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To no one has [the Lord] given power to proclaim his works,
and who can fathom his mighty deeds?
Who can measure his majestic power,
and who can go on to recount his mercies?
It is not possible to lessen or increase them,
nor is it possible to fathom the Lord’s wonders.
When human beings have finished, they are just beginning,
and when they stop, they are still at a loss.

SIRACH 18:4-7





Mystery is the lifeblood of dogmatics.

BAVINCK, REFORMED DOGMATICS 2:29




(It’s important to biblical theology, too.)





PREFACE


When I was writing an Old Testament Theology,1 a voice in my head told me that it should be a biblical theology. To consider the theological significance of the Old Testament in isolation was an odd exercise, given that the church acknowledges the two Testaments as its Scriptures. Admittedly, it’s not as odd an exercise as treating the New Testament in isolation. The Old Testament Scriptures do not presuppose the New, and they are not incomprehensible without the New, and the idea of someone in the year 10 BC asking about the theological contents of the Old Testament as a whole is not an incoherent one (if I may sidestep questions about when the precise list of its books became settled). In contrast, the New Testament presupposes the scriptural status of those writings, and asking about the New Testament’s theological implications in isolation from them is a dangerously incoherent enterprise.

I had no answer of principle to the voice in my head, only the tactical conviction (implicit in that point about the danger of New Testament theology) that it was important to focus on the Old Testament to counterbalance the usual practice of ignoring it theologically. But I recognized the force of the voice, and this book is my attempt to meet its point.

In writing, I followed a similar procedure to the one I used for my Old Testament Theology. I made a list of possible chapter headings on the basis of my hunches as to what headings might be needed, and then began to read the New Testament and to make notes under those headings.

By working in this way I wanted to give priority to my reading of the Scriptures themselves and to let them set the agenda for the work. Having written an Old Testament Theology, I wasn’t confident I could think through the Old Testament material afresh if I began there; it would be a rehash of previous work. Beginning with the New Testament gave me a different entry into the Old Testament material. In keeping with the way I went about the task, in presenting the material in this volume I often start with the New Testament, which has the advantage of starting where the church is, in its own greater involvement with the New Testament.

As well as studying the Scriptures, I read some commentaries and other works, and reshaped and developed the headings and the structure of the work as the data seemed to require it. On the way along, I added consideration of material from the Old Testament that linked with the various themes (and that did not), and did so more systematically when I had completed my initial work.

Beyond this preface and the introduction that follows, I do not discuss method or take up questions about the relationship between the Testaments. My most recent consideration of such questions turned into a book of its own, Do We Need the New Testament?2 The present book presupposes positions laid out there. It does pay proportionately more attention to the New Testament than that other title might suggest or than you or I might have expected. This characteristic reflects the method of working that started from the New Testament; it also means that I don’t substantially repeat the contents of the Old Testament Theology and that I’m not tempted to let this book get too long. Often I have simply indicated where a characteristically Old Testament theme fits, made a brief comment on it, and added some footnote references to material in the Old Testament Theology, though the three volumes of the latter include material that expands on almost every section of this book. I hold onto a silly hope that you might even be pushed into reading that work.

Biblical translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. In references such as “Ps 31:19 [MT 20],” the figures within the square bracket indicate the versification in printed Hebrew Bibles where this differs from the versification in English Bibles. In the New Testament, I usually translate the Greek word christos as “Anointed” rather than using the transliteration “Christ,” which easily gives the impression that the word is a name,3 and I translate the expression huios tou anthrōpou “Man” rather than “Son of man.”4 I generally use the word congregation rather than the word church and the word believers rather than the word Christians, which is hardly used in the New Testament; Jesus talks about discipling people, not making them Christians,5 while in Paul, believers is the main word in this connection, “saints” (hagioi) being his other principal word—both Jews and pagans are called “unbelievers” (apistoi).6 In speaking of the origin of biblical books such as Jeremiah or Matthew or Ephesians, I often refer to the authors of the entire books by the names traditionally associated with them, without meaning to imply that I necessarily have a view on the author’s actual identity.

I have used the following abbreviations:

I am grateful to Thomas A. Bennett and to Kathleen Scott Goldingay for their careful reading and comments on a draft of this book, as of many others. I occasionally refer to them in footnotes, but their contribution is greater than these references imply. And I’m grateful to Anna Lo for compiling the indexes. It’s also time I expressed my gratitude for the advice and support of Dan Reid, my editor at IVP, who has also given me such wise advice and support over quite some years. The last suggestion in connection with this volume was to tell you that I was making the last touches to its text as the Rose Parade made its way past our house on South Orange Grove Boulevard in Pasadena, California, on New Year’s Day 2016.
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INTRODUCTION


“Biblical theology” means different things to different people, and I am not concerned to argue that the expression should be used only in the sense that I attach to it; I will just make clear what I mean by the phrase. There is a collection of works that comprise the Scriptures for the Jewish community, which calls them the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings; it is the collection that Christians call the Old Testament, which I will henceforth usually refer to as the First Testament. There is a further collection that the church came to define, which Christians call the New Testament. The church regards these two collections as belonging together, and they are commonly printed as one volume. In this book, I am asking, “What understanding of God and the world and life emerges from these two Testaments?” It doesn’t seem an outrageous question, even if seeking to answer it might be “an act of naïve hubris.”1 Even if it does seem outrageous, I’ve been asking it, and this book gives you my answer.

