Final Exam:  38 Questions

Systematic Theology

Dr. John Mark Hicks

These answers are the substance of what I gave in the class lecture.  I have told the students that they should answer the question they way they think it should be answered rather than giving my answer.  However, they should consider the information and perspectives I have given them.  If the students contain two or three points from my answer and interact with them—whether they agree or disagree—it is a sufficient answer.  I would be more concerned with their rationale and whether they considered the perspectives I offered than if they agreed with my answer.
1. Why did God create the world?

God is love; his very identity is love. The  Father and Son, as Jesus describes in John 17, loved each other even before the creation of the world. They share a unity and communion that enriches their life in perichoresis. The Gospel of John describes it as mutual indwelling—the Father dwells in the Son and Son in the Father.
John 17 also describes how the intent of Jesus is that the disciples would dwell in the Father and the Father in them.  Mutual indwelling is something that God intends to share with his creatures. Just as he loves the Son, so the Father (and the Son) love the humanity.

John 17:26 defines purpose of the divine mission in the world—the purpose for which Jesus made known the Father in the world.  The purpose is that the love that the Father has for the Son may also be in us. In other words, God intends to include his in his loving communion. God shares with the human community the divine communion of love; God loves us just as the Triune God loves each other. We participate in the divine community.

God did not create because he was lonely nor as a display of ego. He did not create because he was somehow deficient without the creation. Further, he did not create because deserved to be created.  Rather, he created because God’s love is other-centered; he created to share his love as love naturally moves to include others.

A good analogy is the reason why parents have children. They do not have children for economic benefits or to lower stress in the family, but they have children (in the best of situations) in order to share the love between the husband and wife.  They bring another into the orbit of their love.  They love the other. 

God creates to share his love; to bring others into the orbit of his love.  What God creates he loves; he finds his glory in what he creates.  It is not ego-driven, but communion-driven. God creates because he loves, and he enjoys what he creates as God and human commune with each other.

2. What is the Importance of Creation and Humanity’s Role in it?

When God finished his creating work, he declared it very good.  And then he rested on the seventh day (Gen. 1:31-2:3). God’s rest does not mean inactivity but rather it means he rested in his creation—he enjoyed his creation, communed with it, and relished it. God and the creation lived in shalom (peace, wholeness and harmony).
Creation was not a finished product, however. God intended the creation to grow, mature and develop.  The call to fill the earth and increase in number is a call for change—when a couple has children, their world changes.  The creation was the emerge as the kingdom of God to fill the whole earth.  God intended the whole earth to be inhabited andhis whole creation filled with his glory and righteouness.

Humanity was created to co-rule with God and co-create with God; to rule the creation in a benevolent way.  Humanity was creaetd to represent God in the world and participate in the mission of God.

This is best seen in the language of the “image of God” in Genesis 1:26-31. The image has been divided into three categories:  (1) substance—we image God by some particular capacity within us (e.g., rationality, personhood, creativity, morality, spirituality), (2) relationality—we image God by sharing relationships within community as social/relational beings (e.g., male-female union, social existence as community, relationship with God); and (3) function—we image God by participating in the divine task of benevolently ruling the world.

Our identity as human beings is to co-rule with God over his creation. This does not mean the exploitation of creation, but loving the creation, caring for the creation, developing the creation and protecting the creation.  To rule the creation as God rules it—with joy, love, wisdom and care (Psalm 104, Job 38-39).  

Human beings represent God in the world.  We are his living, breathing image (and thus we should not create other images of him). We are the image of God—everything about us represents God in his creation.  We are created to image God—we are giving the capacities, the relationality and the function—and we grow more like him as we walk in his path.

3. What is the Origin of Evil?

The Garden of Eden contained two trees (Genesis 2)—the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  These trees represent choice. They are the choice between life and death. To choose the tree of life is to trust God and share in his mission; it is to humbly receive God’s call to our identity as his imagers and pursue the purposes of God in the world—the emergence of the kingdom of God in all the earth.  However, to choose the other tree is to choose autonomy and independence; to choose to decide for ourselves what our identity will be, to create our own story and to build our own empire (kingdom).  

The choice is necessary to ground the nature of the communion that God intends between himself and his people.  God created in freedom and he invests in his creation a freedom to choose. God does coerce love since forced love is not love at all.  Authentic love must be free to choose to love; if one is not free to go, then they are not free to stay. Freedom is the root of genuine love.  

The story of Scripture assumes this freedom as part of the human story in relation with God. Deuteronomy 30 calls Israel to choose life or death. It is the choice between humility (to yield to the identity God has given us) and pride (to create our own identity) as in Proverbs 11:2 and James 4:6 (for examples).  The storyline of humility and pride is the story of Genesis 3-11.  Abel in humility sought God but in pride Cain killed his brother—violence (and death) is the result of humans seeking to build their own empires. The human choice of pride—to write their own stories—is one filled with death as Genesis 5 continues with the refrain “and he died…and he died…and he died.”  The Flood story is the result of the human heart imagining every kind of evil.  

The Tower of  Babel is the climatic story of human pride.  They take on the perogatives of God himself:  “Let us” (Gen. 11:3 in contrast with the divine “let us” in Gen. 1:26). They will make a “name” for themselves; they will build a tower that exalts themselves in the heavens as a rivial god; they will congregate rather than fill the earth.  Humanity’s has become a substitute for God himself; humanity has become its own god.

This choice has cosmic effects.  Human autonomhy leads to death and death involves cosmic destruction.  The creation now lives under frustration and futility; it lives in a bondage of decay (Romans 8:19-21). Humanity has chosen for the creation itself, and the world now longs and groans for redemption from that bondage.

Nevertheless, despite the evil, God has shown his grace.  Seth is born.  Enoch is rescued. Noah finds grace in the sight of the Lord. And God calls Abraham in Genesis 12—and God will make Abraham’s name great by blessing the whole world through him.  God does not give up on humanity but pursues them despite their choice of autonomy.

4. Why does God permit suffering?

I don’t know.  

We are humbled by our lack of information (we don’t know everything about everything in the world) and our limitations (as finite creatures we could never comprehend the purposes of the infinite God—the finite cannot contain the infinite).  Our first response to this question must be one of humility and the recognition of our own limitations in answering the questions.  We simply don’t know why.

Many believers in Scripture asked the question—Job, Psalmists, even Jesus himself with the words of the Psalmist (Psalm 22:1). The question is not a bad one; indeed, it is a common one. Yet, it appears that even the biblical question is left unanswered.  Job never receives an answer to his why question.

But this does not mean that we are totally in the dark.  The story of Scripture does offer some guidance in thinking about this question.  We see some threads in Scripture that indicate some of the reasons why people suffer—though we can never be sure which of these applies to others.  We do not have the kind of insight into the mind of God.  Nevertheless, we do recognize some of these threads in Scripture.

Sometimes people suffer because they are being punished by God.  Sometimes they suffer because God is using them to redeem others (e.g., Joseph in Egypt; Jesus on the cross).  Sometimes people suffer because God is equipping them to help others. Sometimes people suffer because God is educating them—helping them seeing some things they had not seen before.

One of the major threads is that sometimes, through suffering and sometimes through properity (as in the case of Hezekiah in 2 Chronicles 32), God tests his people to see what is in their heart.  He tests their loyalties; he uses suffering to discern their hearts.  Abraham was tested in the sacrifice of Isaac.  Paul says God tests the hearts of people in 1 Thessalonians 2.  And Revelation 3:10 declares that God is going to test the whole world to see where their loyalties lie.
The most notable example of testing is Job.  Job is tested (Job 23:10) with the question—does Job serve God for nothing?  Does Job serve God for profit (for what he can get from God) or does Job serve God out of love?  Which his more important to Job—the material prosperity or God’s communion?  Job is a cosmic test—it is test to see if there is any human being who will love God for God’s own sake.  Job passed the test.

The language of Job 23:10-12 is also used in Deuteronomy 8.  Israel is tested in the wilderness.  They are reminded of God’s provision through manna and their dependence upon God.  They live upon God’s faithful word rather than their own wisdom and ingenuiity.  

Jesus was also led into the wilderness by the Spirit of God.  There he was tested and learned obedience by the things which he suffered.

The people of God have always been led into the wilderness.  It is part of the experience of our faith—it is how God tests us, discipes us and shapes us.  We are made perfect, like Jesus, through suffering.

We trust God because we have reason to trust him in Jesus.  We see in the ministry of Jesus the compassion of God.  We see in the cross the love of God.  We see in the resurrection of Jesus the victory of God.  Suffering will not win, but God will use it to perfect us, test and shape us so that we might share in both the suffering of Jesus and his victory.

5. What is the Role of Lament among Believers or Should Christians lament?

Given the presence of suffering in the world, believers become frustrated with their belief in the sovereignty of God (God is in control) and their experience of suffering.  This generates questions like “Why did God let this happen to me”?  It generates lament that is filled with doubt, anger, bitterness, and impatience.  Is is appropriate for Christians to lament?

The Psalms contain three broad types of Psalms.  1) There are Psalms of Confidence like Psalm 23 or Psalm 46 or Psalm 11.  These Psalms express joy, peace and confidence in their relationship with God.  They are expressions of stability in the faith journey.  2) There are Psalms of Thanksgiving or Praise like Psalm 107 or Psalm 116 or Psalm 118.  These give thanks for divine deliverance or rescue from a lament, illness, or tragedgy.  They praise God because he has answered their prayer.

The third broad type of Psalm is lament.  It may be lament over sin (like Psalm 51) or it may be a lament over chronic illness (like Psalm 88), or it may be a lament over injustice (like Psalm 58).  Laments present God with the tragedies of the world and express our disorientation, pain and hurt over them. We question God (“why” or “how long”) and we express our disappointment with his lack of intervention or action.

Lament Psalms generally contain three parts as illustrated by Psalm 13.  1) Complaint with questions like “how long”.  2) Petition with requests for divine help and action.  3) Praise with an expression of trust in God’s love, or a declaration that we will praise God in the future or a remembrance of praise in the past.

The Psalms give believers permission to lament—to speak honestly with God, to tell him how we really feel.  They are expressions of faith.  Unbelief would not talk to God at all, but faith speaks lament when we experience the hurt of suffering.  Jesus himself modeled lament when he cried “My God, My God, why have your forsaken me” on the cross.  And yet at the same time he could also say with his dying breathe, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.”  It is lament that trusts in God’s ultimate care.  We still lament, mourn, grieve and question, but we also believe.

