, as the prophets pressed; and to know the one true God personally through Christ, as the gospel offers. The restless hunger God has set in every heart is the echo of this whole long turning, calling us home. From many gods to one; from survival to the sacred; from pawn to beloved — the great turning is not only the story of how the world came to see God and itself. It is the invitation, still open, for you to make that turning your own.

To God alone be the glory.