One reason why it has seemed a tricky question is that the two Testaments consist of writings that came into existence through the work of scores of people over the best part of a thousand years, over a wide area of the Middle East and the eastern Mediterranean. Yet they issued from what Christians see as a single story, about God’s involvement with a particular people and about the way that involvement came to embrace other peoples. They comprise a collection of documents that relate aspects of that story, pass on insights about the God who orchestrated it, challenge people about the lives they lived in its context, issue warnings and promises about the future, record the prayer and praise that people addressed to God, and also incorporate letters, poems and observations about life. They resemble a family photograph album or commonplace book or scrapbook or collection of memorabilia, an anthology that tells a family history and gives us a picture of the family in different periods.

They are thus not a “coherent tradition” like the work of Thomas Aquinas or John Calvin but a “canonical bundle of overlapping testimonies from radically different contexts to the one history of God with humanity which culminates in Christ’s death and resurrection. The Scriptures come to us in the form of plural traditions.” Indeed (as Nietzsche puts it), “the will to a system is a lack of integrity.”2 But “in the agenda of a hermeneutics of doctrine . . . there is room for ‘system’ both as coherence . . . and as a provision for boundary markers and identity markers in interaction with ongoing history, experience, and hermeneutical life-worlds” even though “the notion of a ‘final system’ is excluded.”3

In the way the Scriptures themselves do theology, two forms are most prominent. Both Testaments are dominated by a series of narratives, and this characteristic reflects and points to a key feature of the Scriptures’ theology. It is a theology that focuses on a story. It comprises an account of particular things that God and human beings did in particular places and times, and considerable reflection on these actions and events. Both Testaments also incorporate much material that is more discursive and analytic; it consists of teaching that explicitly or implicitly deals with the implications of the events that the narratives relate. It thus covers theological themes (the truth about God, Israel, the world, humanity and so on), and the nature of a proper response to God (in worship, spirituality, ethics and so on). In my Old Testament Theology the first volume took up the narrative form, while the other two volumes took up the discursive and analytic form (the First Testament also does theology by means of praise and prayer; I did not try to emulate that approach). In this book the two forms interweave more. I begin with God’s own being and go on to the world, humanity, the people of God and God’s expectations. At the same time, I move from creation to Israel to Jesus to the consummation of God’s purpose. I begin with the discursive (God’s person) and end with the narrative (God’s triumph).

Definitions of biblical theology have distinguished between “the theology contained in the Bible” and “the theology that accords with the Bible.”4 My aim lies somewhere between these alternatives. Like Jerome, or Calvin or Barth, I do theology as the person I am in the time in which I write, which in my case means as an aging British priest, scholar and music freak living in Los Angeles in the twenty-first century. I formulate a biblical theology with the help of works by scholars such as Karl Barth, Richard Bauckham, Rudolf Bultmann, James Dunn, Richard Hays, E. P. Sanders and N. T. Wright, and fifty years ago I could not have written it in the way I do. Even more frighteningly, in fifty years’ time it will need formulating differently.

I want to know what significance these Scriptures have in our time, and I want other people to see it, and this interest will poke through. “Ethics, while descriptive, is not detached; it reflects normatively,”5 and the same is true of biblical theology. I do not always resist the temptation to note ways in which these Scriptures are significant for us or to try to think through questions they raise for us. But I don’t want such interests to stop me seeing what they have to say in their own right. I am passionately concerned for them to affect our life here and now, and that fact cannot but impact the way I see biblical theology. Yet I am not intentionally seeking to state its nature in a way that mainly makes it a message for my context, and I do not pay much attention to questions that are more important in our context than they are in the Scriptures, such as race or violence or abortion or homosexuality or the rights of women or ecology. When a theology student in his first term heard that I was writing a biblical theology, he inferred that it was therefore a systematic theology. It isn’t. Systematic theology works out the implications of the Scriptures in a way that makes sense in its author’s own context, using the categories of thought that belong in that context. I don’t disapprove of that enterprise, but I’m trying to avoid undertaking it.

My aim is not to identify a “common core” or “underlying unity” that the biblical writings share; the nature of such a common core is inclined to be thin.6 I am seeking to identify the “building” that might be constructed from the materials that the writings offer, in a way that does justice to them.7 People and events are complicated, and after watching a movie or listening to an album together, a group of people may come away with different impressions and may have quite a heated discussion about them. This volume is the impression I have as I come away from the Scriptures. When John Calvin wrote the Institutes of the Christian Religion, he did so to provide an outline of the nature of biblical faith, to give people a context within which they could then read the Scriptures. My hopes for this volume will have been fulfilled if it helps people do so. It is an attempt at a digest of the Scriptures. It is for the reader then to test the digest against the Scriptures themselves.

I presuppose that these Scriptures do all belong to the same album. Most Jewish readers of the New Testament would question this conviction, and Christian readers may have an uneasy suspicion that they are right. For most Jewish readers, the idea that Jesus fulfilled Israel’s messianic hopes seems implausible. For Christian readers, the compassionate Jesus of the Gospels doesn’t look like an embodiment of the wrathful God they associate with the first three-quarters of their Scriptures.