Christians lament because the world is still filled with hurt and pain even though we have the hope that God will conquer death and has conquered death in Jesus. Even the saints in the throneroom of God cry out in lament when they ask “how long” in Revelation 6.  The world is not yet the new heavens and new earth, and therefore—as Romans 8 suggests—we continue to groan.  Though filled with the Spirit, we yet groan over the bondage of the world.  But we do not grieve as those who have no hope.  We lament in faith.

6. What is the relationship between Scripture and Tradition?

Galatians 6:14-16 indicates the canon (rule) of truth is the gospel of Jesus—it is the good news that Jesus has created us anew.  We are a new creation by the act of God in Jesus through his life, ministry, death and resurrection.  The gospel is the might act of God in Jesus. It is the canon—the rule, the norm—the measures everything else.
This canon was proclaimed orally by the apostles.  Galatians 1 and 1 Thessalonians 2:13 both indicate that Paul preached this message orally.  It formed an oral tradition that arose out of apostolic preaching.  However, this canon was also written.  The letters of Galatians and 1  Thessalonians, for example, bear witness to the canon of Jesus.  As 2 Thessalonians 2:15 notes, whether Paul says it orally or in letter, it is a tradition to which the church must hold fast.

Paul functions as a prophet of the new covenant to interpret and bear witness to the work of God in Jesus.  Christ speaks through him (2 Cor. 13:3) and he has been given authority to build or destroy based on the the canon of Jesus (2 Cor. 10:8; 13:10).  Whether personally present or writing in his letters, this authority norms and shapes the living church community.  The church is bound to the apostolic preaching and writing, to both oral written apostolic tradition.
We have direct access to the written tradition—it is the collection of writings from the apostolic hands or circle.  It is a permanent, empirical and public presentation of the gospel.  However, we do not have direct access to oral tradition but we only have it preserved with the living community of the church.

Roman Catholics authenticate this living oral tradition on the basis of apostolic succession from Peter (an interpretation of Matthew 16:18).  Eastern orthodoxy authenticate this living oral tradition on the basis of apostolic episcopal succession as bishops gather in council (an interpretation of Matthew 18:18).  Protestants believe that Scripture is the written apostolic tradition that should stand in judgment of the living tradition of the church.

The living tradition is fluid and subject to external influences while the written record is permanent and fixed.  The written tradition, as an authentic apostolic witness which Catholics, Orthodox, and Prostestants all reacognize, bears witness to the canon of Jesus. This canon—as given in Scripture—should judge and norm the faith and practice of the living church. Whatever we may say, we can at least say that what is in Scripture should shape the living tradition and whatever is contradictory to Scripture is not a legitimate part of the living tradition of the church.

Consequently, the written tradition has primacy over the living tradition because the written tradition is a fixed witness to the canon of Jesus and serves to norm the living tradition.  This is similar to what Jesus said about the relationship between the Old Testament and the living tradition of the Jewish elders (Mark 7).

Tradition is not an evil. On the contrary, we should listen to it and learn from it.  But tradition that contradicts or overturns the witness of Scripture is not apostolic tradition but the introduction of the human traditions that nullify the word of God.

7. What is the Kingdom of  God.

God created the cosmos and he reigns as king over his whole creation. The cosmos is his kingdom. He created humanity to co-reign with him and to represent him in the world. God shares his reign with humanity.
However, humanity choose to create another kingdom—an alternative kingdom to the reign of God. Humanity was deceived by Satan who co-opted humanity for his own kingdom of darkness.  Consequently, the world is not characterized by two kingdoms—the kingdom of light (God) and the kingdom of darkness (Satan).  Within the kingdom of Satan, human empires fight for supremacy over each other and thus the kingdom of darkness is characterized by death, violence and destruction.

Yet, God wants to redeem his cosmos. He chose Abraham to bless all nations. He appoints Israel as a kingdom within the world to shine as a light to the nations. Israel is the kingdom of God whose priestly role is the mediate between God and the nations (Exodus 19:6). The mission of Israel is to manifest the kingdom of God in the world and invite the nations to worship the one true God. The Torah functions to shape the people of God into kingdom life—to demonstrate what true life is by embracing the mission of God for their lives and living according to his story.

But Israel failed to be the kingdom of God. They joined the nations and accomodated themselves to the kingdom of darkness.  In response, God sent his Son, Jesus, as true Israel, the remnant of Israel. In Jesus we see the coming of the kingdom of God. He is the presence of the kingdom in the world.  In his ministry, the poor hear good news, the blind see, the lame walk and the oppressed are freed (Luke 4:18-19; 7:11ff).  The ministry of Jesus is the renewal of the year of Jubilee. In the ministry of Jesus, the curse is reversed; and the peace, joy and love of God reigns in the world.

The church is a community of disciples who follows Jesus into the world sharing his mission to be a light to the nations and reversing the curse.  Disciples embrace the kingdom vocation, and whatever their careers might be (lawyer, nurse, doctor, accountant, etc.) they use their careers for the sake of the kingdom mission.  We are light in the darkness. This is what it means to be kingdom people.  The church is a manifestation of the reign of God in the world.

The final manifestation of kingdom is the appearance of the new heaven and new earth when righteousness, peace and justice will fill the earth.   God will dwell with his people, there will be no more curse, and we shall see the face of God as we live with him in his new Jerusalem upon the new earth.  Then the kingdom of God will fill all and be in all, and the whole earth will declare the praise of God.

8. What is the Meaning of the Lord’s Prayer.

The importance of the Lord’s Prayer is indicated by the fact that Jesus told his disciples to pray like this instead as the pagans pray.  They pray with vain repetitions hoping to gain the attention of their God and convince him to give what they desire.  But God already knows what his people need and wants to bless them. We pray with the confidence that God is our father.  The prayer is also important as a piece of the liturgical history of the church—the church as community has prayed this prayer.  It is a communal reminder of its themes and a reminder of how the chruch should live within the world and with each other.
The innvocation calls upon God as both father and the one who reigns from heaven.  The transcendent God lives in heaven; he is sovereign, powerful and the king of heaven and earth.  But this same God is our father.  He is immanent within the world as he cares forh is people as a father cares for his children.  The transcendent God is also intimate with his children—Our God is both beyond us and with us.  Our God is able to grant our requests and as our father loves us to grant them.

The first three petitions call upon the transcendent God to bring heaven to earth. They ask God to make his name great in the earth, to bring the kingdom to the earth and to do on the earth his will just as he does in heaven.  It is a cry for the future—the future reign of God.  It is a cry for peace, justice and righteousness within the earth.   As we pray this prayer, it is our allegiance to the kingdom of God, our commitment to the divine mission and our willingness to be instruments of his reign in the present world.  In these petitions we seek first the kingdom of God.

The second three petitions call upon the immanent God to care for his people and God is committed to them to provide their needs.  First, we ask God for “daily bread” rather than a “daily Lexus.”  God is committed to the material sustenance of his people. He feeds and clothers them.  Our prayer is not for luxury neither is it for hunger (Proverbs 30). Committed to the kingdom of God, God will provide all that we need.  Second, we ask God for healthy relationships. We ask for forgiveness as we forgive others. This is a serious petition because it assumes that we are living out kingdom values in relationships with others.  Do we really want God to treat us as we treat other people? God forgives and yearns to restore relationship with his people.  Third, we ask God for protection.  As we call for the inbreaking of the kingdom of God into the world, that allegiance will create conflict with the kingdom of darkness.  We need protection from the Evil One.  As we encounter temptation, we need the power of God to overcome the Evil One with all his powers.  
The prayer is a our pledge of allegiance to the kingdom of God and God’s commitment to us.  It is a prayer of confidence to the one who is both able and willing to care for us and to ultimately bring his reign upon the earth.

9. What is the Economic Trinity?

The Immanent Trinity refers to the relationships between the Father, Son and Spirit before the creation of the world and within their own communal life.  The three loved each other in unity before they created the world.  The Economic Trinity refers to the relationship between the Father, Son and Spirit in relation to creation and redemption; the roles of the Father, Son, and Spirit in the work of creation and redemption as revealed within the story of Scripture.

According to 1 Corinthians 8:6, the Father is the origin/source and goal of all things and the Son is the means by which the Father does all things.  The Father creates through the Son and he redeems through the Son, and the acts of God are to the glory of the Father through the Son. This text is a Christian commentary on the Jewish Shema found in Deuteronomy 6:4. Jewish monotheism is now confessed within the Christian faith as the oneness of God (still monotheism) revealed in the Father and Son.  Their economic roles are defined—the Father is the origin and source of all things as well as the goal of all things but the Son is the agent/means of all things.

The role of the Spirit is illustrated in the epistle to the Ephesians.  In chapter 1 the Father blesses, predestinates, elects and adopts through the Son. But as verses 13-14 indicate, the Father marks and seals believers with the Holy Spirit.  God gives his people wisdom and illuminates (enlightens) them through the presence of the Spirit that we might know God better.  In the Spirit, we experience the presence and communion of God. By the power of the Spirit we know the depths of God’s love and we experience the divine presence in ways that are beyond knowledge (Eph. 3:14-19).

The Economic Trinity is the work of  God in the world.  The Father creates and redeems through the Son in the power of the Spirit.  We have access to the Father through the Son in the Spirit (Eph. 2:18). We become the dwelling of God in the Spirit because of what Christ has done for us (Eph. 2:22). This is the structure of Christian theology—we know God through the Son in the communion of the Spirit.
10. Is Jesus God?

Jesus is the name of the one who walked uopn the earth as God in the flesh. John 1:1 means that before the creation of the world the Logos was present to be the means by which the world was created since nothing was created without him.  And present at the creation of the cosmos, the Logos was “with (pros) God,” that is, the Logos was in communion with the Father—he sustained a personal relationship with the Father.  This meaning is confirmed by the language of 1 John 1:1-4 which describes the “Word of Life” as “with the Father”—in fellowship with the Father.  And the Logos was himself “God” (theos). The absence of the article before theos does not imply an inferior God any more than the absence of the article before theos in John 1:6 imples inferiority.  Further, Jesus himself is described as “the God” in John 20:28 in the confession of Thomas. The one who became flesh is theos—he shares the fellowship and ontology of the Father.
Hebrews 1 also describes the Son as divine. The point of the chapter is to argue the superiority of the Son over the angels.  The Son is begotten, but the angels are made (created).  The Son reigns with the Father while the angels are ministering servants. The Son is immutable and reigns forever while the angels are mutable as they change forms to serve the purpose of God’s providence. The Son, in fact, is the exact image of the Father and radiance of the glory of God. The Son is called theos—his throne is forever, and he reigns with the Father.  Thus, he is called Son rather than messenger (or angel).

