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Who Is Saved?

There is a common tendency with people to make negative judgments about other people. In high schools, this tendency shows itself in cliques. A few popular kids get into a group, and gradually begin to think that they are better than others because they are better liked. Kids who aren’t “in” may become objects of pity, or contempt, or even of cruel jokes. In one way or another the clique passes subtle judgment on the others as being a lower class of human beings.

The same tendency to look down on others shows itself in various religions. Some religious groups become so self-centered that they believe no one of a different faith can go to heaven. When taken to an extreme, this kind of attitude is far more cruel than the snobbish teenage cliques.

The teachings of the Bible are quite a contrast to this. To begin with, God’s Word tells us that we should not label people as “saved” or “sinner.” Jesus said, “Judge not, that you be not condemned…. Why do you look at the speck in your brother’s eye, but do not consider the plank in your own eye?” James put it this way: “There is one Lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy. Who are you to judge another?”

When the Lord was on earth, a judging attitude was prevalent among the leaders of the church. Many thought that when the Messiah came, He would save Jews, and not others. When Jesus did come, they condemned Him for associating with non-Jews and Jews alike.

Jesus discouraged this kind of attitude. Once He was speaking with some people who “trusted in themselves” that they were saved and others were not. He asked them to consider two prayers: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,” and “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Jesus praised the man who thought he was a sinner. It’s better to think of yourself as a sinner than to think you are saved.

You may remember the parable of the good Samaritan, who stopped to help the wounded man by the roadside. Even though this Samaritan was of the “wrong” faith (from the Jewish point of view), Jesus said that the Samaritan should be loved as a neighbor, because he was a good man. In fact, He said that a person who wants eternal life should be like this Samaritan—even though the Samaritan was neither Christian nor Jewish. Jesus saw—and sees—what is in a person’s heart, not just what church one belongs to.

The Bible states clearly that it is the way a person lives, not just what he believes, that determines whether he goes to heaven or not. Jesus said, “Not every one who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven.” Again, “He shall reward every one according to his works.” “Those who have done good,” He says, will go “to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation.” Since a person’s life, not just his faith, determines his eternal lot, Jesus foretold that many Christians would not be saved, because they had lived an evil life. “Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you: depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’”

One reason why a non-Christian can be saved, is that he can love his neighbor. Anyone who genuinely loves his neighbor also loves Christ, although he may not realize it. Jesus said, “Inasmuch as you have ministered to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.” Faith in Jesus, without love to the neighbor is meaningless. “Though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.”   Genuine love, on the other hand, is a sign that a person knows the Lord in his heart, regardless of the religion he professes outwardly. “Love believes all things.” “He who does good is of God, but he who does evil has not seen God.” “Let us love one another, for love is of God, and every one who loves is born of God and knows God…. God is love, and anyone who abides in love abides in God, and God in him.”

Who Is Jesus?

Ask any Christian, “What is the single most important teaching in the Bible?” He should be able to answer, “That God is One.”

This is in fact the answer that Jesus Christ Himself gave. A man asked Him, “What is the most important commandment of all?”

Jesus began, “The First is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is One...’” The Jew who asked this was not at all surprised by the answer. He knew that this commandment about loving the One Lord was to be written on their hearts, taught to their children, and discussed at home and while travelling, morning and evening. He knew also that the first of the Ten Commandments was to “have no other gods.”

Again and again the Bible emphasizes the oneness of God. “Thou art God, and Thou alone.” “There is no God with Me.” “I am Jehovah (Yahweh) and there is none else.” My glory will I not give to another.” It is very clear that the Unity of God must be central to all our thought about Him.

It might seem that the birth, life, and resurrection of Jesus Christ presents a challenge to this. Did the One God Himself come to earth? Or was Jesus someone else? Some Christians have accepted the idea that the One God is made up of Three equal and eternal Persons. Others have said that Jesus is not God, but the Son of God, or just “a child of God” like everyone else. 

We can understand better who Jesus is, by comparing the things that are said of Jesus with the things that are said of the One God, Jehovah. The table on the next page summarizes some of the passages which indicate that Jehovah and Jesus are the same Divine Person.

The coming of the Messiah had been foretold for ages. Most Christians are quite familiar with prophecies such as, “Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a Son.” It is interesting that so many of these prophecies tell that God Himself—the One Lord, Jehovah—would come on earth to be with His people. For example, the passage just quoted goes on to say, “His name shall be called God-With-Us.” Another passage declares that the Child who would be born would be “the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father.” And when John the Baptist was announcing the coming of Jesus, he quoted the prophecy which says, “Prepare the way of Jehovah; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” This passage continues, “The glory of Jehovah shall be revealed... Say to the cities of Judah, ‘Behold your God!’ Behold the Lord Jehovah shall come.” People prayed for the coming of the One God: “Bow Your heavens, Jehovah, and come down.” His coming is the source of our joy: “And it shall be said in that day, ‘This is our God. We have waited for Him that He may deliver us; this is Jehovah... We will rejoice and be glad in His salvation.’” So of course, it should be—it must be—that the One God would want to be with His people: “‘Behold, I am coming and I will dwell in your midst,’ says Jehovah.”

These prophecies were fulfilled when Jesus Christ was born. In Jesus Christ, the One God had come to manifest Himself to mankind and dwell with them. Consequently, there are many passages in the New Testament which identify Jesus as that One God. He is called the True God, Savior, God With Us. The Wise Men knew the prophecies, so they recognized Jesus as their King and God: they came and worshipped Him. And all the angels worshipped Him at His birth. Jesus identified Himself as the One God when He spoke of Himself as the One who came down from heaven to give life to the world, and when He said “He who has seen Me has seen the Father,” and “I and My Father are One.”

Although these many passages show that Jesus and Jehovah are One Divine Person there are other passages which show a distinction between the Father and the Son. We cannot come to a complete understanding of the Bible or of God by looking at only one set of passages. Instead, we need some way of reconciling all the teachings.

It may help us integrate the various teachings to keep in mind the fact that Jesus changed between the time of His birth and His resurrection. During His life on earth Jesus was tempted. He was not yet glorified, But had to enter into His glory by degrees. He “increased in wisdom and stature.” Before the resurrection, the union of Jehovah and Jesus was not yet complete, so Jesus said, “I am going to My Father, for My Father is greater than I.” It was only after this work was finished that He could say, “All power has been given to Me in heaven and earth.” It was not till then that He was completely and fully God.

This explains why Jesus was so often called the “Son of God.” Jesus had come forth from God, and God was gradually manifesting Himself in Jesus. So at first, Jesus was the Son of God, and later became One with Jehovah and fully Divine.

Generally, the passages which distinguish between Father and Son do not describe the kind of relationship that would exist between two Persons. It is more like the kind of relationship that exists between Soul and Body. For example, Jesus said, “The words that I speak unto you I speak not of Myself: but the Father who dwells in Me does the works.” We don’t speak of one person dwelling in another person, but it does make sense to think of the soul dwelling within the body, or in this case, of the infinite Divine Soul dwelling within Jesus Christ. So Christ is called the “image of the invisible God” and “the form of God.” As Paul said, we see “the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ,” and “in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.” 

Other passages describe a similar relationship. John said, “No one has seen God at any time. The only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has revealed Him.” The Divine Soul is invisible (like a human soul). “You have neither heard His voice at any time, nor seen His form.” But in Jesus, that Soul is revealed, as in Its own Body. Since you communicate with a person’s soul only by means of his body, Jesus said, “No one comes to the Father but by Me.” And by coming to Jesus Christ we can draw near to the One God of the universe Who has come to earth to show Himself to us in His own loving and gentle Human Form.

These passages show that “Jehovah” and “Jesus” 
are two names for One Person.

Passages in this column 
refer to Jehovah
Passages in this column 

refer to Jesus

Jehovah is Our Savior
Jesus is Our Savior

“Besides Me there is no Savior”—Isaiah 43:3,10; 45:21,22; 60:16; 49:26.
“Savior of the World”—1 John 4, Luke 2:11, 2 Timothy 1; Titus 2:13; 2 Peter 1:1

Jehovah is Our Redeemer
Jesus is Our Redeemer

As for our Redeemer, Jehovah of Hosts is His name—Jeremiah 1:34, Isaiah 47:4.
Christ has redeemed us— Galations 3:13, Revelation 5:9; Titus 2:14, Luke 24:21.

Jehovah is Our Creator
Jesus is Our Creator

I am Jehovah who makes all things…alone, by Myself— Isaiah 44:24
All things were made by Him— John 1:3. All were created by Him—Colossians 1:16

Jehovah is Our Life
Jesus is Our Life

He is your life—Deuteronomy 3:20; 32:39. He gives life to all—Acts 17:25
I am the life—John 14:6, 11:25; 6:27-47. Gives life to the world—John 6:33

Jehovah is Our Father
Jesus is Our Father

Jehovah our Father—Isaiah 63:16; 64:8
Father of Eternity Isaiah—9:6

Jehovah is the I AM
Jesus is the I AM

His name is I AM—Ex 3:14. Jehovah (Yahweh) means “He Is.”
Before Abraham was, I AM— John 8:58. Who is, was, and is to come—Revelation 1:8

Jehovah is Lord of Lords
Jesus is Lord of Lords

Deuteronomy 10:17
Revelation 17:14.

Passages in this column 
refer to Jehovah
Passages in this column 
refer to Jesus

Jehovah is Our Shepherd
Jesus is Our Shepherd

Jehovah is my Shepherd—Psalm 23:1, Isaiah 40:10,11
I am the Good Shepherd—John 10:11,14

Jehovah is the Almighty
Jesus is the Almighty

Thine is the Power—1 Chronicles 29:11; Matthew 6:18. The Almighty God—Genesis 17:1; 28:3, etc.
He has all power in heaven and earth—Matthew 28:18. The Almighty—Revelation 1:8

Jehovah is the Holy One
Jesus is the Holy One

You alone are Holy—Revelation 15:4; Isaiah 6:3
The Holy One—Mark 1:24 Acts 3:14

Jehovah is Our Light
Jesus is Our Light

Jehovah is my light—Psalm 27:1, Is 60:20
The Light of the world—John 8:12, 1:9

Jehovah is Our Rock
Jesus is Our Rock

He alone is my Rock—Psalm 62:6; 18:2
Christ is the Rock—1 Corinthians 10:4, 1 Pet 2:8

Jehovah is Our King
Jesus is Our King

Jehovah is King forever—Psalm 10:16
King of Kings—Revelation 17:14; Matthew 21:5

Jehovah is First and Last
Jesus is First and Last

Isaiah 43:10; 41:4, 48:12
Revelation 22:13; 1:8

Jehovah is Our Hope
Jesus is Our Hope

Jehovah my Hope—Jeremiah 17:13, 17; 50:7
Jesus Christ our Hope—1 Timothy 1:1

The Holy Spirit

Myths of Multiple Gods

Many ancient mythologies describe multiple gods.  The Greeks had Zeus, Hera, Apollo and Ares.  The Norse myths told of Odin, Frigga, Balder and Thor.  Though the origins of these myths have been lost to history, one idea of how they developed so many gods begins with the many different qualities that God has.  Because God is at once strong, wise and gentle, He might be described as Warrior, King, and Shepherd and Sage, with the understanding that these are not separate persons or gods, but simply various qualities of the one God, described symbolically by different names.  But as ages passed, the idea of God’s unity was lost, and each archetype came to be seen as a separate god.  In this way, what were once true symbolic descriptions of God evolved into polytheism and idolatry.

In the Bible, there are many names for God. Isaiah says, “Unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given, ...and His name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” (Isaiah 9.6) Clearly these names all refer to the same Child. No one would think that because many names are used they refer to different people.  The most important teaching in the Bible is that God is One. (Deuteronomy 6.4; Mark 12.29; Exodus 20.3; 23.13; Deuteronomy 4.35, 39; 5.7; 1 Samuel 2.2; 2 Samuel 7.22; 1 Chronicles 17.20; Isaiah 45.6; 45.21; 47.8) If we start thinking of the separate names for God or symbols of God’s qualities as distinct beings or persons, we are moving away from thinking of One God towards the worship of multiple persons, such as we find in the Greek and Norse mythologies.

The Meaning of “Spirit”

One of the names referring to God is the “Holy Spirit.” Because God is called Father, Son and Holy Spirit, some people have considered each separately to be God, thus separating God into three People. A careful look at the Bible will show us not this myth-like conception of God as three People, but the Spirit as the activity and influence, words and breath of the One Person who is God.

In Hebrew and Greek the words for “spirit” are the same as the words for “breath” and “wind.”  In fact even in English our word “spirit” comes from Latin word meaning breath.  “Inspiration” and “respiration” have the same root.  This is no mistake.  From the earliest times people could see the connection between breath and active life.  When a person’s body stops breathing, it also becomes inactive and dies.  Breath is the outward manifestation of activity and life.  This intimate connection between breath and active life is the reason why the same word is used for both “spirit” and “breath” in Hebrew (ruach) and in Greek (pneuma).

This sometimes creates a problem for translators.  In many passages, a translator must choose whether to use the Word “spirit” or the word “breath” when the original language actually means both of those.  For example, in the Gospel of John we read, “The wind (pneuma) blows where it wills, and you hear its sound but you do not know where it is coming from and where it is going.  Everyone who has been born of the Spirit (pneuma) is like this.”  (John 3.8) This same passage could be translated, “The Breath breathes where it will...Everyone who has been born of the Breath is like this.”  Or we could say, “The Spirit inspires where it will...Everyone who has been born of the Spirit is like this.”  

Everyone Has A Spirit

Every person has a soul, a body and a spirit. (1 Thessalonians 5.23, compare Hebrews 4.12, Job 7.11) The soul is the inward invisible part of a person.  The body is the outward visible part of a person.  The spirit is the active life of the soul within the body.  The soul does not communicate directly with another, but communicates through the body.  The soul needs the body in order to express itself. Yet even with soul and body together there is no communication if the body is mute and inactive.  A body which is breathing and active can speak and communicate.  The breath or spirit gives the body a voice.  Through our spirit, that is through our activity, breath and speech, our thoughts and feelings can be shared with others.

Just as every person has breath, everyone has a spirit.  For example, the Bible mentions the spirit of Pharaoh (Genesis 41.8), the spirit of Joseph (Genesis 45.27), the spirit of Caleb (Numbers 14.24), Sihon king of Heshbon (Deuteronomy 2.30), Samson (Judges 15.19), Hannah (1 Samuel 1.15), Ahab (1 Kings 21.5), Elijah (2 Kings 2.9), Pul and Tilgathpilneser, kings of Assyria (1 Chronicles 5.26), the Philistines (2 Chronicles 21.16), Job (Job 6.4; 7.11) and Zerubbabel (Haggai 1.14).  The Bible speaks of the spirit of each of these people, but never is there the slightest hint that we should think of a person’s spirit as being a different individual from the person himself.

Of course, there is a distinction between me and my spirit, just as there is a difference between me and my breath. Consequently we have passages that mention a person’s spirit as something distinct from the person, such as when David says, “My spirit is overwhelmed within me” (Psalms 77.3; 142.3; 143.4, and when Job speaks of “the anguish of my spirit” (Job 7.11).  The Bible says a person’s spirit is gone when the person is tired, hungry, thirsty or afraid, or unconscious, and the spirit returns when the person revives (Judges 15.19, 1 Samuel 30.12, Joshua 5.1, Genesis 45.27, Psalms 143.7)

The Spirit Is Not Another Person

This is vital to understanding the Holy Spirit.  Throughout the Bible, God is pictured as a Person -- not as an ordinary mortal of course, but as an infinite and eternal Divine Person. Consequently the Bible speaks of God’s hands and feet, His eyes and face, His mouth and speech, and His breath or Spirit.  A great deal of confusion about the Holy Spirit arises from not understanding that the spirit is a part of a person.  Some people think of God has three Persons.  But if each person has a mouth and breath, active life and spirit, three Persons would imply three mouths breathing and three spirits speaking: the spirit of the Father, the spirit of the Son, and the spirit of the Holy Spirit.  At best this is confusing; at worst it leaves a person thinking of three Gods.

It is much simpler if we understand that each of us has been created in the image and likeness of God.  Just as each of us has an invisible soul, a visible body and an active spirit in one person, so God has within him the Trinity of the invisible “Father”, the visible “Son” and the active Spirit and life coming forth from them. Thoughout the Bible, the Spirit of God is pictured not as a separate person, but as the breath of God.  Notice the connection between “spirit” and “breath”:

He that gives breath to the people upon [the earth], and spirit to those who walk in it. (Isaiah 42.5)

All the while my breath is in me, and the Spirit of God is in my nostrils... (Job 27.3)

The Spirit of God has made me, and the breath of the Almighty has given me life. (Job 33.4)

The grass withers, the flower fades: because the Spirit of the LORD blows upon it: surely the people is grass. (Isaiah 40.7)

The Spirit Is the Word, the Truth

Since the breath that goes out of us is what gives us speech, the Breath or Spirit of the Lord is identified with His speech, thus His Word and His Truth.  Jesus calls it “the Spirit of Truth” (John 14.17; 15.26; 16.13). Other passages are similar:

The true worshippers shall worship the Father in Spirit and in truth. (John 4.23)

And it is the Spirit that bears witness, because the Spirit is truth. (1 John 5.6)

The Spirit of the Lord spake by me, and His Word was in my tongue. (2 Samuel 23.2)

By the Word of the Lord were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of His mouth.  (Psalm 33:6)

My Spirit that is upon you, and My Words which I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of thy mouth... (Isaiah 59.21)

And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest on Him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord. (Isaiah 11.2)

While Peter yet spoke these words, the Holy Spirit fell on all those who heard the Word. (Acts 10.44)

For it is not you that speaks, but the Spirit of your Father which speaks in you. (Matthew 10.20)

For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God: for God does not give the Spirit by measure to Him. (John 3.34)

The words that I speak to you, they are Spirit, and they are life. (John 6.63.  See also Ephesians 1.17; 6.17; Ezekiel 11.5; Isaiah 61.1; Luke 4.18)

The Spirit of Jesus Christ

One of the reasons for confusion about the Trinity is that people have taken literally words that Jesus meant to be taken figuratively.  When Jesus spoke to His disciples about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, He said, “These things I have spoken to you in figurative language; but the time is coming when I will no longer speak you in figurative language, but I will tell you plainly about the Father.”  (John 16.25)   Using this figurative language Jesus sometimes speaks of the Holy Spirit almost as if it were another person.  “It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to you.... I go to My Father and you see Me no more... I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.  However when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come.  He will glorify Me for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you.  All things that the Father has are Mine.  Therefore I said that He will take of Mine and declare it to you.”  (John 16.7-15)  The gender of the pronouns referring to the Spirit in this passage in the Greek is ambiguous.  It might be translated, “...when It, the Spirit of truth has come, It will guide you into all truth; for It will not speak on Its own.…” So it is when we hear a voice carried to us by a wind or breath, the wind or breath does not speak on its own--it simply relays to us whatever was spoken.  This passage really does not portray the Spirit as a separate person, for one who cannot speak anything for himself, but only say what he has heard, is not an independent person, but rather a projection or voice of the person for whom it speaks. In fact the Bible nowhere describes the Holy Spirit as a person.  The Spirit is symbolized by breath, wind (John 3.8, Isaiah 40.7 Acts 2.2), fire (Matthew 3.11; Luke 3.16; Acts 2.3) and a dove (Matthew 3.16; Mark 1.10; Luke 3.22; John 1.32), but we are never given a picture of the Holy Spirit as a person other than Jesus.

Jesus closely identifies the Holy Spirit with Himself.  He says, 

I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Comforter, that He may abide with you forever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you.  I will not leave you comfortless; I will come to you.  A little while longer than the world will see Me no more, but you will see me.  Because I live, you will live also.  At that day you will know that I am in My Father, and He in Me, and I in you. (John 14.16-20) 

Jesus says that the Comforter will come to them, and says that He Himself will come and comfort them. Jesus says that the Spirit will be in them, and immediately after says that in that day He Himself will be in them. He says that they already know the Spirit of truth because He is living with them, yet in what way do they know the Spirit, and in what way is the Spirit living with them, except as Jesus Himself? This is why the Holy Spirt is called “the Spirit of Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 1.19; see also Romans 8.9; 1 Peter 1.11)

Jesus’ promise that they would receive the Holy Spirit was fulfilled in part after His resurrection when He commissioned His disciples.  “He breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’“ (John 20.22) The same phrase could be translated, “Receive the Holy Breath.” Of course, the breath of Jesus was symbolic of all His words, and of all His activity and life, of His own Spirit.  “The Holy Spirit” is the best translation here, but the point is that the disciples were not to think of the Holy Spirit as the influence of some third Person, but as the influence of Jesus Christ Himself.  When Jesus breathes His Life and Spirit into us it is He Himself who becomes present with us, not some other Person. So if we ask the question, “Who is the Spirit?” The answer is clear: “The Lord is the Spirit.” (2 Corinthians 3.17) “Who is the Comforter?” “We have a Comforter... Jesus Christ.”  (1 John 2.1)  Like a gentle breeze or a warm breath, Jesus Christ’s Holy Spirit surrounds and inspires all who are open to receive Him.




