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“Theologian Johnson is a Reformed thinker who restates for us Luther’s and Calvin’s Bible-based insistence that union with Christ is the framing fact within which, and whereby, all the specifics of salvation reach us. His book merits careful study, for he does his job outstandingly well.”


			J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College


			“Johnson has produced an excellent discussion of union with Christ. I am sure it will be consulted widely and contribute effectively to the church’s understanding of salvation.”


			Robert Letham, Director of Research and Senior Lecturer in Systematic and Historical Theology, Wales Evangelical School of Theology


			“Evangelicals certainly love Jesus, but for too long they have loved him from a distance. He is the beloved man of the Gospels who did great deeds ‘back then,’ or the glorious Christ who reigns on his throne ‘up there.’ Marcus Johnson puts the Savior back where he belongs: in our midst as the one to whom we are truly united. This book is a timely reminder that our union with Christ is actual, mystical, and sacramental. Are we ready for that?”


			Bryan Litfin, Professor of Theology, Moody Bible Institute; author of Getting to Know the Church Fathers and The Chiveis Trilogy


			“Inspired by the theology of John Calvin, Marcus Johnson offers up a timely and articulate manifesto on that most central of soteriological mysteries: union with Christ. Christ is beautiful, the gospel is beautiful, and at the heart of that beauty is the reality of our union with Christ by the Spirit. Johnson weaves together biblical, theological, and pastoral theology into a rich tapestry, which deserves a wide reading.”


			Myk Habets, Head of Carey Graduate School, Carey Baptist College, Auckland, New Zealand


			“This fine book rightly expounds union with Christ as the heart of Scripture’s approach to the Christian life. Every aspect of Christian understanding is formed and informed by it; every aspect of faith, discipleship, and service radiates from it. Johnson reminds us that our proper preoccupation ought always to be the fostering of intimacy with Jesus Christ, who has been given to needy sinners for the sake of including them in his mercy and mission. This book will convince readers that all that the church believes, does, and aspires to coheres in our union with the One who remains the blessing, and whose including us in his life is the definitive truth of our lives.”


			Victor A. Shepherd, Professor of Theology, Tyndale University College and Seminary; author, Interpreting Martin Luther and The Nature and Function of Faith in the Theology of John Calvin


			“Thoroughly biblical, historically informed, and practically challenging, this book confronts the misconception that Christians receive the benefits of the work of Christ without taking into account that we receive the person of Christ in faith. Most helpful are Johnson’s sections on how the mystery of the believer’s union with Christ more fully explains our justification and sanctification. This is a compelling work for those in the church and the academy, and, if you are not careful, it might just change the way you think and talk about salvation.”


			Nicholas Gatzke, Senior Pastor, Osterville Baptist Church, Osterville, Massachusetts 


			“In this historically well-informed, theologically careful, and pastorally sensitive volume, Dr. Marcus Johnson seeks to remedy what he rightly calls ‘the glaring omission of the theme of union with Christ in the soteriological understanding of the contemporary evangelical church.’ He convincingly demonstrates that the recovery of this central biblical theme helps us as Christians to understand better and more deeply the relation of Christ’s person and work, the church as the body of Christ, and the glorious unity of our salvation in Christ. I am happy to recommend this book as an important addition to the growing body of literature on this significant topic.” 


			William B. Evans, Eunice Witherspoon Bell Younts and Willie Camp Younts Professor of Bible, Erskine College


			“Johnson is a master mystery writer. Chapter by chapter, he unfolds the mystery of our new life in Christ. He does not solve the mystery, but rather draws us into its wonders.”


			Bruce K. Modahl, Senior Pastor, Grace Lutheran Church, River Forest, Illinois


			“Seeking the core of biblical Christianity, Marcus Johnson probes the understanding of salvation, focusing on restoring to keen awareness the reality of believers’ union in Christ as ‘the essence and foundation of salvation.’ Among the factors he points to as contributing to the sad neglect of this essential doctrine is a too-timid fear of mystery and a too-bold confidence in reason. And, in describing his own pilgrimage, Johnson considers persuasively that our union with Christ suffers from overemphasis on the work of Christ to the detriment of his person. Likewise, strong emphasis on the legal and forensic dimensions of justification has led to weak recognition of personal and participatory categories. He pays special care to the salutary nature of the church. This book, written from the heart, speaks to the heart.”


			Charles Partee, P. C. Rossin Professor of Church History, Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


			“The tendency in much contemporary evangelical thought is to view salvation as if it were the reception of an abstract and objectified commodity given on account of Christ yet apart from him, as if Christ were the agent and condition of our salvation, but not that salvation itself. Marcus Johnson demonstrates that this is neither the witness of the apostles nor the confession of the Protestant Reformers, who proclaimed salvation to be a life-giving, life-transforming participation in our incarnate substitute. Immensely important and timely, this volume provides a richly textured theology of salvation couched in the only context that allows soteriology to be truly intelligible, pastoral, and doxological—the context constituted by the church and her sacraments.”


			John C. Clark, Assistant Professor of Theology, Moody Bible Institute
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			To my son, Peter.
 

            You are a joy to me, a living image of the gospel. May you come to share in the endless joy of the heavenly Father, in his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ


            






PREFACE


			

			This book is the result of a shocking encounter I had, and continue to have, with John Calvin.


			When I decided during my graduate studies to pursue the thought of the great pastor-theologian of sixteenth-century Geneva, I expected a number of things. I expected that I would find in Calvin an enormously helpful resource for understanding the depth and significance of evangelical Protestant theology. I expected that I would find in his theological understanding an important historical grounding for the Protestant and evangelical faith that I confess. I expected that I would find rich accounts of doctrines that were central to my understanding of the gospel: for instance, the doctrines of the atonement, of justification, and of salvation by faith alone. And Calvin did not disappoint. My expectations were met and exceeded, not only because his theology is rich and profound, but also because it is consistently pastoral and emotionally penetrating (the caricature that Calvin was an arid intellectual who wrote theology for its own sake is just that, as anyone who actually reads Calvin’s works knows).