The Book of Revelation also pictures the Son as sharing the life of the Father—even sharing the worship of the Father.  While Revelation 4 offers “honor and glory” to the Father who sits on the throne, Revelation 5 declares that the Lamb is worthy also to recevie “honor and glory.”  In fact, all creation worhips both the one on the throne (the Father) and the Lamb—they are both worthy of worship.  This means that Jesus participates in the divine community and shares in the divine ontology because only God should be worshipped (Rev. 19:10; 22:7-9).  Even the angels are not worshipped, but Jesus is alongside the Father. Therefore, Jesus is theos.
11. What is the Relationship between the Human and Divine Natures in Jesus?

The Gospel of John declares that the one who was with the Father and was theos is the same one who became flesh and dwelt with humanity as a human being.  This is the same one—the same person—who is both theos in community with the Father and flesh in community with humanity. This is one person with two natures.
The hymn of Philippians 2 tells the same story.  The one who existed in the form of God took on the form of a slave (became a human being). Paul uses this hymn to persuade the Philippians to put the interests of others above their own, and the mind of Jesus models this.  Jesus did not consider his equality with God something to be exploited to his own advantage but instead humbled himself to become a human being in order to serve others.  

The process by which one who was equal with God in the form of God became the form of a servant is called kenosis—a self-emptying.  This may be a metaphor for humiliation, or it may refer to the loss of something as the Son poured out himself to become human.  Some think it means that he ceased to be God, but more likely it means that he gave up the independent exercise of his divine attributes.  At the very least the one who was omnipresent is now located in the flesh, and the one who was omniscient now grows in wisdom and knowledge (Luke 2).  He became human in every respect that we are human—he experienced life as a human being.

He became authentically human—truly human.  And by this became empathetic with our condition.  As Hebrews 2 indicates, he was made like us in everyway so that he might be tempted and having been tempted and having suffered, he might help us. The incarnation means that God became empathetic with the suffering and temptation of human beings though without sin (Heb. 4:14-16). He shared our weakenesses, experienced our temptations, and died with us.  

But he did so as the true human—being the true image of God, the remnant of Israel.  He lived as humans are supposed to live, and thus becomes our model and example of human life.  To sin is to be less than human and to be truly human is to be the image of God.  Jesus was a true human.

As true human, he has now become through the resurrection the fountain of a new humanity.  He is the new human. His resurrection body is the future reality of humanity as our bodies will be made like his in the resurreciton of the flesh.  Jesus became our elder brother—our high priest—forever.  He is even now still human as he intercedes for us at the right hand of God.
12. What is the Meaning of the Atonement?

Atonement is a broad, technical word in theology for the work of Christ in redemption and salvation.  It is a divine work by the one who is both human and divine.  God reconciles us,  God atones for us, God saves us and God redeems us.  And this is accomplished through the incarnate Son of God.
Atonement, broadly conceived, involves at least four aspects of the work of Jesus.  First, the incarnation is the joining of  God and humanity in the person of Jesus through whom humanity is drawn closer to God.  The metaphysical union of God and humanity in Jesus enables the mystical union of God and humanity.  The incarnation is part of the atonement because it closes the distance between God and humanity; it unites them in a way that was not possible before the incarnation. Through the incarnation, then humanity experiences union with God. The Gospel of John emphasizes this aspect of atonement and has been emphasized in Eastern theology.
Second, the ministry of Jesus was a hostile encounter with the powers of darkness.  Through his ministy, Jesus reversed the curse to which the comos was subjected. He healed the sick, cast out the demons, raised the dead, and liberated the oppressed. He conquered the powers of darkness with compassion and life.  He carried our diseases by healing us (Matthew 8:14-17). In Jesus God entered the world to defeat the rival kingdom of darkness and bring light into that darkness.  The light overcomes darkness.  The Synoptic Gospels emphasize this aspect of atonement and has been more receently emphasized in missional theology in the west.
Third, the death of Jesus is the divine act of self-substitution. God substituted himself in Jesus to experience the wrath of sin. It was not that God sought an innocent human to kill in the place of the rest, but rather God himself became human in order to substitute himself for all humanity. By this means, God remained just (holy) and the justifier of those who believe (Romans 3:21-26).  In some mysterious way the cross was the moment when God took the sins of the world up into his own life and suffocated their power by experiencing within himself the hurt, pain and death of the world.  Paul emphasizes this aspect of atonement and is the primary emphasis of the Western church, especially Roman Catholics and Evangelicals.
Fourth, the resurrection of Jesus is the dawn of the new creation.  Jesus is not merely resusciatated but is resurrected, that is, he is transformed as the firstborn from the dead.  His resurrected body belongs to the future world—the age to come when the kingdom of God will fill the renewed earth.  By the resurrection he conquers death and transforms the present life through hope. The resurrection of Jesus is the promise of a new creation, a future without death. Acts and Revelation emphasize this aspect of atonement and has been emphasized in the liturgy of the Eastern churches and in the third to the fifth centuries of the church.
The Atonement is a comprehensive idea.  It is not simply about the death of Christ and the forgiveness of sins, but it is about the transformation of the creation into new creation (a cosmic idea), the reversing of the curse and the union of God and humanity.

13. What is the Baptism of the Spirit.

I understand baptism of the Spirit to synonomous with the pouring out, indwelling and receiving of the Spirit. It is the fulfillment of a trajectory in Scripture that focuses on the presence of God.
When God created, he came dwell with the human community, communed with them and walked in the garden with them.  But when they decided to create their own empire (kingdom), they were excluded from the presence of God (Eden). Yet, God still puruses humanity since he is faithful to his original intent and loving design.  

Consequently, God called Abraham and announced his intent that his descendents would be his people and he would be their God (Gen. 17), and announced this to Moses as well (Ex. 6).  With the completion of the tabernacle and temple, the shekinah glory of God came to dwell with Israel.  In this way God lived among his people and he was their God (Lev. 26:11-12). Then God came in the flesh and through the incarnation dwelt among his people (John 1:14). This was a presence unlike the Garden—now God was literally walking among his people in the flesh as one of them.

The incarnate Christ promised that after he left the world he would ask the Father to send another comforter (John 14). The promised Holy Spirit was poured out on the people of God at Pentecost. The Spirit then indwells, as promised in Acts 2:38, every baptized person. God sends his Spirit to his children to dwell in their hearts (Gal. 4:6) and in their bodies (1 Cor 6:18-20). Having washed us and renewed us by the Spirit, God pours out his Spirit generously (Titus 3:5-6). This is the presence of God among his people for communion—it is the means by which God personally communes and dwells with his people in the church.  Paul quotes Lev. 26:11-12 in 2 Corinthians 6:16 to make this point and draw the parallel with the Old Testament temple.

Sometimes this pouring out of the Spirit is accompanied by miraculous signs.  This bears witness to God’s sanction as the gospel cross boundaries in the book of Acts.  When Samaritans entered the church, the Spirit was given in an extraordinary way (Acts 8), and when the Gentiles entered the church, the Spirit was poured out in an extraordinary way (Acts 10).  But the giving and baptizing in the Spirit is not necessarily associated with miraculous events.  The ordinary means is on the occasion of our baptism in water.

The ultimate goal of God is to dwell with his people in the new heavean and new earth with resurrected bodies animated by the Spirit of God (Rev. 21:1-4).  There God will fully dwell with his people.

14. What are the Gifts of the Spirit?

The function of the Spirit is three-fold.  First, it is the means of divine presence within the church. The Spirit dwells with us as the mode of communion.  We commune with God as the communion of the Spirit mediates our communion with the divine community. We participate in the divine community through the presence of the Spirit. 
Second, given the presence of the Spirit, we are transformed by the work of the Spirit.  The Spirit sanctifies us and transforms us into the image of God.  We are recreated by the sanctifying work of the Spirit.  The Spirit is no spectator, but is actively shaping us into the likeness of God.  The Spirit produces the fruits of the Spirit (Gal. 5).
Third, the Spirit gifts us; the Spirit gives gifts.  The purpose of these gifts is for the edification of the body and for ministry in the world. The gifts are acts of divine grace which equip us for ministry.  Gifts, however, are useful only in the hands of transformed believers.  Without transformation the gifts degenerate into envy, jealousy and ambition as we see in 1 Corinthians 14.  This is why love is the most important gift of all—it transforms the way the other gifts are used.  Without love no gift is of any importance (1 Cor. 13).

There are two lists of the gifts of the Spirit—Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12. Neither list is exhaustive nor are they the same list.  Each text illustrates the gifts according to the needs of the audience addressed in each epistle.  Sometimes we focus on the miraculous, but this is a special problem in Corinth ans is not part of Paul’s intent to shape the Roman church into the body of Christ. The gifts he list include mercy, leadership, service, teaching, etc. These are not exahustive and we might add to the list.  As culture and needs change, the needed gifts for the ministry of the body also change.  Technology is a gift these days as well as graphic art,  Other gifts are missing from Paul’s lists as well such as music.
But what is most important is the loving use of these gifts for the sake of others—to build up the body and to minister in the world.  God is present to commune with us, to transform us and to equip us to serve his mission in the world.

15. How Important is Trinitarianism for Christian Unity?

I have two concerns in this question.  First, what confession is necessary to enter the church, that is, what should one confess to be baptized?  Does one have to have a full Trinitarian understanding for saving faith?  Second, what should the church teach as a mature undestanding of the faith that also testifies to the unity of the chruch?
1 Corithians 8:6 contains a binarian confession:  one God the Father and one Lord Jesus Christ. But some believers in the church at Corinth did not “know” this—the “weak” did not undrestand the binarian confession as they still thought some idols were gods and lords. Paul counsels the Corinthians that they should be careful that their knowledge does not result in pride. Instead it is those who love God rather than those who have all the correct knowledge about God that are known by God.  Loving God is entrance into the church rather than knowing the correct confession.  

The foundational confession of the church is not a Trinitarian confession, but a Christological one.  It the confession of Matthew 16:16-18 or Luke 9:20-21.  We confess that Jesus is the Christ.  He is the Messiah, the Savior of the World.  He is the one whom God annointed to redeem the world or the one through whom God will save the world.  It is the confession that Jesus is our savior—the Messiah of God, the redeemer of Israel.  It is not a confession specifically about Jesus as God in some binarian theology or even Trinitarian theology.  It is a confession about the saving acts of God in Jesus the Messiah. This confession is sufficient for baptism and communion in the body of Christ.