What the Bible Says

Who Is Saved?

There is a common tendency with people to make negative judgments about other people. In high schools, this tendency shows itself in cliques. A few popular kids get into a group, and gradually begin to think that they are better than others because they are better liked. Kids who aren’t “in” may become objects of pity, or contempt, or even of cruel jokes. In one way or another the clique passes subtle judgment on the others as being a lower class of human beings.

The same tendency to look down on others shows itself in various religions. Some religious groups become so self-centered that they believe no one of a different faith can go to heaven. When taken to an extreme, this kind of attitude is far more cruel than the snobbish teenage cliques.

The teachings of the Bible are quite a contrast to this. To begin with, God’s Word tells us that we should not label people as “saved” or “sinner.” Jesus said, “Judge not, that you be not condemned…. Why do you look at the speck in your brother’s eye, but do not consider the plank in your own eye?”
 James put it this way: “There is one Lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy. Who are you to judge another?”

When the Lord was on earth, a judging attitude was prevalent among the leaders of the church. Many thought that when the Messiah came, He would save Jews, and not others. When Jesus did come, they condemned Him for associating with non-Jews and Jews alike.

Jesus discouraged this kind of attitude. Once He was speaking with some people who “trusted in themselves” that they were saved and others were not. He asked them to consider two prayers: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,” and “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Jesus praised the man who thought he was a sinner.
 It’s better to think of yourself as a sinner than to think you are saved.

You may remember the parable of the good Samaritan, who stopped to help the wounded man by the roadside. Even though this Samaritan was of the “wrong” faith (from the Jewish point of view), Jesus said that the Samaritan should be loved as a neighbor, because he was a good man. In fact, He said that a person who wants eternal life should be like this Samaritan
—even though the Samaritan was neither Christian nor Jewish. Jesus saw—and sees—what is in a person’s heart, not just what church one belongs to.

The Bible states clearly that it is the way a person lives, not just what he believes, that determines whether he goes to heaven or not. Jesus said, “Not every one who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven.”
 Again, “He shall reward every one according to his works.”
 “Those who have done good,” He says, will go “to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation.”
 Since a person’s life, not just his faith, determines his eternal lot, Jesus foretold that many Christians would not be saved, because they had lived an evil life. “Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you: depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’”

One reason why a non-Christian can be saved, is that he can love his neighbor. Anyone who genuinely loves his neighbor also loves Christ, although he may not realize it. Jesus said, “Inasmuch as you have ministered to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.”
 Faith in Jesus, without love to the neighbor is meaningless. “Though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.”
   Genuine love, on the other hand, is a sign that a person knows the Lord in his heart, regardless of the religion he professes outwardly. “Love believes all things.”
 “He who does good is of God, but he who does evil has not seen God.”
 “Let us love one another, for love is of God, and every one who loves is born of God and knows God…. God is love, and anyone who abides in love abides in God, and God in him.”

Who Is Jesus?

Ask any Christian, “What is the single most important teaching in the Bible?” He should be able to answer, “That God is One.”

This is in fact the answer that Jesus Christ Himself gave. A man asked Him, “What is the most important commandment of all?”

Jesus began, “The First is, ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is One...’”
 The Jew who asked this was not at all surprised by the answer. He knew that this commandment about loving the One Lord was to be written on their hearts, taught to their children, and discussed at home and while travelling, morning and evening.
 He knew also that the first of the Ten Commandments was to “have no other gods.”

Again and again the Bible emphasizes the oneness of God. “Thou art God, and Thou alone.”
 “There is no God with Me.”
 “I am Jehovah (Yahweh) and there is none else.”
 My glory will I not give to another.”
 It is very clear that the Unity of God must be central to all our thought about Him.

It might seem that the birth, life, and resurrection of Jesus Christ presents a challenge to this. Did the One God Himself come to earth? Or was Jesus someone else? Some Christians have accepted the idea that the One God is made up of Three equal and eternal Persons. Others have said that Jesus is not God, but the Son of God, or just “a child of God” like everyone else. 

We can understand better who Jesus is, by comparing the things that are said of Jesus with the things that are said of the One God, Jehovah. The table on the next page summarizes some of the passages which indicate that Jehovah and Jesus are the same Divine Person.

The coming of the Messiah had been foretold for ages. Most Christians are quite familiar with prophecies such as, “Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a Son.” It is interesting that so many of these prophecies tell that God Himself—the One Lord, Jehovah—would come on earth to be with His people. For example, the passage just quoted goes on to say, “His name shall be called God-With-Us.”
 Another passage declares that the Child who would be born would be “the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father.”
 And when John the Baptist was announcing the coming of Jesus, he quoted the prophecy which says, “Prepare the way of Jehovah; make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” This passage continues, “The glory of Jehovah shall be revealed... Say to the cities of Judah, ‘Behold your God!’ Behold the Lord Jehovah shall come.”
 People prayed for the coming of the One God: “Bow Your heavens, Jehovah, and come down.”
 His coming is the source of our joy: “And it shall be said in that day, ‘This is our God. We have waited for Him that He may deliver us; this is Jehovah... We will rejoice and be glad in His salvation.’”
 So of course, it should be—it must be—that the One God would want to be with His people: “‘Behold, I am coming and I will dwell in your midst,’ says Jehovah.”

These prophecies were fulfilled when Jesus Christ was born. In Jesus Christ, the One God had come to manifest Himself to mankind and dwell with them. Consequently, there are many passages in the New Testament which identify Jesus as that One God. He is called the True God,
 Savior,
 God With Us.
 The Wise Men knew the prophecies, so they recognized Jesus as their King and God: they came and worshipped Him.
 And all the angels worshipped Him at His birth.
 Jesus identified Himself as the One God when He spoke of Himself as the One who came down from heaven to give life to the world,
 and when He said “He who has seen Me has seen the Father,”
 and “I and My Father are One.”

Although these many passages show that Jesus and Jehovah are One Divine Person there are other passages which show a distinction between the Father and the Son. We cannot come to a complete understanding of the Bible or of God by looking at only one set of passages. Instead, we need some way of reconciling all the teachings.

It may help us integrate the various teachings to keep in mind the fact that Jesus changed between the time of His birth and His resurrection. During His life on earth Jesus was tempted.
 He was not yet glorified,
 But had to enter into His glory
 by degrees.
 He “increased in wisdom and stature.”
 Before the resurrection, the union of Jehovah and Jesus was not yet complete, so Jesus said, “I am going to My Father, for My Father is greater than I.”
 It was only after this work was finished
 that He could say, “All power has been given to Me in heaven and earth.”
 It was not till then that He was completely and fully God.

This explains why Jesus was so often called the “Son of God.” Jesus had come forth from God, and God was gradually manifesting Himself in Jesus. So at first, Jesus was the Son of God, and later became One with Jehovah and fully Divine.

Generally, the passages which distinguish between Father and Son do not describe the kind of relationship that would exist between two Persons. It is more like the kind of relationship that exists between Soul and Body. For example, Jesus said, “The words that I speak unto you I speak not of Myself: but the Father who dwells in Me does the works.”
 We don’t speak of one person dwelling in another person, but it does make sense to think of the soul dwelling within the body, or in this case, of the infinite Divine Soul dwelling within Jesus Christ. So Christ is called the “image of the invisible God”
 and “the form of God.”
 As Paul said, we see “the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ,”
 and “in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.”
 

Other passages describe a similar relationship. John said, “No one has seen God at any time. The only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has revealed Him.”
 The Divine Soul is invisible (like a human soul). “You have neither heard His voice at any time, nor seen His form.”
 But in Jesus, that Soul is revealed, as in Its own Body. Since you communicate with a person’s soul only by means of his body, Jesus said, “No one comes to the Father but by Me.”
 And by coming to Jesus Christ we can draw near to the One God of the universe Who has come to earth to show Himself to us in His own loving and gentle Human Form.

These passages show that “Jehovah” and “Jesus” 
are two names for One Person.

Passages in this column 
refer to Jehovah
Passages in this column 

refer to Jesus

Jehovah is Our Savior
Jesus is Our Savior

“Besides Me there is no Savior”—Isaiah 43:3,10; 45:21,22; 60:16; 49:26.
“Savior of the World”—1 John 4, Luke 2:11, 2 Timothy 1; Titus 2:13; 2 Peter 1:1

Jehovah is Our Redeemer
Jesus is Our Redeemer

As for our Redeemer, Jehovah of Hosts is His name—Jeremiah 1:34, Isaiah 47:4.
Christ has redeemed us— Galations 3:13, Revelation 5:9; Titus 2:14, Luke 24:21.

Jehovah is Our Creator
Jesus is Our Creator

I am Jehovah who makes all things…alone, by Myself— Isaiah 44:24
All things were made by Him— John 1:3. All were created by Him—Colossians 1:16

Jehovah is Our Life
Jesus is Our Life

He is your life—Deuteronomy 3:20; 32:39. He gives life to all—Acts 17:25
I am the life—John 14:6, 11:25; 6:27-47. Gives life to the world—John 6:33

Jehovah is Our Father
Jesus is Our Father

Jehovah our Father—Isaiah 63:16; 64:8
Father of Eternity Isaiah—9:6

Jehovah is the I AM
Jesus is the I AM

His name is I AM—Ex 3:14. Jehovah (Yahweh) means “He Is.”
Before Abraham was, I AM— John 8:58. Who is, was, and is to come—Revelation 1:8

Jehovah is Lord of Lords
Jesus is Lord of Lords

Deuteronomy 10:17
Revelation 17:14.

Jehovah is Our Shepherd
Jesus is Our Shepherd

Jehovah is my Shepherd—Psalm 23:1, Isaiah 40:10,11
I am the Good Shepherd—John 10:11,14

Jehovah is the Almighty
Jesus is the Almighty

Thine is the Power—1 Chronicles 29:11; Matthew 6:18. The Almighty God—Genesis 17:1; 28:3, etc.
He has all power in heaven and earth—Matthew 28:18. The Almighty—Revelation 1:8

Jehovah is the Holy One
Jesus is the Holy One

You alone are Holy—Revelation 15:4; Isaiah 6:3
The Holy One—Mark 1:24 Acts 3:14

Jehovah is Our Light
Jesus is Our Light

Jehovah is my light—Psalm 27:1, Is 60:20
The Light of the world—John 8:12, 1:9

Jehovah is Our Rock
Jesus is Our Rock

He alone is my Rock—Psalm 62:6; 18:2
Christ is the Rock—1 Corinthians 10:4, 1 Pet 2:8

Jehovah is Our King
Jesus is Our King

Jehovah is King forever—Psalm 10:16
King of Kings—Revelation 17:14; Matthew 21:5

Jehovah is First and Last
Jesus is First and Last

Isaiah 43:10; 41:4, 48:12
Revelation 22:13; 1:8

Jehovah is Our Hope
Jesus is Our Hope

Jehovah my Hope—Jeremiah 17:13, 17; 50:7
Jesus Christ our Hope—1 Timothy 1:1

The Holy Spirit

Myths of Multiple Gods

Many ancient mythologies describe multiple gods.  The Greeks had Zeus, Hera, Apollo and Ares.  The Norse myths told of Odin, Frigga, Balder and Thor.  Though the origins of these myths have been lost to history, one idea of how they developed so many gods begins with the many different qualities that God has.  Because God is at once strong, just, gentle and wise, He might be described as Warrior, King, Shepherd and Sage, with the understanding that these are not separate persons or gods, but simply various qualities of the one God, described symbolically by different names.  But as ages passed, the idea of God’s unity was lost, and each archetype came to be seen as a separate god.  In this way, what were once true symbolic descriptions of God evolved into polytheism and idolatry.

In the Bible, there are many names for God. Isaiah says, “Unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given, ...and His name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace.” (Isaiah 9.6) Clearly these names all refer to the same Child. No one would think that because many names are used they refer to different people.  The most important teaching in the Bible is that God is One. (Deuteronomy 6.4; Mark 12.29; Exodus 20.3; 23.13; Deuteronomy 4.35, 39; 5.7; 1 Samuel 2.2; 2 Samuel 7.22; 1 Chronicles 17.20; Isaiah 45.6; 45.21; 47.8) If we start thinking of the separate names for God or symbols of God’s qualities as distinct beings or persons, we are moving away from thinking of One God towards the worship of multiple persons, such as we find in the Greek and Norse mythologies.

The Meaning of “Spirit”

One of the names referring to God is the “Holy Spirit.” Because God is called Father, Son and Holy Spirit, some people have considered each separately to be God, thus separating God into three People. A careful look at the Bible will show us not this myth-like conception of God as three People, but the Spirit as the activity and influence, words and breath of the One Person who is God.

In Hebrew and Greek the words for “spirit” are the same as the words for “breath” and “wind.”  In fact even in English our word “spirit” comes from Latin word meaning breath.  “Inspiration” and “respiration” have the same root.  This is no mistake.  From the earliest times people could see the connection between breath and active life.  When a person’s body stops breathing, it also becomes inactive and dies.  Breath is the outward manifestation of activity and life.  This intimate connection between breath and active life is the reason why the same word is used for both “spirit” and “breath” in Hebrew (ruach) and in Greek (pneuma).

This sometimes creates a problem for translators.  In many passages, a translator must choose whether to use the Word “spirit” or the word “breath” when the original language actually means both of those.  For example, in the Gospel of John we read, “The wind (pneuma) blows where it wills, and you hear its sound but you do not know where it is coming from and where it is going.  Everyone who has been born of the Spirit (pneuma) is like this.”  (John 3.8) This same passage could be translated, “The Breath breathes where it will...Everyone who has been born of the Breath is like this.”  Or we could say, “The Spirit inspires where it will...Everyone who has been born of the Spirit is like this.”  

Everyone Has A Spirit

Every person has a soul, a body and a spirit. (1 Thessalonians 5.23, compare Hebrews 4.12, Job 7.11) The soul is the inward invisible part of a person.  The body is the outward visible part of a person.  The spirit is the active life of the soul within the body.  The soul does not communicate directly with another, but communicates through the body.  The soul needs the body in order to express itself. Yet even with soul and body together there is no communication if the body is mute and inactive.  A body which is breathing and active can speak and communicate.  The breath or spirit gives the body a voice.  Through our spirit, that is through our activity, breath and speech, our thoughts and feelings can be shared with others.

Just as every person has breath, everyone has a spirit.  For example, the Bible mentions the spirit of Pharaoh (Genesis 41.8), the spirit of Joseph (Genesis 45.27), the spirit of Caleb (Numbers 14.24), Sihon king of Heshbon (Deuteronomy 2.30), Samson (Judges 15.19), Hannah (1 Samuel 1.15), Ahab (1 Kings 21.5), Elijah (2 Kings 2.9), Pul and Tilgathpilneser, kings of Assyria (1 Chronicles 5.26), the Philistines (2 Chronicles 21.16), Job (Job 6.4; 7.11) and Zerubbabel (Haggai 1.14).  The Bible speaks of the spirit of each of these people, but never is there the slightest hint that we should think of a person’s spirit as being a different individual from the person himself.

Of course, there is a distinction between me and my spirit, just as there is a difference between me and my breath. Consequently we have passages that mention a person’s spirit as something distinct from the person, such as when David says, “My spirit is overwhelmed within me” (Psalms 77.3; 142.3; 143.4, and when Job speaks of “the anguish of my spirit” (Job 7.11).  The Bible says a person’s spirit is gone when the person is tired, hungry, thirsty or afraid, or unconscious, and the spirit returns when the person revives (Judges 15.19, 1 Samuel 30.12, Joshua 5.1, Genesis 45.27, Psalms 143.7)

The Spirit Is Not Another Person

This is vital to understanding the Holy Spirit.  Throughout the Bible, God is pictured as a Person -- not as an ordinary mortal of course, but as an infinite and eternal Divine Person. Consequently the Bible speaks of God’s hands and feet, His eyes and face, His mouth and speech, and His breath or Spirit.  A great deal of confusion about the Holy Spirit arises from not understanding that the spirit is a part of a person.  Some people think of God has three Persons.  But if each person has a mouth and breath, active life and spirit, three Persons would imply three mouths breathing and three spirits speaking: the spirit of the Father, the spirit of the Son, and the spirit of the Holy Spirit.  At best this is confusing; at worst it leaves a person thinking of three Gods.

It is much simpler if we understand that each of us has been created in the image and likeness of God.  Just as each of us has an invisible soul, a visible body and an active spirit in one person, so God has within him the Trinity of the invisible “Father”, the visible “Son” and the active Spirit and life coming forth from them. Thoughout the Bible, the Spirit of God is pictured not as a separate person, but as the breath of God.  Notice the connection between “spirit” and “breath”:

He that gives breath to the people upon [the earth], and spirit to those who walk in it. (Isaiah 42.5)

All the while my breath is in me, and the Spirit of God is in my nostrils... (Job 27.3)

The Spirit of God has made me, and the breath of the Almighty has given me life. (Job 33.4)

The grass withers, the flower fades: because the Spirit of the LORD blows upon it: surely the people is grass. (Isaiah 40.7)

The Spirit Is the Word, the Truth

Since the breath that goes out of us is what gives us speech, the Breath or Spirit of the Lord is identified with His speech, thus His Word and His Truth.  Jesus calls it “the Spirit of Truth” (John 14.17; 15.26; 16.13). Other passages are similar:

The true worshippers shall worship the Father in Spirit and in truth. (John 4.23)

And it is the Spirit that bears witness, because the Spirit is truth. (1 John 5.6)

The Spirit of the Lord spake by me, and His Word was in my tongue. (2 Samuel 23.2)

By the Word of the Lord were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of His mouth.  (Psalm 33:6)

My Spirit that is upon you, and My Words which I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of thy mouth... (Isaiah 59.21)

And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest on Him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord. (Isaiah 11.2)

While Peter yet spoke these words, the Holy Spirit fell on all those who heard the Word. (Acts 10.44)

For it is not you that speaks, but the Spirit of your Father which speaks in you. (Matthew 10.20)

For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God: for God does not give the Spirit by measure to Him. (John 3.34)

The words that I speak to you, they are Spirit, and they are life. (John 6.63.  See also Ephesians 1.17; 6.17; Ezekiel 11.5; Isaiah 61.1; Luke 4.18)

The Spirit of Jesus Christ

One of the reasons for confusion about the Trinity is that people have taken literally words that Jesus meant to be taken figuratively.  When Jesus spoke to His disciples about the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, He said, “These things I have spoken to you in figurative language; but the time is coming when I will no longer speak you in figurative language, but I will tell you plainly about the Father.”  (John 16.25)   Using this figurative language Jesus sometimes speaks of the Holy Spirit almost as if it were another person.  “It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to you.... I go to My Father and you see Me no more... I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.  However when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come.  He will glorify Me for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you.  All things that the Father has are Mine.  Therefore I said that He will take of Mine and declare it to you.”  (John 16.7-15)  The gender of the pronouns referring to the Spirit in this passage in the Greek is ambiguous.  It might be translated, “...when It, the Spirit of truth has come, It will guide you into all truth; for It will not speak on Its own.…” So it is when we hear a voice carried to us by a wind or breath, the wind or breath does not speak on its own--it simply relays to us whatever was spoken.  This passage really does not portray the Spirit as a separate person, for one who cannot speak anything for himself, but only say what he has heard, is not an independent person, but rather a projection or voice of the person for whom it speaks. In fact the Bible nowhere describes the Holy Spirit as a person.  The Spirit is symbolized by breath, wind (John 3.8, Isaiah 40.7 Acts 2.2), fire (Matthew 3.11; Luke 3.16; Acts 2.3) and a dove (Matthew 3.16; Mark 1.10; Luke 3.22; John 1.32), but we are never given a picture of the Holy Spirit as a person other than Jesus.