			The fact that Calvin’s theology exceeded my expectations was delightful and enriching, but that was not what was shocking. What was shocking to me was the way in which Calvin spoke of salvation. His manner was both familiar and foreign to me at the same time. I expected and found familiar concepts, terms, and phrases given sublime expression—faith, grace, atonement, justification, sanctification, election, and others. However, I was constantly disrupted by Calvin’s consistent and ubiquitous refrain about being joined to Jesus Christ. At first, I simply absorbed this element of his theology into my pre-existent understandings, assuming that Calvin’s language about union with Christ was simply another, perhaps sentimental, method of expressing that believers are saved by the work of Christ on the cross. But then I realized, in a way that was initially disconcerting, that when Calvin wrote of being united to Christ, he meant that believers are personally joined to the living, incarnate, crucified, resurrected Jesus. Moreover, I realized that this union with Christ, which Calvin described in strikingly graphic and intimate terms, constituted for him the very essence of salvation. To be saved by Christ, Calvin kept insisting, means to be included in the person of Christ. That is what salvation is.


			Due either to my theological naïveté or to my theological upbringing (or both), I did not have the categories to grasp what Calvin was saying. It was only when I began to realize that what he was saying was not only thoroughly biblical, but also in concert with many of the theological luminaries of the Christian tradition, that I began to be amazed rather than disconcerted. What at first had seemed foreign to me was nothing other than Calvin’s articulation of something basic to the Christian confession, a gospel truth that is fundamental to the biblical Author (and authors) and a living reality that was assumed by Calvin’s predecessors and contemporaries in the faith. As it turned out, I was the theological foreigner.


			Once I began to see that Calvin’s language was in line with the language and thought forms embedded in the Bible and in the historic stream of Christian orthodoxy, new vistas of biblical, theological, and historical understanding began to open up to me. Salvation, in particular, took on a meaning that I had never imagined. Calvin had not contradicted anything I had believed, but his understanding of being united to Christ enriched my understanding in ways from which I have yet to recover (and hope I never do). My shocking encounter with Calvin revealed to me the beauty, wonder, and mystery of salvation in Christ, and along with it, the beauty, wonder, and mystery of the church. This surprising encounter is the impetus for this book.


			It is customary for an author to express thanks to all those who make the writing and publishing of a book possible, and I am more than glad to do so. This book would not have been possible without the wisdom, generosity, and insights of many willing and capable brothers and sisters in Christ.


			Although it is not customary to thank dead theologians (who have never been so alive as they now are in Christ), I cannot help but note my deep indebtedness to Calvin, Martin Luther, and Thomas F. Torrance. Their glorious insights into, and faithful maintenance of, the gospel have forever changed me.


			I am very grateful to my friends at Crossway Books, who decided to publish this first-time author. Their reputation for publishing excellence precedes them, and I hope that I have not done any disservice to it. To say that I am honored by their willingness is an understatement.


			I also want to thank the hundreds of students at Moody Bible Institute who have attended my classes in theology and have heard me lecture on the substance of this book over several years. I count it among my highest privileges to teach these precious children of God, whose attentiveness, insightful questions, and patient learning have moved me deeply. They have contributed in no small measure to this work. Some of these students were willing to offer helpful observations and critiques of initial drafts—among them, Fred Morelli, Nathan Beck, and Amy Gilbaugh.


			Special gratitude goes to John Clark, a colleague, beloved friend, and astute theologian and mentor, whose loving and critical reading of the manuscript proved especially valuable. Whatever defects remain, however, are assignable to me. Doktorvater Victor Shepherd also deserves mention, for he engendered and nourished in me an appreciation for the theology of the Reformation, and helped awaken me to the reality of union with Christ that is so essential to that theology.


			In a most significant way, I wish to thank my wife, Stacie Jo, who not only offered beneficial corrections to the manuscript but is herself a living picture to me of what it means to be personally joined to Jesus Christ: “‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:31–32).



		

		




		INTRODUCTION: UNION WITH CHRIST AND SALVATION


		Christ in you, the hope of glory.


		COLOSSIANS 1:27


		

 This book is concerned with repairing an ever-widening fissure in evangelical theology that threatens to put asunder what God has joined together. In far too many evangelical expressions of the gospel, the saving work of Christ has been so distanced from his person that the notion of a saving personal union with the incarnate, crucified, resurrected, living Jesus strikes us as rather outlandish. We are content, more often than not, to refer to the “atoning work of Christ” or the “work of Christ on the cross” as the basis for our salvation. Yet, as important as such expressions are for a robust evangelical soteriology (the study of salvation), we are in dire need of the reminder that Christ’s saving work is of no benefit to us unless we are joined to the living Savior whose work it is. When we entertain the notion—consciously or not, intentionally or not—that we can be saved by the work of Christ apart from being joined to him personally, we are deepening a fissure that, left unrepaired, will continue to move us away from our biblically faithful theological heritage.


			The sixteenth-century Protestant Reformer John Calvin insisted that we must never separate the work of Christ from his person if we wish to understand the nature of salvation. However much we may rightly extol and magnify the saving work of Christ on our behalf, however highly we may esteem what he accomplished in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension, we will have missed what is utterly essential to this good news if we fail to understand that our salvation has to do with his very person. The saving work of Christ is not to be thought of as abstracted from the living person of Christ.


