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The Whole Bible’s Message
The Bible is richly diverse, sixty-six “books” written 
over eleven hundred years by prophets, poets, histo-
rians, sages, farmers, soldiers, prisoners, storytellers, 
theologians, and letter writers. Some expressed strong 
faith, others grave doubt. Aggregated into a unit, what 
is the whole book saying? 

I suggest four things. First, God is with us; we are not 
fugitives wandering the earth bereft of larger mean-
ing. Second, God is most concerned not with kings and 
human power but with “the least of these my brothers 
and sisters.” Third, God loves us; at the center of the cre-
ation is a heart of compassion. And fourth, God is always 
bigger than we think; our minds are repeatedly too small 
to fathom the enormity of God’s mind and heart.

To keep in mind the Bible’s central messages is highly 
important. Isolated texts, read by themselves, can say 
things that vastly contradict the whole. Smaller inter-
pretations always need to be judged in the context of the 
larger messages. 

God Is with Us 
The fi rst whole-book message is “God is with us.” This 
may seem simple and trite, but it speaks to profound 
depths in your being and mine. We begin with portraits 
to show that.

Do you remember the fi rst question you asked in your 
life? Can you recall your initial query? You were lying 
in your crib, three or four days old. You awoke from an 
infant’s sleep. You cried out, weakly at fi rst, then more 

steadily. Your cry contin-
ued until someone came 
and picked you up and 
held you against her or 
his body. That person 
rocked you gently and 
hummed a simple mel-
ody. Then you stopped 
crying. Your question 
had been answered. 

What was the question? Was it not, Is anyone there? 
Is someone still with me now that I have departed the 
intimacy of my mother’s womb? Will someone accom-
pany me and go forward with me? That, I suggest, was 
your initial question in life: Is anyone there?

I stood beside the frail fi gure in the hospital bed, an old 
man in his waning days. He had looked at me momen-
tarily when I arrived, acknowledging that he knew who 
I was. I had spoken several words, but conversation was 
beyond his strength. The one thing he had done, how-
ever, was to grope lightly for my hand at his bedside. 
Finding it, he had gathered it into his own and pulled 
it close to his body. He had then closed his eyes. For 
minutes, I stood there saying nothing. No word passed 
between us, and yet the communication was clear: “Is 
anyone there?” 

I am repeatedly impressed that the fi rst question we ask 
in life and the last question we ask in life are the same: 
Is anyone there? Our initial anxiety and our fi nal anxi-
ety. And I suspect that this is also the most important 
question at all points in between. Am I essentially alone 
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in the universe, a sole fi gure making my solitary way? 
Is the night really dark and the cold unceasing? Or does 
someone travel with me? 

Is anyone there? The Bible was written to answer that 
question.

Presence in the Bible: 
Creation and Fall
The Bible tells a profound story of both Absence and 
Presence in human life, a story that runs through the 
entire book.

Genesis 1–4 speaks insightfully of the human condi-
tion. You and I, Adam and Eve, were created by God, 
and we were given a home that fi tted us perfectly. There 
were animals and birds, trees and bushes, four rivers 
fl owing with fresh water, the sun to light the day and 
the moon and stars the night, meaningful labor and 
abundant food. And, most of all, we were given each 
other, a thrilling gift that caused us to dance and sing 
with greatest joy. Six times our home was called “good” 
and a seventh time “very good,” meaning that it was 
perfection as only the Eternal Creator could make it. 

But you and I got ourselves ejected from that home by 
disobeying God. We ate forbidden fruit, and then, far 
worse, we blamed it on someone else. And thus a giant 
fi ssure was struck in creation’s goodness. Life became 
blessing mixed with curse, and the intimate compan-
ionship we had enjoyed with each other went sour: one 
of us, being physically stronger, came to lord it over the 
other. And the communion we had enjoyed with God 
was also badly tarnished. We were cast out and became 
exiles in a forbidding territory east of Eden, there to live 
as fugitives and wanderers (Gen. 4:12). 

God did not abandon us, however. God showed up 
to provide garments of animal skins to keep us warm 

(Gen. 3:21). And God placed a mark on our foreheads 
to designate that we were still God’s property and that 
the forces of chaos were not given open license to kill 
(Gen. 4:15). Implicit in this creation-and-fall story is the 
promise that God intends to continue traveling with us, 
not abandoning us to solitary destitution but being a 
Presence through the arduous and diffi cult trek ahead. 
It is not that God will protect us perfectly and make 
everything okay. It is that God will be with us.