Jesus closely identifies the Holy Spirit with Himself.  He says, 

I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Comforter, that He may abide with you forever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you.  I will not leave you comfortless; I will come to you.  A little while longer than the world will see Me no more, but you will see me.  Because I live, you will live also.  At that day you will know that I am in My Father, and He in Me, and I in you. (John 14.16-20) 

Jesus says that the Comforter will come to them, and says that He Himself will come and comfort them. Jesus says that the Spirit will be in them, and immediately after says that in that day He Himself will be in them. He says that they already know the Spirit of truth because He is living with them, yet in what way do they know the Spirit, and in what way is the Spirit living with them, except as Jesus Himself? This is why the Holy Spirt is called “the Spirit of Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 1.19; see also Romans 8.9; 1 Peter 1.11)

Jesus’ promise that they would receive the Holy Spirit was fulfilled in part after His resurrection when He commissioned His disciples.  “He breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’“ (John 20.22) The same phrase could be translated, “Receive the Holy Breath.” Of course, the breath of Jesus was symbolic of all His words, and of all His activity and life, of His own Spirit.  “The Holy Spirit” is the best translation here, but the point is that the disciples were not to think of the Holy Spirit as the influence of some third Person, but as the influence of Jesus Christ Himself.  When Jesus breathes His Life and Spirit into us it is He Himself who becomes present with us, not some other Person. So if we ask the question, “Who is the Spirit?” The answer is clear: “The Lord is the Spirit.” (2 Corinthians 3.17) “Who is the Comforter?” “We have a Comforter... Jesus Christ.”  (1 John 2.1)  Like a gentle breeze or a warm breath, Jesus Christ’s Holy Spirit surrounds and inspires all who are open to receive Him.

God’s Anger

Most readers of the Bible have noticed numerous references to the anger of God. Judging from some of these passages, it would seem that God is at least sometimes excessively angry. He says, “A fire is kindled in My anger, and shall burn unto the lowest hell.”
 “And I myself will fight against you with an outstretched hand and with a strong arm, even in anger, and in fury, and in great wrath.”
 In may seem that His anger is vicious, more than the offense would call for. One time the children of Israel were complaining, and “it displeased the Lord,…and His anger was kindled, and the fire of the Lord burnt among them and consumed” some of them.
 In some cases His anger even seems to harm the innocent: “My wrath shall become hot, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives shall be widows, and your children fatherless.”

God Is Merciful 

In contrast with the teachings about God’s anger are the teachings about His mercy. We are told that “God is love.”
 He is “merciful and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in goodness and truth.”
 He is “good, ready to forgive, and abundant in mercy …full of compassion, and gracious, longsuffering.”
 “The Lord is longsuffering and of great mercy, forgiving iniquity and transgression.”
 “He has not dealt with us according to our sins…for as the heavens are far above the earth, so great is His mercy.”
 

This picture of God as merciful and loving is quite a contrast to the picture of Him as vengeful and fierce. If these were all the teachings we had, we might suppose that He alternates between the opposites of wrath and mercy: condemning one moment, redeeming the next. “In My wrath I struck you, but in My favor I have had mercy on you.”
 “He has torn, but He will heal us; He has stricken, but He will bind us up.”
 “Many a time He turned His anger away, and did not stir up all His wrath.”

Unchanging Mercy

The view of God as fluctuating and even capricious does not take into account all the teachings about His mercy. For there are dozens of passages which speak of God’s mercy as enduring, constant, never ceasing. “His mercy endures for ever.”
 “The goodness of God endures continually.”
 “My lovingkindness I will not take away from him, nor suffer My faithfulness to fail. My covenant I will not break, nor alter the word that has gone out of My lips.”
 The Lord promises that there will never be a time when He is not loving and merciful to you. “As I have sworn that the waters of Noah should no more go over the earth, so have I sworn that I would not be angry with you nor rebuke you. For the mountains shall depart, and the hills be removed; but My kindness shall not depart from you neither shall the covenant of My peace be removed, says the Lord who has mercy on you.”
 

Now some people might try to explain this apparent contradiction by saying that the Lord is constantly merciful to good people, but that He takes vengeance on those who rebel against Him. But the fact is that the Lord is merciful to everyone, all the time, in everything He does. “He is kind to the unthankful and to the evil.”
 “He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust.”
 “The Lord is good to all and his tender mercies are over all his works.”

How We Think Of God

If the Lord is always merciful to everyone, then He can never be angry and vengeful. In God Himself there is “no variation nor shadow of turning.”
 Yet He appears in a variety of ways according to the spiritual state of the individual. “With the merciful You will show Yourself merciful; with a blameless man You will show Yourself blameless; with the pure You will show Yourself pure; and with the devious You will show Yourself shrewd.”
 

It almost seems as if God’s actions towards each of us depend on our actions toward God and others. If you forgive others, He will forgive you; if you do not forgive others, He will not forgive you.
 If you draw near to God, He will draw near to you.
 If you forget Him, He will forget you.
 If you forsake Him, He will forsake you.
 And apparently, when people act with vengeance, they can expect vengeance from God.
 

It is as if each kind of person looks at God through differently tinted glasses. A person wearing blue glasses will see everything blue. “To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but even their mind and conscience are defiled.”
 A person who is himself vicious and vengeful will tend to see others, including God, as vicious and vengeful. “The children of your people say, ‘The way of the Lord is not fair.’ But it is their way that is not fair!”
 

How God Communicates

God uses our concepts of Him to communicate with us, even when those concepts are distorted. In one of Jesus’ parables a man said to his master (who symbolized God), “I feared you, because you are an austere man. You collect what you did not deposit, and reap what you did not sow.” His lord replied, “Out of your own mouth I will judge you, you wicked servant. You knew that I was an austere man, collecting what I did not deposit, and reaping what I did not sow.”
 The master’s description of himself was not his own, but was taken directly from the mouth of his servant. The Lord speaks to us in the same way, using our own words and ideas, even if inaccurate.

The result of this is that God is often described in terms of imperfect human qualities--not because He actually has those qualities, but because certain imperfect humans think that He does. 

For example, the Bible says “God rested,”
 and “awoke out of sleep,”
 when in actual fact the Lord “faints not, neither is weary,”
 and “neither slumbers nor sleeps.”
 

The Bible also speaks of God “coming down,”
 and “going up”
 or “going away,”
 when really, He cannot go or come because He is already constantly present everywhere.
 He “fills heaven and earth.”
 “In Him we live and move and have our being.”
 

The Bible also says that the Lord “forgets” people
 and later “remembers” them again.
 In actual fact, God never forgets.
 But the Bible speaks of Him forgetting, because our impatience and ignorance of His plans make us feel like He has forgotten. “Zion said, ‘The Lord has forsaken me, and my Lord has forgotten me.’ Can a woman forget her nursing child, that she should not have compassion on the son of her womb? Yes they may forget, yet will I not forget you. Behold, I have engraved you upon the palm of My hand.”

Another example of God revealing Himself to us in terms of our own traits is the frequent reference to the Lord “repenting,” or changing His mind.
 From our limited perspective, it may seem as if God changes His mind, but in reality, He never does. “He is not a man that He should repent.”
 “The counsel of the Lord stands forever, the thoughts of His heart to all generations.”
 “I am the Lord, I change not.”
 

The Lord speaks of Himself sleeping, waking, forgetting, remembering, coming, going, repenting, and so on, so that we can identify with Him more easily. But He makes it clear that His real nature is different than ours--different than it appears. “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are My ways your ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts.”

The Real Source Of Evil

God has no desire to punish anyone. “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked.”
 When He does tolerate evil it is because He sees that good can come from it. As Joseph said after his brothers betrayed him, “You thought evil against me, but God meant it for good.”

What has seemed to mankind to be evidence of God’s anger, then, has usually been not from God at all, but from the cruel influence of hell. We see for example, in the story of Job, that Satan was eager to torture Job, and it was only with reluctance that God allowed Satan to bring disaster on Job. Yet because Job did not know that the real source of his disaster was Satan, he supposed it was from God.
 

In a similar situation, the Bible says (according to the appearance) that “the anger of the Lord was aroused against Israel, and he moved David against them to say, ‘Go number Israel.’”
 Another passage shows the real source of the trouble: “Now Satan stood up against Israel, and moved David to number Israel.”

In yet another incident, we are told that God tempted Abraham by asking him to sacrifice his son. But the fact is that “God does not tempt anyone, but each one is tempted when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed.”
 Although temptation may appear to be from God,
 its actual source is hell.

Other passages speak of the Lord venting His anger by sending evil spirits to cause trouble for people.
 But the Lord makes it clear that He “does not willingly afflict” people or cause them grief,
 and that He cannot work in cooperation with Satan.
 Therefore, hell is the source of the trouble which God unwillingly tolerates for the sake of our freedom. Yet because we suppose God is the source, the Bible speaks as if God were the one who is angry.

Who Sees The Lord Clearly?

God appears in many different ways to many different people, and at times His genuine qualities of love and mercy are veiled behind an appearance of anger. “The Lord does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance.”
 Yet it is possible to know God as He truly is. People who are good and wise can really know the nature of His mercy. “To the merciful I will show myself merciful.”
 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”
 “Whoever is wise will observe these things, and they will understand the lovingkindness of the Lord.”

Why Bad Things Happen

A young mother is dying of cancer. A teenage girl overdoses on drugs. A plane crashes, killing dozens of people and injuring more. A little boy bears permanent physical and emotional scars from parental abuse. People in Africa and Asia are slowly starving to death.

Horrible things happen. We hear about them so frequently that we become numb, even calloused, to other’s suffering. When they happen in our own families, they cause intense pain and test our faith in God. Why does the Lord allow such evil?

Sometimes it seems impossible to understand God’s reasons. We might wonder whether He wants us to know His plans. We might say, “Truly You are a God who hides Yourself.”
 “There is no searching His understanding.”
 There is no doubt that we are limited in our understanding of the Lord’s working. Perhaps we hurt so deeply we feel no explanation can right the wrong. We may be so angry that we don’t want to hear His will. Yet the Lord does care about us and does want us to understand Him. In spite of heart-wrenching situations, we can know some very important truths about His providence, if we are willing. “The secret of the Lord is with those who fear Him; and He will show them His covenant.”

He Is In Control

One central truth is that the Lord is in control of every situation. Every least detail is part of His Providence: “Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will. But the very hairs of your head are numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows.”
 What seems to be the result of our own careful planning would never happen without the Lord allowing it. “A man’s heart plans his way: but the Lord directs his steps.”
 Even seemingly chance events are governed by Him. “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.”
 God does more than occasionally intervene. He is constantly guiding human history at every moment. “The Lord kills and makes alive; He brings down to the grave, and brings up. The Lord makes poor and makes rich; He brings low and lifts up.”
 “In Him we live and move and have our being.”

Because the Lord is in control of evil, it has its limits. Hitler’s actions sparked a vast amount of evil. But he did not take over the world. Evil rules for some time in some places, and then a balance is restored, and goodness revives. “Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord delivers him out of them all.”
 The Bible tells us that we will face evil; but it will not finally destroy the human spirit or make goodness impossible. “A just man falls seven times and rises up again.”
 “You will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, relatives and friends,” Jesus said, “and they will send some of you to your death. And you will be hated by all for My name’s sake. But not a hair of your head shall be lost.”
 “The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord…. Though he fall, he shall not be utterly cast down.”

What the Lord Wants

Knowing that the Lord is in control may not be satisfying. If the Lord is in control, then isn’t He to blame for evil events? This leads us to a second basic truth: The Lord never wants evil things to happen. Evil is not part of the Lord’s will. “‘I know the thoughts I think towards you,’ says the Lord, ‘thoughts of peace and not of evil.’”
 When a young child dies, remember: “It is not the will of your Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.”

God cannot cause evil because He is totally good. God is love.
 He is merciful and forgiving, gentle and kind.
 And because He cannot work against Himself, He cannot do evil. “Far be it from God to do wickedness; and from the Almighty to commit iniquity.”
 “His work is perfect…a God of truth and without iniquity, just and right is He.”

We might think that God does not care about us because He allows us to suffer. In fact He is aware of our suffering, and He grieves when we are not happy. When Mary and other Jews were weeping in mourning for Lazarus, the Lord felt their sorrow in Himself—He wept, groaning within Himself.
 And He wept for Jerusalem because of the twisted passions that had taken away its peace.
 “How often would I have gathered your children together, even as a hen gathers her chickens under her wings and you would not.”
 Even moments before His crucifixion after having been ridiculed, beaten and whipped, the Lord spoke with concern for the suffering of others, not His own: “Weep not for me, but for yourselves and your children.”

Mercy is love grieving. The grief and suffering of Jesus was the ultimate expression of the Divine love for humankind. He came into the world to fight beside us and within us against the subtle hellish urges that threatened the existence of any genuinely human love. He took up—takes up—our struggle against evil, because with Divine compassion He feels our misery as if it were His own. “His soul was grieved for the misery of Israel.”
 “He took our infirmities and bore our sicknesses.”
 “In all their affliction He was afflicted.”
 Because He has experienced our suffering, He can help us survive it. “For in that He Himself has suffered being tempted, He is able to aid those who are tempted.”
 He is one who can “be touched with the feeling of our infirmities.”

Again and again we read of the Lord’s awareness and experience of our suffering. “You have considered my trouble; You have known my soul in adversities.”
 “Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,…You are with me.”
 “Is Ephraim my dear son?…My bowels are troubled for him.”
 The Lord so much identifies with us, that whatever suffering we inflict—or benefits we confer—upon each other, He feels our pain or joy as if we had done it to Him. “If you have done it to one of the least of these My brethren, you have done it to Me.”
 

It is clear that human suffering is not part of His will. He permits it reluctantly. “He does not willingly afflict or grieve the children of men.”
 “‘I have no pleasure in the death of one who dies,’ says the Lord God. ‘Therefore turn, and live!’”

Freedom

As much as the Lord desires our welfare, there is one thing he desires even more: our freedom. He allows us to choose between evil and good, and when we choose evil, it has its consequences. But neither the evil nor its consequences are His will. “I have set before you life and death, a blessing and a cursing: Therefore choose life!’
 Taking away our free choice and its consequences would remove any sense of self-determination and any freely given love or freely received joy. Evil results from mankind using that precious gift of freedom to go against God’s will.

Turning It to Good

Freedom to choose is not the only reason that the Lord allows good people to suffer. A final important truth is that the Lord allows evil and suffering because He can bring good from it. The Lord allowed Joseph to be sold as a slave by his brothers, and imprisoned. Yet through this, Joseph came to rule the Egyptians and save them from starvation during seven years of famine. Later Joseph forgave his brothers: “You thought evil against me, but God meant it for good,…to save many people alive.”
 The Lord can turn a curse into a blessing.
 “All things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to His purpose.”
 He allows us to experience suffering because of the benefits that can come from it. “Blessed are they who mourn, for they shall be comforted…. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

We cannot fully understand the infinite wisdom of the Lord’s providence. However, we can know certainly that the Lord is in control, and that His only concern is for our eternal happiness. We know that He can bring good from every evil, and we can try to cooperate with His plans by finding ways to grow in strength, sensitivity, conviction and humility as a result of the experience.

Sacrifice

The Bible speaks of Jesus Christ as a sacrifice for us.
  We hear quite a bit about the blood of Jesus, and sometimes this is tied in with the idea that Jesus was suffering a punishment from God for our sins.  Some people think of sacrifice as a way of escaping God’s punishment by letting it fall symbolically upon a sacrificial animal.  This same idea is applied by some to Jesus Christ as One who took on Himself God’s penalty for all our sins, and so reconciled God to us by satisfying God’s “justice”.  The idea that Christ was punished, however, is not actually taught in the Bible, although He was in a symbolic sense a sacrifice.  

Sacrifice is actually a symbol of holiness rather than punishment.  God is loving and merciful, and has no desire to see either human or animal suffering.  When we sin, we are not reconciled to God through punishment, but by repenting and living a good life.  The sacrifice is then a symbol of the our desire to repent and dedicate our life to God.  Christ was symbolically a sacrifice because He purified and sanctified Himself by His holy life.  He is symbolically our sacrifice because He enables us to life a holy life.

Sacrifice Itself Was Not God’s Will

The “punishment” theory of sacrifice is based on the idea that God desires punishment for sin, or else sacrifice as a substitute and symbol of that.  There are passages which taken out of context with the rest of the Bible, would seem to indicate that sacrifice was the result of God’s will and law.  For example:  “Now this is what you shall offer on the alter: two one year old lambs each day.”
 

The overall teachings of the Bible, however shows just the opposite.  Before the laws about sacrifice were given, sacrifice was already widely practiced, both with the Israelites and other nations.  The effect of the laws was not to establish but to limit the sacrifices.  All sacrifices were forbidden except the ones offered in the tabernacle (or later, the Temple).
  Also sacrifices to any other God but Jehovah were outlawed.  In addition, the laws had clear provision against human sacrifice.
  The laws turned a bloody and potentially murderous ritual into a reasonably limited and more symbolic kind of worship.

The early history of Israel bears out the need for this kind of limitation.  There was a strong tendency to practice unlimited sacrifice without any moral bounds.  It was done “in all their towns,…on every high hill, and under every green tree,”
 and very often it included human victims.

Actually, sacrifice itself was neither required nor desired by God.  God could not be interested in—much less appeased by—such slaughter of animals.  David wrote, “Sacrifice and offering You did not desire…burnt offering and sin offering You have not required.”
  And in another place he said, “You desire not sacrifice…You delight not in burnt offering.”
  The Lord repeatedly gives the same message:  “To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto me?  says the Lord.  I am full of the burnt offering of rams and the fat of fed beasts; and I delight not in the blood of bullocks, or of lams, or of he-goats.”
  With even stronger words, He says, “I hate, I despise your feast days, and I will not smell in your solemn assemblies.  Though you offer Me burnt offerings and your meat offerings, I will not accept them.”
  He even states that sacrifice did not come about by His command:  “For I spoke not unto your fathers, nor commanded them…concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices: but this thing I commanded them, saying, Obey my voice.”
  Clearly, sacrifice is not a penalty demanded by God.

Sacrifice Is a Symbol of a Holy Life

Even though God did not desire sacrifice, He did desire the things that sacrifice symbolized, that we should love, Him, and love others, acting fairly and mercifully.  This—not punishment—is what sacrifice really stands for:

Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the Lord?  Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams.

The sacrifices of God are a broken (that is, humble) spirit.

To do justice and judgment is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.”

For I desired Mercy, and not sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings.

Shall I come before Him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? …He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?
 

To love the Lord…and to love his neighbor…is more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.

Though you offer me burnt offerings…I will not accept them….  but let justice run down like water, and righteousness like a might stream.

The kind of sacrifices God asks for are the “sacrifices of justice,”
 of “confession” and “thanksgiving.”

The Bible ties sacrifice with love, mercy humility, and justice.  But there is no direct connection anywhere in the Bible between sacrifice and punishment.  Rather, it was a symbol of communion with God.  The altar was called the Lord’s table, upon which the Israelites offered a meal for Him to eat.
  In fact, many offerings were grain offerings, which could be eaten, but not in any way punished or killed.  Killing and burning the animals is never called a penalty.  It was simply the necessary means of preparing the food.  Thus sacrifice was a kind of sacrament or symbolic feast with God.

How Is Christ Our Atonement?

Some people use the word “atonement” as if it implies that Christ was punished by the Father for our sins.  Actually, “atonement” has no connection with punishment.  It comes from “at-one-ment” and simply means “making one” or “reconciliation.”  In fact, “atonement” and “reconciliation” are the same word in the Greek.  We might ask, Who was reconciled—God or the human race?  The Bible’s answer is the human race.  “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself.”
  We receive “at-one-ment”, never God.  “We were reconciled to God by the death of His Son….  We have received atonement”

Jesus’ living sacrifice is never connected with punishment received from God.  Christ sacrificed Himself in the sense that He made His own life holy and pure.  His whole life exemplified the love, justice, mercy and humility represented by the sacrificial meal.  His suffering and death were not a punishment, but a means to perfection.  “By the things He suffered” He was “perfected.”
  “Ought not Christ to have suffered these things and entered into His glory?”