			Calvin’s way of expressing this is striking and emphatic:


			First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human race remains useless and of no value to us. Therefore, to share in what he has received from the Father, he had to become ours and to dwell within us . . . for, as I have said, all that he possesses is nothing to us until we grow into one body with him.1


			If Calvin’s insistence on the intensely relational aspect of salvation—the personal indwelling of Christ—seems somewhat foreign to us, it may be because contemporary evangelical soteriology2 has largely lost sight of a profound mystery that lies at the heart of the gospel, a mystery that the apostle Paul describes as “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). The mysterious reality of our union with Jesus Christ, by which he dwells in us and we in him, is so utterly essential to the gospel that to obscure it inevitably leads to an obscuring of the gospel itself. For a number of reasons, several of which I will explore below, contemporary evangelical theology has routinely failed to incorporate this mystery into the heart of its soteriological understanding. This has led to the danger of what we might call “the objectification of salvation,” the creation of a dichotomy between the work and person of Christ or, in Calvin’s words, the peril of seeking “in Christ something else than Christ himself.”3 This soteriological oversight needs to be addressed for the purpose of maintaining gospel vitality and the richness of the church’s life and confession. To this end, we do well to take a step back and recover the richness that is already present in our tradition, then bring it to bear on the church’s life and confession. This book attempts to address this oversight by articulating an evangelical soteriology from within the mystery and reality of the church’s union with its Savior.


			Evangelicalism has been rightly characterized as a movement devoted to upholding the authority of Scripture, the centrality of the cross in Christ’s saving work, and the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ; in other words, the evangelical movement is bibliocentric, crucicentric, and gospel-centric. These emphases constitute an admirable legacy for which we should be thankful. At times, however, in gratitude for one’s heritage, and in the interest of continuing its biblical, historical, and theological faithfulness, there is a need for renewed reflection and constructive criticism. Despite its relative clear-sightedness on many essential gospel issues, evangelicalism has largely lost its sense of a profound, essential saving reality that is deeply rooted in both the biblical portrayal of salvation and the appropriation of that portrayal in the historic confession of the Christian church. The apostolic writers, with the church fathers and Reformers following suit, described this reality with a host of stunning and arresting images. This reality, which was central to their understanding of the gospel, was the mystery of the believer’s union with Jesus Christ.


			There is much more in the pages that follow about what it means to say that salvation consists in, or is rooted in, the believer’s becoming one with the Savior—the One who, for us and for our salvation, was crucified, buried, and resurrected, and who then ascended to the right hand of the Father. But before I attend to these crucial matters, a word about a present danger that threatens evangelical theology is in order.


			As I mentioned above, evangelical theology generally, and evangelical soteriology more specifically, has been overtaken by a subtle dichotomization of the person and work of Christ. This is reflected in the tendency to discuss salvation in rather abstract, extrinsic, and impersonal terms. In textbooks, sermons, and classrooms, salvation is often conceived of as the reception of something Christ has acquired for us rather than as the reception of the living Christ. In other words, salvation is described as a gift to be apprehended rather than the apprehension of the Giver himself. To put it yet another way, the gospel is portrayed as the offer of a depersonalized benefit (e.g., grace, justification, or eternal life) rather than the offer of the very person of Christ (who is himself the grace of God, our justification, and our eternal life).4


			These conceptions, expressions, and portrayals, though certainly not ill-intentioned, fail to fully capture not only the beauty, wonder, and mystery of our salvation, but, more importantly, the personal reality that is its essence. Because they tend to refer to salvation in terms of benefits or gifts that are abstracted from Jesus Christ, these ways of speaking about salvation run the risk of one-sidedly objectifying the saving work of Christ so that his living person—as well as the necessity of our union with him—begins to fade into obscurity. Contemporary evangelical theology has rightly stressed the saving work of Christ, but it has simultaneously overlooked the reality through which we benefit from this saving work. We have emphasized the work of Christ, but too often to the exclusion of the saving person of Christ. The impression we give too often is that salvation is reducible to the work (or gifts) of Christ in isolation from the fullness of his saving person, as though he were a divine Santa Claus, showering us with gifts but not including us in his very person and life. This view subtly succumbs to a dangerous soteriological reductionism in which we begin to speak of receiving the benefits of Christ apart from receiving the Giver himself—Christ for us without Christ in us. We ought, rather, to insist that the atonement (the saving work of Christ) is indivisible from the One who atones (the saving person of Christ).5


			This book is an exploration of soteriology expressed within the conviction that Christ is our salvation and that we are the recipients of his saving work precisely and only because we are recipients of the living Christ. Our union with the living Christ is, in other words, what it means to be saved.




Union with Christ in Scripture and Church Tradition


			I have made the claim that the mystery of our union with Christ is deeply rooted in the biblical portrayal of salvation, as well as in the faith confession of the church fathers and sixteenth-century Reformers. A brief substantiation of this claim will help not only to provide biblical and historical context for the substance of this book, but also to demonstrate preliminarily that the doctrine of union with Christ looms large in the sources to which evangelicalism has always been indebted.


			“Union with Christ,” as I use it in this book, is a collective phrase that is meant to encompass the astonishing number of terms, expressions, and images in the New Testament—in the Pauline and Johannine writings in particular—that refer to the oneness of the believer with Christ. The most common of these expressions is the characteristically Pauline phrase “in Christ,” which occurs, in combination with “in Christ Jesus,” “in the Lord,” and “in him,” approximately 164 times in Paul’s letters.6 To cite a few examples, believers individually and the church corporately are said to be possessors of eternal life in Christ (Rom. 6:23); justified in Christ (8:1); glorified in Christ (Rom. 8:30; 2 Cor. 3:18); sanctified in Christ (1 Cor. 1:2); called in Christ (v. 9); made alive in Christ (15:22; Eph. 2:5); created anew in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17); adopted as children of God in Christ (Gal. 3:26); elected in Christ (Eph. 1:4); and raised with Christ (Col. 3:1).