Yet the writers of the documents that became the New Testament didn’t feel any tension over recognizing the God of the Jewish Scriptures as the Father of Jesus, and I would say that there is no more “problem” about the relationship between the content of First Testament faith and New Testament faith than there is about the relationship among (say) Matthew, 1 Corinthians and Revelation, or among Exodus, the Song of Songs and Joel.8 The church’s recognition of these two collections of Scriptures implies at least some prima facie plausibility about treating them together, and about asking what impression we have as we close the album. Reading the end of a story often makes us revisit the earlier part and see things whose significance we did not perceive the first time around. It doesn’t make us read into the story things that weren’t there, but it enables us to see things that we missed. On the other hand, the common Christian practice of fast-forwarding through the first three-quarters of the movie to get to the denouement means understanding neither Testament.

I do not attempt to demonstrate that biblical theology is true, or to question whether it is true. I aim to write a critical biblical theology in the sense that I seek to avoid reading into the Scriptures the categories and convictions of postbiblical Christian theology. Thus, while I accept the doctrine of the Trinity, as a set of inferences from the Scriptures issuing from the translation of biblical ideas into European philosophical categories some while after the New Testament, and while I say the Nicene Creed without mental reservation every Sunday, I do not assume that such later understandings of God as Trinity, or later understandings of the atonement, are present in the Scriptures themselves, and in this sense I am not writing an “ecclesial theology.”9

But the choice between being historical, critical and academic or being ecclesial in that sense10 is phony. I am betting that it is possible even for a Christian to ask the critical, historical and academic question, “Given the existence of the Scriptures, what understanding of reality emerges from them?” My conviction that their understanding of reality is true may lead to my skewing some aspects of them in order to make them say something I can accept, though it may also lead to my seeing other aspects more clearly than I might if I did not have that conviction in the back of my head.

I have presented biblical theology as a logically feasible exercise. Does it matter? Does theology in general matter? It matters because the way we think matters, just because we are thinking beings. It matters because the way we think has an impact on the way we live, though the converse is also true. It then matters because both the way we think and the way we live are inclined to be shaped by the culture in which we live, and studying the Scriptures gives us something to think against, or something that thinks against us.

It is fine to come to the Scriptures with our questions and assumptions, which sometimes allow us to see things that people with other questions and assumptions would miss. But if we make our questions and assumptions the criteria for deciding whether the Scriptures are relevant or correct, we have absolutized ourselves, and we can never escape the limitations of our questions and assumptions. As Christians, at least, we owe it to ourselves (not to say God and the world) to test our thinking by the Scriptures rather than simply vice versa, and thus to expand the horizons of our thinking. Assumptions and convictions that come out of our cultural context commonly make the gospel message look stupid, and we have to think about whether it is indeed the gospel message that expresses real insight (1 Cor 1–2). On the other hand, anyone who likes thinking about theological questions has to keep remembering that knowledge puffs up, but love builds up (1 Cor 8:1).








1

GOD’S PERSON

[image: image]


Alexander Pope declared that “the proper study of mankind is Man,”1 which seemed a more secure enterprise than trying to study God. But “the proper study of God’s elect is God.”2

The word God is so familiar that it can seem to be a word of unequivocal meaning and reference, but in the ancient world it signified different things to different people, and in the modern world one cannot assume that people who use the word God mean by it the being or the kind of being that the Scriptures speak of.3 The point is implicit when people ask, e.g., whether Muslims worship the same God as Christians. In connection with the First Testament, it is one reason for continuing to use the name Yahweh rather than replacing it by an ordinary word for “the Lord” or “God.” It is as Yahweh that God is the one who created the cosmos, is ultimately sovereign over everything in the heavens and on the earth, has been revealingly, persistently and self-sacrificially involved with Israel in a way that embodies love but also toughness, is committed to bringing Israel and the world to their destiny in the acknowledgment of him, has embodied himself in Jesus, makes himself known in the Holy Spirit and will be God to eternity as he was God from eternity.4

One could see this identity emerging from Psalms 96–100. Yahweh created the entire cosmos and is to be acknowledged by all the nations and worshiped by all creation. He has established his sovereignty in the world and intends to rule its peoples fairly. Along with his own people, these other peoples have reason to rejoice in the prospect of that rule and in the burning up of his foes. His actions on Israel’s behalf are expressions of a commitment and faithfulness that are significant for the whole world, and they are thus reason for the whole world to rejoice. He is good, and his commitment and faithfulness go on forever. Yahweh’s deity is such that “gods” is only a courtesy title when applied to any other beings.

When God reveals the name Yahweh to Moses, he attaches to it the phrase ʾehyeh ʾăšer ʾehyeh (Ex 3:14), which suggests the promise that he will be “the God who is there”5 in the sense that he will be present and active in different ways and different contexts in whatever ways these contexts require. He is thus the living God. That fact constitutes a starting point for thinking about God that marks a contrast over against lifeless gods and images (e.g., Jer 10:14; Acts 14:15), though the contrast with images should not make one sit light to the theological seriousness of the Scriptures’ declarations that God has face, eyes, mouth, ears, nose, back, hand, finger and feet (to the “confusion of all spiritualisers”).6 God is a real person and is really alive.

In this chapter we will look at God’s moral character (section 1.1) and at his metaphysical nature (section 1.2), then at his ways of expressing himself in the world, which come to be focused in talk of the Holy Spirit (section 1.3), and at his mind or message, which comes to be embodied in Jesus (section 1.4).