However, this does not mean that the church should simply repeat the minimal confession.  Rather, the church should mature and reflect—it should seek to understand its confession.  Thus, the history of the church’s theological reflection that yielded the Nicene and Constantinoplian confessions is a good thing—it is not an evil. The mature confession of fatih within the church is Trinitarian.  It confesses the Economic Trinity—the Father is the source/origin of all things through Jesus in the power/life of the Spirit.  The church need not divide over filioque since the communion of the saints contains the weak as well as strong (no matter which side of the dispute one is on), and both sides can agree that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son.  The Economic confession is sufficient for the unity of the church because the church should also be careful to confess more than it can know about the Immanent Trinity.
We should not expect new converts to have a mature understanding of God.  Instead we should love them as they mature.  And those who are mature should be careful lest they think the knowledge something about God that they do not really know.  Knowledge puffs up, but love edifies.  The church should love first, then mature in knowledge and at the same time recognize the limitations of knowledge.  It is more important to be known by God through love than it is to know something about God.
16. What is the Nature of Salvation?
Salvation is a comprehensive term.  Too often it is only used in reference to our past conversions or only in reference to the forgiveness of sins.  Salvation should be conceived on a broad scale.
Salvation is the past, present and future experience of believers.  Believers have experienced past salvation through the forgiveness of sins, and they presently experience salvation through the process of transformation into the likeness of God, and they anticipate the future resurrection of the body in the new heaven and new earth.  

Paul can uses some of his most favorite terms in all three senses.  We have been saved (Eph. 2:8), we are being saved (2 Cor. 2:12-14), and we will be saved (Rom. 5:10-11).  We have been sanctified (1 Cor 6:11), we are being sanctified (1 Thess 4:3), and we will be sanctified in body (1 Thess 5:23).  We have been justified (declared righteous, Rom. 5:1), we are pursuing righteousness even now (Rom 6) and we hope is righteousness (Gal. 5:6).  Theologians in the West have generally referred to the past as Justification, the present as Sanctification and the future as Glorification.  Theologians in the East have generally referred to the process from infant baptism to resurrection as theosis—growing in the likeness of God.

Romans 6:22 illustrates this all three teneses of salvation.  We have been set free from the power and guilt of sin so that we are no longer slaves to sin but to God.  We are presently bearing the fruit of the Spirit toward holiness as we grow more like God.  And we anticipate the experience of eternal life as the goal of our walk with God in the present.
Salvation has at least another perspective as well.  Salvation is not only individual though it includes the individual.  Each person has their own journey with God as we are converted, sanctified and ultimately glorified.  However, salvation is also communal—God saves us as a community; he saves his people.  The church has been redeemed, but is also in the process of communal sanctification and ultimately will reach the full glory of the people of God in the new heaven and new earth.  But salvation is also cosmic.  As Romans 8 and Colossians 1 indicate, God will redeem everything in heaven and on earth—he will liberated the cosmos from its bondage of decay. God will renew his earth and redeeme his cosmos.  

17. Why is Baptism by Immersion Important?
There are four major arguments for baptism by immersion.  First, the practice of first century water rituals in Judaism involved immersion.  Jews regularly practiced self-immersion as a purification ritual both at home, before entering the temple and near synagogues.  First century Jews used Mikva’ot which were dug out of the rock to form immersion pools.
Second, the Greek term baptizo means to immerse, plunge or dip. It refers to something submerged. In translating the text, we should imply translate “Be immersed” and thus when one is sprinkled they are not doing what the text says.

From the above two points, it seems clear that believers in the New Testament practiced immersion as their normal if not exclusive mode of baptism.

Third, the theological meaning of the act is union with the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus. A) The water is a concrete, material substance which connects us with the created reality and the reality of Jesus’ own burial and resurrection.  It is a tangible connection; just as our immersion in water is real, so Jesus’ burial was real.  Just as Jesus’ resurrection was real, so our emersion from the water is new life for us.  B) The symbol—concretely acted in real immersion—is theologically meaningful. It is a dramatic re-enactment of Jesus’ own burial and resurrection.  It has liturgical drama; it is a liturgical act.  C) The theological meaning is immersion of our own life into the death of Jesus.  We are buried—burying the crucified sinful nature; and we rise—rising to a new life.  It is theological enactment.

Fourth, the history of the church was immersionist into the 12th and 13th century.  There are exceptions early in the church.  The Didache gives an exception but only where there is not sufficient water for immersion.  There are exceptions called “clinical baptisms” (kline, meaning bed) for those who are too sick to receive immersion.  But immersion remained the norm until northern Europe began to practice otherwise despite the Eastern chruch’s insistence on immersion.  England actually continued immersion into the 16th century as well as Poland into the 17th century.
18. What is the Relationship of Faith and Baptism

In Luke 3 John comes baptizing sinners who have repented and confessed their sin.  He preaches a message about the coming kingdom and the coming wrath.  His message announces the restoration of Israel and he prepares the people to receive the arriving kingdom.  The baptized are a penitent, expecting people—looking for the reign of God in the world through the coming of the Messiah.  Consequently, John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance.  It was designed for penitent sinners.
Jesus submits to the baptism of John.  He comes as already circumcised; one of the people of God.  But he undergoes a ritual designed for sinners.  Through his baptism, Jesus identifies with sinners (he becomes one of them just like he did in his death), God publicly declares his sonship and anoints him with the Spirit, and Jesus begins his public ministry.  It is an act of discipleship—he commits himself to follow the will of God, even to the cross.  This was also the point of his temptation in the wilderness—will he follow God to the cross or will he accept the offer of Satan? Jesus’ baptism is his commitment to the way of the cross—it is his act of discipleship as part of the community of faith.
Baptisms in the book of Acts involve people who hear the message about Jesus, believe it, repent of their sins and are baptized.  The conversion narratives in Acts follow this model (Acts 2, 8, 10, 16, 18).  The examples of “household” baptisms in Acts are ambiguous; they do not necessarily include children, especially infants.  On the one hand, the word “house” is inclusive of extended family and servants.  It may simply be a figure for the “whole” without any commitment of specificity of involving those who cannot be involved or would naturally not be assumed to be part of the specific people participating.  On the other hand, several texts speak of the “household” rejoicing or listening, etc. These verbs could not include infants and are indicative that the “household” language is an inclusive metaphor without necessarily meaning that infants were involved in things which were not apropriate for them.  
Paul is explicit about the role of faith.  Colossians 2:12 says that we are buried and raised with Christ “through faith.”  Galatians 3:26-27 says that we are children of God by faith because we have put on Christ through baptism into Christ.  Faith is the effectual means of baptism.  Without faith, baptism is nothing but a bath. 

What does “faith” mean?  It may mean, as Luther said, that infants have a kind of faith of their own which does not resist God’s gift of faith.  It may mean, as the Orthodox believe, that it is the faith of the church as these children are born into the family of the church.  It may mean, as Reformed Protestants (Calvinists) believe, that it is the faith of the paretns.  But in each of these cases it lacks the active participation of the one being baptized which is contrary to the example of the baptism of Jesus and all the explicit examples in the New Testament. There is no example in the New Testament nor explicit teaching that indicates any of those understandings of “faith” are the church practiced or taught in the New Testament.  Instead, it is the faith of a disciple—one who has decided to follow Jesus and commits himself to the path of Jesus.  The disciple is one who follows Jesus into the water and consequenlty is willing to follow him to the cross.  Baptism involves the faith and commitment of a disciple.
19. What is the Relationship between Faith, Works and Assurance?

Thinking about Ephesians 2:8-10, we may conclude three points about our salvation.  First, grace is the ground of our salvation. The basis of our salvation is the work of God in Christ. God saves us because of what Christ has done.  The merit of our salvation—the righteousness of our justification—is not our own but it is the person of Jesus himself.  It is his faithfulness that redeems us and not our own. We are saved by the faithfulness of Christ.  Consequently, our works are excluded from the ground or cause of our salvation.
Second, faith is the means of our salvation.  It is “through faith” that we are saved.  Faith is trusting in the work of God in Christ.  Faith is the “beggar’s hand” that receives what God is willing to give.  Faith is, in that sense, passive—it receives.  But it also active in that it trusts that God will give to the open hand of the beggar.

Third, works are the effect of our salvation.  They are excluded from the the means of salvation—only faith is the means.  But they are not excluded from the life of the believer.  They are the fruit of our salvation.  God creates (saves) us through faith and he creates us that we might pursue the life of God through works, that is, through sanctification and ministry; to participate in the mission of God in the world.  By works we mean the idea that once again we take up our task and indentity to be the image of God in the world and embrace his mission for the world.  God has recreated us for the purpose for which he created us in the beginning.

Baptism does not belong in the category of “works” but in the category of “faith”—baptism embodies faith; it expresses faith.  Faith trusts in Christ through submitting to baptism as God graciously gives what he has promised to faith.  Baptism is an external means of faith by which our senses are assured of God’s promises and through which God works his promises.

Assurance does not depend on how well or many works we do, but depends upon trusting in Christ and oriented toward his will.  We are assured by faith but that faith is a living one that works in love. We do not look to how well are doing for assurance because there is always reason to doubt within ourselves.  Rather, we look to Christ—we trust in the work of Christ for our salvation and through faith we are assured of God’s love for us.  Faith is our willingness to trust and submit—to embrace the mission of God in the world for the sake of Christ. Believers are assured of God’s love.
20. What is Discipleship?
The church is commanded to “make disciples of all nations” (Mattheww 28:19).  It is what Paul and Barnabas were doing in Acts 14:21. This verb is also used in Matthew 13:52 (also 27:57—disciple).  There the language means to be “discipled into the kingdom of heaven”—it is like one finding a treasure.  To be discipled is to be trained in the habits of the kingdom of  heaven; to become like Jesus, a follower of Jesus.
To often Christianity is reduced to liturgy or what happens in the church bulding. We think Christianity is mainly a Sunday religion.  But the essence of Christianity is actually following Jesus—it is taking up his mission in the world, to participate in his ministry and to carry on the work of Christ that remains unfinished.  As Christians we are to fulfill the ministry of Christ that is lacking in the world.

The parrallel between the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts is instructive here.  The Gospel describes the teaching and ministry of Jesus—his task was to prolcaim the good news of the kingdom and to minister to people (Luke 4).   This is the ministry to which he called his Twelve (Luke 9:1-2) and his disciples (Luke 10:9).  It is the ministry of discipleship, and it continues in the book of Acts.  The disciples continue the ministry of Jesus—what he began to do and teach the disciples continue (Acts 1:1-2; 8:12-13). The ministry of the church (of disciples) is the ministry of Jesus.

Sandwhiched between the call of the Twelve and the 70 in Luke 9-10 is the pericope on the “cost of following Jesus” in Luke 9:57-62.  Discipleship means real cost—the cost of stability (no place to live), the cost of normal bereavement (waiting for the father to die), and family ties (normal relations).  Discipleship costs (Luke 14:25-2\34).  It means that if we have followed Jesus into the water, then we should also follow Jesus to the cross.
21. What is the Nature of the Christian Assembly?