We say that He died for us, because it was for our sakes that He overcame evil and perfected Himself through His suffering.  Jesus said, “For their sakes I sanctify myself: that they also may be sanctified through the truth.”
  Christ was our sacrifice because He reconciled us with Himself.  He made it possible for us to have love, mercy, justice and humility by following His example and letting Him live within us.  The New Testament throughout gives the same picture of sacrifice.  It is never connected with punishment.  For Christ and for us, sacrifice means “doing God’s will,”
 and having “His law written on our hearts.”
  It means avoiding sin,
 and keeping a pure conscience.”
  Sacrifice means loving others,
 serving God,
 praising God,
 and supplying the needs of others.
  As Paul said, “Do not forget to do good and to share, for with such sacrifices God is well pleased.”

The Blood of Jesus

At the scene of a terrible accident or murder is a sign of death and injury. But when blood is coursing through our arteries and veins, or when it is given as a transfusion into a dying patient, it is a sign of life.  It is the pale, pasty color of a face without blood that we take as a sign of death. 

Our culture seems drawn towards violence, death and blood.  For example, by sixth grade the average child in the United States sees 8000 murders and 100,000 acts of violence on TV. While TV violence is new, the culture—or cult—of violence is old.  In the Crusades, in the Inquisition, in the Holocaust, those interested in power and wealth at any cost have seen death as the final solution.  They have bloodied the teachings of the Bible and twisted the direction of the church to accomplish their unholy purposes and to justify—even glorify—the spilling of innocent blood. 

In this culture, where a gory fascination with blood and death is so common and honest discussion of it is so rare, it is easy to misread the Bible, looking at the blood of Jesus only as a symbol of His death, rather than as a symbol of His Life and Truth.

Blood Means Life

When the Bible says that someone has blood upon them (see Matthew 27:25, Deuteronomy 19:10) or speaks of a city being “built with blood” (see Micah 3:10, Habakkuk 2:12) it means the people are guilty of murder. In cases like these, blood is a symbol of death.  In other cases, blood does not mean death, but life. For example, in eating meat and sacrifices the people of Israel were always told that blood means life.  

But flesh with its life, which is its blood, you shall not eat. Genesis 9:4

You shall not eat the blood of any kind of flesh: for the life of all flesh is its blood. Leviticus 17:14

Only be sure that you do not eat the blood: for the blood is the life; and you may not eat the life with the flesh. Deuteronomy 12:23

For the life of the flesh is in the blood: and I have given it to you on the altar to make an atonement for your souls: for it is the blood that makes an atonement for the soul. (Leviticus 17:11)

Thus in all the sacrifices and meals, the blood was a symbol of life.  That is, it was not a symbol of taking away life, but of preserving or receiving life. Thus the blood of atonement was not a symbol of death or punishment, but a symbol of life. The same was true when Jesus spoke of His blood.  It was not a symbol of His death, so much as of His life.

Then Jesus said to them, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh, and drinks my blood, has eternal life; and I will raise him up at the last day. (John 6:53-54)

Clearly, Jesus was speaking symbolically, not asking us to eat physical flesh and drink material blood, but to receive His life, which is His flesh and blood spiritually understood.

Blood Means God’s Truth

The Bible sometimes refers to the “blood of the Covenant.” (Exodus 24:8, Zechariah 9:11, Hebrews 10:29, 13:20) The Covenant is the Ten Commandments which God wrote on the tables of stone (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 4:13. See also Leviticus 26:15; Deuteronomy 5: 1-6; 9:9-15; 1 Kings 8:9, 21; 2 Kings 23:3; 2 Chronicles 6:11, Psalms 103:18.) The Ark or box containing the Ten Commandments was called the Ark of the Covenant. (Numbers 10:33, 14:44; Deuteronomy 10:8, 31:25) In a broader sense, the Covenant is the Book of the Law or all of God’s Word (e.g. Psalm105:8, 78:10).  It was called the Book of the Covenant (2 Kings 23:2-3; 2 Chronicles 34:30-31) and was kept with the Ark of the Covenant. (Deuteronomy 31:9, 25-26)

Of course, God is not content with our simply knowing the truth, or having it written on stone or paper.  He wants us to obey the truth and live by it.  He wants us to have that law inscribed on our hearts and minds.  This is the true covenant.

 “But this shall be the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel; after those days,” says the Lord, “I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” (Jeremiah 31:33, cf. Isaiah 59:21)

Once we understand that the Covenant is the Lord’s Ten Commandments and in a broader sense, all of His Word or all His Truth, we can see that the blood of the covenant is blood used as a symbol of that truth.

For example when Moses sprinkled the blood on the people, he said, “Behold the blood of the Covenant, which the Lord hath made with you concerning all these words.” (Ex 24:8). It is clear that the sprinkling of blood was a symbol of the people receiving God’s truth or law and keeping His Commandments. (He didn’t say, “This blood is the penalty God is demanding from you,” or “This blood is a symbol of the death you deserve.”)

The same thing is implied by Jesus in the New Testament.  If He had meant His “blood” to be a symbol of His death, He might have said, “This is the blood of my death.”  But what He actually said was, “This is My blood of the New Testament (or New Covenant)” (Matthew 26:28; Mark 14:24), and “This cup is the New Testament in my blood, which is poured out for you.” (Luke 22:20) Again, the New Testament is God’s Truth or Law, which is to be written on our hearts. (See Ezekiel 31:31,33)

Since blood in this context means God’s Truth it is identified with the light, and it is said to cleanse us from sins.

But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin. (1 John 1:7)

We read that the blood bears witness and agrees with the Spirit, and the Spirit bears witness because it is Truth (1 John 5:6-8).  Here again, blood is connected with truth. Blood is also associated with the Word in other passages:  

 And they overcame him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the Word of their testimony; and they loved not their lives unto the death. (Revelation 12:11)

And he was clothed with a garment dipped in blood: and his name is called The Word of God. (Revelation 19:13)

When we understand that Blood means God’s Law, His Word, His Truth, we can see why it is said that we should drink His blood (John 6:53-56) and be purified or washed by His blood (Revelation 1:5; 7:14; 1 John 1:7; Hebrews 9:14,22).  He wants us to drink in His Word, to be cleansed by His Truth.  Jesus actually was the Word made flesh, or the eternal Wisdom of God in human form, so His life-blood is the Divine Truth, that is, the New Testament that was poured out for us and purifies us and brings us back to Himself.

God Doesn’t Want Blood

In the Old Testament sacrifices, it was not the blood itself that interested God.  What God wanted was for them to keep His commandments, and to receive His life. There were many other religions in those times that used blood and sacrifices not only of animals, but also of people. But blood was not what God wanted. What made the religion of Israel different was that blood was used to symbolize the Divine Law and Life, and they were asked to go beyond the blood itself, to the life it represented. The blood in the sacrifices was used to symbolize this truth and life, but the physical blood itself did not bring about any atonement.  It was what the blood symbolized (namely, keeping the commandments and receiving life) that brought at-one-ment with God. This is clear from the fact that the blood of sacrifice was repulsive to God when the sacrifices were made by people who broke the commandments and did not love others. The spilling of blood itself is not something that pleases God.

To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to me? says the LORD: I am full of the burnt offerings of rams, and the fat of fed beasts; and I delight not in the blood of bullocks, or of lambs, or of he goats. And when you spread forth your hands, I will hide my eyes from you: yes, when you make many prayers, I will not hear: your hands are full of blood. (Isaiah 1:11, 15)

The Lord doesn’t want blood, but thanksgiving and kept promises:

Will I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats? Offer unto God thanksgiving; and pay thy vows unto the most High: (Psalm 50:13-14)

For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and of goats should take away sins. (Hebrews 10:4 Compare Ezekiel 44:7, Isaiah 66:3)

These passages show that God does not want literal blood.  People completely misunderstood God when they assumed He actually wanted literal blood, instead of what the blood represents (that is, a life according to God’s Laws).  

Some people have made the same mistake about the blood of Jesus.  They have forgotten what the blood represents, and focused on the literal blood, instead of on the Life and Truth He gives us.  When the Bible speaks of the blood of Jesus, some people just assume that blood symbolizes His death only, without every really looking at what the Bible says the blood means.  Then based on that assumption they further assume that Jesus saved us by His death, not His life, and that His death was a punishment from God for our sins.

Focus on Life, Not Death

At the core of the misunderstanding about the blood of Jesus is a misunderstanding about why He died.  The Bible never says that Jesus by His death saved us from God’s punishment or penalty for sin, but from the power of the devil and bondage to sin. 

One reason Jesus died was to overcome the power of hell.  Jesus worked against evil spirits throughout His life, and His suffering was the final struggle against evil, and His resurrection the final victory over evil.  For every person, overcoming evil involves temptation or struggle against evil, and “dying to sin and the world.” As we struggle against evil individually, Christ struggled against evil on a cosmic scale, and His death was the conclusion of that struggle.  So the Bible says that God took on flesh and blood so that “through death He might destroy him who had the power of death, that is, the devil.” (Hebrews 2:14,15) Still, He saves us by His Life, more than by His death (Romans 5:10).

Another reason that Bible gives for Jesus’ death was that He might make His human nature completely one with His Divine nature, so that He could “to make in Himself of two one new man,” (Ephesians 2:14-16, cf. John 17:11,21; 10:30), so that He could “go to the Father” (John 13:3; 14:2,28; 16:10) or be “glorified,” (John 17:1,5) or “enter into His glory” (Luke 24:26), that is, “be perfected,” (Luke 13:32) or “sanctified” (John 17:19).

There is no doubt that Jesus died on account of our sins, for the purpose of setting us free from them.  But the Bible teaches that through His temptations and death He overcame evil, perfected Himself, gave us life and revealed truth. So the question is not at all whether Christ died for us, but why He died. 

It was not because the Father demanded punishment. The Bible never says that Christ redeemed us by becoming a fall guy for us, taking the rap so the guilty could get off scot-free.  That interpretation simply isn’t Biblical, and didn’t even develop in the Christian world until over 1000 years after Christ.  At the end of the eleventh century after Christ, the Christian Church was captivated by vengeful and politically motivated Crusades to spill the blood of the “infidels”(including the babies) in the Holy Land. They glorified—deified—this bloodlust with the battle cry, Deus vult!  “God wills it!”  The church was so focused on blood and death that they imagined that God Himself wanted the blood of the heathen in retaliation for their sin and unbelief.  It was just at this low point in church history that Anselm of Canterbury invented the idea that the reason for Christ’s death was that God the Father demanded the blood and death of a sinless Man in retaliation for the sins of the human race. It was Anselm who invented the concept of “satisfaction”—that God could only be “satisfied” by death and spilling of blood.

This cult of blood and death is not true Christianity. Jesus never portrayed the angry, bloodthirsty God whose demand for “justice” could be appeased by the sight of His Son’s blood.  Jesus did say that those who eat His flesh and drink His blood of the New Testament will receive life, but this was the only thing Jesus said about His blood, and His purpose in saying it was to take the focus off the bloody sacrifices and put it instead on His Life and Truth.  His focus was always teaching us how to live in love towards God and others.  It would be well for all Christians today to follow His example, and take the focus off blood and death and put it instead on His teaching about how we should live.

The Second Coming

Every serious student of the Bible knows that some statements in it can be taken literally at face value, and others have to be interpreted allegorically.  Much of the disagreement over what the Bible really means comes from difference of opinion about which parts are factual and which are metaphorical.  For example, everyone would agree that the statement, ‘The Lord is my rock,’
 is metaphorical.  But what about the prophecy that the moon will turn to blood?

About 350 years ago, Galileo was condemned for teaching that the earth orbits the sun.  The inquisition claimed that the Bible teaches that the sun moves and the earth stands still.  From their point of view, it seemed reasonable to take literally statements like, “The sun also rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it arose.”
  In this age of space shuttles we have a different perspective.  We know that such statements were never intended to be taken literally.

Many people were waiting for Christ when He first came.  Yet His coming was different from what most people expected.  They thought He would be a glorious King—a military hero.  They wanted Him to lead the armies of Israel into battles of victory and destruction, and to establish a new government with Israel in power.  Compared to the hurricane they envisioned, however, His coming was like a gentle breath of fresh air.  Many people living at the time did not even know that anything important had taken place. The reason people were mistaken about His coming is that they interpreted the prophecies in a very literal way.

 Jesus showed that many of the prophecies about His coming were symbolic.  For example, prophecy said Jesus would redeem the children of Israel, but He showed that the true Israelites are all the children of God who hear and obey His Word.
  Or, as Paul said, “He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter.”
  

The Jews knew the Old Testament prophecy about Christ’s coming:  “I will show wonders in the heaven and in the earth: blood and fire and pillars of smoke.  The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord.”
  Some who read these prophecies expected that there would be natural disasters and great political upheavals when Christ came.  The Bible says that these prophecies were fulfilled when Christ came,
 but not in the dramatic way that people expected.  

In place of a worldly kingdom and a physical battle, Jesus ruled a heavenly kingdom and fought a spiritual battle.
  “My kingdom is not of this world,” He said.  “If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would fight, so that I should not be delivered to the Jews; but now My kingdom is not from here.”
  Or, as Paul said later, “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, and against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”
  In each case, the Lord showed that prophecy is primarily concerned with spiritual events, not political ones.

Jesus did little while He was on earth to change the natural order of things.  Kingdoms have continued to rise and fall.  There have still been wars, famines and plagues; births, marriages and deaths.  But on a spiritual level, things were quite different.  The power of hell had been overcome.  A new era of spiritual freedom began.  

Like the first coming of Christ, the second coming is primarily a spiritual event.  We needn’t be looking for dramatic changes of government or climate, because the Lord’s kingdom is not a civil authority or a geographical location.  His kingdom is concerned with the government of the human mind—with a life according to divine laws.  The signs that He has come again should be the changes in our own hearts.  “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; nor will they say, ‘See here!’ or ‘See there!’ For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.”

When Jesus came on earth the first time, He changed the world with His truth.  When Pilate asked Him what kind of king He was, He answered,“For this cause I was born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth.”
  His miracles healed a few people; His truth healed countless people.  He said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”

Jesus promised to give us still more truth—deeper truth—at His second coming.  “These things I have spoken to you in figurative language; but the time is coming when I will not longer speak to you in figurative language;, but I will tell you plainly of the Father.”

God is present everywhere.  He is not limited by space.  So we can’t really talk about Him “coming” or “going”.  God didn’t come to earth, because He is everywhere.  But Jesus was a manifestation of God and a revelation of His truth.  Likewise, the Lord said that His second coming would be a manifestation of Himself and revelation of His truth.  He said He would come as the Spirit of truth—the Helper or Comforter.  “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.  However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come.  He will glorify Me, for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you.”
  “You know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you.  I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you.”

The Rapture

Escape

It’s human nature, whenever we have gotten ourselves in a tight spot, to look for an easy way out of our troubles. Some people, when they are down to their last dollar, will spend it on a lottery ticket, hoping to be magically rescued from their financial trouble. The real tragedy of this kind of escape is that the person who seeks such escape often misses opportunities to find happiness because they are simply waiting for their troubles to end. Some people look forward to “the Rapture” in a similar way. They expect that at any moment Christ will appear in the clouds and instantly whisk every believer out of the troubles they face in every day life, to be with Jesus up in the sky. While we may look forward to being with Jesus, it would be a shame if we missed the real presence of Jesus in our lives because we are expecting His coming to be a meteorological event. 

What Kind of Kingdom?

When Jesus began His healing ministry, people gradually realized that He was the Messiah, and they hoped that He would set everything straight in their world. But when they tried to make Him a political king, He slipped away from them.
 They expected Christ to set up His kingdom in this world. When Jesus spoke of His kingdom, people assumed that he was going to be a political opponent of Caesar.
 Pilate asked him about this, and Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would fight, so that I should not be delivered to the Jews; but now My kingdom is not from here.”
 Jesus was not interested in fighting a political battle to gain a worldly kingdom, but He did fight a spiritual battle to establish a heavenly kingdom.
 As Paul said later, “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, and against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”

In our normal language, we realize that “heaven” or “heavens” can mean either the sky we see above us or the place we will live after death. When we talk about the “birds in the heavens” or the “stars of the heavens” we generally mean the birds and stars in the sky we can see. But when we talk about “the kingdom of heaven” or “our Father in heaven” we are talking about a heaven that we cannot see—it is invisible to the eyes of our body but visible to the eyes of our spirit. So when Jesus spoke of His Coming, He told us not to expect to see it as a physical or political event. He said, “The kingdom of God does not come with observation; nor will they say, ‘See here!’ or ‘See there!’ For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.”
 If the kingdom of heaven is within us, then where are the “clouds of heaven”?

The Clouds of Heaven

Jesus promised that His disciples would see Him coming in the clouds of heaven.
 Some take this literally to mean that Jesus will appear up in the sky. When the Bible speaks of “the clouds of heaven” it sometimes means the clouds we see up in the sky. For example, when heaven was black with clouds and wind, and there was a great rain” that came down on Ahab,
 we can picture the kind of storm many of us have experienced.

But in many other cases, “the heavens” and “the clouds of heaven” are meant as metaphors for things that are spiritual and heavenly, or things that are in our minds, not part of this physical universe. So when the Bible says that God is covered with a cloud, so that our prayer should not pass through,
 we shouldn’t think that physical clouds—mere droplets of water—could stop prayer. Rather, it refers to misunderstanding and confusion that “cloud” the mind and prevent us from knowing and relating to God.

When the Bible says that the king of Babylon thought he could “ascend above the heights of the clouds,” and “be like the most High,”
 it doesn’t mean that he literally went up into the clouds, but that he grasped too much power and was acting as if he were God. It is the same when Job says of a wicked person that “his haughtiness mounts up to the heavens, and his head reaches to the clouds.”

This kind of metaphor is common in our everyday speech. If we say, “Joe has his head in the clouds, he’s building castles in the air,” or “Emily is walking on air, she’s on cloud nine,” no one would think of taking us literally. We know that we are not talking about a person’s body or appearance, but about their state of mind—about what’s going on inside them. 

Jesus clearly stated that He was using parables and figurative language when speaking of the kingdom of heaven and His second coming.
 Unfortunately, some people think the Bible must be always taken completely literally—if it says “clouds” in means “clouds” and nothing more.

Actually, “clouds” are symbolic. The Bible says that the Lord’s mercy is in the heavens and His truth or faithfulness reaches to the clouds.
 These passages make a special connection between “clouds” and God’s truth. This is not referring to a physical location for His mercy and truth, but to how great they are. Mercy and truth are not physical objects, but spiritual qualities which exist in human hearts and in God’s heart and Word. Since “the clouds of heaven” means God’s Word, so is the rain that comes from those clouds: “As the rain comes down, and the snow from heaven, and do not return there, but water the earth, … so shall My Word be that goes forth from My mouth: it shall not return unto Me void, but it shall accomplish what I please.”

Once we understand this clear connection between clouds and God’s truth, we can see why the people of Israel heard God’s voice coming from a cloud at Mt. Sinai when the Commandments were given, and the disciples heard a voice from the cloud at Jesus’ transfiguration.

What Is Rapture?

The Bible never uses the term “rapture,” but it may be an appropriate label for what Paul describes as being “caught up into the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.”
 Usually when we speak of a state of “rapture” it means ecstasy, or being emotionally caught up to a higher level, rather than being physically caught up into the sky. But some Christians think that Christ will come and literally take them up into the air. Some even have bumper stickers that say “In case of rapture, this car will be driverless.”

When the Bible says that a person’s head, heart or soul is “lifted up,” it often symbolizes and elated state of mind.
 David describes himself as “lifted up on high” by God when he conquered his enemies.
 In a similar way he felt that “his kingdom was lifted up on high.”
 No one would take this to mean that the country was literally taken up into the sky.

The Lord says that those who trust Him will “mount up with wings like eagles,”
, but this doesn’t mean they will literally go up in the sky. When the Lord brought Israel out of Egypt, He said that He carried them up on eagle’s wings to be with Him.
 Yet they never left the ground. They came from slavery to freedom, and found a new relationship with God, but nothing dramatic happened to their bodies. This idea of flying up to be with God is symbolic of their state of mind. We should not take it literally any more than we should take it literally when Solomon says that your money will sprout wings and “fly away like an eagle toward heaven.”

How We Are Caught Up to God

There is no doubt that Jesus wants to bring us all close to Him. He says, “Come to Me, all you who labor…and I will give you rest,”
 and He promises, “I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to Myself.”
 We can experience this closeness if we only turn our minds to Him. “The Lord is near to all who call on Him, to all who call on Him in truth.”