1.1 GOD’S CHARACTER


“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, long-temperedness, generosity, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and restraint” (Gal 5:22-23). For such qualities to be the Spirit’s fruit, one would expect them to be the Spirit’s own qualities, and one would expect them to be the Spirit’s qualities only if they are God’s own qualities. And indeed they are. The Scriptures do describe God as loving, compassionate, gracious and forgiving, though they also describe God as capable of being wrathful and as not inclined simply to ignore our wrongdoing. So God acts in judgment, but the greater centrality of the first kind of characteristic in God means that he does so rather unwillingly. The combination of the two kinds of characteristics also points to the need for God to be flexible about the way he acts in different contexts.


Loving, Compassionate and Gracious

“God is love.” This declaration cannot be reversed into “love is God”; “God is love” means “God is the One who loves.”7 His love finds expression and definition in sending his Son into the world “so that we might live though him,” and also (in that connection) so that he might deal with the negative features about us, by being “the expiation for our failures” (1 Jn 4:8-10). If God’s love thus issues in a concern to give us life, this fact constitutes a hint that God’s original creation of life was an act of love. Humanity’s waywardness then meant that God’s love had to proceed to clean us up if we were to participate in his life. We were dead in our wrongdoing in the sense that we were doomed to death, after which there would be nothing worthwhile and possibly something very unpleasant. So whether or not we realized it we had no hope. It was then that God made us alive with Jesus “because of the great love with which he loved us” (Eph 2:4-5).

Among the corollaries of God’s love (in Eph 2:4-8) are, first, that the act of love in sending Jesus was an expression of God’s being “rich in mercy” toward people who would otherwise be on the way to experiencing God’s wrath, and who indeed are already experiencing it. Mercy (eleos) is the Septuagint’s equivalent of the First Testament’s distinctive word for steadfast love or commitment (ḥesed); in substance, the distinctive New Testament word for love (agapē) is equivalent to that First Testament word. In mercy and in such love God thus takes action that makes it unnecessary for him to continue showing wrath to people.

A second corollary of God’s love is that God is rich in grace. “By grace you have been rescued” from that wrath, and raised up with Jesus “so that [God] might demonstrate the extraordinary riches of his grace”; because “it is by grace that you have been rescued.” In substance grace (charis) is arguably another equivalent to that First Testament word for commitment, though in more straightforward linguistic terms the First Testament has its own word for grace (ḥēn). Paul’s use of charis combines the Hebrew ideas of ḥēn and ḥesed, since ḥēn suggests something more occasional that is shown by a superior to an inferior, while ḥesed suggests an ongoing commitment.8

Third, God’s action of love is an expression of God’s generous goodness (chrēstotēs)—a word used in the Septuagint to refer to the quality of goodness in God (e.g., Pss 25:7; 31:19 [MT 31:20]; 34:8 [MT 9]). Fortunately for us, God is generous rather than fair (Mt 20:1-16), like a landowner who behaves like a strange “patron,” foolish, prodigal and disturbing.9

The words in Ephesians that describe the outworking of love fit with the Scriptures’ first great systematic statement of who God is, which comes from God’s own lips as an act of reassurance and challenge when Israel has been involved in gross unfaithfulness to him:

Yahweh, God compassionate and gracious, long-tempered and big in commitment and steadfastness, keeping commitment for thousands, carrying waywardness and rebellion and shortcoming, but he certainly does not acquit, attending to parents’ waywardness upon children and upon grandchildren, upon thirds and fourths. (Ex 34:6-7)


There was nothing very new about this statement: such qualities are ones that are “shining in heaven and on earth.”10 Yet its importance is reflected in the way its expressions reappear elsewhere.11 They recur most systematically on Moses’ lips in addressing Yahweh in a subsequent similar context of Israel’s rebellion against Yahweh (Num 14:18). They reappear again in Israel’s prayers, with an emphasis on their positive side (e.g., Neh 9:17; Pss 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; see also Joel 2:13, and with irony in Jon 4:2), and then in a fearful twist where the emphasis lies on the negative (Nah 1:2-3, with more irony). The positive side appears again in John’s description of Jesus as “full of grace and truthfulness” (Jn 1:17); in other words, Jesus was the very embodiment of God as God described himself at Sinai. In substance, both sides appear when Paul declares that God’s putting things right is revealed in the gospel, and that this revelation happens against the background of God’s anger being revealed (Rom 1:17-18).

The declaration that God’s love meant a willingness to remove our defilement (1 Jn 4:8-10) also concurs with that first great systematic description of God at Sinai, where one crucial expression of Yahweh’s grace and truthfulness lies in carrying waywardness. Thus “it is God himself who atones for the sins of his people. . . . Atonement is not humanly possible. It is possible only for God. God atones by transmuting human guilt into divine suffering.”12 As a hymn puts it, God’s love is the “love that will not let [Israel] go”; 1 Corinthians 13 and Song of Songs 8:6 are illustrated in Yahweh’s involvement in Israel’s history.13




Carrying Waywardness

Grace is the very essence of the being of God. . . . This is, of course, the secret of the forgiveness of sins. . . . [Forgiveness] meets us, not in spite of, but in and with all the holiness, righteousness and wisdom of God. . . . For God Himself is in it. He reveals His very essence in this streaming forth of grace. There is no higher divine being than that of the gracious God, there is no higher divine holiness than that which He shows in being merciful and forgiving sins. For in this action He interposes no less and no other than Himself for us.14


There is a cost for Yahweh in being involved with us. Paying the cost goes back to the Beginning. When human perversity reached its peak, Yahweh “regretted” having made human beings at all (Gen 6:6-7). While the word for “regret” (nāḥam) can denote having a change of mind about some intention, and having a change of mind need not have emotional connotations, that Hebrew word for “regret” does regularly have emotional connotations, and when applied to something that has already happened, it can hardly simply mean “have a change of mind.” The expression denotes God’s sadness about creation. In case there is any doubt, Genesis goes on to make the point explicit: “It hurt him to his heart” (Gen 6:6). A related noun has been used of the pain that motherhood will bring to Eve and that work will bring to Adam (Gen 3:16-17).