			This notion is so embedded in Paul’s thought that he refers to Christians (a term he does not use) with regularity as those who are “in Christ” or “in the Lord,” as if this phrase is simply what it means to be a Christian (cf. Rom. 16:1–13; Phil. 4:21; Col. 1:2).7 His language extends much further, however. His letters include references to believers being created in Christ (Eph. 2:10), crucified with him (Gal. 2:20), buried with him (Col. 2:12), baptized into Christ and his death (Rom. 6:3), united with him in his resurrection (Rom. 6:5), and seated with him in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6); Christ being formed in believers (Gal. 4:19) and dwelling in our hearts (Eph. 3:17); the church as members—limbs and organs—of Christ’s body (1 Cor. 6:15; 12:27); Christ in us (2 Cor. 13:5) and us in him (1 Cor. 1:30); the church as one flesh with Christ (Eph. 5:31–32); and believers gaining Christ/being found in him (Phil. 3:8–9). As Bruce Demarest has estimated, the number of occurrences of “union with Christ” terminology in Paul’s letters alone exceeds two hundred!8 It is no wonder, then, that the renowned Scottish preacher James Stewart once wrote: “The heart of Paul’s religion is union with Christ. This, more than any other conception, . . . is the key which unlocks the secrets of his soul.”9


			“Union with Christ” terminology and imagery are just as ubiquitous and regnant in the Johannine corpus. In John’s soteriology, Jesus is the living water (John 4, 7), the bread of life (John 6:33, 48), and the one whose flesh and blood are to be consumed for eternal life (John 6:53–57); we have eternal life only if we have the Son (1 John 5:11–12), we are in the Son—who is true God and eternal life (1 John 5:20)—and we live through him (1 John 4:9). Jesus abides in us and we in him (John 6:56; 15:4–7), and God abides in us and we in him through Jesus and the Spirit (1 John 3:24; 4:12–16). We are one with Christ and the Father (John 14:20; 17:21–23). Jesus is the true vine in whom we abide and apart from whom we can do nothing (John 15:1–5), and he is the resurrection and life in himself (John 11:25; cf. John 1:4). John’s assertions about the nature of salvation (often quoting Jesus) are of a vital, organic, and personal nature. We find throughout the Johannine corpus the insistence that Jesus is more than a provider of blessings such as eternal life, truth, living bread, living water, or resurrection life; He is in himself the blessings he provides. There is an emphatic personalization of salvation in John’s writings, as if John were intent on demonstrating that while the benefits of salvation happen because of Christ and through Christ, they are not available to us except by our participation in Christ’s life.


			The staggering ubiquity of the theme of union with Christ in Paul’s and John’s writings surely warrants the conclusion that they share the basic soteriological conviction that salvation, in all of its life-altering aspects, consists at root in being united with Christ the Savior.


			This centrality of union with Jesus Christ in salvation in the apostolic witness was not overlooked by the early church fathers and Reformers. Donald Fairbairn, in his book Life in the Trinity, produced a compelling compilation of the thought of four particularly influential early church theologians: Irenaeus of Lyons (140–200), Athanasius of Alexandria (296–373), Augustine of Hippo (354–430), and Cyril of Alexandria (375–444).10 Fairbairn asserts that the general consensus among these early framers of Christian doctrine was that salvation is, in its most basic sense, a participation in the Son’s relationship to the Father through the power of the Holy Spirit. In our union with Christ through the Spirit, believers share in the personal relation and love between the Father and the Son, and in the manifold blessings that result. Accordingly, for these early churchmen, salvation was understood in characteristically personal terms, an understanding they found first in Paul and John:


			The central reality of the Christian life is that believers are united to Christ, and the reason this is so central is because it links us to the central relationship that there is, Christ’s relationship to his Father. . . . The early church recognized this, and so they wrote of salvation by writing of the God in whom we participate when we are saved. They did not normally parcel out different aspects of salvation, discussing them individually as if one could possess one or another of them in isolation. Instead, whenever they wrote of salvation, the context for the discussion was a treatment of God, of Christ, of the Holy Spirit. And whenever they did write of different aspects of salvation, they made clear that these aspects hinged on and revolved around participation in Christ.11


			The Reformers of the sixteenth century—for whom Holy Scripture was the primary authority in matters of church doctrine, and who therefore regarded the faithful interpretation of the Scriptures by the church fathers as immensely important—also emphasized union with Christ in their understanding of salvation. For instance, Martin Luther, usually distinguished by his teaching on justification by faith alone, was clear that justification and faith occur in a broader context of union with the Savior, who alone possesses righteousness. An often-overlooked aspect of Luther’s soteriology is his stress on the Christ-intimacy that results from faith:


			But faith must be taught correctly, namely that by it you are so cemented to Christ that He and you are as one person, which cannot be separated but remains attached to Him forever and declares: “I am as Christ.” And Christ, in turn, says: “I am as the sinner who is attached to me and I to him. For by faith we are joined together into one flesh and bone.” Thus Eph. 5:30 says: “We are members of the body of Christ, of his flesh and bones,” in such a way that faith couples Christ and me more intimately than a husband is coupled to his wife.12


			Justification by faith does not, for Luther, occur in a vacuum. Faith justifies only insofar as it brings us into a personal, intimate union with Christ: “Therefore faith justifies because it takes hold of Christ and possesses this treasure, the present Christ. . . . Therefore the Christ who is grasped by faith and who lives in the heart is the true Christian righteousness, on account of which God counts us as righteous and grants us eternal life.”13 While contemporary evangelical theology has often looked to Luther to articulate its position on salvation/justification by grace alone through faith alone, we have often neglected the soli Christi (“in Christ alone”) that makes all the other solas possible: “It is impossible for one to be a Christian unless he possesses Christ. If he possesses Christ, he possesses all the benefits of Christ.”14