But we should realize that we don’t get any closer to God by changing our physical location, or even by making promises and confessing certain beliefs. There is no point in being like the people the Lord complains about who “draw near Me with their mouth, and honor Me with their lips, but have removed their heart far from Me.”
 It is our hearts that the Lord wants. “Draw near to God, and He will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners; and purify your hearts, you double minded.”
 Jesus will come to us, and we can have our hearts and minds caught up to heaven to be with Him whenever we are willing to have our hearts made pure. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”

The Resurrection Body

In ancient Egypt, Pharaohs drove their slaves to build huge pyramids to house their dead bodies.  They filled these tombs with immense treasures of gold and all kinds of utensils that might be of service in their coming life.  They cultivated the art of embalming, so that their bodies could be preserved for thousands of years with the least possible amount of decay.  It’s as if they thought that by taking such elaborate precautions, they could be prepared for the life to come.  Apparently, they believed that their souls would one day return into those mummified bodies, and they wanted everything to be ready.

This is a stark contrast with the attitude expressed by Jesus.   One of His disciples asked him, “Let me first go bury my father.”  Jesus said, “Follow me, and let the dead bury their dead.”
 For Jesus, the dead body was of no consequence.

For Christians, the focus is not meant to be on the body that has died, but on the spirit that rises into the coming life.  For two thousand years, Christians have been nourished by the hope that their loved ones who have died are happy in heaven with the Lord, not lying cold and dead in the ground. Nevertheless, some people believe that the resurrection will be a resurrection of the physical body that lies in the grave, and that when a person dies the soul remains unconscious for years or centuries until Christ comes again and brings all the bodies out of the grave and reawakens the souls that are sleeping within those bodies.  Yet it is not only more comforting to picture a person rising immediately into the next life after death, but it is also more in keeping with the teachings of the Bible.

We Rise Soon after Death

Jesus tells of a poor man Lazarus and his rich neighbor who both died.  The rich man ended up in hell, while Lazarus went up to heaven.
 Both of them came into the next life immediately after death. There was no hint here of a long wait to come back into their bodies, for the rich man’s brothers were still alive on earth.  

When Jesus was on the cross He promised one of the thieves, “Today you will be with Me in paradise”
. Jesus did not say, “Just wait twenty centuries or more, and I will fix up your body again.”

Since we rise immediately after death, people who have died are in the spiritual world, and they can be seen by those whose spiritual sight is open.  For example, when Peter, James and John had their eyes opened to see Jesus in His glory, they also saw Moses and Elijah, who were clearly not in their graves.  When Saul went to the witch of En Dor, he spoke with the spirit of Samuel who appeared as an old man,
 and Lazarus found himself in the bosom of Abraham in heaven.
  In fact, when Jesus said to the Sadducees that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the God of the living, not the dead, the clear implication is that Abramam, Isaac and Jacob had already risen from death into life.
  He is “the God of the Living,” not “the God of the dead who will centuries later come back to life.”

Angels have sometimes appeared to people whose eyes were opened to see them.  Very often, the Bible says that these angels are people.  For example, we read that three men appeared to Abraham,
 and that when Jacob wrestled with an angel he wrestled with a man.
  Likewise, the angels were people who appeared to Joshua,
 Manoah and his wife,
 Ezekiel,
 Daniel,
 Zechariah,
 and the women at the sepulcher.
  The Bible says these angels were people, and clearly none of them were still in the grave.  

There Is a Spiritual Body

The Bible teaches that we rise with a different body than the one that is placed in the grave. “There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body.”
  The natural body is what is “sown” in the grave, and the spiritual body is what is raised up.
  People on earth have an earthly body, while people in heaven have a spiritual, heavenly body.
  The fact that people in the spiritual world have a spiritual body is evident from the appearance of angels mentioned above.  For example, Saul recognized Samuel after his death because he had a body similar to the body he had on earth.  Clearly it was Samuel’s spiritual body, since his physical body was still in grave, and it was his spirit
 that had risen and was conversing with Saul.

The fact that there is a spiritual body is also clear from the story of Lazarus and the rich man.  After death Lazarus was in the bosom of Abraham; the rich man lifted his eyes, and asked that Lazarus might dip his finger in water to cool his tongue.
 

The body we have in the spiritual world is not the body that we put into the grave.  The Bible says that our physical body is corruptible and mortal, which means that it does not last, but rots and dies.  “Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither does corruption inherit incorruption.”
 “We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out.”
 When we go to our eternal home “then the dust will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it.”
 So our earthly body cannot go to heaven, but when we put off our physical body, our corruptible and mortal life is changed into an incorruptible and immortal life.
  Evidently when Paul said this, some people were wondering if everyone would sleep a long time in the grave before the resurrection, for Paul reassures people that we will not all sleep, and that it will not take ages but will happen immediately, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet, that is, when we die. 

The Grain of Wheat

One of the ways that Jesus teaches us about the life after death is by saying, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain.”
 This is very similar to the analogy that Paul uses: “Someone will say, ‘How are the dead raised up?  And with what body do they come?’ Foolish one, what you sow is not made alive unless it dies.  And what you sow, you do not sow that body that shall be, but mere grain—perhaps wheat or some other grain.  But God gives it a body as he pleases, and to each seed its own body.”

When a seed is put into the ground, the outer husk of this seed simply rots away.  But within that seed is a germ of life that is raised up with a completely new plant or body around it.  Paul says very clearly here that the body which is raised is not the body which is put into the ground.  Furthermore, when the farmer plants his seed, it immediately begins growing.  It does not remain dormant in the ground for centuries before a new life begins.  Likewise, when our bodies are buried in the ground, the germ of life within each of us is immediately raised up clothed with a new body appropriate for the spiritual world.

Other Passages

Those who believe in a resurrection of the physical body may quote passages to support that belief, but an examination of those passages will show that this is not the teaching of the passages themselves, but is an assumption that is read into them. 

What about Job’s Prophecy?

Job says, “For I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: And though after my skin [worms] destroy this [body], yet in my flesh shall I see God.”
 Some people have assumed that the “latter day” means the end of the world, and that “worms destroying this body” means the body rotting in the grave.  In fact, the original Hebrew does not mention either “worms” or “body”.  A more accurate translation is: “And after my skin is destroyed, this I know, that in my flesh shall I see God….”

Job was not talking about his body rotting in the grave, but about the fact that his skin was already virtually destroyed by the boils that covered him from head to foot.
  When he said, “in my flesh I shall see God,” he was not talking about some future time when his body would be resurrected, but he was saying that he would see God before he died, while he was still alive in the body he had.  At the end of the book of Job God did appear to Job, and Job said, “ I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You.”
  And so the prophecy was fulfilled, that in his flesh he would see God.  We can also see that God redeemed him at that time, for we are told, “The Lord accepted Job.  And the Lord restored Job’s losses…. Indeed the Lord gave Job twice as much as he had before.”
 The same chapter shows us what Job meant by “the latter day,” for we read, “Now the Lord blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning.”

Taken in context, this passage says nothing at all about the resurrection of the physical body centuries later, yet it has been taken as a primary passage supporting that concept.

What about the Last Day?

In one passage Jesus says that He will raise people up “at the last day.”
  From that passage alone, we would not know whether He meant “the last day of the world” or “the last day of their earthly lives.”  In a similar way, Jesus says in the previous chapter, “The hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear His voice and come forth.”
 The context shows He was speaking not of a resurrection still centuries distant, but in the present tense. “The Father raises up the dead, and gives life to them…. The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live.”
 Clearly, this resurrection was already taking place. Consequently, when Martha spoke of her brother Lazarus remaining in the tomb until “the resurrection at the last day,” Jesus corrected her by saying, “I am the resurrection and the life,” implying that the resurrection was present.  Jesus continued, “He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die.” When we view the teachings about being raised at “the last day” in this context, it becomes clear that it must mean “the last day of their lives.”

Resurrection from Evil or Despair

There are two different ways in which the Lord brings us from death into life.  Every person who dies is brought to life in the spiritual world, either in heaven like Lazarus or in hell like the rich man.  Our body dies but our spirit lives on in the next life.  There’s another way in which the Lord brings us from death into life: he brings us out of evil, which is spiritual death, and gives us heavenly life.  Many passages in the Bible that speak of resurrection are referring to the second kind of resurrection, which is coming from an evil state into a good one.
 So for example, we read, “He who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies.”
 Taken out of context, this might seem like a reference to physical resurrection.  But the context shows that is referring to giving us spiritual life while we are still alive on this earth, for the passage says, “ If Christ is in you, the body is dead because of sin; but the Spirit is life because of righteousness…. If you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”
 Sometimes a misunderstanding of the Bible arises from confusing these two kinds of resurrection.  

For example, Ezekiel had a vision of dry bones that were brought together, had flesh put on them and were brought to life.  Some people have taken this as a description of how our bodies will be reassembled at the time of resurrection.  But in fact, the dry bones that appeared in that vision were not dead people.  Rather, the Lord said to Ezekiel that these bones represented the people of Israel, who felt like “dry bones” because they were in captivity.
 The Lord bringing the bones of out of their graves was a symbol of His promise to bring the people of Israel back from their captivity into their own land. It was not a prophecy of a physical resurrection.  

Something similar is meant by Isaiah’s prophecy, “Shake yourself from the dust; arise, and sit down, O Jerusalem,”
 and Daniel’s words: “And many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt.”
 Paul says, “Awake, you who sleep, arise from the dead, and Christ will give you light.”
 This does not refer to people who are physically dead and a physical resurrection, but to those who are spiritually dead and their regeneration.

What about the Firstborn from the Dead?

The Bible says that Jesus was the “first born from the dead.”
 Some people have taken this to mean that no one was ever raised from the dead before Jesus was. This would imply that all who died prior to Jesus remained asleep in the ground at least until after His resurrection. But this is a distortion of that teaching. Often being “first” does not mean first in time, but first in importance, as when Jesus speaks of the first commandment,
 and when He says that “the first shall be last and the last shall be first.”
 Jesus is not only said to be the first born from the dead, but also the first born of every creature.
 He is said to be first born because he existed from eternity and created all things, and because he is pre-eminent among all that have been raised from the dead.
 When Jesus was about to be raised from the dead, He prayed, “And now, O Father, glorify Me with Your own self with the glory which I had with You before the world was.”
  Jesus said, “Before Abraham was, I am,”
 so there was no need for Abraham to wait in the grave for centuries to be raised to life, and Jesus could be first among the dead even though others had died and were raised before Him.

What about the Natural Bodies Raised by Jesus?

There are many stories of people who were raised from the dead by Jesus and the prophets before Him.
 When Jesus worked the miracle of raising someone from the dead, the person’s physical body came back to life.  Some people have assumed from this that all resurrection will involve the physical body coming back to life.  This assumption is unwarranted. When those who died were brought back to life in the physical body, the physical body was never made immortal or incorruptible.  All of those people soon left their physical bodies in the grave once more. Furthermore, in every case those who were brought back to life were resurrected within a few days of having died.  We are never given an example of someone being brought back to life after thousands of years of sleep in grave. If Jesus had wanted us to think that resurrection happens after thousands of years in the grave, He could have raised Abraham or David from the dead. Instead, He raised people who had just died, to show that resurrection takes place soon after death, and the life of the soul continues even when the life of the body ends.

What about Jesus’ Body?

Jesus’ resurrection shows the pattern which ours will follow, yet there must also be a difference.  Some have thought that we will rise with our physical bodies because Jesus rose with His.  But if leaving behind the physical body makes us different from Christ, staying in the grave for centuries would make our resurrection even less like His. Jesus repeatedly told His disciples that He would rise on the third day,
 and Scripture also shows that what is true of Him in this case will also be true of us. “After two days will He revive us; on the third day He will raise us up, and we shall live in His sight.”
 “Today you will be with Me in paradise.”
 At the same time, Jesus taught that for the rest of us the spirit would rise without the body when He said, “A spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see I have.”

The Graves Opened and the Dead Appearing

After Jesus rose from the tomb, the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints which slept arose, and came out of the graves, and went into the holy city, and appeared unto many.
 This passage is not explicit. Were their physical bodies raised, or their spiritual bodies?  How long had they been “sleeping”—centuries, or just a few days? What happened to those saints afterwards?  Where are they now?  Does the holy city mean the Jerusalem in this world, or the new Jerusalem in heaven?
  This passage clearly shows that the Lord’s resurrection brings resurrection to others, but it does not give us any reason to expect centuries of sleep before our resurrection.

Eternal Life Has Begun

Eternal life is not something that is waiting for us in the distant future.  There is no reason to think that we have to wait for a long time, for Jesus tells us that for those who accept the life He gives, the kingdom of heaven is already within them,
 and they have already begun living eternally.
  That life is not interrupted by death, but rather becomes more abundant and complete.
The Bible’s Inner Meaning

Some people take most of what the Bible says very literally. Others see the Bible as being largely symbolic with a deeper meaning. Sometimes a conflict arises between the two different points of view. One side insists that any search for a deeper meaning comes from a failure to believe what God plainly says. The other side claims that it is only by means of the symbolic interpretation that the Bible becomes meaningful and relevant for today.

The question of how to interpret the Bible is not just a matter of personal opinion. Regardless of whether we prefer a literal or symbolic interpretation, we should look at how the Bible interprets itself. How does God tell us to interpret His revelation? Does He indicate that we should look for a deeper meaning?

Jesus said that all the Law and the Prophets hang upon the Two Great Commandments, to love the Lord and to love the neighbor. But some parts of the Bible don’t seem to say anything about loving God and others. Do these parts of the Bible actually have hidden meanings that teach us how to love?

Jesus explained that the commandment about murder shouldn’t be taken just on a literal level. On a deeper level, it prohibits hatred and contempt. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not murder,’…But I say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment.”
   Likewise, the deeper meaning of the commandment against adultery prohibits lust. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”

Jesus frequently showed that the Old Testament contained deeper meanings than were first apparent. For example, He told His disciples that the Old Testament contained many prophecies about His own life that they had not understood. “Beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.”
 “He opened their understanding that they might comprehend the Scriptures.”
 

Jesus showed that stories in the Old Testament were symbolic of His own life, even when the symbolism was not apparent in the literal meaning. For example, the story of the manna is symbolic of Jesus as the bread of life: “Moses did not give you the bread from heaven, but My Father gives you the true bread from heaven.”
 Another story with an inner meaning referring to Jesus is the brass serpent: “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”
 It is similar with the story of Jonah and the whale: “As Jonah was three days in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.”
 The temple in Jerusalem, which was the scene of many stories in the Old Testament, was also a symbol of Jesus.

Paul also encourages us to go beyond the literal meaning of the Old Testament. He asks us to obey the spirit of the law, not just the letter. “He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and circumcision is that of the heart, in the Spirit, and not in the letter.”
 “We should serve in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter.”
 “The letter kills, but the spirit gives life.”

Paul often pointed to deeper meanings in the Old Testament. For example, he took Adam as a symbol of Christ,
 and his marriage with Eve as a symbol of Christ’s marriage with the Church.
 He saw the story of Noah and the Flood as an antitype of baptism and regeneration.
 The Tabernacle of Israel with its furnishings and all the rituals and sacrifices performed in it pictured Jesus’ work of salvation. These earthly things were the “copy and shadow of heavenly things…symbolic for the present time.”
 The story of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar and their sons is also an allegory, in which Hagar’s son represented the Lord’s covenant with the Jews and Sarah’s son symbolized the New Covenant in Christ.
 

The Exodus story tells how the children of Israel escaped from Egypt, trekked through the wilderness for forty years, and finally made their home in the promised land. Many have seen this as symbolic of our spiritual journey out of slavery to sin, through trials and temptations and into heaven. But does the Bible itself suggest that this is a parable, or a story with an inner meaning? In fact, it does. Psalm 78 opens with the words, “I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old.” The “parable” that follows is the story of the plagues on Egypt, crossing the Red Sea, bringing water from the rock, receiving manna from heaven, and other stories of the Exodus. Thus the whole story of Exodus is a parable.

The prophet Hosea wrote, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My son.”
 Clearly, the “child” here is Israel as a young nation, and being called out of Egypt refers to the Exodus. But on a deeper level, it refers to Christ Himself—it is prophetic of what would happen in Jesus’ life.
 

We can see from this that many of the stories of the Old Testament are symbolic of Christ and His work of salvation. But what about the stories that are not directly explained in the New Testament? Do they also have inner meanings? Many people have seen a parallel between Joseph, the son of Israel, and Jesus. The table illustrates how Joseph was a symbol of Christ, even though this symbolism could not have been seen before Christ’s coming.

Jesus and Joseph Compared

Joseph was…
Jesus was…

a shepherd
our Shepherd 

a beloved son
a beloved Son

stripped of his tunic
stripped of His tunic

sold for twenty pieces 
of silver by Judah
betrayed for thirty pieces 
of silver by Judas

abandoned by his brothers
abandoned by His disciples

falsely accused of crime
falsely accused of crime

imprisoned with two criminals, one of whom would be released
crucified with two criminals, one of whom would be saved

became ruler of all the land
became King of heaven

provided food to hungry people
provided food to hungry people

reunited with his brothers, 
who bowed down to him
reunited with His disciples, who worshipped Him

reunited with his father
reunited with the Father in Him

The Bible itself never says specifically that the story of Joseph has an inner meaning relating to Christ. May we look for a deeper meaning even in places that the Bible does not specifically explain?

We have already seen that Christ fulfilled many prophecies that were symbolically hidden in Old Testament stories. Does every part of the Law and Prophets contain prophecies of Jesus life? Jesus said, “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill. For assuredly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled.” If Jesus fulfilled every jot and tittle of the Law and Prophets, then every jot and tittle must contain prophecies of His life, either symbolically hidden or clearly stated.

So far we have focused on the Old Testament. What about the New Testament? Does it also contain inner meanings? Jesus constantly spoke in parables: “Without a parable He did not speak to them.”
 He told us that He would eventually reveal to us the inner meaning of His words. “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now…. These things I have spoken to you in figurative language; but the time is coming when I will no longer speak to you in figurative language but I will tell you plainly about the Father.”
 

What about the Book of Revelation? Many things in this book seem obviously to be symbolic. For example, this book speaks of Four Horsemen, one on a white horse, one on a red one, one on a black one, and one called Death on a pale horse. Most people can see that these are not literal horses, but symbols of something else, such as war, famine and plague.
 Most people realize that the holy city New Jerusalem is a symbol of heaven or of a new era on earth, and not a literal city a thousand miles high coming out of the clouds. 

If the Book of Revelation is at all like the prophecies of the Old Testament, it must contain many prophecies hidden in symbolism that become clear only after the prophesied events have taken place. 

The Bible is God’s revelation of Himself. As a Divine Revelation, the Bible contains infinite truth. In order to see that truth more fully, we must look for the deeper meanings to which the Bible itself points us. If we do this, the Lord will “open our eyes to see wonderful things from His law”
 so that we can more and more clearly see the Lord Himself revealed in “every jot and tittle.”

Adam and Eve

The story of Adam and Eve has powerfully touched people for thousands of years, yet today there are widely differing opinions about the truth of the story. Some people insist that we must accept it as being quite literally true. Others see it as a myth with no truth and no value in it.  Still others see the story as being symbolic, containing a deeper meaning. 

For those who look to Bible to interpret itself, the question of how to view Adam and Eve is not just a matter of personal opinion. Regardless of whether we personally prefer a literal or symbolic interpretation, we should be guided by the way the Bible tells us to understand this story. Does the Bible say we must understand Adam and Eve literally?  Or does it say that we should look for a deeper meaning to the story?

The Bible Is Filled with Hidden Meaning.