John follows up the description of Jesus as full of grace and truthfulness with an account of John the Baptizer’s pointing to Jesus as the lamb of God who “carries” the world’s sin (Jn 1:29). It is conventional to understand him to describe Jesus as “taking away” the world’s sin, which he does, but the verb airō would more commonly suggest that he was “taking” or “carrying” the world’s sin, which is the point Exodus makes.15 At Sinai, it is the waywardness of Israel in particular that Yahweh implicitly speaks of carrying, but the way Yahweh’s qualities are indeed “shining in heaven and earth” would imply that this carrying applies to the world as a whole. John the Baptizer makes that point explicit. The world is the kosmos, so his comment about carrying applies directly not so much or not only to each individual’s sin but to the sin that characterizes the world as an entity, the world into which Jesus came, which was made through him, but which did not recognize him (Jn 1:9-10), the world that God almost destroyed but did not.

The expression “lamb of God” comes only here, and there is no lamb that “carries” or “takes away” sin in the First Testament, but there are passages either side of Exodus 34 with which these phrases resonate.16 In Exodus 12 God prescribes the daubing of a lamb’s blood on a family’s door to protect it from the Destroyer acting in judgment on Egypt for its rebellion against God. In due course Jesus’ death for the world’s sin will come at the time when the Jewish community is reenacting that event, and Paul will declare that Jesus our Passover lamb has been sacrificed for us (1 Cor 5:7). The other side of Exodus 34, Yahweh lays down another aspect of the way God’s grace and truthfulness will work itself out in connection with carrying or taking sin. It happens in the Expiation Day provision whereby a goat is to carry or take away all the people’s wayward acts to an isolated place (Lev 16:22; the verb and the noun are the same as in Ex 34). Much later in the First Testament, following on a description of the glory embodied and revealed in Yahweh’s victory over Babylon, there is also a description of a glory embodied and revealed in the persecution and martyrdom of Yahweh’s servant, who “carries” people’s weaknesses and failure (Is 52:10; 53:1, 4, 12). Indeed, “the glory of God [is] the basis of mercy.”17

Thus, while the “cruciformity” of God finds physical expression in the cross,18 it was the cruciform God who related to the world and to Israel over the centuries, and who continues to do so. The cross “attests to a God who does not look and act as a respectable God ought to look and act. God’s ways are simply not our ways.”19 It has always been so, in the world’s history and in Israel’s. Not “although” but “‘precisely because’” Christ Jesus was in the form of this God who had been involved with the world and with Israel, and “was equal with God, he emptied himself” (Phil 2:6).20 “The enfleshment of the divine Logos is neither a renunciation of the divinity nor a concealing of it, but a particularly total revealing of it which could only occur as the Son of God, existing as the form of God, also takes on the form of servant.”21




But Wrathful and Not Acquitting

Back at the Beginning, God was carrying waywardness in disallowing the possibility of destroying the entire world, in exempting Noah and his family from the destruction and in starting again. The exemption happened because Noah was an upright man. Was he simply an exception to the general waywardness of the world? The phrase “Noah found grace in Yahweh’s eyes” (Gen 6:8) points in another direction. If it were Noah’s uprightness that made God exempt him, it was hardly “grace” that Noah “found”; he deserved his exemption. Thus one of my first mentors, Alec Motyer, liked to speak in terms of grace finding Noah.22 This understanding gains support from the way reference to Noah’s uprightness follows on reference to God’s grace rather than preceding it (Gen 6:9). It was God’s reaching out to Noah that turned him into an upright man.

Either way, the aftermath of the flood does affirm that God carries the world’s waywardness and does operate on the basis of grace. When God accepts a thanksgiving sacrifice from Noah, he declares that he will never again curse the earth, “because the inclination of the human mind is bad from its youth” (Gen 8:21). The magnificent illogic about the statement causes some translations to change “because” to “although.” Yet Genesis uses the ordinary Hebrew word for “because” (kȋ) and makes a profound theological point. Humanity’s incorrigible perversity means that God will just have to carry its waywardness if he is to persist with his project. Grace will have to be the basis on which he relates to the world. God seals the point with the Scriptures’ first covenant (Gen 9:8-17), a covenant of grace. Each rainbow that shines after rain reminds God and humanity of this gracious commitment.

Yet God had all but destroyed the world. If “God is love,” is it the case that “‘love’ describes all God’s dealings with the temporal and contingent world”?23 Do “these two words, ‘grace’ and ‘love,’ together sum up and most clearly characterize [Paul’s] whole theology”?24 Is judgment then a paradoxical expression of love? Is the wrath of the lamb (the lamb that let itself be killed) an expression of love, being a wrath that is always designed to lead people to repentance (cf. Rev 3:19), so that its goal is not destruction?25 Wrath does commonly have that aim, but it may fail in its goal; not everyone repents (Rev 9:20-21; 16:9, 11). Revelation’s references to wrath do not suggest something always designed to lead to repentance, and a refusal to repent opens one to more wrath (Rev 6:16-17; 11:18; 14:10, 19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 18:3; 19:5).