The Christian faith must hold the importance of discipleship and the importance of assembly in balance.  Ultimately, one is not more important than the other, but both are a necessary part of the Christian life.  Hebrews 13:15-16 balances the importance of the praise of our lips with a benevolent (“to do good”) lifestyle. Neither is sufficient to themselves as the Christian life.

God created community and thus intends community.  Given the broken world, God redeems a people.  The communal God creates and redeems community.

The community is most visibly present when they are assembled—gathered in the presence of God.  This is the beginning of  Israel at Mt. Sinai as they are gathered before God at the mountain.  Deuteronomy calls it the “day of the assembly” (Deut. 9:10; 10:4). God assembled his people, entered into covenant with them and ate with them on the mountain (Exodus 24:1-11).  Israel was then to gather in sacred assemblies on a regular basis.  Levitcus 23 lists these assemblies, including Sabbath, day of Atonement, and the festivals.  Assemblies were gatherings in the presence of God and thus sacred.
The church continues the community of God that assembles.  Hebrews 10 calls Christians to assemble in order to (1) draw near to God (which is gathering in the presence of God in his Holy of Holies as 10:19-21 describes); (2) profess their faith (we bear witness to God’s love and faithfulness as we assembly); and (3) stir each other up for good works (mutual encouragement).  When the church assembles it paticipates in the eschatological reality that is described in Hebrews 12:22-24.  When we gather to God and Jesus as an assembled body, we gather with the angels, with the church over the whole world and with the saints in the heavenlies.  We participate in the future.

The future is the eschatological assembly gathered around the throne of God.  Revelation 4-7 is a description of this assembly.  The throneroom of God is described in Revelation 4 and the Lamb enters the throneroom in Revelation 5.  The martyred saints are present the throneroom, and the picture of Revelation 7 is that the assembly on the earth is crossing over into the throneroom scene as they experience death.  This assembly, when fully gathered and all the saints are present, is the eschatological assembly.  It is ultimately the assembly of the people of God upon the new heaven and new earth in the new Jerusaelm.
22. What is the Significance of the Lord’s Day?

The first day of the week, or “the Lord’s Day” (Rev. 1:10), is theologically significant for Christians.  The phrase “Lord’s Day” is used in the second century for the first day of the week (e.g., Didache, Ignatius, Irenaeus).  

There are two explicit examples of Chrsitians meeting on the “first day of the week” in Acts 20:7 and 1 Corinthians 16:1-2.  Both of these examples suggest that it was the day of regular meetings of the church and every Sunday.  While early preaching by the apostles (e.g., Paul in Acts 13-14) was in the synagogues on the sabbath and early Christians still prayed in the temple with Jewish believers (e.g., Acts 3, 21), the meetings of the Christian community were apparently on the first day of the week rather than on the Sabbath—though Sabbath days are not excluded for meetings as well.

The shift from the Jewish Sabbath as the “day” for the people of God to assemble to the “first day of the week” has theological meaning.  First, the first day of the week is the day of creation itself, and the Christianity is the proclamation and inauguration of new creation.  When the church meets on Sunday it roots itself in the creative work of God—both in the original creation and the new creation.  It looks back to God’s act of creation, experiences God’s new creation in the present, and anticipates the fullness of cosmic renewal in the future as a new heaven and new earth.

Second, the first day of the week is resurrection day.  The language of the Gospels in John 20:1, Luke 24:1, Matthew 28:1, and Mark 16:1 stresses the rising of Jesus on the first day of the week.  The writers’ notation of the day is significant in light of the future meetings of Christians—they meet on the day Jesus rose from the dead.  Jesus met with his disciples on the first day of his resurrection and continues to meet with them when the saints assemble on the first day of the week.  It is a new creation in an eschatological sense.
Third, the first day of the week is the birthday of the church and the pouring out of the Spirit. Pentecost falls on the 50th day after Passover which is the first day of the week.  It is a new creation event as Israel is restored (recreated) and people receive a new beginning (remission of sins). They are anointed with the presence, transforming power and equipping work of the Holy Spirit.  It is a new creation in a spiritual sense.
These three points underscore the Economic Trinity’s role in the world and which Christians celebrate every Sunday.  God the Father created the world on the first day of the week, Jesus rose from the dead on the first day of the week, and the Spirit was poured out on the church on the first day of the week.  Every Sunday the church remembers, bears witness and celebrates these three events in the history of our life with God.

23. What is the Meaning of the Lord’s Supper?

Given that the first day of the week is a new creation day and that the assembly of the saints participates in the eschatological community, the Eastern church has a better theological grasp of the Lord’s Supper than the Western church as the Western church focuses on the cross and the Supper as an altar where the Eastern church focuses on the eschatological meaning of the Supper.

God has always sought to enjoy communion with his people and the Table in the story of God has been a place where God met his people for fellowship.

Israel was called into being in Exodus 19-24 as they entered into covenant with God.  They built an altar upon which they offered burnt offerings and fellowship offerings (Ex. 24).  The blood was poured at the altar, but the fellowship offerings are eaten in the presence of God (Deut. 27:6-7).  The altar is the blood-ritual but the table is to eat with God and to experience (or see) God (Ex. 24:9-11).

The Table is part of every festival of Israel except the Day of Atonement which is a fast day.  At every festival fellowship offerings were presented and the people at with God as a community.  These offerings are described in Leviticus 3 & 7, and we see them throughout the history of Israel (e.g., 2 Chronicles 30 where fellowship offerings are presented during the two week celebration of the Passover).

When Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper, he anticipated that he would eat with his disciples in the kingdom (Matt. 26:30; Luke 22). The altar in the chuch is the cross of Jesus, but the table is the place of communion and fellowship with Jesus.  Jesus at with his disciples in Luke 24 as he promised he would and in the breaking of the bread Jesus was revead.  

Christians continued to break bread in Acts—and this was fundamentally a continuation of post-resurrection meals with Jesus.  They ate with the rise Christ as a community just as Jesus had eaten with them before and after his resurrection.  The occasion in Acts 20 is illustrative as the disciples eat with the resurrected Eutyches as a concrete example of how they eat with the risen Lord every first day of the week.

The goal of this eucharistic meal is the experience of the eschaton itself. And we anticipate the day when we will sit down with the Triune God at the Messianic banquet table in the kingdom of God upon the new heaven and new earth (Matt 8:10-12; Isaiah 25:6-9).  When we eat upon the earth, we experience that future reality in the present but it is not yet a full experience of it since we wait for the appearing of our Lord and his kingdom.
24. How is Christ Present in the Supper?

This has been a controversial question in the history of Christian theology.  The question is rooted in Jesus’ own saying at the table: “This is my body” and “This is my blood.” 

I would suggest that there are two senses in which we should speak of Christ’s presence.  He is present (1) as our nourishment—what we eat.  We feed on Christ—the bread “is” his body in some sense and the wine “is” is blood in some sense.  He is also present (2) in the sense that he is the host of the table who eats with us and serves us at his own table.

The first meaning is the most controversial.  The Western church has debated it for centuries.  Roman Catholics affirm transubstantiation (the bread and wine change into the substance of the body and blood of Jesus).  Lutherans affirm consubstantiation (the body and blood of the Lord are added to the bread and wine).  Reformed (Calvinists) affirm that the connection between the bread/wine and the body/blood is a true spritual communion as we are lifted up into the throneroom of God by the Spirit of God to be nourished by Christ.  Zwinglians (most Baptists, etc.) affirm that the the bread/wine merely symbolize the body/blood as a way of reminding us of Christ’s work for us.  The Eastern church has refused to define the Eucharistic event in metaphysical terms but simply trusts in the mystery of the event itself.

Which is best undestanding?  1 Corinthians 10:16 seems to offer at least a partial explanation—eating the bread and drinking the wine are a participation in the body and blood of Jesus.  When we sit at the table, we commune with the altar (the cross), that is, we enjoy the benefits of the altar when we eat at the table.  There is an authentic spiritual communion between us and Jesus at the table as we enjoy and experience the benefits of the altar anew as we eat.  Perhaps it is best to leave much of this “spiritual” reality undefined and be open to God’s work at the table.  At the very least, we need to affirm that eating and drinking is genuine participation in the realiy of Jesus.  It is no mere symbolism, but exactly what it constitutes is ratehr undefined.
The second meaning is also significant but it is the only often overlooked in the debates about the first.  This meaning points to the eschatological nature of the table.  In the breaking of the bread, according to Luke 24, Jesus is revealed as the host of his table—he breaks the bread and pours the wine.  But Luke 22 and 12:35-38 also reveal that Jesus is the servant of his table.  He continues to serve his people—just as he served us by offering his body and blood as a ransom for our sins, so he serves us the bread and wine at his table. He is the waiter of his own table.  In this way, we participate in the future reality of the kingdom when we eat and drink at the table of the Lord.  Christ is present by the power of the Spirit to sit with us, commune with us and assure us of the future.

At the table of the Lord we are both nourished by Jesus’ body and blood as a genuine spiritual feeding and we experience the future as the resurrected Lord eats with us at his table.
25. Is it Necessary to Tithe?

Tithing is a basic part of the Mosaic system (Levitucs 26:30; Nehemiah 10:37-38). Tithes were shared with the Levitical priesthood as their support system (Numbers 18:21-28) and they were shared with the poor, widow, orphan and alien in Israel (Deuteronomy 14:28-29; 26:12). Tithes were not the only gifts as other special vows and sacrifical offerings were also gifts to the Lord (Deuteronomy 12:5-7). To hold back the tithe is to rob God of what belongs to him (Malachi 3:6-12). Into the ministry of Jesus, devout Jews are tithing (Luke 18:12) and some are so devoted to the tithe that they practice that piety as substitute for mercy, justice and faith (Matthew 23:23; Luke 11:42).
However, tithing predates the Mosaic Law as Abraham tithed to Melchizedek in Genesis 14:20 (see Hebrews 7:1-9). It apepars as an embedded principle in the biblical narrative.

More importantly, God’s concern for the poor and needy runs throughout the biblical story.  The Torah has many provisions for the poor.  This ranges from leaving the edges of fields unharversted (Leviticus 23:22) to sustaining the poor who are not able to sustain themselves (Leviticus 25:35-38).  The most extensive passage is Deutronomy 15:1-11.  There should be no poor in Israel, but if there are, they should be treated with dignity and helped rather than abused. Those that bless the poor will be blessed.  The principle is embedded in the fabric of the biblical narrative starting with Abraham who is blessed so that he might bless others. Psalm 112 also calls attention to the righteous person who is generous with the poor.