Jesus frequently showed that the Old Testament contained deeper meanings than were first apparent. For example, He told His disciples that the Old Testament contained many prophecies about His own life that they had not understood. “Beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.” (Luke 24:27) “He opened their understanding that they might comprehend the Scriptures.” (Luke 24:45) Paul wrote that the Word of God is “the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from generations, but now is made manifest” (Colossians 1:26).  
For example, the story of the manna is symbolic of Jesus as the bread of life (John 6:32). There is also a hidden meaning relating to Jesus in the story of brass serpent (John 3:14) and the story of Jonah and the whale (Matt 12:40). The Tabernacle of Israel with its furnishings and rituals were the “copy and shadow of heavenly things...symbolic for the present time” (Hebrews 8:5, 9:9, Colossians 2:16, 17), and later the temple in Jerusalem symbolized Jesus. (John 2:19-22) The New Testament also teaches us that there is a deeper hidden meaning in the story of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar and their sons (Galations 4:22-31) and the story of Noah and the Flood (1 Peter 3:20, 21). The Bible also shows that the story of the people of Israel coming out of Egypt into the promised land is a parable about our spiritual journeys and the life of Christ (Compare Psalm 78; Hosea 11:1; Matthew 2:15) 

The Letter Kills

The Bible warns us not to be literalistic. “We should serve in the newness of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter.” (Romans 7:6) “The letter kills, but the spirit gives life.” (2 Corinthians 3:6) Jesus Himself always spoke in parables (Matthew 13:34) and figurative language (John 16:12,25), and when His disciples interpreted His sayings literalistically, He said, “You people of little faith? … Don’t you understand?” (Matthew 16:7-12) 

Paul wrote that the whole Old Testament tells of Christ, but with those who do not see this hidden meaning “their minds are blinded”—it is as if a veil covers the Old Testament when they read (1 Corinthians 3:13-16). When Jesus’ disciples failed to see that hidden meaning in the Old Testament, He called them “fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken” (Luke 24:25). Of those who were not ready to understand the hidden meanings in His parables, Jesus said, “This people’s heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and their eyes they have closed.”  (Matthew 13:15) But when His disciples were ready to understand the deeper meaning, Jesus said, “Blessed are your eyes, for they see: and your ears, for they hear.” (Matthew 13:16)

Adam Is a Symbol, a Mystery

If the Bible is filled with hidden meanings, what about the story of Adam and Eve? Is it like the rest of the Bible?  In fact, Paul says that Adam is a symbol of Christ (Romans 5:14) and calls Christ “the last Adam” (1 Corinthians 15:45, 21, 22).  He says that the story of Adam and Eve is “a great mystery…concerning Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:32)

Perhaps the most widely read Christian story outside the Bible is Pilgrim’s Progress, by John Bunyan, about a man who left his home in the City of Destruction, leaving his neighbors named Obstinate and Pliable.  The whole story is clearly a parable or metaphor, and this is especially evident from the way the people and places are named.  

The story of the Adam is similar when we read it in the original language, for then we see what the names mean.  Then it is the story of a person called “Mankind” who lived in the “Garden of Delight”.  God made his rib into a woman whom Mankind called “Living”.  In the Garden of Delight with Mankind and Living, God planted the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.

If we look more closely at the story, we see that “Adam” or Mankind is not meant to be understood as a literal person, but as a name for people in general.  The story says that God created them male and female, and called their name Adam (that is, Mankind) in the day when they were created. (Genesis 5:2, 1:27)

The Garden as a Parable

Elsewhere in the Bible, the Garden of Eden is clearly a parable or symbol.  Ezekiel says that Assyria is a tree in the Garden of Eden:  “Assyria was a cedar in Lebanon, with fine branches that shaded the forest, and of high stature; and its top was among the think boughs.  The waters made it grow… and in its shadow all great nations made their home…. No tree in the Garden of God was like it in beauty… All the trees of Eden envied it, that were in the garden of God” (Ezekiel 31:3-9).  Obviously the nation of Assyria is not literally a tree.  This reference to the Garden of Eden is a parable, a symbolic story, and the trees in the garden are symbols of the various nations the Lord has created.

In another place, God says to the king of Tyre, “You were the seal of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty.  You were in Eden, the Garden of God”(Ezekiel 28:12, 13).  It doesn’t mean that he was in a literal garden called Eden.  Rather, the Garden of Eden is a symbol here of wisdom and perfection.

The Tree of Life is mentioned a number of times throughout the Bible, but it is never said to be a literal tree growing some hidden place in this world.  Rather, the tree of life is a symbol of wisdom and understanding (Proverbs 3:8, 13) and wise speaking (Proverbs 15:4) and of the fruits of the labor of a good man (Proverbs 11:30; 13:11, 12).  The tree of life is seen in visions of the prophets growing the City of God in heaven (Revelation 22:2, compare Ezekiel 47:7, 12).  Likewise, the Tree of Knowledge is not a literal tree.  Apples, figs, olives and bananas grow on physical trees. Knowledge sprouts up in the human mind. 

Gardens, trees and growing crops are among the commonest metaphors in the Bible. Jesus says, “I am the vine, you are the branches” (John 15:1-8). The kingdom of heaven is like a growing mustard seed, or a field of growing grain (Matthew 13:31, 24). A person who trusts the Lord is like a tree planted by the water (Psalm 1:1-3, Jeremiah 17:7-8). The tents of Israel are said to be like gardens by rivers, trees the Lord has planted, cedars beside the waters (Numbers 24:6). “For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah His pleasant plant” (Isaiah 5: 7).
Clearly, this is not a literal vineyard or garden, but the garden of the soul, a spiritual state in which good things grow in a person’s mind. “The LORD shall guide you continually, and satisfy your soul in drought, … and you shall be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters do not deceive” (Isaiah 58:11). “For as the earth brings forth her bud, and as the garden causes the things that are sown in it to spring forth; so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring forth before all the nations” (Isaiah 61:11). “Their soul shall be as a watered garden, and they shall not sorrow any more at all” (Jeremiah 31:12).

Eve and the Snake

Ironically, people who want to interpret the story of Eden literally make an exception for the snake.  The story says that the snake was one of the animals in the field (Genesis 3:1, 14), yet almost universally people see this talking snake as a symbol of evil or Satan.  This is not surprising, since evil, deceitful people are compared to serpents (Psalms 58:4; 140:3), and the symbolic dragon in the Apocalypse is said to be “the old serpent, called the Devil and Satan, which deceives the whole world” (Revelation 12:9, 14, 15; 20:2).
When John saw the serpent or dragon in his vision he described it as “a sign” (Revelation 12:3), that is, a symbol.  At the same time, he saw a woman who was in pain to give birth, also “a great sign” (Revelation 12:1). The offspring of this woman included all who keep the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus (Revelation 12:17), so many people recognize this symbolic woman as the Lord’s church, which is our spiritual mother (see Matthew 12:50, Mark 3:35, Luke 8:21, John 19:26, Hosea 2:2, Ezekiel 16). The “Bride” of Christ, which is the Holy City coming down from God (Revelation 21:2, 9, 10) has a similar meaning.  

As we have already noted, Eve also represents the Church (Ephesians 5:32). She was called “the Mother of all Living” (Genesis 3:20) because the church is the mother of all who are spiritually alive, or born again.  This shows some interesting parallels between the stories.  

The Story of the Woman and the Snake

Eve
The Woman Clothed with the Sun

Eve was the mother of all living.
The Women was the mother of all who keep God’s commands.

Eve was a symbol of the Church.
The Woman was a symbol of the Church.

Eve was deceived by the serpent.
The Woman attacked by the old serpent who deceives the whole world.

Eve had pain in childbirth because of the serpent.
The Woman had pain in childbirth because of the serpent.

Eve was told the serpent would attack her child. 
The serpent attacked the offspring of the Woman.

Eve was the wife of Adam.
The Woman was the wife of the last “Adam.”

The Bible shows through the passages above that neither of these stories is intended to be taken literally.  In fact, they are the same story.  Adam and Eve are the beginning, Christ (the last Adam) and his Bride are the conclusion.  Both are symbolic stories that contain a deeper meaning. People who get caught up in arguing whether Adam and Eve were actual people are not only missing what the Bible actually says about the story, they are missing the opportunity to see the inner meaning, which is the real point of the stories. The Bible itself points us towards this deeper meaning, as if to invite us to enter more deeply into its mysteries.  

Some Hints the Bible Gives about the Inner Meaning of Adam and Eve

The Literal Story
The Spiritual Meaning

Adam and Eve were in the Garden of Delight
God makes our minds like a beautiful garden growing in wisdom.

God made Adam and Eve in His image
The Lord makes us like Him spiritually.

Eve was formed from Adam’s rib
The Church comes from the Lord.

Adam says, “She is my bone and my flesh”
The Church is the Body of the Lord

Eve was the mother of all living
The Church is the Mother of all who are spiritually alive

The serpent deceived Eve
Evil (the Devil) deceives the church

As a result, Eve had pain in childbirth.
As a result, the church has difficulty with spiritual rebirth.

The serpent is finally overcome
Evil is finally conquered.

Love

What is the most important teaching in the Bible? Every Christian should be able to give the answer: It is the teaching about love. Someone once asked Jesus, “Which is the first commandment of all?” Jesus answered him, “The first of all the commandments is ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ This is the first commandment. And the second, like it, is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

Above all things

So the commandments about loving God and others are first and foremost. “There is no other greater.” Jesus even said that “all the Law and the Prophets hang upon these two commandments.”
 And in fact, this teaching is echoed throughout the Bible. Peter wrote, “Above all things have fervent love for one another.”
 Paul also said that we should put on love above all else,
and that we should “owe no one anything except to love one another.”

Again and again in the Bible we find that love is given first place, above everything else. For example, love is called “more excellent than any other gift or ability.
 “Now abide faith, hope and love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.”
 The law of love is called the “royal law”
, which we are “taught by God.”
 We are asked to “make love our greatest aim,”
 to “be rooted and grounded in love.”
 These laws about love are so important that the Lord said they should be in your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up.”
 “Let all that you do be done with love.”

Power Against Evil

There are some very good reasons why we are directed to have love above everything else. One reason is that love has power over evil. Paul wrote, “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”
 A person who genuinely loves God and his neighbor will want to overcome any evil in himself that is against God or hurts the neighbor. For example, “love does not envy, does not parade itself, is not puffed up, does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not think evil, does not rejoice in injustice.”
 Since love is opposed to doing evil, it fulfills all the laws against evil. “Owe no one anything but to love one another, for he who loves another has fulfilled the law; and for this, ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ ‘You shall not murder,’ ‘You shall not steal,’ ‘You shall not bear false witness,’ ‘You shall not covet,’ or if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, namely, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no harm to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.”

Since love leads us to turn from evil, it also brings forgiveness. Jesus once said of a woman that “her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much.”
 He also said, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.”

Patient Love

Love also brings patience. “Love suffers long…bears all thing…endures all things. Love never fails.”
 Jacob loved Rachel very much, and was willing to labor for her father seven years in order to win her hand in marriage. “So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed but a few days to him because of the love he had for her.”

Born Again by Love

Another reason why love comes above all else is that it is through love that a person is born again. Peter described the process of rebirth as “purifying your souls in obeying the truth through the spirit in sincere love of the brethren.”
 John put it more simply: “Everyone who loves is born of God.”
 We pass from death to life when we love others.

The reason we become born again when we love others, is that then we become like God. Jesus asked us to love others as He has loved us.
 When we have His kind of love for all people, we become reborn as His children.

When Is a Christian a Christian?

Since the first and foremost of all God’s commands is to love the Lord and the neighbor, the primary mark that identifies a Christian is the love he has for others. Jesus said, “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”
 Again and again we are asked to judge ourselves by the love we have for others:

Let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. And by this we know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts before Him.

If we love one another, God abides in us, as His love has been perfected in us.

We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death.

He who does good is of God, but he who does evil has not seen God.

Faith and Love

For some people, faith is more important than love. Some are more concerned about whether a Christian has the right beliefs than they are about how he lives and loves. Of course, faith is important—how can a person love God without believing in God? How can you be loving, unless you are also faithful? In the New Testament, these two go hand in hand. Consider how often, for instance, we find phrases like “faith and love.”

Faith by itself is useless. It cannot save a person. It is dead faith.
 “Even the devils believe—and tremble.”
 It doesn’t matter how much faith you have—it is still nothing without love. “Though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.”

Worship and Love

Worship and ritual are likewise useless without love. The Lord desires “mercy and not sacrifice.”
 Love is “more than all the whole burnt offerings,”
 and better than the most careful tithing.
 “And what does the Lord require of you but to do justice and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God?”

Love Brings Faith

One reason love and faith should never be separated is that love is the source of faith. Love “believes all things.”
 Love “rejoices in the truth.”
 A person who loves others “knows God for God is love.”
 Real belief must be from the heart.
 Thus “a person who loves his brother abides in the light.”

Love Saves

As it is love that brings a person to believe, it is also love that brings a person to heaven. Someone asked Jesus how he could have eternal life. Jesus answered that he would have it if he would just love the Lord and love his neighbor.
 A person who puts love in the first place, He said, is “not far from the Kingdom of God.”

Forgiveness

•
Someone recklessly cuts in front of you on the highway, almost forcing you off the road.

•
Your friend still has not paid back the fifty dollars he “borrowed” a year ago.

•
Your family has been criticizing your life-style.

•
You find out that your spouse has been unfaithful.

What do you do in situations like these? Can you forgive them? Should you forgive? Or should you “Give them what’s coming to them”?

We all know that the Bible teaches us to forgive others. But sometimes it seems like it is impossible to forgive, because the wrong that has been done is so great. Sometimes it seems like it just wouldn’t be fair to be merciful.

When there seems to be a conflict between mercy and justice, it may be that we do not clearly understand the nature of genuine forgiveness and mercy. The Bible teaches us to show mercy in a way that lets us be both fair and genuinely useful to all involved.

One reason we sometimes get confused about mercy, is that we tend to replace mercy with artificial substitutes. Essentially, mercy is a Divine quality. “To You, O Lord, belongs mercy.”
 Divine Mercy has nothing in common with the petty revenge and “get-even” kind of “fairness” that tends to occupy our thoughts. And it has little in common with the superficial pardon or even condoning of evil that is sometimes passed off as mercy. The Lord’s thoughts are far more merciful than ours. It is in speaking of His mercy that the Lord says, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are My ways your ways.”

One of the things that distinguishes true mercy from its substitutes is its constancy. Peter came to the Lord asking, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? Up to seven times?” Jesus said to him, “I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven.”
 A truly forgiving person will not show mercy one moment and malice the next, because the two cannot mix together. For example, to forgive your friends but not your enemies is not true mercy, because it would be done for the sake of some favor you might get in return. “Love your enemies…. For if you love those who love you, what reward have you?”
 We can only be truly merciful by completely rejecting any desire for malice or revenge.

This perfectly reflects the way the Lord shows mercy to us. We tend to think that the Lord is changing His mind when He forgives us, as if He decided not to punish us after all. Of course He does not really change His mind at all. He knows and foresees all things. He does not desire to hurt one day and heal the next. “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.”
 He is always a loving and gentle Father. “The mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting upon those who fear Him.”
 “‘For the mountains shall depart and the hills be removed, but My kindness shall not depart from you, nor shall My covenant of peace be removed,’ says the Lord, who has mercy on you.”
 Thus forgiveness is not the Lord changing His mind about us. Rather, it is the Lord changing our minds about Him. 

Another quality that marks genuine mercy is that it involves helping the person who has wronged us. Sometimes we think that a person should earn our forgiveness. We refuse to give up our bitter feelings unless the other person makes an effort to earn our good will. This gives us an excuse to feel sorry for ourselves and to neglect helping the other person do better. However, the time to help a person is when he needs it. Mercy and forgiveness involve helping a person who has done wrong do better, not waiting until he does better and then helping him. That’s why the Lord said, “Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”

Another way we sometimes avoid helping those who have hurt us is by misapplying the phrase “forgive and forget.” It is good to forget your own malice. Is is something else to forget that the other person may need our strength or discipline. We might think that forgiving implies forgetting that evil was ever committed. However, the Bible does not tell us simply to forget about the evil in other people. Rather, we are to actively help others face their faults and overcome them. “If your brother sins against you, rebuke him: and if he repents, forgive him.”
 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, your have gained your brother.”
 “Brethren, if a person is overtaken in any trespass, you who are spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness.”

Helping others over their faults is not inconsistent with mercy. It is part of mercy. In fact that is exactly how the Lord forgives us. He is always willing to help us do better. “I will cleanse you from all your filthiness…. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you.”
 Notice how the Lord showed mercy to the woman taken in adultery: He said, “Go and sin no more.”
 He didn’t forget her sin—He encouraged her to overcome it. In fact, we would never be able to overcome our faults without the Lord’s power. If we had to earn His mercy we would be lost. The Lord says, “Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; put away the evil of your doings from before My eyes.”
 And yet this is something that is accomplished only by His mercy and forgiveness, because He is the one who can put away our sin and remove our transgressions from us.

The Lord asks for us simply to do for others what He does for us. “Be merciful, just as your Father also is merciful.”
 Our forgiveness should be constant and unconditional because He forgives us that way. Yet in our mercy we may confront others with their evil in order to help them become better people, just as the Lord in His mercy confronts us with our evil so that we may overcome it and accept the love and mercy He offers.

Who Needs Works?

It seems to be a matter of common sense to say that good people will go to heaven and evil people will go to hell. Something would be terribly wrong if God could send an innocent, sincere, charitable, helpful person to hell. Yet sometimes people suggest that a person’s salvation depends upon his faith alone, and not upon the good things he does, or how he lives, or whether he obeys the Ten Commandments. The Bible never mentions “faith alone” (except in one passage which says faith alone is dead).
 The concept first came into existence during the Reformation, when Luther and other Protestants split away from the Roman Catholic Church. Luther’s concept of how a person gets to heaven was different from what had been taught by the Catholic Church. Luther’s phrase “faith alone” emphasized this difference.

In the early Christian Church there was no controversy about whether a person could be saved by faith alone without obeying the Lord and living well. Early Christians knew that loving the Lord meant obeying His commandments,
 and that salvation depended on bearing fruit (that is, doing good works).
 In fact there are so many passages which say that a good life is necessary, that it would be quite a contradiction if the Bible did say that faith alone is enough.

Probably the closest the Bible comes to mentioning “faith alone” is Paul’s phrase, “man is justified by faith without the works of the law.”
 Sometimes this phrase has been used to defend or promote the idea that man is saved by faith alone. But if we look at Paul’s statement in context we can see that Paul was simply saying that you can be saved without being a Jew.
 Some early Christians felt that to be a good Christian, one should obey all the ritual laws of the Jewish Church. “Certain men came down from Judea and taught the brethren, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’”
 Now Paul knew that it made no difference to the Lord whether a person was circumcised or not, so he made it clear that it is not necessary to keep the laws about washing, sacrifices, offerings, holy days, diet, and circumcision.
 “Does this blessedness then come only on the circumcised, and not on the uncircumcised also?”
 “Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but keeping the commandments of God is what counts.”
 “In Jesus Christ neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith working by love.”
 Paul says here not “faith alone,” but “faith which works by love”. Faith, works and love are all necessary.

These and other references make it clear that when Paul said a man is saved by faith without the works of the law, he meant that a person is saved without circumcision and other ritualistic works. There are other laws, which relate not to ritual but to living well, as for example the Ten Commandments and laws such as “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”
 Paul made it clear that it was necessary to keep these laws in order to be saved. He said, “Do not be deceived, neither fornicators, nor idolaters, not adulterers, nor homosexuals… nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God.”
 Paul had no thought at all of doing away with the law: “Do we abrogate the law through faith? Far from it! We establish the law.”
 He knew that salvation depended on action, not just on faith: “Not the hearers of the law shall be justified by God, but the doers of the law shall be justified.”
 And he taught that every loving person will obey God’s law: “Love does no harm to a neighbor: therefore love is the fulfillment of he law.”
 

It is clear from the passages above that according to Paul, we must keep the Lord’s commandments and live a good life in order to be saved. This agrees completely with what other disciples said about living well. What could be more direct that this statement of James: “What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? That faith cannot save him, can it?… Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead…. By works a person is justified, and not by faith alone.”
 John showed that you can’t have faith unless you love others when he said, “He who does not love does not know God, for God is love.”
 He also taught that we can and should obey God’s commands: “This is the love of God, that we keep His commandments: and His commandments are not grievous.”

For any Christian, the way to eternal life is to follow Jesus and do as He says. And what He says is very plain: “If you will enter into life, keep the commandments.”
 This is not only the way to life, but the way to happiness: “If you know these things, happy are you if you do them.”
 It is the way to love the Lord: “He who has My commandments, and keeps them, he it is who loves Me.”
 And it is the way to be His friend: “You are my friends if you do whatever I command you.”

When You Are Born Again

I was speaking recently with someone who was looking forward to becoming a father. He asked me, “Is it hard to learn how to be a good father? How did you deal with that change in your life?” 

“One of the nice things about becoming a father,” I said, “is that it happened one step at a time. First came the engagement, then some time later the marriage. During this time, talking about parenting helped prepare me mentally. A few months later, my wife became pregnant, and then we still had nine months before our child was actually born.