			Luther’s emphasis on union with Christ was echoed resoundingly in Calvin’s theology. The opening to Book 3 of his justly famous work The Institutes of the Christian Religion provides ample support for the contention that Calvin viewed union with Christ as the center of the application of salvation. His words, which I have previously quoted, are worth pondering again:


			First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human race remains useless and of no value to us. Therefore, to share in what he has received from the Father, he had to become ours and to dwell within us . . . for, as I have said, all that he possesses is nothing to us until we grow into one body with him.15


			There is a remarkable soterio-logic in this passage: Calvin claims that all of the blessings the Son has received from the Father, that is, all of what Christ has accomplished on our behalf as Savior, every one of the glorious benefits of his person and work—his assumption of our flesh; his sinless life; his propitiatory, self-sacrificial, sin-expiating crucifixion; his life-giving, justifying resurrection; his prophetic, priestly and royal provision—are useless to us unless he “dwell[s] within us . . . until we grow into one body with him.” A more emphatic assertion about the saving relevance of union with Christ would be difficult to find.


			Not surprisingly, we find the biblical theme of union with Christ running like a thread through Calvin’s writings,16 exemplified perhaps by his easy identification of participation in Christ with the gospel: “For this is the design of the gospel, that Christ may become ours, and that we may be ingrafted into his body.”17 With his understanding of the gospel significance of the believer’s union with Christ, Calvin proved himself an attentive student of the Scriptures, of the early church fathers, and of his predecessor in the Reformation movement, Luther.18


			This chorus of ecclesiastical voices from the classical, orthodox Christian tradition does not exhaust the number of those who have borne witness to the significance of being united to Christ; it merely represents a sampling of the some of the most influential. Among their number we might also cite other luminaries of the Reformation, such as Martin Bucer, Peter Martyr Vermigli, and Theodore Beza, and many of the catechisms and confessions of their time; leading Puritan thinkers such as Thomas Boston, John Cotton, and Jonathan Edwards; the underappreciated Reformed theologian John Williamson Nevin; and the late Thomas F. Torrance of Edinburgh. All of these churchmen shared a profound awareness of the vital, personal, and intimate mystery of which Paul spoke, “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” As we pursue a deeper appreciation of this saving mystery, the voices of many of these figures will reappear throughout the book, particularly those of the Reformers and their heirs, who constitute the fountainhead of the evangelical Protestant movement. After all, evangelical theology is its most robust and vibrant when, having listened to the living voice of Jesus Christ in his Word, it finds its bearings in the rich tradition of faithful interpreters in whom Christ has resounded.


			Whatever Happened to Union with Christ?


			If what I have briefly described is true—that union with Christ is a pervasive theme throughout the New Testament, and is deeply embedded in the soteriology of key figures in the Christian tradition—then why, for instance, are almost all of the students in my systematic theology courses each semester puzzled at having never heard of union with Christ in any theologically significant way? After all, they come from a wide range of evangelical, or evangelically minded, churches—whether Baptist, Evangelical Free, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Methodist, or non-denominational. Once they are brought to an awareness of “the riches of the glory of this mystery” (Col. 1:27) and the far-reaching significance of this saving union, these students lament this apparent oversight in their theological education. They are not alone, for I, too, have wondered how such a crucial aspect of the biblical portrayal of salvation, woven so deeply into the historic evangelical tradition, for so long escaped my notice. How could it be that these students (and I), most of whom had been raised in gospel-rich, Jesus-exalting, evangelical churches, and had heard hundreds of sermons, attended countless Bible studies, and read a number of biblical/theological books, could claim not to have heard of union with Christ?


			The answer to this question, it seems to me, is complex. But there are important and compelling reasons to try to give an answer. It is complex because, in one sense, my students and I are wrong. We had heard of union with Christ before, we just did not know it. We could not have failed to hear of it, because, as we have seen, it saturates the writings of Paul and John (Protestant favorites, to be sure). In so many of the sermons we heard, the Bible studies we attended, and even our private study of Scripture, we encountered the language: “in Christ,” “crucified with Christ,” “members of Christ,” “alive in Christ,” “Christ as living bread and water,” “his flesh and blood as eternal life,” “the vine and branches,” and on and on. The concept was all around us, and yet it strangely failed to take hold. All of this language and imagery failed to penetrate into the core of our understanding of salvation. Perhaps we were not sure what to do with the language. Perhaps we were not taught what to do with this concept, and so we let it exist at the outer edges of our thought, content to sentimentalize it or leave it to the “mystics.” We lacked the conceptual categories to make sense of it. So, the more precise question is: What accounts for the lack of conceptual clarity that leads to the glaring omission of the theme of union with Christ in the soteriological understanding of the contemporary evangelical church?


			Allow me to humbly suggest four reasons why contemporary evangelical theology has not, on the whole, incorporated union with Christ into the heart of its soteriological understanding. All of these reasons admit of exceptions, to be sure, but in the main I believe they are pertinent and instructive.