The ministry of Jesus continues this.  “Blessed are the poor for theirs in the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). Jesus came to preach “good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18; 7:22). Those who throw a banquet should invite the poor (Luke 14:13, 21). He contrasts the pride and wealth of the Pharisses with what they should be doing in giving to the poor (Luke 11:41). The disciples of Jesus are called to sell their possessions and give to the poor (Luke 12:33; 18:22; 19:8).  The early church in Acts continued the ministry of Jesus.  They sold their possessions to share with each other (Acts 2:45; 4:32-37).
The Epistles root sharing with the poor—not in pity for the poor—in the glory of God.  Just as God has graced us in Jesus Christ, we are to grace others who are in need that they might grace (give thanks) to God for his mercies (2 Corinthians 8-9).
Paul cautions that contentment rather than the love of money is the way of discipleship (1 Timothy 6:6-10)  while at the same time commanding the rich to give to the poor (1 Timothy 6:17) and this is consistent with the prayer of the wise person in Proverbs 30:7-9.  

Tithing may not be a New Testament requirement, but it participates in the storyline of God’s care for the poor and his people.  Tithing might be considered the bare minimum of a servant who lives out of gratitude for what God has given to them.  The poor widow of Luke gave more than the wealthiest Pharisees when she gave what she had out of her poverty rather than giving out of an abundance (Luke 21:1-4).

26. What is the Role of Fasting and Confession in the Christian Community?

Israel only had one required fast and that was on the day of Atonement (Leviticus 16). But fasting appears throughout the Old Testament narrative for various purposes. Some fast because they are in mourning (1 Chr 10:12; 2 Sam 1:12; 3:35).   Some fast because they are repenting (Ezra 10:6; Nehemiah 1:4).  Some fast because they are zealous for a cause (Psalm 69:10).  Some fast during times of prayer and pleading for God’s favor (2  Samuel 12:16-22; Psalm 35:13; 2 Chr 20:3; Daniel 9:3).

Jesus fasted during his wilderness temptation as a time of prayer, trial and discernment of the will of God for his life (Matthew 4:1-2).  John’s disciples fasted as part of the times of repentance and anticipation of the coming of the Messiah (Matthew 9:14) and the Pharissees fasted ritually (Matthew 9:14; Luke 18:12). Fasting was a strong reflection of piety in the first century along with prayer and almsgiving (Matthew 6:1-18). The early chruch also practiced fasting on occasion, particularly Acts 14:23 and Acts 13:2-3.
The value of fasting is a sense of utter dependence upon God, a sense of humbling before God, an empathy with the poor and hungry, and the reorientation of our priorities. It calls us to something beyond our physical needs to a deeper spritiual reality.

But, theologically, we might remember a couple of principles.  First, fasting is no substitute for living out the ethics of the kingdom or discipleship.  God identified the fast he prefers in Isaiah 58:3-11—it is the humbling of self for the sake of others, particularly the poor.  Second, fasting is unregulated in the church.  There are no prescribed fasts.  Third, feasting seems to be more emphasized than fasting, especially at the table fo the Lord.  Fourth, there are occasions for fasting—repentance, mourning, intercession and dedication—as practiced by the early church.  Consequently, fasting should not be excluded as a pious practice, but it should not be demanded either. It becomes an individual or communal choice.

Confession of sin is part of the ritual of the day of atonement is thus also connected with fasting.  Indeed, one meaning of fasting is the repentance and confession of sin. The Day of Atonement involved a communal confession of sin over the scapegoat (Lev. 16:21).

Some Psalms are themselves confessions of sin (Ps. 32:5; 38:18).  Proverbs 28:13 reminds us that whoever conceals his sin does not prosper but whoever confesses them and renounces them finds mercy.

The ministry of John the Baptist was the reception of those who having confessed their sin were immersed into a baptism of repentance (Matt 3:6; Mark 1:5). Those who believed in Jesus in Acts confessed their sins (Acts 19:18).

The two key texts about confession of sin is 1 John 1:9—a confession before God who will forgive us—and James 5:13-16 where through mutual confession God forgives his people of their sins.

Some principles tied to confession, I think, are:  (1) it is mutual confession rather than hierarchical confession, (2) it is fundamentally a confession to God, and (3) it is through prayer that we confess our sins before God.  Whether we have a particular tradition of confession—communal or individual—it should not violate these principles.
27. What is Church?

The term ekklesia means “assembly.” It is a community of God’s people that has been constituted and called by God into existence through covenant.  Israel is called God’s assembly in the Old Testament (cf. Acts 7:38).
Jesus, however, said that the would build his church in Matthew 16:18.  Jesus reconstitutes the assembly of God in Israel as restored Israel under his headship.  He becomes the head of the church, just as he is the head of all things in the cosmos (Eph. 1:10, 22).

We might say that the church is the people of God the Father (1 Peter 2:4-12), the body of Jesus Christ (Eph 1:23; 2:16; 3:6; 4:12-16), and the communion of the Spirit (2 Cotinthians 13:14; Philippians 2:1).  As the people of God we are called to holiness and imaging God; as the body of Christ we are Jesus to the world; and in the communion of the Spirit we are partakers of the divine fellowship.  We belong to the Father, Son and Spirit.
The community is an alien in this world. We are not “of the world” though we are “in the world” (John 17:13-16). We do not share the values of the kingdoms of this world; we are a distinct people belonging to God. The church is a counter-cultural community.  

The church is neither building nor institution. Rather, it is the living organism of people covenanted with God to follow Jesus. It is a refugee movement what pioneers the future for the sake of the rest of the world.  A congregation of the people of God in a particular place is the body of Christ in that place united with other congregations by the communion of the Spirit.  The church is the community of Jesus’ disciples—a community of faith and discipleship following Jesus into the world.
28. Upon What Must the Church Unite?

Ephesians 4:1-6 provides a way to address this question.  It is not comprehensive but it does exhibit some foundational perspectives for a local congregation to practice and confess.  The above question is primarily concerned about the life and confession of a congregation—an assembly—of God’s people.  Upon what must a congregation unite in order to call themselves the “church of God”?
Ephesians 4:1-6 is easily divided into two sections.  The first section deals with relational themes (v. 1-3) while the second section deals with theological themes (v. 4-6).  Both are concerned about “unity”—the oneness of the church (Eph. 4:3; cf. 4:13 also).
The church is one when it lives relationally within itself that is worthy of its calling.  Traits such as humilty, gentleness, patience, forebearance must characterize the community of faith. These are practiced as an expression of the unity of the Spirit—which is the unity that the Spirit produces—in relationships of peace and harmony.  This appeal is similar to Philippians 2:1-4.
The church is one when it confesses the same story.  The unity (oneness) of the Spirit is grounded in the one story that the church confesses.  We believe in the seven ones:  one body, one Spirit, one hope, one faith, one Lord, one baptism, and one God the Father.  There is much that is missing from the list if we think in terms of the whole of Scripture (Lord’s supper, for example, or sanctification).  

The intent is foundational, however.  This is what constitutes the church—it is the foundation of our life in  God.  These are the truths that we confessed as entrance into the body of Christ.  All the “ones” should be understood in the light of what Paul has already described in Ephesians 1-3.  They are all mentioned in the previous three chapters (except baptism, though it is implied with the language of “raised with Christ” in chapter two and then present in Eph. 5:26 as well).

It seems to me that these basic truths are the foundation of unity within the church.  If a community can confess these seven ones together in a relationship of love, they are the church of God in that community. There is no need for institutional succession; there is no need for creedal confessions; there is no need for a long history in terms of constituting a community the church of God. Rather God unites with those who trust in him and form a community to bear witness to his love for the world.  
The congregation then matures and develops in the faith.  It may struggle with theology and practice (as Corinth did), but as the congregation seeks God it is united to God on the ground of God’s acts and presence represented by these seven ones.

29. How Do We Relate to Those Outside the Unity of the Faith?

By “outside the unity of the faith” I mean those who do not function or confess the same kind of baptism we profess and practice. In other words, they confess the seven ones of Ephesians but they have a different understanding of baptim, that is, they pour water on infants of believers.  In addition, some might think that “outside the unity of the faith” includes those who practice a different liturgy (e.g., instrumental music) or function with a different ecclesiastical polity (e.g., bishops and priests instead of elders and deacons, etc.).  Two texts perhaps illustrate how we might relate to those who, while sharing a faith in Jesus as the Savior of the world,  differ with us in key theological and practical areas.  

First, Mark 9:38-41 is a story of such an encounter.  John notes that he is not “one of us”—it is not part of our group or community.  But he was casting out demons in the name of Jesus.  This was John’s “answer” to Jesus’ discussion of who is greatest in the kingdom of God.  His answer seems to indicate that he thinks he has some resolution to this problem in what group one is part of or whether someone has appropriate authorization for kingdom work.

Jesus responds  with the principle that if one is not against us (that is, speak evil against Jesus), they are for us.  Whoever gives a cup of cold water (an act of mercy) in the name of Jesus will have his reward in the kingdom of God.  So, don’t forbid the doing of mercy or the doing of good, Jesus says to John.  

In principle, then, we should not compartmentalize the kingdom of God.  Rather, we should encourage the good that is done in the name of Jesus by whoever does it as long as they do not speak evil of Jesus or oppose Jesus.  We leave the judgment to God, and Jesus judgment in this text is that they are “for us” even if in John’s view they are not “one of us.”

Second, Acts 18:24-26 is another story that might help us.  Apollos came to Ephesus and preached in the synagogue.  He knows the “way of the Lord” and taught “about Jesus accurately.”  He proclaims the good news of Jesus.  But he only knows the baptism of John.  He taught Jesus right, but baptism wrong.  Nevertheless, Priscilla and Aquial did not reject him or treat him with hostility.  Rather, they showed him hospitality, encourage him and explained “the way of God more adequately” to him.

I think we see from these two examples several principles.  First, we do not act with hostility toward others who are serving in the name of Jesus as long as they are doing good in his name.  Second, we seek a relationship with others that can generate fruitful dialogue as we learn from each other and hopefully draw closer together in understanding and practice.  Third, we recognize that Jesus is the center and foundation of our message—that the good news of the kingdom is more important than our disagreements.
30. How Do We Relation to Other Religions?