“Of course, having a new baby was a big change, but still there were many parenting tasks that came later. For example, discipline was not an issue during the first year, and it was two years before we had to help him learn to get along with his new sister. Being a good father all at once would be impossible, but the Lord gives us a chance to learn slowly.”

Most changes in our lives are gradual. An inch of growth may take a child half a year. It can take several years to learn to speak a new language or play a musical instrument. Two people can be married in a day, but the actual marriage of minds takes decades to accomplish. 

Changes in our spiritual life are also gradual. They take place one step at a time, and spiritual growth will be easier if we know that it does not take place in a moment. It is an ongoing process. Jesus said, “Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”
 Many passages in the Bible indicate that being born again spiritually will be just as much a step by step process as physical conception, gestation, birth, growth, and development. For example, Peter describes it in seven distinct steps: “Add to your faith virtue, and to virtue knowledge, and to knowledge self-control, and to self-control perseverance, and to perseverance godliness, to godliness brotherly kindness, and to brotherly kindness love.” Only by completing this process can we be sure to enter the Kingdom of God.
 

One reason why being born again must be a gradual process is that it involves a complete change of character. “If any one be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold all things are become new.”
 Rebirth involves new knowledge, new habits, new activities, new loves, and new awareness of the Lord. 

New Knowledge

Rebirth does not take place through a blind leap of faith, but through gradual education, study and enlightenment. Jesus said, “If you continue in My Word,…the truth shall make you free.”
 Truth is the tool of change, the means to a new life. Jesus said, “Now you are clean through the word which I have spoken unto you.”

Instead of accepting dogmas without question we must make sense of the truth in order to be reborn. Being “childlike” does not mean being childish in our beliefs. “In malice be children, but in understanding be adults.”
 In one of His stories Jesus describes a good person as one “who hears the Word, and understands it, and also bears fruit.”

Most important of all is the understanding of God. If God's nature is a mystery to us, we can hardly say that we are born again, or that we are His sons.
 Knowing God goes hand in hand with being born from Him.
 “The pure in heart shall see God.”
 When we are born again, God “shines in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the Glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

New Habits

Anyone who is in the habit of doing or thinking evil things is living the “old” life, and is incapable of the genuine goodness of the person who has overcome them. “Can the leopard change its spots? Then may you also do good who are accustomed to do evil.”
 “He who commits sin is the servant of sin.” 

Receiving the new life requires fighting against the old habits. “Cast away from you all the transgressions which you have committed, and get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit. For why should you die? …Turn and live!”
 “Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean, put away the evil of your doing from My eyes! Cease to do evil, learn to do good.”
 This kind of repentance cannot take place merely by praying for forgiveness. It requires a struggle, an ongoing battle to overcome the old ways of life. Paul called this a struggle between the “flesh” and the “spirit.”
 It is a battle that requires our greatest effort--“all your heart and all your soul and all your might.”
 

Eventually, through constant effort, God gives us such power over our habits that we no longer would think of doing something evil. When this time finally comes, we can be called “born again.” “Whoever is born of God does not commit sin.... He cannot sin, because he is born of God.”
 “Whatever is born of God overcomes the world.... We know that whoever is born of God does not sin, but he who is born of God keeps himself and the wicked one does not touch him.”
 

New Activities

Along with new habits come new activities. A person who neglects to be useful cannot be born again, and cannot go to heaven. Jesus indicated that some Christians would not be saved because they lacked good works. “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter into the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in the heavens.”
 In one of His parables, Jesus told of some people who would go into everlasting punishment, not because they had lacked faith, but because they had failed to help people who were in need.
 After death, the Lord “renders unto everyone according to his deeds.”
 

A person who is born again is concerned for others, and orients his life around the work he can do to help others. “Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead... A person is justified by works, and not by faith alone.”
 To be born again, you must “bring forth fruits worthy of repentance.”
 Service and usefulness are marks of the new life. 

New Loves

Even more than faith and more than works, the power that causes a person to be born again is love. Peter tells us that we are reborn by means of loving and for the purpose of loving others. “Since you have purified your souls in obeying the truth through the spirit in sincere love of the brethren, love one another fervently with a pure heart, being born again…by the word of God.”
 John also makes it very clear that only those who love others can receive the new life: “We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love his brother abides in death.”
 “Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love, does not know God, for God is love.”
 

New Awareness of the Lord

We must take it upon ourselves to have faith, to fight the evil impulses within ourselves, to serve others, and to love others if we wish to be born again. Yet in all these things we need also to realize that it is the Lord who is working within us. “You have also done all our works in us.”
 “There are many forms of work, but all of them, in all people, are the work of the same God.”
 

In the process of rebirth we come to realize that it is the Lord working within us that enables us to work, believe, struggle, and love. These abilities are His merciful gift. He says, “I will give you a new heart, and put a new spirit within you…and cause you to walk in my statutes.”
 

Patience

In order to be reborn we must renew our knowledge, habits, actions, loves and relationship with the Lord. All this takes time, even a lifetime. Just as childbirth and growth require patience and endurance, so does being born again. “In your patience you will possess your souls.”
 “Whoever endures to the end shall be saved.”
 God will give eternal life to those who seek it “by patient continuance in doing good.”
 

We cannot expect to be born again in a single moment. Again and again, the Bible advises steadfastness and endurance if we wish to gain the promise of heaven. “It is good that one should hope and wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord.”
 For although it takes time, if we do our part, the Lord will certainly make it happen. “Commit your way to the Lord, trust also in Him, and He shall bring it to pass.”
 

Temptation

When a person commits himself to following the Lord, it does not mean that every thing will be easy for him in the future. Even good people who have a deep trust in the Lord can find themselves losing confidence when circumstances are tough, becoming anxious about the future or the past, or struggling with negative attitudes or evil thoughts.

The Bible has a great deal to say about the spiritual trials that we have to face, and we can find there the way to come through those struggles a stronger and better person.

We have these trials or temptations because spiritual growth is gradual. Just as it takes many years to become physically mature, it also takes many years to become spiritually mature. Love for the Lord and love for one’s neighbor are not static qualities; they grow stronger and more perfect over the course of one’s lifetime. In the mean time, our old, evil thoughts and self-centered habits still have an influence upon us. The result is a conflict between the “old man” and the “new man”,
 a struggle between the “flesh” and the “spirit.” “The flesh lusts against the spirit and the spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things you wish.”

The reason the flesh or the worldly mind acts against the spirit or the spiritual mind is that evil spirits in hell influence us by means of our worldly and physical desires. So Paul spoke of the “thorn in his flesh,” which was sent by Satan to buffet him.
 Temptations are actually caused by the struggle of devils against angels to gain influence over us. “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”
 So temptation is not just worldly trouble, but inner, spiritual struggle. “For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh. For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments,…bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ.”
 Temptation is a test of our new will, a test which only a regenerating person can undergo. So Peter tells us to suffer not “as a murderer, a thief, an evildoer, or as a busybody in other people’s matters,” but rather “as a Christian.”
 The best example of this kind of temptation is the Lord’s own temptations. During Jesus’s forty day trial in the wilderness the devil endeavored to gain dominion over Him by appealing to selfish and worldly motives.

As hellish spirits continue to influence us, we may feel more and more anxious, confused, frustrated, or hopeless about our efforts to do what is right. Then we can identify with passages like these: “Have mercy upon me, O Lord, for I am in trouble; My eye wastes away with grief, yes, my soul and my body!. For my life is spent with grief, and my years with sighing. My strength fails because of my iniquity.”
 “My heart is severely pained within me, and the terrors of death have fallen upon me…. And I said, ‘Oh, that I had wings like a dove! For then I would fly away and be at rest. Indeed, I would wander far off, and remain in the wilderness. I would hasten my escape from the windy storm and tempest.’”
 At length, we may feel doubtful about whether God is willing or able to help us. “And I said, ‘My strength and my hope have perished from the Lord.’ Remember my affliction and my misery.”
 It may seem like the Lord no longer cares for us. “Lord, why do you cast off my soul? Why do you hide Your face from me?”
 It may seem that our prayers go completely unanswered. “My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Why are You so far from helping me, and from the words of my groaning? O my God, I cry in the daytime, but You do not hear; and in the night season, and am not silent.”

The Bible tells us not only the nature of temptation, but how to overcome in temptation. Basically, there are two things we need to do. One is to turn to the Lord for help. The other is to actively resist the evil within ourselves.

Turn to the Lord

Turn to the Lord and ask Him for help, recognizing that only the Lord can save you. “As for me, I will call upon God and the Lord shall save me. Evening and morning and at noon I will pray, and cry aloud, and He shall hear my voice. He has redeemed my soul in peace from the battle which was against me, for there were many against me.”
 Only the Lord has power to overcome hell. We need to recognize that we are completely powerless on our own, and that the victory belongs to Him. “Power belongs to God.”
 It is through Him that we conquer.
 The Lord your God is He who goes with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to save you.”
 “The Lord will fight for you, and you shall hold your peace.”
 We can pray as David did, “Give us help from trouble, for vain is the help of man. Through God we will do valiantly.”
 So “cast your burden upon the Lord, and He shall sustain you.”

Actively Resist Evil

All our strength in temptation is from God. It is the Lord’s power, but He lets us use it as if it were our own. So to let the Lord work in us, we have to actively fight our evil inclinations and impulses. The first step in resisting evil is to identify it by self-examination. “Let us search and try our ways, and turn again to the Lord.”
 “Examine yourselves, whether you are in the faith.”
 “Consider your ways.”

The next step is to be on guard against the evil impulses you have identified. “Watch and pray, lest you enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.”
 “Be vigilant!”
 “Take heed to yourselves, lest you heart be deceived.”

And finally, when you feel an urge to think or do what you know you should not, resist. Fight it! Don’t give in. “Resist the devil and he will flee from you.”
 “Resist him, steadfast in the faith, knowing that the same sufferings are experienced by your brotherhood in the world.”
 By using the power of God we can “fight the good fight.”
 “Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil…. Stand therefore, having girded your waist with truth, having put on the breastplate of righteousness,… taking the shield of faith,…and the sword of the spirit, which is the Word of God…”
 Spiritual temptation at times involves desperate inner struggles. Yet you can know that the Lord is always with you, “a very present help in trouble.”
 You can know that “after you have suffered a while,” the Lord will “perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you.”
 “Commit your way to the Lord, trust also in Him, and He shall bring it to pass.”

Sexual Equality

The ability to make excuses is uniquely human. If my son has a scrap with a playmate, he can plead like a lawyer to convince me that he is entirely on the side of justice. Animals can get into scraps too. Some dogs I am acquainted with will bark ferociously if I come within half a block of their homes. They would probably bite me if they could get past the fences. But they would not try to justify their behavior.

When I spend a whole day getting almost nothing done, I start telling myself, and sometimes other people, all the reasons why I didn’t get anything done. If you watch your pet fish all day, you will probably notice that it does not get much done either, but at least it does not make excuses. 

Human history is full of such justifications, not only by individuals, but by whole societies. For example, Hitler murdered the Jews, and yet claimed that God was on his side. Considering the human tendency to make excuses, it is not surprising that God’s Word has been twisted into justifying man’s lack of care for his fellow human being.

The issue of women’s rights is sometimes clouded by allusions to Biblical passages teaching that “husbands should rule over wives,” and that “wives should be submissive and obedient.” Backed by such passages, some people claim that God originally created the male to take the upper hand and have the final say in important decisions.

Does God Really Say That?

We can understand the answer to this question better if we begin at the very beginning. The book of Genesis contains a parable about creation. It says that when God first created people He made them male and female, so that both together were God’s image and likeness. At that time He provided that the two should be “one flesh.” There is no hint that God intended in the beginning for either male or female to have superiority.

Masculine dominance came later.  As time passed people turned away from the Lord, and deliberately disobeyed Him. As a result, they brought suffering upon themselves. Then God said that because they had disobeyed the man would have to labor hard for his food: “Cursed is the ground for your sake… Both thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you,…in the sweat of your face you shall eat bread.” For the woman’s part, her sorrow would “multiply greatly,” and she would have pain in childbirth. And God said to her, “Your husband shall rule over you.”
 The context makes it quite clear that male domination was part of the woman’s punishment. It is to be considered a curse when a husband rules, just as much as pain in childbirth and thistles and thorns in the ground were curses. This story shows that male dominance is the result of man’s evil, not a part of God’s ideal order.

“But Scripture Says…”

Certain statements in the Bible have been applied as if they were the commands of God when in fact they are against His will. For example, Deuteronomy mentions the possibility of a man giving his wife a certificate of divorce and sending her away.
 When Jesus was on earth, some men claimed the right to throw their wives out of the house if the wives did not please them. This was especially cruel because a rejected woman would have had little chance of supporting herself in that culture. (Also, wives could not divorce their husbands -- the husbands were in complete control.)       

Once some of Jesus’ enemies thought they could make Him take sides in this sensitive issue, and force Him to make statements either against the wives whose rights were denied, or against the Scripturally “justified” male dominance of the day. They tried to trap Him with the question, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for just any reason?” 

Jesus affirmed both the holiness of marriage and the rights of wives when he replied, “What God has joined together, let no one separate.” 

Then His detractors tried to justify their position with Scripture: “Why then did Moses command to give her a certificate of divorce?”

But Jesus indicated that they had misapplied Scripture by taking God’s unwilling toleration of men’s selfishness as if it were God’s command. “Because of the hardness of your hearts Moses allowed you to put away your wives,” He said, “but from the beginning it was not so.”
 God had already warned men not to treat their wives this way: “Let none deal treacherously with the wife of his youth. For the Lord God of Israel says that He hates divorce.”
 But, as is too often the case, the selfish desires and self-justification of these husbands led them to ignore this warning and to twist the Scriptures into favoring mistreatment of women. 

Who Should Be Submissive?

In both the creation story and the teachings of Jesus we see that human evil and “hardness of heart” has led to men mistreating their wives. Masculine dominance is not God’s ideal, but a sad reality. 

Now consider Paul’s teaching: “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.”
 A husband with a tendency to look down on women might use this passage as an excuse for continuing to put himself first. But such a person would be completely missing the point of the passage. Paul meant that everyone should be submissive, not just wives. The verse just before says, “Submit yourselves one to another in the fear of God,”
 e.g., wives submit to husbands, and husbands submit to wives. The Christian way to greatness is through humility and submission, not through pride, rebellion and domination. 

Peter, speaking on the same subject, said, “Submit yourselves to every human ordinance  for the Lord’s sake.”
 This does not mean that every human ordinance is good. It simply means that we gain more through humility than through rebellion. He goes on to say, “Servants, be submissive to your masters with all fear; not only to the good and gentle, but also to the harsh…for what credit is it if when you are beaten for your faults, you take it patiently? But when you do good and suffer for it, if you take it patiently, this is commendable before God.”
 

Peter then asks us to follow the example of Christ, who, “when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered, threatened not.”
 “Likewise,” Peter says, “you wives be submissive to your own husbands.”
 The implication is clear: in submitting to their husbands, wives are like Christ when He submitted to His enemies. This does not make it right for the husband to dominate any more than it was right to crucify the Lord. 

Never anywhere does the Bible say, “Husbands, rule over your wives!” The message to everyone is to be humble. “All of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility: for God resists the proud, and gives grace to the humble.”
 “Whosoever will be chief among you, let him be your servant.”

Equal Standing

The Bible shows that neither the man nor the woman has a special advantage in being a Christian. Christ does not choose men in preference to women, or relate to men more directly. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: For you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
 It is true that women are dependent upon men, yet it is equally true that men are dependent upon women. “Neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man, in the Lord.”
 They are “heirs together to the grace of life.”
 “God created man in His own image…male and female.”
 Both of them together are the likeness of God.

Christ and the Church

In the Bible, the Lord is called Husband and the Church is called Bride. God loves His people so much that He says He is married to them.   It is easy to misunderstand this relationship, which Paul calls a “great mystery.”
 We can destroy its beauty if we use it to justify domination. If we picture God as a despot who seeks only His own glory and uses fear and punishment to make everyone obey, then we may have a similar conception of how a husband may treat his wife. However, the true relationship between God and people is not one of master and slave. We are servants of the Lord, but the Lord also chooses to be the servant of the church. “The Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve.”
 “I am among you,” the Lord says, “as one who serves.”

The Lord does not want a church full of mindless slaves. He wants us to love Him freely. So He says, “No longer do I call you servants…but I have called you friends.”
 And the Lord tells of a time that will come when “You will call Me ‘My Husband,’ and no longer call Me ‘My Master.’”

When people turned away from God, we not only lost the true relationship between God and people, but we also distorted the marital relationship by letting the husband rule over the woman. We can hope that the true marriage between God and His people will be restored and that then the true marriage between husband and wife will also be restored to its original holiness and beauty, so that neither husband nor wife is dominating, but both are one flesh.

Where Angels Come From

Many people take it as a matter of course that when we die, if we are good, we will become angels in heaven. There are many Christians, on the other hand, who believe that angels are members of a superior race of spiritual beings, who were created before the world began. Some even picture angels, as having wings and living among the clouds. This concept of angels, however, is not solidly based on the Bible. In fact, the Bible gives us quite a few reasons for believing that angels are simply people who have died and gone to heaven.

One reason is that the Bible calls angels “men” or “people.” For example, we are told that “the man Gabriel” appeared to Daniel
. Angels were also called people when they appeared to Abraham,
 Joshua,
 Manoah’s wife,
 Ezekiel,
 Zechariah,
 and the women at the sepulcher.
 

A second reason is that angels look like people. There is no mention in the Bible of angels having wings. In fact, when angels appeared to Abraham and Lot, they did not look any different from other people. The people who saw them did not even realize that they were angels. That is why Paul says, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels”
 The only thing which might distinguish angels from people in appearance is that sometimes the face and clothes of angels appear shining.
 This does not mean angels are a different race. Moses’ face also shone after speaking with God,
 and Jesus said that after death all good people will “shine forth as the sun in the Kingdom of their Father.”

A third reason for believing that angels and men are the same race is that both are described in the same terms. In both Hebrew and Greek, the words for “angel” simply mean “messenger.” When people from the spiritual world appeared, they usually brought messages from the Lord, so they were called “messengers” (Greek angeloi). Being an angel is a matter of one’ function or office, not one’s race. In this respect the word “angel” is like the words “king” and “prophet”—it describes the person’s function. In fact, since the word for angel means “messenger” it is used to describe people on earth who are messengers. For example, Haggai and John the Baptist were called messengers or “angels” of the Lord because they spoke for Him.

Sometimes the Bible uses special names to refer to angels, such as “the holy ones,”
 “the sons of God,” or even “gods.”
 Yet men still on earth are also called “holy ones,”
 “sons of God,”
 or even “gods.”
 In short, the words used to describe angels are also used to describe people on earth.

A fourth reason is that angels themselves reject the idea that they are superior beings. When the apostle John fell at the feet of an angel to worship him, the angel said, “See that you do not do that! I am your fellow servant, and of your brethren who have the testimony of Jesus. Worship God!”
 Later John echoes this idea when he speaks of “The measure of a man, that is of an angel”

A fifth reason to believe that angels were not created as a separate race is that the Bible never mentions angels being created, even though the creation story carefully includes everything else in creation: sun, moon, stars, people, animals, birds, plants, ocean, fish, even insects and worms. But no angels!
 The reason is that people were created to become angels.

A sixth reason to believe that people become angels after death is that Jesus Himself said that those who are worthy become after death “equal to angels,”
 and would have similar powers.

To sum up, there are many reasons to believe that people become angels after death:

•
The Bible calls angels “people.”
•
Angels look just like people.
•
The words that refer to angels also refer to people.
•
Angels are our fellow servants and brothers.
•
The Bible never mentions the creation of angels.
•
We become like the angels after death.

It is understandable that some people would think that angels are superior beings, since they do have power and radiance that surpasses what we experience on earth. However, the Lord has infinite love for people and He wants to give all of us the same glory and happiness that people have sometimes seen when angels have appeared to people on earth. When we let Him live within us, we can all be transformed into such superior beings and become angels after death. 

What Angels Do

Most of us have two kinds of daily tasks. There are ones that we really enjoy doing: we know how to do them, we can do them well, and we get a feeling of satisfaction with having accomplished something useful. Then there are the ones we dislike: they may be tasks which don’t seem very necessary, or tasks we are not prepared for, or ones we find frustrating, disappointing, or unappreciated.