			First, many of the texts that the evangelical church turns to for instruction in theology, or more specifically soteriology, whether more popularly written or for more academic purposes, do not include adequate treatments of the doctrine. These texts fall into three broad classes: those that do not mention union with Christ at all; those that mention union with Christ in a non-substantive way, either subsuming it under another category (e.g., sanctification or the Christian life) or sentimentalizing it; and those that recognize the importance of the doctrine, ostensibly at least, but ultimately fall short of demonstrating why it is central to understanding salvation as a whole.19


			A second reason, related to the first, is that personal, organic, participational categories have been assigned at best a secondary place in evangelical soteriological understanding. The dominant motif in evangelical Protestant salvation has been the legal/forensic type. This is manifest in the emphasis that has been placed on the doctrine of justification, and is easily demonstrated by a perusal of theology textbooks and the library shelves they inhabit. Indeed, the raison d’être of this book is the difficulty of even finding a text that treats union with Christ on its own merits.20 This is not at all to say that the evangelical Protestant emphasis on justification is without warrant or is not extremely important—far from it. Neither is it to say that justification and union with Christ are somehow incongruent; in fact, Luther and Calvin believed that justification depends on union with Christ for its cogency, and it is from them that we draw our typically forensic emphases. I will argue later that union with Christ is the reality from which to articulate a particularly rich, classically Protestant understanding of justification.


			Third, the contemporary evangelical church has failed to pay sufficient attention to the theological tradition from which it springs. That is to say, evangelicalism has often neglected the study of church history and the theologians and pastors who have guided the church in its doctrinal confession and preserved the truths of the gospel for centuries. While Douglas Sweeney’s definition of evangelicalism includes the phrase “rooted in classical Christian orthodoxy, shaped by a largely Protestant understanding of the gospel,”21 he is expressing what is optimal in the tradition, not necessarily what is characteristic. In too many instances, evangelicalism is in danger of historical amnesia, in which case it runs the risk of losing not only its theological depth, but also its identity. Union with Christ is among those doctrines that, while historically well attested, have escaped the notice of our churches.


			Finally, and more conjecturally, the relative absence of a robust understanding of our participation in Christ may be explained by a particularly modern reticence to embrace mystery at the heart of our faith confession. This hesitation is evidence of Protestant theology’s dangerous liaison with rationalism. To many evangelical ears, “union with Christ” terminology and imagery sound “mystical,” and we prefer to cede mystical concepts and categories to Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theologies. This is a failure, however, to distinguish between mysticism and mystery in theology.


			Mysticism is a vague, speculative, unmediated, and direct experience of God, or absorption into God. By contrast, nearly all of the central biblical doctrines we embrace are rooted in mystery (e.g., the creation of the world ex nihilo, the virgin birth, the incarnation, the hypostatic union, the resurrection, the Trinity, the inspiration of Scripture, and others). This is why theology requires a healthy dose of modesty. “The modesty that theology needs,” writes Hans Boersma, “is the recognition that we cannot rationally comprehend God. Theology is based on mystery and enters into mystery.”22 Despite the obvious truth of this assertion, modern evangelicals often seem more prepared to embrace doctrines apparently amenable to logical, rational systematization than to embrace the mysteries of our faith in a state of wonder and confession. This may explain our tendency to spend an inordinate amount of time explaining the mysteries of our faith rather than adoring and savoring them.23 Mystery speaks of a reality that can be apprehended, pointed to, and described, but never explained, let alone explained away. This may also explain the disappearance of a sacramental understanding of the gospel, the church, and her sacraments, topics we shall explore at greater length. Our union with Christ is indeed one of the great mysteries that lies at the heart of Christian confession, and it is thoroughly evangelical.24


			So, reasons for the general absence of union with Christ in evangelical soteriology are manifold, and the true cause is very difficult to identify. But no matter which of these reasons (or combination of reasons) best explains this deficiency, Augustus Strong’s words still ring true nearly a century after he wrote them: “[T]he majority of Christians much more frequently think of Christ as a Savior outside of them, than as a Savior who dwells within.”25 The consequence of this oversight in the church is that salvation has often been thought of as dislocated from the living person Jesus Christ, as a blessing or set of blessings that exist and are given independently from our being joined to the incarnate, crucified, resurrected, ascended, glorified Lord himself.


			Furthermore, the rich, compelling imagery in Scripture that testifies to the church’s living, organic relationship to Jesus Christ tends to recede into mere metaphors and sentiments, and so on to a reductionistic ecclesiology that cannot but fail to take the church seriously as the mystery of Christ’s body. Correspondingly, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the identity markers of that body, which show forth and seal the good news that we truly share in Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection, fade into obscurity in a regrettable bifurcation of soteriology and ecclesiology. The church as the body of Christ becomes barely relevant to the gospel of salvation “in Christ Jesus.” A retrieval of the central significance of union with Christ will provide a way for the evangelical church to see once again why the work of Christ cannot be separated from his person; why the gloriously good news about salvation rests in the church being joined to the One who is salvation himself; and why Jesus Christ is the essence of the church, or else the church is no more than a voluntaristic religious club of like-minded folk.


			Overview


			The premise of this book is that the primary, central, and fundamental reality of salvation is our union with Jesus Christ, because of which union all the benefits of the Savior flow to us, and through which union all these benefits are to be understood. This book comprises an introduction to evangelical soteriology (or applied soteriology) oriented around the most basic of all saving truths, the union God the Father forges between the believer and his Son, Jesus Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit. To put it plainly, to be saved is to be united to the Savior. I develop this premise along the following chapter outline.


			Chapter 1 provides an orientation to the nature and character of our union with Christ, a biblical theme so rich and complex, and so sweeping in scope, that we must begin by defining terms and parameters. The most important questions this chapter addresses are these: What kind of union is the Bible referring to? What does it mean to say that I am truly joined to Christ? How does this union come about? This chapter is crucial in that the nature and character of this union go very far in determining how we conceive of its effects. In other words, how we understand the essence of salvation profoundly affects how we conceive of the benefits that follow.