One model for how we relation to other religions is found in Acts 17 as Paul addresses the Athenian philosophers.  His approach to them is not hostile but conciliatory.  Even though Paul is disturbed by all the idols in Athens, he does not begin his address to them with insults or harshness.  Rather, he calls them “religious” and compliments their religiousity.  This is a good thing.  It might be that the starting point in our dialogue with other religions is that we find a point of contact in our shared religiousity.  It is good that we are mutually religious and recognize that there is something more than ourselves in the world.
As Paul proceeds through the sermon, he makes three major points:  (1) God made the world, (2) God made every nation, and (3) God has set a day to judge the world through Jesus.  The first two points are both complimentary (they are view shared by some philosophers) and critical (how they apply those views is problematic).  The third point is the new point and the one that brings the philosophers into contact with the good news of Jesus.

The first point is about creation—God made the world and he gives all people life and everything else.  It is a statement of the sovereignty of God and the independence of God (God does not need anything from human beings).  Thisimplies the critical point that God does not need temples built by human hands.

The second point is about providence—God has determined the shape of history by the boundaries and nations within the world.  But God has a purpose.  The purpose is that humans should seek God and find him.  The philosophers (poets) can agree with this—God is not far from us.  But the implication of this point (that we are God’s offspring) is that the idols mean nothing.  They are human inventions rather than divine representations.

The third point is about the revelation of Jesus in his resurrection.  God will judge the world and hold humanity accountable for their sin.  Everyone is called to repentance and everyone is called to embrace the good news of Jesus.  Just as in creation and providence, so in the resurrection, God has demonstrated his good intentions for humanity by raising Jesus from the dead.

There are several principles embedded in this story that can shape our relationships with Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, even humanists.  First, we must listen to our neighbors.  Paul went into Athens and observed.  It disturbed him, but he did not let it engender hostitlity toward his audience. He regarded his audience as “religious” and this was a positive thing. Second, we must approach them with compassion and constructive engagement.  We do not tear down but build up in the beginning. We must find a ponit of contact with them—a place we share and where we can stand together as creatures as God’s creation. Third, we recognize that God is already at work among them.  God has determined the boundaries of nations, and he has been present in their culture to draw himself toward him.  We must build on that work.  Fourth, we must use the resources within their own religious faith to make our points about God’s work among them.  Draw out the truths they recognize and build on them (e.g., quotes their own prophets and poets).  Fifth, ultimately, we must ask them to consider Jesus—how Jesus fulfills the yearnings of their own religion and the needs of their human nature. In particular—at least as Acts models—does their faith have an answer to sin and death?

31. What are the Strong Points of Orthodox Theology?

Here is a partial list of what I regard as some of the strengths of Orthodox theology and practice.
1. I appreciate the fundamental theological orientation of Orthodox theology toward the liturgical, mystical and relational.  Whereas the West has tended to think of God as primarily an object to be studied or described—an object of intellectual knowledge—the Orthodox think of God as primarily a person to be experienced through his presence, liturgy and energies.

2. I appreciate the anthropology of Orthodoxy.  God created humanity with the potential to grow into the likeness of God and participate in the communion of God’s own life.  Humanity has a self-determining faculty to seek the fullenss of communion with God.   The West has generally thought the fundamental problem with humanity is the legal problem of sin whereas the Orthodox has generally understood that it is a relational problem of communion.  The human vocation is to commune with God. The question in the East is “how might I unite with God” but in the West it is “how might I be saved from my sins”?
3. I appreciate the Orthodox emphasis on theosis (deification). It refers to the process of transformation into the likeness of God in order to participate in the full commuion of God—to partake of the divine nature.  This deification is neither hypostatic (the combination of two persons into one) nor substantial (we do not become gods).  It is a mystical union with God in his communion (energies).  By theosis we develop godly qualities in life, participate in the divine immortality, and commune with God mystically.

4. I appreciate the emphasis on incarnation and resurrection in the Orthodox tradition.  While the West has emphasized the cross of Jesus, the Orthodox have recognized the practical importance of the union of humanity with God in the incarnation and the triump over death.
5. I appreciate the emphasis upon the liturgy of the church as the experience of heaven on earth. The liturgy—the worshipping assembly—joins the heavenly assembly and God dwells with his people in a mystical way through the experience of worship here. The liturgy becomes more of an experience of the future and filled with gratitude while Western liturgy has been historically more penitential in character.
6. I appreciate the emphasis on the Eucharist as celebrative of the joy of the resurrection and invested with eschatological meaning.  It is an eschatological table that participates in the future. In the liturgy and Eucharist, the kingdom of God is present.
32. What are the Weak Points of Orthodoxy Theology?

Here are what I regard as some of the weaknesses of Orthodox theology and practice.

1. I believe the mysteries (sacraments) are too tied to the institutional nature of the church in Orthodox theology.  I certainly believe in the communal nature of the mysteries—they have communal meaning and significance.  But I don’t believe their efficacy is rooted in the community or in the institution.  Rather, their efficacy is rooted in the promise of God in his Word that is effected by the power of the Spirit.  In other words, the institutional church is not necessarily a channel for the Spirit of God.  Rather, the institutional church may in fact hinder the presence of the Spirit rather than being a conduit for him.   The Spirit is present by the promise of God and that promise is received through faith rather than through the institution. 
2. I believe Orthodox theology does not give sufficient weight to the priesthood of all believers. The sacerdotalism of the Orthodox faith limits the priesthood of other believers.  Ministers within the church serve the church but are not the exclusive means of divine action or mediators for other believers.  Rather, every believer may serve communion, baptize, pray, etc.  Each believer has direct access to God through Jesus by the power of the Spirit and is not dependent upon the church for that relationship nor on other priests within the church.

3. I believe the sacerdotal element also grounds the hierarchical polity of the Orthodox faith in a way that undermines the spirituality of individual believers and the concentrates power in a few rather than in the community itself.  Since spiritual mediation flows from Christ through the bishop to the congregation, the congregation is removed from the presence of God by faith.  Faith becomes faith in the church rather than faith in Jesus; the institution becomes the conveyor of spiritual power rather than the Spirit of God. 
4. I believe the function of the iconostasis subverts the theological point that we are all in the presence of God in the liturgy.  Sacerdotalism created the iconostasis.  The priesthood of all believers means that the mediator between us and God is our high priest Jesus.  Through him we all have entrance into the Holy of Holies and there is no place in the liturgy or the assembly that restricts the presence of humanity before God on the basis of priesthood or giftedness.
5. I believe that the Orthodox emphasis on liturgy and the temple as the sanctuary of God has resulted in a lack of balance.  The institutional focus on the church as the channel of grace has deemphasized the importance of discipleship in daily life.  The participation of believers in the ministry of Jesus as a disciple has been practically restricted to the institutional forms of the church.  
6. The stress on the institutional nature of the church in Orthodoxy has made it susceptible to alliance with the kingdoms of this world.  The alliance with Byzantium, for example, or Czarist Russia has shaped submitted the kingdom of God to the human kingdoms.   Infant baptism—and the identification of baptism with citizenship in the state in some periods of history—aided the convergence of church and state in the history of Orthodoxy.
33. Are Icons Idolatrous?

Icons—in and of themselves—are not idolatrous in the sense that they are not images of God.  The Ten Commandments forbiddes making any image of God.  We should not make images of God because (1) God has already made his image of himself and (2) we do not know and cannot see the essence of God.  

But icons are not images of God, but images of God revealed (whether by theophany or by incarnation) and the human saints.  The beginnings of Christian art are found in the catacombs of Rome and in early church buldings such as portrayals of biblical stories in mosaics.  Icons as images of Christ appear for liturgical purposes in the fourth century during the Constantinian age.  By the seventh century it was a well-established tradition in the church.  They appeared everywhere—in churches, in homes, public squares, on linen, clothes.

Very early people bowed to or kissed the icons.  Their purest intent was not to honor the substance of skins and ink or wood and paint, but to honor the image since to honor the image is to embrace what the icon represents.  Orthodox theologians have always rejected the abuses that substitute the icons for Christ or the divine liturgy.

The theological basis of icons is that incarnation of Jesus.  Just as Jesus took flesh and became a partaker of the created reality, so we can make images of Jesus.  It is not an image of his divine nature, but an image of his human nature—an image of what is revealed through the incarnation.  The practice and use of icons gives substance to the reality of the incarnation, according to Orthodox theologians.  Just as wine and bread and water make Christ present to his people, so the portrayal of Christ is an icon may also be filled with grace and power of Christ’s presence.  Just as Christ sanctified the water, bread and wine by his participation, so he sanctifies icons by his presence in the flesh as the living image of God. The problem with this argument, however, is that the water, bread and wine have the promises of God attached to them in Scripture, but icons do not.
The theology of icons involves three points.  First, icons are emblems of the incarnation—they bear witness to the reality of God in the flesh.  Second, icons are means (not mere reminders) by which god calls us into union with himself and gives grace for theosis.  Third, they are symbols of theosis and the coming victory of God.  Icons, then, sanctify their surroundings.
The popuar misunderstanding of icons—which Orthodox theologians admit is quite common—is that the divine energies which are conveyed through the means of the icon often degenerate into notions of mere spiritual power. Instead of using the icons as a means for participating in the divine life through communion with God, they are sometimes used as means of gaining the power they need to live the Christian life. Power thus is invested in the icon itself as a substance as in stories about the apparitions of icons.  The divine is thought to dwell in the icon iteslf.  When this happens the temple becomes a treasure chest of holy powers rather than the place of assembly for the celebration of the Eucharist (divine liturgy). The problem with this point is that when one loses the distinction between the icons as divine powers within themselves and as means, then the distinction between veneration and worship is lost.

So, are icons idolatrous?  Yes, if they are worshipped, kissed and bowed to as the divine power dwelling in the icon or where the icon is identified with the divine.  No, if they are venerated, kissed and bowed to as a means of participating in the the divine life.  No, if they are used as reminders of the stories of God and saints to aid our prayer life.

34. Where are the Dead?

There are many different understandings of the experience of the dead between now and the second coming of Christ.  Among non-Christian views are (1) materialism (no life after death); (2) transmigration of souls (such as ancient Egyptians); and (3) reincarnation (for example, Hindus).  But among Christians there are diverse understandings:  (1) soul-sleep (the dead are not conscious but in some sense sleep or are held in safety within the heart/mind of God); (2) purgatory (where souls await their entrance into blessedness as they are purged); and (3) second probation (where souls are given a second chance as they hear the gospel again). 
But the more common views are two (though purgatory is quite common among Roman Catholics—but the souls that are purged transition into one of these two other views):  (1) Compartmenalized Sheol-Hades (where Hades is the place of the dead divided into two regions Paradise and Tartarus as the dead await the judgment) and (2) souls live in the presence of God in his throneroom, at least since the resurrection of Jesus.