The opening chapters of Paul’s exposition of his gospel in Romans give a prominent place to wrath. Indeed, in Romans Paul refers to wrath almost as often as to love. “With what earnestness Paul speaks of the wrath of God and how real this is for him.”26 It might still be said that “even where Paul uses scriptural allusions to underscore the message of God’s judgment, the texts themselves whisper the countertheme of God’s mercy,” which “fits the character of Scripture’s original witness and the goal towards which Paul’s own argument ultimately drives.” The point applies to his quotations from Isaiah 52, Psalm 51 and Psalm 143. Thus there is a “dialectical movement of judgment and grace that structures Paul’s presentation of the gospel,” which “is in fact a recapitulation of the judgment/grace paradigm that undergirds the whole witness of Scripture.”27

But it is not a dialectical movement implying that God has “two souls in his breast”28 (one of which finds expression in the First Testament, the other in the New Testament?). The balance between love and chastisement in Exodus 34:6-7 shows that the former has priority. One significance of the Sinai story as a whole (especially Ex 32–34) is that it offers an extensive narrative exposition of the way God has to live with the tension between mercy and chastisement.29

Actually, “few words suffer more inflation” than the word love.30 Really, “one must speak of a mystery, when one begins to speak of God and of love.”31 Over against “the tempting definition that ‘God is love,’”32 the formula “God is . . . in his essence, his reality, holy, free, sovereign love” is more open in its possible implications.33 The Synoptic Gospels don’t refer to God’s love.34 Other New Testament writings more often say “God is faithful” (1 Cor 1:9; 10:13; 2 Cor 1:18) and “God is one” (Rom 3:30; Gal 3:20; Jas 2:19) than “God is love,” and they also declare that “our God is a consuming fire” (Heb 12:29).




Unwilling Judgment

The point is well conveyed by the declaration that God “does not willingly afflict or grieve people” (Lam 3:33). More literally, he does not afflict or grieve people “from the heart” or “from the inner being.” It is not that wrath is somehow an expression of love; rather, while love is indeed God’s heart or inner being, God’s being also incorporates wrath. It belongs somewhere nearer its periphery, but it can be called on when necessary. Ben Kingsley, having played Gandhi and then played a foul-mouthed brutal gangster in Sexy Beast, was asked how he managed to take two such different roles; he answered that he had to reach deep into other aspects of his person in order to locate the aspects of himself that could find expression in that second role. Yahweh does so in order to be wrathful and violent.

These characteristics are not foreign to him, and they are not his shadow side in the sense that they are unacceptable to him, but they do not represent what he is at heart. Judgment is his strange work; if it is in a sense alien to him, it does express something of which he is capable (Is 28:21). Anger is not God’s preferred way of relating to the world. “Calvin is conscious of the fact that he can only stammer when speaking of both God’s love and his wrath.”35 God can relate to the world in anger but prefers to avoid doing so. His preference is to mend relationships. World history and Israel’s history as a whole evidence his restraint. They embody his desire to be at one rather than express anger. But he can do it.

One could get the impression from the lists of the fruit of the Spirit and the deeds of the lower nature (Gal 5:19-24) that jealousy and rage are inherently sinful, but both Testaments make clear that it is not so. They indicate that human beings and God can and should be jealous and angry from time to time. Emotions do not divide into good ones and bad ones; there are times for withholding some of that fruit of the Spirit and times for jealousy and anger. God has the entire range of emotions possessed by a person and can call on them when it is appropriate. God is not just nice. “A God that can be grasped, a God that can be conceptualized is not a God.”36 “Yahweh is beyond any representations except those of the Tanakh at its strongest. Yahweh’s own complexities are infinite, labyrinthine, and permanently inexplicable. . . . Mischievous, inquisitive, jealous, and turbulent, Yahweh is fully as personal as a god can be.”37 “The opposite of love . . . is not wrath but indifference,”38 and “the axiom of apathy, widely applied to the deity in ancient metaphysics,” does not apply to the God of the Scriptures.39 Yahweh “acts out” his anger and rejection (and his election).40

He does so not least by hiding: “You got angry with us” and “you hid your face from us” (Is 64:5, 7 [MT 4, 6]).41 For this God, judgment is not only a possibility but a necessity: “Grace that forgives everything would be cheap and no sign of love but of indifference and apathy. True love does not know the category of permissible infidelity, but only of faithfulness or betrayal, and consequently of wrath, judgment—and forgiveness.”42

“The real conflict which is present in the antithesis between wrath and grace must be endured. When doing theology, we are constantly faced with the temptation to avoid the theme of the wrath of God, in order to attain a harmonious image of God.”43 The way God can be alternately loving and wrathful is an aspect of the way a person’s character comes out differently in different contexts.

The difference need not imply inconsistency; it’s just that changing contexts call forth the expression of different facets of the character. Exodus 1–18 describes how Yahweh became a warrior when the Egyptians oppressed Israel. Exodus 32–34 relates how Yahweh let mercy rule over justice when Israel flouted his expectations. Isaiah describes how Yahweh got involved in international affairs when the Assyrian empire arose. Isaiah 40–55 describes how Yahweh promised to act as creator when Israel needed such creative action. The Gospels relate how God embodied mercy and creativity in Jesus.