God’s Call to Abram
Genesis 12:1 tells that God called Abram. Out of the 
chaos created by human disobedience, God chose to 
work through the family of a wandering sheepherder 
to redeem the creation. “Now the Lord said to Abram, 
‘Go from your country and your kindred and your 
father’s house to a land that I will show you.’” Abram 
and his descendants (which ultimately include us, the 
church) are to make our way into many lands and ter-
ritories, sometimes fi nding blessing and sometimes 
curse, but always traveling with the promise of Pres-
ence: “to a land that I will show you”! The territories 
of our sojourn may be quite forbidding and the hours 
lonely, but the children of promise are called to travel 
with this faith in their hearts: that God is with us. It will 
turn out to be the critical issue in our lives.

Cloud by Day and Pillar 
of Fire by Night 
Exodus 13:21–22 reports that when the Hebrew people 
departed Egypt, they were led by “a pillar of cloud by 
day . . . and . . . a pillar of fi re by night. . . . Neither 
the pillar of cloud . . . nor the pillar of fi re . . . left its 
place in front of the people.” The cloud and the pillar 
were visible manifestations of God’s Presence. They 
led the Hebrews through the parted waters of the Red 
Sea. They led them to waterholes in the desert. They led 
them to Mount Sinai. 

The writer of Exodus goes to great lengths to say 
that the Presence did not make the Hebrews’ journey 
easy! There was scarcity and fi ghting and feuding all 
along the way (Exod. 15:22–17:7). Biblical Presence is 
no guarantee of either safety or comfort. Later Israel 
would remember “the great and terrible wilderness, an 
arid wasteland with poisonous snakes and scorpions” 
(Deut. 8:15). But despite the hardship, God’s Presence 
led them. 

The fi rst and last 
questions we ask in 
life are the same: Is 
anyone there?
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Ark of the Covenant
Exodus 37:1–9 depicts how, at Sinai, the Hebrews con-
structed the ark of the covenant, a wooden box that 
became their most sacred object. The cloud and “the glory 
of the Lord” (Exod. 40:34) descended upon the ark, and 
it became the focus of God’s Presence. When, more than 
two hundred years later, King Solomon built a temple 
in Jerusalem (1 Kgs. 8:1–11), the ark was placed in “the 
most holy place” of the temple. “God is in the midst of 
[us],” Israel sang. “Though the mountains shake in the 
heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though 
the mountains tremble with its tumult, . . . [here resides] 
the holy habitation of the Most High. . . . The Lord of 
hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge” (Ps. 
46:2–7). Through more than four hundred years, Israel’s 
faith was anchored in the conviction that the great God 
of the universe resided in their midst, in the Jerusalem 
Temple, encircling the holy city with steadfast love, pro-
viding vital Presence to the children of Abraham. They 
expressed this conviction nowhere better than in Psalm 
139:7–10: “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where 
can I fl ee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you 
are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. If I 
take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest 
limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me, 
and your right hand shall hold me fast.”

The effect of this confi dence was huge, grounding Israel 
solidly in the belief that Jerusalem, their capital, was a 
sacred place no earthly power could violate. 

Destruction of Jerusalem 
and Exile
When the army of Babylon invaded Jerusalem in 587 
BCE (2 Kgs. 24), destroying the Temple and desecrating 
the holy of holies, Israel fell into profound theological 
crisis. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
(Ps. 22:1), they asked. “Lord, where is your steadfast 
love of old, which by your faithfulness you swore to 
David?” (Ps. 89:49). Israel perceived that the Presence 
had departed. The visionary prophet Ezekiel told of a 
multiwheeled vehicle that descended from heaven and 
carried the glory of the Lord off to a distant mountain 
to allow the invaders full access to the city (Ezek. 1, 10). 
God had abandoned Israel!