When we really enjoy our work, it isn’t hard. When things are going well, and we accomplish a lot, we can end a long day of work with as much energy as we started it with. Working, filling needs and accomplishing goals  raises our self-esteem and stimulates our mental and emotional processes. 

On the other hand, when work is frustrating, when we make blunders or spin our wheels, just the opposite happens. Worry, guilt and frustration bleed away our energy. By lunch time we’re ready to call it a day. We feel about as lively as a wet rag. By the time the day is done, we don’t want to hear about work, think about work, or have anything to do with work. 

It’s good to keep these two kinds of work in mind when we think about what we will be doing after we die. There will be a great deal of work to be done there, but fortunately, it will all be the kind that is energizing and satisfying.

The Bible makes it clear that work is an important part of heaven’s happiness. Anyone who wants real happiness has to work, and angels aren’t excluded. “The soul of a sluggard desires, and has nothing; but the soul of the diligent shall be made rich.”
 “Whoever desires to become great among you,” says Jesus, “let him be your servant.”
 “When you eat the labor of your hand, you shall be happy, and it shall be well with you.”

As much as the Bible praises the workman, it also warns against laziness. “The desire of the slothful kills him, for his hands refuse to labor. He covets greedily all day long.”
 The prophet Ezekiel condemned Israel’s laziness with these words: “This was the iniquity of your sister Sodom: She and her daughter had pride, fullness of food, and abundance of idleness…”
 The Bible urges us to be useful and warns against idleness, so no angel could spend his time being idle.

Another indication that work will be a part of our life after death is that Jesus so often compared people in the kingdom of heaven to servants, workmen and laborers. “The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out…to hire laborers for his vineyard.”
 The Lord is compared to the master, and the angels to servants who work for Him.
 The Bible gives some examples of some of the things people do when they become angels. They often serve as messengers, like the angels who announced the Lord’s birth, and later His resurrection.
 In fact, “angel” literally means messenger. Another job given to angels is guarding people. “He shall give His angels charge over you, to keep you in all your ways.”
 For example, angels came to protect Lot and bring him safely out of Sodom when it was about to be destroyed by fire.
 And when Daniel was thrown in a den of lions, God sent an angel to shut the lion’s mouths.
 The average person, of course, is not so much threatened by fire or hungry lions as he is by his own burning hatred or insatiable desires. Angels protect us from these, too.

Another job given to angels is comforting those who are going through trials or depression. For example, after Jesus’ temptations angels came and ministered to Him.
 “When we cried to the Lord, He heard our voice, and sent an angel.”
 When Hagar and her son were dying of thirst in the wilderness, an angel came to comfort her and show her where to find water.
 

Another role for angels is taking care of children in this world.
 When angels have so many duties relating just to people on earth, we might expect that they should have many more relating to people in the other world, such as caring for people who have just died, helping in the process of resurrection and comforting them.
 

There is another indication of the ways people continue to be useful after death. The Bible tells how all who allow the Lord to work in them are like one body. Each person has a unique way of serving the others, just as each part of the body uniquely serves the other parts. The Lord is the head which unites and directs the individual parts.
 Of course, people who go to heaven will continue to serve each other’s needs this way, and will continue to participate in the Lord’s work, as members of His body.

With this many indications of the useful, joyful work which waits for us in heaven, one might wonder how anyone could think that heaven is just a vacation. The Lord promises that we will have rest from trouble,
 from the kind of work that is frustrating and discouraging, and from our struggle against our own evils. And at the same time, He promised that the next life will be one of greater fruitfulness and productivity—a life where the greatest will be those who serve the most—where our work will be easy and light. “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain.”
 “Come to Me all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”

The Devil

“The Devil made me do it.” Is this just a lame excuse for human evil, or should we really be on the watch for an actual devil who influences us in mysterious ways? Some people have denied the existence of any devil, saying that each of us is completely responsible for our own actions. Others have claimed that there is an actual being called Satan.

Satan Is Real

Anyone who trusts the teachings of the Bible will believe in the existence of the Devil or Satan. Many passages show that Satan is a powerful, negative influence on us. From a Biblical point of view, the question is not whether Satan exists, but what Satan is like.

The traditional idea is that Satan was an angel in heaven before the creation of the human race, who then rebelled against God and became the leader of other fallen angels who seek to lead humans astray. There are two problems with this. First, the Bible never says that angels were created before people, but rather indicates that angels are people who have died and gone to heaven. Second, the Bible never says that Satan was ever an angel of any kind.

Where Angels Come From

The Bible gives us reason to believe that angels are simply people who have died and gone to heaven. In fact, the Bible clearly states that angels are “men” or “people.” For example, we are told that “the man Gabriel” appeared to Daniel
. Angels were also called people when they appeared to Abraham,
 Joshua,
 Manoah’s wife,
 Ezekiel,
 Zechariah,
 and the women at the sepulcher.
   Angels have always looked like people. That is why Paul says, “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels”
   

In both Hebrew and Greek, the words for “angel” simply mean “messenger.” Being an angel is a matter of one’ function or office, not one’s race. For example, Haggai the prophet and John the Baptist were called messengers or “angels” of the Lord because they spoke for Him.
 Angels themselves reject the idea that they are superior beings. An angel said to John the Apostle, “I am your fellow servant, and of your brethren who have the testimony of Jesus.”
   The first chapter of the Bible mentions the creation of almost everything else: sun, moon, stars, people, animals, birds, plants, ocean, fish, even insects and worms. But no angels!
 The reason is that people were created to become angels. Jesus Himself said that those who are worthy become after death “equal to angels,”
 and would have similar powers.

Is Satan a Fallen Angel?

The Bible never describes Satan as ever having been an angel, but there is mention of Satan’s “fall” from heaven. Some people point to the fall of Lucifer as a description of Satan: “How you are fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How you are cut down to the ground, you who weakened the nations! For you have said in your heart: ‘I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God... I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High.’ Yet you shall be brought down to hell, to the lowest depths of the Pit.
   Actually, this passage is talking about the king of Babylon, not Satan.
   The kings of Babylon loved power, wanted to be worshipped as gods, and were very proud.
 Daniel said to one king of Babylon, “Your greatness has grown and reaches to the heavens”.
 Soon after he lost his kingdom, and so fell from power. This is the “fall” of Lucifer.
 Yet though this passage describes the king of Babylon, not Satan, it is likely that Satan’s fall was of a similar kind—a fall from power, not a fall from original goodness. There is nothing in the Bible that indicates that Satan was originally good. In fact, Jesus clearly states that he was a murderer and a sinner from the beginning.
 

But devils can pretend to be angels to gain power. Satan and his ministers could put on the appearance of an angel of light.
 To prevent this, Jesus was waging a battle against the “spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”
 He said, “Now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and the violent take it by force.”
 Later He said, “Now the ruler of this world will be cast out.”
 It seems to be as a witness to this battle that Jesus says, “I beheld Satan fall like lightning from heaven.”
  This battle is apparently similar to the one foretold in Revelation 12, where the Devil appeared in heaven not as an angel but as a dragon, devouring and destroying.  In this battle too, Satan was cast out of heaven and fell from power.

There are two passages that speak of “angels who sinned”
 and “did not keep their first estate.”
 It is not clear what these passages mean. Some people believe the “angels” here are the “sons of God” who went in to the daughters of men in Noah’s time. In any case, these passages say nothing about Satan, and nothing about the angels being created before people as a different race.

The Term “Satan” Applies to People

Once we understand that angels are simply people who have died and gone to heaven, we can see that devils are simply people who have turned against God and their fellow human beings. When Peter contradicted Jesus, Jesus called him “Satan.”
 Knowing that Judas would betray Him, Jesus called him “a devil.”

Actually, the term “Satan” is more a title than a name. It is a Hebrew word meaning “adversary.” Since Hadad and Rezan were political enemies of Solomon, each of them is called a “satan” or an adversary,
 and David was an adversary or “satan” to the Philistines.

The word “Devil” is also a title. It comes from the Greek diabolos which means “accuser” or “slanderer.” Paul several times warns us not to be “devils” or slanderers.

The Group as an Individual

When a group is working together, we tend to think and speak as if it were an individual. The group as a whole is a body, the leader is the head, the main supporters are the backbone of the organization, and people who carry out actions are its arms (as a police officer is the arm of the law).

It is very common in the Bible to describe a group of individuals as if they were one person. For example, all the descendants of Israel are called “Israel.” The Bible says, that Israel fought against Amalek,
 when in fact “Israel” and “Amalek” were names of individuals who had died long before. Often nations were named for individual people: Moab,
 Jacob,
 Judah.
 The Israelites introduced themselves to the Edomites as “your brother Israel.” Then Edom said to him, “You shall not pass through my land, lest I come out against you with the sword.” In fact, Edom and Israel were twin brothers who had lived centuries before, but those names were used to describe large groups of their descendants.

Throughout the Bible, groups of people are described as individuals. The Lord said, “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My son.”
 On a deeper level, this refers to Jesus, but the literal meaning of the “child Israel” is the whole nation that was brought out of Egypt. After the tribe of Judah split from Israel, the two were called sisters and the history of Judah is described in very personal terms: “Thus says the Lord God to Jerusalem: ‘On the day you were born your navel cord was not cut, nor were you washed in water to cleanse you…I made you thrive, and you grew, matured, and became very beautiful. Your breasts were formed, your hair grew... I clothed you in embroidered cloth and gave you sandals...’”
 In the New Testament, the true Christian church is described as the bride and wife of the Lamb,
 and most people would agree that John’s description of the woman clothed with the sun is symbolic of the church.

Who Is Satan?

The Bible shows that people can be devils and satans, but what about the Devil? Doesn’t the Bible describe Satan as a specific personal being of extraordinary power? The answer is a qualified “yes.” In fact the Bible shows that Satan does exist and has great power, yet Satan is not one individual but a group of individuals. 

Jesus cast out a demon who said, “My name is Legion, for we are many.”
 This clearly shows that many evil spirits can act and speak as if they were one.

Note that in the parable of the sower, the Evil One is compared to a flock of birds. Later, when some scribes accused Jesus of casting out demons by prince of the demons, Jesus said, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is divided against itself that kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. And if Satan has risen up against himself, and is divided, he cannot stand, but has an end.”
 He compares Satan to a kingdom or household, implying that all the devils together are “Satan.”

Paul said, “Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the Devil.”
 We may ask, who is this Devil we fight against? His answer would be: “not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of darkness of this age, against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”
 This suggests that the Devil is more than one individual.

There is only one place in the Bible where there is a description of Satan’s appearance. In Revelation chapter 12 Satan is described as a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns. If we take this literally, we must believe that Satan is actually a dragon with seven heads. The question is, How does the Bible say we should interpret this appearance? In this chapter the dragon attacks the woman clothed with the sun, whom most would agree is a symbol of the church (a group of people). A little later we find a very similar red beast, with seven heads and ten horns, carrying a harlot. Here the meaning is explained: The harlot is Babylon, the great city (a group of people) and seven heads are seven mountains on which the harlot sits. The ten horns are ten kings.
 This suggests that this beast is also symbolic of a group of people. Daniel also has a vision of a beast with ten horns that were ten kings.
 In these visions, the woman, the harlot, and various beasts represent groups of people.   And there is no reason why the dragon should be an exception. Most likely, the Dragon (which is Satan and the Devil) also symbolizes a group of people.

Once we understand that the Devil is not some mysterious evil being with almost Godlike power, but is a collection of people choosing to lust, hurt and hate, we can see the real nature of our responsibility for evil. We can’t blame evil on others. The Devil is not a tempter created by God, but the temptation we create for ourselves and for each other by our free choices. Satan is not some outside force acting on the human race, but the force of people acting against people—a force that is very much alive and real—one we add to and accept when we act in harmful ways, and one which we diminish and escape when we stop hurting others. 

Marriage in Heaven

Life after death is one of the central teachings of Christianity. Our conception of life after death has a vital influence upon our daily life and our relationship with God. So it might seem strange that the Lord has not told us more about it in the New Testament. But He has reason for not telling us everything at once. He never forces us to believe. He gives the truth to those who are ready to accept it. He guards our freedom above all else, always giving enough truth to make choice possible, but never so much that it forces our belief. There is no point in the Lord revealing more truth to those who are unwilling to believe what they already have. “If I have told you earthly things, and you do not believe, how will you believe if I tell you of heavenly things?”
 “If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from the dead.”

This is why the Lord so often spoke in parables. Those who were willing to believe would understand the hidden meaning. Others would not. So the Lord told His disciples, “To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God: but to the rest it is given in parables; that seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand.”
 In fact when speaking with the crowds, the Lord always spoke in parables “as they were able to hear it, and without a parable he did not speak unto them.”
 There were many things that even the disciples were not ready to believe. Jesus told them, “I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now…. These things I have spoken to you in figurative language, but the time is coming when I shall no more speak to you in figurative language.”

Keeping in mind that the Lord has much more to tell us about life after death than He was able to reveal at the time of the New Testament, let us consider the question of whether there is marriage after death. There are many passages which bear on this question, but there is one verse which often seems to be used to the exclusion of others: “In the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage.”
 Taken out of context, this passage does seem to say that there is no marriage after death. Very often, however, a careful examination of the context will completely change the meaning of a passage. To be sure that we get the correct meaning of the passage, let us look at the whole context carefully.

The same day the Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to Him and asked Him, saying: “Teacher, Moses said that if a man dies, having no children, his brother shall marry his wife and raise up offspring for his brother. Now there were with us seven brothers. The first dies after he had married, and having no offspring, left his wife to his brother. Likewise the second also, and the third even to the seventh. And last of all the woman died also. Therefore, in the resurrection, whose wife of the seven will she be? For they all had her.”

Jesus answered and said to them, “You are mistaken, not knowing the Scriptures nor the power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like the angels of God in heaven. But concerning the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was spoken to you by God, saying, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.” And when the multitude heard this, they were astonished at His teaching.

Now let us consider what this passage actually means. Note that marrying and being given in marriage do not refer to the married state, but only to the wedding itself. The question focused on a woman who had married seven times for apparently worldly reasons, with no evidence of having formed a spiritual bond with any of her husbands. The Sadducees were not talking about a true marriage, but merely about a legal ritual—an outward coupling without the inner meaning.

The Lord answered their question in terms of their own idea of marriage, which was quite different than ours is today. In those days, the marriage contract was generally made between the husband and the father of the bride. The bride was seldom given any say in the matter. Women were treated almost like property. To be “given” in marriage meant they could be given by parents to an unknown man
, or given as a reward.
 They could be bought and sold,
 or even kidnapped.
 This is kind of worldly coupling the Lord was referring to when He said, “The children of this age marry and are given in marriage.”
 Perhaps we should take the saying “In the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage,” to mean, “In heaven there is no buying and selling of women and legal contracting such as you are used to.”

The Sadducees were not actually interested in learning about marriage after death. They did not even believe in the possibility of life after death. All they wanted was to discredit the Lord’s teaching about life after death. They would neither have listened nor understood if the Lord had tried to explain the difference between a genuine marriage based on love and trust and the kind of legal, physical coupling they thought of as marriage. The Sadducees were among those who would “see without seeing, and hear without hearing”—the kind of people the Lord could speak to only in parables.

Even the Lord’s disciples had difficulty with the concept that marriage should be enduring. When the Lord taught that marriage should last to the end of life in this world, the disciples replied, “If such is the case of the man with his wife, it is better not to marry.” But Jesus said to them, “All cannot accept this saying but only those to whom it has been given.”
 Now if He told them about earthly marriage and they could not believe, how could He possibly tell them of heavenly marriage? This is a strong indication that what the Lord said to them about marriage in heaven was spoken in a parable, which would not be understood until a later time. It may be a mistake to take the passage too literally.

When the Lord said that in heaven they neither marry nor are given in marriage He was speaking the truth. However, taken in context, the passage does not tell what heaven is like, but what it is not like, namely, that in heaven they do not arrange weddings in the same way that people do on earth.

So far we have spoken of only one passage. However, there are many passages which might give us an indication of whether marriage continues after death, even if it is not in so many words. When God first created people, He made them male and female.
 He saw that what He had done was very good.
 If it is very good, why should it not continue after death? Jesus said, “They are no more two, but one flesh. What therefore, God has joined together, let no one put asunder.”
 God Himself said, “It is not good that the man should be alone.”
 “The Lord, the God of Israel, says that He hates putting away.”
 If this is the case, then why would He put away every wife and husband from each other by death?

There are many, many passages which compare the relationship between God and His people to a marriage. “Your Maker is your Husband,” He says.
 “I am married to you.”
 “I will betroth you to Me forever.”
 Our relationship with the Lord is to be a blessed, heavenly, eternal relationship. Would our union with God be compared to something which ends with death and has no part in heaven? Or is marriage also a blessed, heavenly, eternal relationship?

Often when someone’s spouse dies, the survivor is comforted by the thought that eventually they will be together again in heaven, and their relationship will continue as it had before. The Bible is not clear about marriage after death. One or two passages, taken out of context, seem to say that there is no “marriage” in heaven. Many more passages hint that true marriage is an eternal covenant. The Lord said, “I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now.”
 Could it be that among the many things the Lord has to tell us is clear knowledge about what happens to true marriages when the partners are together in heaven?

Marriage and Spirituality

People who are truly in love know that marriage is one of the greatest blessings the Lord has given people. Yet some Christians have come to believe that it is better to be single because a single person can be closer to God. Some think that marriage is a distraction from spiritual things, or that it is just a way of meeting physical and emotional needs. Does marriage get in the way of spirituality? Or do marriage and spirituality go hand in hand? 

Let’s begin at the very beginning. The very fact that the Lord has created us male and female
 seems to indicate that marriage is the intended condition for people. God’s blessing on the first marriage makes this even more clear: “And God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply.’”
 Not only does marriage have the Lord’s blessing—it is also His command: “Thus says the Lord of Hosts, the God of Israel…. ‘Take wives and beget sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, so that they may bear sons and daughters—that you may be increased there, and not diminished.’”
 

Jesus showed His approval of marriage by quoting the words of Genesis 2:24: “And they shall be one flesh.” So far there is no hint of anything less than ideal in marriage, and certainly nothing that should cause guilt. Just the opposite—“They were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed.”
 So marriage is God’s blessing for humanity, part of his plan for people. The Lord even said, “It is not good that the man should be alone.”

It is no wonder, then, that the daughter of Jephtha “bewailed her virginity,”
 and that Solomon said, “He who finds a wife finds a good thing, and obtains favor from the Lord.”

Perhaps the strongest evidence that marriage is a beautiful and holy ideal is the constant reference throughout the Bible to a marriage between the Lord and His Church. “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you.”
 “Your Maker is your husband: The Lord of Hosts is His name.”
 “‘Turn, O backsliding children,’ says the Lord, ‘for I am married to you.’”
 “Let us be glad and rejoice, and give glory to Him, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and His wife has made herself ready.”
 If there were something less than ideal about marriage, then why would the Lord so often describe Himself as a Bridegroom and Husband? This comparison shows us that the true relationship between husband and wife is as holy, pure and wonderful as the true relationship between God and His people.

There is a teaching of Paul that seems to conflict with this. He wrote, “It is good for a man not to touch a woman.”
 It may seem that Paul was advocating celibacy. But too often his teachings have been taken out of context. Note that he was writing in answer to a specific question
. He was not laying down a general principal, but a temporary suggestion. He said, “I suppose that this is good for the present distress, that it is good for a man so to be.”
 His point was that a time of distress—perhaps referring to the threat of persecution—is not the best time for marriage. He did say, “He who is unmarried cares for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the Lord, but he who is married cares for the things that are of the world, how he may please his wife.”
 Yet even here he does not mean that married men cannot give full attention to the Lord, for he says, “Let they who have wives be as though they had none.”
 Finally, note that Paul said repeatedly that this advice about temporary abstinence was his own opinion, not God’s command. “I speak this by permission, not of commandment.”
 “I speak, not the Lord.”
 “Concerning virgins I have no commandment of the Lord: yet I give my judgment.”
 “I suppose that this is good.”

Paul’s general principles concerning marriage come out clearly when he says that it is a doctrine of devils to forbid marriage,
 and that “marriage is honorable in all, and the bed undefiled.”
 So even Paul taught that marriage is good. Of course a single person can be just as Christian as a married person can. In this less-than-ideal world not all are given true Christian marriages. But those who are blessed with true marriages know that marriage can be beautiful, holy and pure, a part of God’s order for people.
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