Flexible

So different contexts draw out different facets of what God is and what God can be. God is constant, consistent, unswerving and dependable. He consistently shows integrity to people of integrity but refractoriness to people who are crooked (Ps 18:25 [MT 26]). But his consistency doesn’t mean God is rigid, which would be close to saying that he is dead. Nor does it mean he is inflexible. Kings who are not free to change their minds are stupid (Dan 6).

The First Testament often makes explicit that God can have a change of mind, in the short term. Two verbs can suggest this idea. One we have noted already, nāḥam, implies emotion and in other contexts can mean be sorry or find comfort. The other, šûb, suggests action; it literally means to turn. Translations can render either verb “repent,” which gives a misleading impression in either connection. With regard to having a change of mind, one might use the English words “relent” and “turn back” for the two verbs. Jonah and Jeremiah provide illuminating instances of them. When the king of Nineveh decrees that people must “turn back” from their wrong ways, he hopes that God may “turn back” and “relent” of his intention to destroy the city. The Ninevites do “turn back,” and God “turns back” and “relents” (Jon 3:8-10). In Jeremiah 18:1-12 God lays down the principle involved, which also applies to Judah. If he announces the intention to destroy a nation and it “turns back” from its wrong ways, he will “relent”—but if he announces the intention to bless it and it does what is wrong, he will also “relent” of that intention. It’s therefore possible for Moses to urge Yahweh to “turn back” from wrath and “relent” of the trouble he intends to bring on the people even though they deserve it; and Yahweh does so (Ex 32:12-14; cf. Num 14:11-20). Amos acts in the same way, though the sequence in Amos 7:1-9; 8:1-2 may imply that there comes a time when this possibility disappears.

Jonah, Jeremiah, Moses and Amos are evidently not worried about the possibility that Yahweh’s having a change of mind might compromise his sovereignty or insight or control of events. They are more impressed by the positive insight about Yahweh, which Jonah frowns upon: the trouble with Yahweh is that he is always inclined to give in to grace, compassion and love (Jon 4:2). It is good news that Yahweh is flexible in this way. The Prophets know that God’s ultimate purpose is not imperiled but furthered by such flexibility. It does not mean God is inconsistent. It means God is reliably faithful—loving, compassionate and gracious. God’s life does not change, God’s character does not change, God’s truth does not change, God’s ways do not change, God’s purpose does not change and God’s Son does not change.44 But precisely in order to maintain that consistent integrity, God does sometimes say one thing but then do another as a result of the response his declarations receive.

Sometimes, then, God simply says what is going to happen and it happens. Sometimes God acts in interaction with human decisions. Sometimes the sequence is broken without any indication that anyone repented. Yahweh declares that Nebuchadnezzar will destroy Tyre but later notes that Nebuchadnezzar has been unable to do so, and therefore tells him he can have Egypt instead (Ezek 26–28; 29:17-20). There have been occasions when Yahweh could use Assyria, Babylon and Persia as his agent in bringing trouble or deliverance to Judah, but in Isaiah 63:1-6 he laments the fact that lately there has been no one available, so he is being driven to act himself. And further, within the time period to which the book of Isaiah belongs there was no subsequent action that could count as the implementation of that undertaking. There were even occasions when God wrestled with Jacob and Jacob won (Gen 32:25-31) and when God tried to kill Moses and didn’t succeed (Ex 4:24).

Not surprisingly, the flexibility implied by some sayings of Jesus that the Gospel writers know did not “come true” matches the portrait of God in his consistency-with-flexibility in the First Testament.






1.2 ONE GOD


Reflection on God’s flexibility suggests a transition from considering God’s moral character to considering his metaphysical attributes. While love and integrity require flexibility, flexibility may seem to compromise the metaphysical qualities that one expects to associate with deity, such as God’s sovereignty and time-transcending nature. What is the nature of God’s existence? What are God’s properties? What type of being is God? First, God is one, though the Scriptures make clear that God’s oneness is modulated by the fact that Jesus is (also) Lord. God is our heavenly Father, which suggests both commitment and transcendence. God is sovereign in the world; the Scriptures suggest various nuances on that fact in connection with the lesser sovereignty exercised by human beings, by the created world and by other supernatural beings. God is omni-temporal and capable of knowing whatever he wants to know, about what is past, present and future from a human perspective.


Yahweh Our God Yahweh One

“That the issue of ‘monotheism’ is a central issue for biblical theology hardly needs arguing.”45 Actually it does need arguing. The Shemaʿ (Deut 6:4) declares not “There is one God” but “Yahweh our God Yahweh one.”46 For the First Testament the key question is not how many gods there are or how united God is, but who is God. For Judaism, the key affirmation is that Yahweh is the one true God, the creator of the entire world and the judge of all.47 For the New Testament the key question in this connection would then concern how Jesus’ being Lord fits into what one may call mono-Yahwism. Both Testaments assume that there is only one being who can properly be called God, but it remains significant that the word monotheism was coined only in the seventeenth century.48 In the Scriptures, the starting point for understanding God’s being is not an analysis in terms of monotheism with its concomitant definitions in terms of omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence. It is the biblical portrait of Yahweh as the one God and as the God who has a name,49 which reflects his being not an idea but a person.50