For the next six hundred years, Israel would antici-
pate God’s return: through King Cyrus of Persia, who 

defeated Babylon and sent Israel home from exile (Isa. 
45:1), through the rebuilding of the Temple (Ezra 6:13–
18). But despite these and other sometimes-hopeful 
events, the Presence was not again perceived as dwell-
ing powerfully in Israel. This is probably why so few 
books in our Bible come from this “intertestamental 
period” (500 to 1 BCE), because God was not perceived 
as being powerfully present or doing much. 

King of the Jews
Matthew reports a series of events occurring to fulfi ll 
what the Lord had spoken through Isaiah: “‘The vir-
gin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name 
him Emmanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us’” (Matt. 
1:18–23). In 4 BCE, shepherds abiding in the fi eld keep-
ing watch by night encountered a heavenly host prais-
ing God and singing (Luke 2:1–20). Wise men from the 
East observed a brilliant star that led them to Bethlehem 
of Judea (Matt. 2:1–12). 

God with us once more! the early Christians believed. With 
us to heal the infi rmed and reclaim the lost! With us to 
teach as no other taught! With us to die and rise from 
the dead and return, full of grace and truth. Emmanuel, 
God with us! This Presence would energize the church 
to speak boldly before town councils and crowds (Acts 
4), to “‘go therefore and make disciples of all nations,’” 
preaching the gospel of God’s divine love and remem-
bering that “‘I am with you always, to the end of the 
age’” (Matt. 28:19–20). “‘Where two or three are gath-
ered in my name,’” Jesus said, “‘I am there among 
them’” (Matt. 18:20).

The Gospel of John speaks of the Spirit of Christ that 
dwells with the church to motivate devotion, settle anx-
ious hearts, and provide a peace the world cannot give 
(John 14). 

The Revelation
The book of Revelation was written by a follower of Jesus 
named John. Both John and the readers he addressed 
(undetermined) were being persecuted harshly, probably 
by Roman authorities. People were suffering and dying 
regularly because of their allegiance to Jesus Christ. 
Implicit in Revelation are the questions “Has God aban-
doned us? Are we enduring this hardship because God 
is no longer here?” The message of Revelation is that, 
behind the hardship, beneath the travail, God is power-
fully present, working through the persecution to create 
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“a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1). Revelation 
is bold testimony that, especially when God seems to us 
totally gone, nowhere to be found, the Presence is with 
us, working redemption in a lost creation.

Frances Andrews
In my fi rst congregation there was a woman named 
Frances Andrews, who taught me a powerful lesson. 
Frances was a plain, heart-of-gold woman who had 
never graduated from high school. She was a house-
keeper who would come during the day and have the 
house sparkling by evening. I asked about her past. Her 
story was startling.

Frances and her husband, a paper mill worker, had 
raised a daughter, one of those human beings endowed 
with remarkably good looks and with genuine human 
kindness. In her early twenties, the daughter had met 
Mr. Right and had arranged their wedding. It was a 
fairy tale, a dream. Frances had been enthralled!

But when Frances returned home from the festivities, 
the shock hit. Her own husband announced that he was 
through with their marriage and was leaving. Before her 
eyes, he packed his belongings and left.

Exhilaration became pain! For nights and days, Frances 
was a pale shadow, nearly destitute. With no experience 
except in domestic labor and with no diploma, what 
would she do? She had lost her world in one evening, 
part to happiness, part to agony.

She set about to build a new life, still hollow inside. The 
loneliness was overwhelming at times. She found her-
self robbed of motivation. But her friends supported her, 
and her domestic skills turned out to be valuable. She 
plodded forward; now, eight years later, she is able to 
laugh again and relate warmly.

I asked, “How have you made it through?” I wasn’t sure 
I would have.

Her reply was simple, “The Lord was with me.”

“Through lonely nights and sweet-bitter memories?”

“The Lord has been with me.” More than that she did 
not say. I was supposed to understand.

Many times as a pastor I have been told, “The Lord was 
with me.” I used to take those words fairly lightly, as if 
they were without great substance. But I have learned 
how foolish that is. They bear decisive meaning for 
those who say them: “The Lord was with me.” There is 
no greater matter in human life.

About the Writer
James O. Chatham is pastor emeritus of Highland Presbyterian 
Church in Louisville, Kentucky, and a regular teacher in the Lou-
isville Presbyterian Seminary Lay Institute.

God is with us to heal the infi rmed and reclaim the lost.
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