			Chapter 2 is also an orienting chapter. It takes a soteriological step backward, so to speak, in order to describe the human predicament that makes union with Christ necessary. That predicament is the tragic and deserved fall of humankind into condemnation and depravity as described in Genesis 3 and Romans 5. The good news about our union with the last Adam, Jesus Christ, is predicated on the bad news about our prior union with the first Adam. Though both of these unions defy precise, logical description (they are mysteries), this chapter seeks to show how our sinful condition “in Adam” is perfectly rectified “in Christ.” Further, the saving significance of the incarnation is explored. The incarnate humanity of Jesus Christ, in which we find the perfect union of God and man, is the basis for the church’s union with Christ.


			Chapters 3, 4, and 5 describe, in turn, the benefits most commonly associated with salvation: justification, sanctification, and adoption. Although these sublime benefits are certainly distinguishable, and so warrant their own chapters, they are also inseparable as benefits that issue forth from Christ, the One who is our justification, our sanctification, and the true Son of the Father. We see the depth and wonder of these blessings of Christ when we consider them as results of our participation in him. Justification (chap. 3) is that saving blessing by which sinners are declared righteous in God’s sight through the forgiveness of our sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. This comes about precisely as we are brought to share in the righteous life, the sin-bearing death, and the triumphant resurrection of Jesus. Sanctification (chap. 4) is that saving blessing wherein believers, by virtue of being joined to the Holy One, share in the holiness of Christ, bear the title of saints, and progressively realize the holiness that is already theirs. It is therefore that act of salvation in which God richly blesses us by bringing us into increasing conformity to his perfect image, Jesus. Adoption (chap. 5) is that saving blessing wherein believers, by virtue of their communion with the true Son of God, share in his sonship by grace, are given the right to be called and received as beloved children of the Father, and inherit the immeasurable rights and privileges secured by the only begotten Son, Jesus.


			Chapter 6 explores two additional benefits of our saving union with Christ: preservation and glorification. While these saving graces are perhaps lesser-known and sometimes relegated to the periphery of our soteriology, they are, in fact, integral to God’s salvation for us in Christ. When God includes us in Christ, he promises that he will never lose us and will faithfully preserve us in his love and holy care. Furthermore, as God preserves us in Christ, he also glorifies us in him. Glorification is the full and final realization of our union with Christ, in which the saints will be transformed so as to bear perfectly the image of Jesus Christ for eternity.


			Chapters 7 and 8 are an attempt to demonstrate the relationship between salvation and the church, that is, the relationship between soteriology and ecclesiology. When evangelicalism fails to incorporate union with Christ into the heart of its theology—opting instead for a dangerous soteriological abstractionism, reductionism, and individualism—it fails to see how the church and her sacraments relate to God’s promise to redeem us only as we are included in Jesus Christ as his body. If we begin our understanding of salvation with the staggering reality that we are joined to Jesus Christ, we may begin to see why being joined to him is simultaneously our salvation and the constitution of the church. Salvation is a communal reality whereby sinners are joined to Christ and to one another, entering the saving reality of Christ’s body. Those who are saved into the body of Christ commemorate, celebrate, and continue to participate in their union with Christ in his life, death, and resurrection through the preaching of God’s Word (the audible gospel) and the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper (the visible gospel). The church, in other words, is brought into being through her union with the Lord, and continues to grow and be sustained in that union through the presence of Christ in Word and sacrament. Any understanding of salvation that loses sight of the centrality of union with Christ is bound to lose sight of the saving relevance of the church and her sacraments.


			This book is not meant to be a comprehensive soteriology. Each of the chapters describe wonders of salvation that cannot be exhausted in a single chapter, that are, in fact, worthy of books of their own. But although this book is not comprehensive, it is cohesive. It seeks to describe how the manifold blessings of salvation find their significance and foundations in the union believers have with Christ. I hope that the reader will come away with a deeper sense of the significance of the person of Christ and his work, why they should not and cannot be separated, and why our union with Christ’s person is the fount of all of his blessings. So, I do hope this book is foundational, always orienting us to the living Lord and Savior Jesus, and our participation in him, as the grounding of salvation. Like any evangelical theology true to its name, this book looks to the written Word of God as the primary and authoritative source for its arguments and conclusions, and enlists the help of theologians past and present for interpretive guidance and depth.


            



[image: ]


1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeil, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics, Vols. 20–21 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), Book 3, Chapter 1, paragraph 1 (hereafter, 3.1.1).


				

				

2 There is a (growing) challenge in trying to define exactly what is meant by “evangelical.” Douglas Sweeney writes succinctly, “Evangelicals comprise a movement that is rooted in classical Christian orthodoxy, shaped by a largely Protestant understanding of the gospel, and distinguished from other such movements by an eighteenth-century twist [the renewal movements of the Great Awakening]” (The American Evangelical Story: A History of the Movement [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005], 24). This book attempts to retrieve a Protestant understanding of the gospel that is rooted in classical Christian orthodoxy and which is, therefore, evangelical.


				

				

3 This memorable comment is from John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1844–56; reprinted in 22 vols., Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), John 6:26.


				

4 Even the familiar phrases “saved by grace” or “saved by the cross” can dissolve into abstractions. Grace saves us only because we enter it by being joined to Jesus Christ, who is the grace of God to us. The cross saves us only because, in our union with the crucified Christ, we experience the benefits of his death. Jesus Christ is, in other words, the content of both grace and cross: we are saved in Christ.


				

5 As Thomas F. Torrance put it, Christ does not merely perform an action called the atonement, “Christ Jesus IS the atonement” (cited in Atonement: The Person and Work of Christ, ed. Robert T. Walker [Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009], 94, emphasis in original).


				



6 J. K. S. Reid, Our Life in Christ (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963), 12. Reid refers to the important work of Adolf Deismann, Die Neutestamntliche Formel ‘in Christo Jesu,’ who counts at least 164 occurrences of such language in the writings of Paul alone.