It appears to me that we can offer some general points about the statea of the dead.  First, our final destiny is fixed at death (Heb 9:27).  Second, the redeemed pass into a restive and conscious state of peace (Rev. 14:13; 2 Cor. 5:8-9; Phi. 1:21-23).  Third, death is not their final state as they await the resurrection (1  Thess. 4:13-19). Fourth, after the resurrection we enter a full and eternally secure dwelling with God (Rev. 21:1-4; 22:1-5).

The best text for approaching this question is perhaps Revelation 7.  Revelation 4 is a description of the throneroom of God.  Revelation 5 pictures the entrance of the triumphant slain Lamb into the throneroom.  Revelation 6 portrays the activities of the judgment of God upon the earth as the souls under the altar lament the condition of the saints upon the earth.  Revelation 7 describes two groups:  (1) the 144,000 which is the church militant upon the earth and (2) the great multitude which no one can number from every language, tribe and nation.  The text describes how many are passing from the first to the second group—those who pass are those who have died in the Lord (Rev. 14:13) and have now transitioned into the presence of God in triumph.  Now they dwell with God.   This is the state of the dead.  They live in the presence of God as redeemed people awaiting their future resurrection and the new heaven and new earth.
Ultimately, we must remember, that death is an incomplete state.  It was not what God intended when he created the world.  Death separates body and soul which God united in creation.  In the resurrection God will reunite body and soul.  This is the Christian hope—the resurrection of the body (not the immortality of the soul).

35. What Should We Teach about Mary and the Saints?

Mary is a central part of the piety of the Russian Orthodox church.  She is the greatest of all the saintswhose complete devotion to theosis throughout her life has given her this honor among the saints.  She remained sinless (though she was not immaculately conceived).  She alone has received complete theosis, and by this she represents the whole church in th ope and in the experience of grace.  As such then she is the best guide to theosis in the church.  Her union with the divine in giving birth to the incarnate Son is part of her special role, status and means of theosis.
While the church in the first few centuries sometimes mentioned Mary, her importance became more significant in the life of the church in the fourth century after the rise of Constantine and especially after the theotokos controversies in the fifth century.   In the West, she ultmiately became the co-mediatrix and co-redemptrix of humanity—the queen of heaven who interceded for people in a more empathetic way than even Jesus could.

We honor Mary according to the instruction of Luke 1:41-45 and the Magnificat that Mary sings in Luke 1.  We join her rejoicing and we honor her as a servant of God through whom God blessed the world.  She is blessed because of how God uses her and not because of her own worthiness.  It is appropriate to honor Mary, to remember her as a servant in the history of redemption, but there is no biblical basis for thinking that she never sinned or that she remained a virgin or that she has some special role in mediation.  Indeed, every disciple is Jesus “mother and brother” (Luke 8:19-21).  We all share the same relation to Jesus—he is our elder brother and we are his disciples.  Jesus is even Mary’s elder brother in the redemptive sense since he redeems her rather than needing no redemption at all.
The role of the saints arose in the context of martyrdoms and confessors.  When confessors were still alive and in prison, people would visit them to ask them to pray for them.  When they were martyred, they continued to ask them to pray for them. The “cult of the saints” arose after the cessation of persecutions, but people still need the prayers of the saints.
It is important to remember that we value the intercession of the saints.  But remember that “saint” is a title that belongs to all the saved—we have all become saints in the eyes of God even though we have not yet completed our process of sanctification.  But the saints in the heavens have been made perfect which we have not yet experienced.

At the theological root, it seems to me that we need to keep a couple of points in mind.  First, Jesus is one who truly empathizes with us.  He is authentically human and was genuinely tempted.  This enables him to help us (Heb. 2:18; 4:15).   We should look to Jesus rather than Mary or the Saints as our final and ultimate intercessor.  Second, we each have direct access to God without the mediation of saint or Mary.  Through Jesus, we boldly enter the throneroom of grace ourselves (Heb. 4:14). The cult of the saints seems to make God less accessible than the saints but God is actually more accessible than the saints are. Jesus lives to intercede for us (Heb. 7:25; Rom 8:34) as well as the Spirit (Romans 8:26-27).
However, it seems to me,  that there is nothing inappropriate with asking for the intercession of the saints (including Mary) just as we ask for the intercession of the saints who are here with us now.  If Mary and the saints even now live in the presence of God, then they may intercede for us now just as the saints who live do.  But at the same time there is no hierarchy of saints in terms of special needs, categories or righteousness. Rather, the prayers of righteous people are effective (James 5:16).

36. How Do I Interpret Revelation?

There several ways to approach Revelation.  First, one approach is preterist.  It basically says that the whole of Revelation is about past history.  Second, another approach is eschatological and that Revelation is wholly about the future that has not yet happened (or may be beginning to happen).  Third, another approach is ideological, that is, the function of Revelation is to tell the story of the conflict between the kingdoms of this earth and the kingdom of God, and it includes the past but also the present.  However, it does not have the specificity of historical events but is the drama of the spiritual war that is replayed constantly in the history of humanity since Christ.
It appears to me that the wholly eschatological reading is problematic since the book anticipates that what it describes will shortly take place (Rev. 1:1-3; 22:7-11).  The description in the book had already begun and the “trial” that was to come upon the whole earth was near (Rev. 3:10).

The book proceeds as four visions indicated by the phrase “in the Spirit,” and I think this structure helps us to read the book.  In the first vision John is on the island of Patmos, sees Jesus, and Jesus addresses the seven churches of Asia (1:10; chapters 1-3).  In the second vision, John finds himself in the heavenly throneroom and watches the drama of the seven seals, seven bowls and seven trumpets unfold (4:2; chapters 4-16).  In the third vision, John finds himself on the earth again but this time in the wilderness where he sees Babylon in her glory, then in her lament and destruction (17:3; chapters 17-21:8).  In the fourth vision, John is on a high mountain on the new earth viewing the new Jerusalem (21:10; 21:9-22:6).
The first vision is a warning to the churches of Asia of the coming trial upon the earth.  They are to repent of their sins and prepare themselves.  The last vision is eschatological.  The middle two visions are two different perspectives on the conflict between the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of the earth.  It is seen through the lens of the Roman empire, but it is not limited to the Roman empire.  It is a battle that is constantly repeated until God finally and ultimatly destroys Satan.  It is a process of binding and loosing Satan by which God tests the earth.  This conflict will never end until God finally destroys Satan and the kingdoms of the earth lose their power.

Even now we are engaged in the struggle.  God is activelyy moving among the nations—building up and destroying, unleashing evil and protecting others. He continues to test the earth, and the message of Revelation is a call for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the people of God

37. What is Hell?

The eschatological realities are portrayed in Revelation 22:1-8.  The destruction of Satan in the lake of fire at the end of Revelation 20 is the final destiny for the Evil One.  The destiny of humanity is either the lake of fire prepared for Satan or it is the new heaven and new earth preparerd for the people of God.  The two destinties are clear in Rev. 22:6-8.
Hell is described here as the “second death.”  It is a separation of some kind just as the first death is a separation from God (if we think spiritually) or a separation of body and soul (if we think physically).  The second death is the final separation—it is the eternal separation from God.  It is the lack of participation in the divine communion.  The goal that God had for his creation is communion and those who practice evil and seek evil (who participate in the kingdoms of this world and pursue the alternative story earlier noted in previous questions) are excluded from that communion.  They do not share the recreated Eden, the new Jerusalem. This is their punishment for chosing their autonomy over fellowship with God.
At least three different words are translated “hell” in the Russian Bible:  (1) Ghenna which refers to the fire of eternal punishment; (2) Hades which refers to the place of the dead without any reference to eternal punishmnet; and (3) Tartarus which refers to a waiting place for evil angels (2 Pet. 2:4).

There are three views concerning the nature of hell.  First, some believe it is a literal lake of fire whose purpose to eternally torment those who have rejected God.  Second, some believe it is a metaphor for life without God—their existence will be without the communion, blessing and enjoyment of God.  Hell is the absence of God.  Third, some believe that it refers to the annihilation of the wicked—they are destroyed in the sense that they no longer exist.
Hell is a subject about which Jesus speaks and he talks of it more often than anyone elses.  Only he uses the term “Gehenna” except for one example in James 3:6.  Jesus uses the term eleven times (e.g., Mark 9:43-47; Matt 10:28).  Paul and Peter use language like “destruction” (Phil 3:19; 2 Thess 1:9; 2 Peter 3:7, 12).
The point is that those who seek their own autonomy—who want to create their own story—receive what they desire.  They wanted a life without God; a life without submission; a life where they could do as they pleased. In the end, God gives them the desires of their heart.
The fundamental principle of distinguishing between the destinties is something we have seen throughout the course.  It is the principle of pride vs. humility, or autonomy vs. submission, or selfishness vs. other-centeredness, or distrusting unbelief vs. trusting faith, or self-seeking vs. seeking God.  This is the principle that divides humanity between the joy of communion with God in the new heaven and new earth and the destruction of hell.

38. What is the New Heaven and the New Earth?
Revelation 21:1-4 describes the descent of the new Jerusalem out of the new heaven onto the new earth.  This the elimination of the curse and all the “old” sores of the earth and human existence.  It is the renewal of Eden, but not simply the restoration of Eden. Rather, it is a progression—a development beyond what Eden was.  Here, we experience something more than Adam and Eve experienced.  We experience immortality whereas they were mortal.  We have resurrection bodies while they had mortal bodies.
The creation is renewed and liberated from the bondage of decay (Romans 8:18-26).  There is yet a fallen world with all its brokeness.  We still experience the bondage, the decay, and the groans.  We already experience the firstfruits of the Spirit as we wait in hope.  But we wait for what we have not yet received—the glorious freedom of the children of God as we are fully adopted by the Father into his liberated creation with our resurrected bodies. We await the day of the new heaven and new earth which is the home of the righteous (2 Pet 3:13).

The renewal of creation is analogous to the renewal of the world after the Noahic flood.  Just as the earth was destroyed once through the flood, so God will destroy the earth again with fire.  But the destruction is not an annihilation.  Rather, it is a purging, refining and renewing.  The earth will emerge in a new creation prepared for the redeemed humanity as a new heaven and new earth (2 Peter 3:3-13).

One of the differences between this new earth and the old earth is the immortality of human beings.  This immorality is the reception of the resurrected body—a new body, transformed body that is patterned after Jesus rather than Adam (1 Corinthians 15).  It is a spiritual (pneumatikos) body—a body animated by the Spirit of God for immortal life upon the earth rather than a “natural” (pysuchikos) body which is the mortal body we received from Adam. The material resurrercted body will live on the new earth with Jesus and reign with Christ forever as the restored image of God within the creation.  In this way God will renew his project that he began in creation and humanity will have a new beginning with God in a new creation.
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