				

				

7 We often hear, in contemporary Christianity, the phrase “in Christ” used as a synonym for “Christian.” In one sense, this is accurate. In another sense, however, the phrase and the term are not strictly synonyms, because one can be a “Christian” only as a result of being joined to Christ; the constitutive reality of being joined to Christ allows the designation “Christian” to have meaning.


				

				

8 Bruce Demarest, The Cross and Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1997), 313, counts 216 such occurrences in Paul. J. D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 396, details Paul’s “participation in Christ” language and notes that the phrase “en Christo” alone occurs eighty-three times in the Pauline corpus. See also Reid, Our Life in Christ, 12. 


				

				

9 James Stewart, Man in Christ (1935; repr., Vancouver: Regent College, 2002), 147.


				

				

10 Donald Fairbairn, Life in the Trinity: An Introduction to Theology with the Help of the Church Fathers (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2009).


				

				

11 Ibid., 202.


				

12 Martin Luther, “Lectures on Galatians,” in Luther’s Works, 55 vols., gen. ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1955–1975), Vol. 26, 168. 


				

				

13 Luther, Works, Vol. 26, 130 (emphasis added).


				

14 Ibid., Vol. 31, 189–190. This excerpt is from Luther’s “Explanation of the Ninety-Five Theses (1518).”


				

15 Calvin, Institutes, 3.1.1.


				

16 Torrance has written, “All Calvin’s teaching and preaching have to do with salvation through union with Christ in his death and resurrection” (Conflict and Agreement in the Church [London: Lutterworth Press, 1959], 91). This quotation is cited in Charles Partee’s excellent work in which he demonstrates the “foundational role of [union with Christ] across the total sweep of [Calvin’s] theology” (The Theology of John Calvin [Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008], xvi).


				

17 Calvin, Commentaries, 1 Cor. 1:9.


				

18 Cf. Marcus Johnson, “Luther and Calvin on Union with Christ,” in Fides et Historia 39, no. 2 (Summer 2007), 59–77.


				

19 This does not mean that these texts are not helpful or important in what they affirm. The reader is especially encouraged to read Chapter 8 in Demarest, The Cross, and John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 161–173. 


				

20 This deficiency has begun to be addressed by Robert Letham, Union with Christ: In Scripture, History and Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2011); Todd Billings, Union with Christ: Reframing Theology and Ministry for the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011); Constantine Campbell, Paul and Union with Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012). For an excellent, more scholarly treatment, see William B. Evans, Imputation and Impartation: Union with Christ in American Reformed Theology, Studies in Christian History and Thought (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2009). 


				

21 Sweeney, The American Evangelical Story, 24.


				



22 Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 26–27. Boersma goes on to note, provocatively, “Modern theology’s problem is its rational confidence—and thus, ultimately, its pride” (27).


				

				

23 Theology certainly attempts to explain God’s relationship to the world, but it simultaneously accepts and exults in God’s ultimate transcendence. K. Scott Oliphint phrases this notion rather well: “It is certainly not the case that the relationship of God to the world is absolutely inexplicable; rather, in whatever ways it is explicable, it will always remain for us incomprehensible as well” (God with Us: Divine Condescension and the Attributes of God [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012], 225).


				

				

24 Vernon Grounds’s remarkable essay on the importance of mystery and paradox in the Christian confession deserves a wide reading among Christians: “The Postulate of Paradox,” in Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 7, no. 1 (Winter 1964), 3–21. Grounds reminds us that Christians confess the mysteries of our faith; our faith confession is grounded in truths that are impossible to fully comprehend. In this sense, Christians are not so unlike the White Queen in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass, who “believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.” This is a feeling I often have during breakfast after Sunday church services. 


				

				

25 Augustus Strong, Systematic Theology (1907; repr., Valley Forge, PA; Judson Press, 1976), 795.



				

            






1


			THE NATURE OF UNION WITH CHRIST


			Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.


			JOHN 6:56




Trying to explain mysteries is counterintuitive. If we succeed in the task, we risk losing the mystery; if we retain the mystery, we risk losing the explanation. We fail in succeeding and succeed only in failing.




However, we must at least attempt to describe mystery, for, after all, so much of the mysterious, enigmatic language in the New Testament is wrapped up with the theme of the believer’s union with Christ. We read of feeding on flesh and drinking blood; of body parts and flesh-unions; of vines, branches, and living water; of dying in another’s death and living in another’s life; and of the indwelling Spirit and God becoming flesh. Perhaps it is because this language and these images mystify and puzzle us that we fail to reckon properly with them. We feel a bit like many of Jesus’s contemporaries, confused and even troubled by what he says. But we must reckon with these words, because embedded in them are the most astounding of promises—eternal life, the hope of glory, forgiveness, holiness, redemption, resurrection, bodily transformation, and, most astonishing of all, the Son of God dwelling in us. This is the language of salvation and the logic of the gospel, and so we must attempt to understand and articulate the mystery of our union with Christ if we are to understand and articulate our salvation.


			As I discussed in the book’s introduction, “union with Christ” language pervades the writings of the New Testament, particularly the letters of Paul and the writings of John. The sheer number of instances in which such language occurs is instructive in its own right, for the repetition gives us an indication of the importance of this theme. But these instances occur in an array of contexts that address different aspects of this union and shed light on the manifold ways in which we may conceive of it.


			In order to bring some clarity to such an expansive theme, this chapter will (1) explore the immense scope of union with Christ as it is presented in the Bible and offer some defining parameters; (2) define the nature or character of the union positively, so as to describe what our union with the Savior consists of and how it comes about; and (3) define the nature or character of the union negatively, so as to describe erroneous or inadequate notions. In one respect, this chapter is the most important of all, because our conception of the nature of our saving union with Christ inevitably (consciously or subconsciously) determines how we conceive of the nature of salvation more generally.
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