Yahweh feels strongly about any compromising of the fact that he alone is God, and he gets indignant about his people serving other so-called deities (Ex 20:5; 34:14). He declares himself to be jealous or “impassioned” (qannāʾ; JPSV). He has the feelings of someone whose husband or wife has been having an affair. The adjective also covers other kinds of strong feelings. Yahweh is passionately indignant about Jerusalem in its broken state (Zech 1:14; 8:2), and the passionate indignation of Yahweh Armies will see to the fulfillment of what he says he will do (e.g., Is 9:7 [MT 6]). It’s therefore possible to appeal to Yahweh’s passion when deliverance isn’t arriving (Is 63:15). Indignant passion about the temple has consumed the person who prays Psalm 69:9 (MT 10), and it comes to be characteristic of Jesus (Jn 2:17). Yes, God is a person, with the passions of a person. Neither God nor Jesus is mild and gentle, or cool and theoretical. Passion is a better starting point than apatheia for thinking about God.51

Yahweh is indeed the only God. Even in its most far-reaching statements about Jesus’ nature, the New Testament works within the framework of there being one God. Jesus is then “the expression of the one God.”52 God has one name, though several faces.53




The One God and the One Lord

Paul begins many of his letters with the greeting “Grace and peace from God the Father and from our Lord Jesus, the Anointed One” (1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3; Eph 1:2; Phil 1:2; 2 Thess 1:2; Philemon; similar formulae appear in Rom 1:7; 1 Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; Tit 1:4; 2 Pet 1:2; 2 Jn 3). Paul expands on this collocation in declaring, “For us” there is “one God, the Father (from whom all things exist, and we exist toward him), and one Lord, Jesus the Anointed One (through whom all things exist, and we exist through him)” (1 Cor 8:6). The “for us” with which the declaration begins hardly implies that this affirmation about the Father and Jesus is merely a personal opinion held by people who believe in Jesus. It’s an objective fact, which “we” are privileged to recognize, an objective fact that is indeed of key importance for Christian faith and that distinguishes “we” who acknowledge the truth about God and Jesus from people who don’t.

The Shemaʿ stands in the background of this declaration. It takes its name from its opening bidding, “Listen,” which leads into that key confession, “Yahweh our God Yahweh one.” The Septuagint translates “the Lord our God [is] one Lord” or “the Lord our God—the Lord [is] one”; as with the Hebrew, it’s hard to be sure where to put an “is.” Paul has then glossed “God” with “the Father” and “Lord” with “Jesus, the Anointed One,” and “in effect split the Shema between the one God and the one Lord.”54 He has thereby “redefined [the Shemaʿ] christologically, producing what we can only call a sort of christological monotheism.”55 He does not believe in two gods. He is “including Jesus in the unique identity of the one God affirmed in the Shemaʿ” and “identifying Jesus as the ‘Lord’ whom the Shemaʿ affirms to be one,” so that “the unique identity of the one God consists of the one God, the Father, and the one Lord.” He “rewrites the Shemaʿ to include both God and Jesus in the unique divine identity.”56 So something radical happens when the Greek word for “Lord,” the Septuagint’s equivalent to Yahweh, is used to refer to Jesus.57

These considerations point to a central aspect of God’s distinctive nature as the Scriptures describe him. “In the New Testament christology functions within theology, the divine significance of Christ is actually a subcategory of the doctrine of God, the divine identity of Jesus Christ is held firmly within the framework of the Christian (as well as Jewish) axiom that God is one.” Paul puts it in terms of God in Jesus (he is a revelation of God’s love and faithfulness), Matthew in terms of Jesus as God with us, John in terms of Jesus being equal with God (he is the one who reveals God), Revelation in terms of Jesus sharing God’s throne and God’s worship.58 It is thus possible both to declare that the New Testament simply reaffirms the understanding of God that emerges from the First Testament and reveals nothing new about God, and also that it radically redefines God.59 The gospel expounded in the New Testament reexpresses First Testament affirmations about God; other versions of a gospel (even Jewish versions) do not do so.60




Fluidity

The New Testament seems not to fret about the logical difficulty involved in the paradoxical conviction that God is one and also that Jesus is divine. This conviction emerges inescapably from the biblical story, and it is wiser “to start from the biblical history, and therefore to make the unity of the three divine Persons the problem,” rather than to start from the philosophical postulate of unity and then have a problem with the way the Scriptures talk.61

While commitment to the one God could coexist with a recognition and veneration of angels and spirits in both Testaments and in Judaism,62 this recognition did not imply a loosening of the distinction between God and such entities, and New Testament talk about Jesus has more in common with Jewish thought about God than with Jewish talk of angels and spirits. “To put Jesus in the position . . . of a very high ranking angelic servant of God would not be to come close to a further step of assimilating him to God, because the absolute distinction between God and all other reality would still have to be crossed.”63

The New Testament was helped rather by the fact that the articulation of Christian thinking about Jesus took place against the background of Jewish thinking in terms of there being “two powers in heaven”—not a dualistic understanding of a good power and an evil power, but the reality of semiseparate expressions of God.64 The First Testament itself combined its strong affirmations of Yahweh’s sole deity with declarations such as the description of God’s insight as a personal being distinguishable from God (Prov 8:22-31), which had been taken further in later Jewish works such as the book of Wisdom and Sirach and is picked up by Paul (e.g., Col 1–2).

Many Jewish thinkers might thus have been comfortable with understanding God’s Insight as a quasi-person semi-independent of God, and Paul could have been able to think in those terms before Jesus confronted him. Whether he did so or not, given that Jesus is clearly a discrete person distinct from God, the figure of God’s Insight gave Paul a way of thinking about Jesus’ significance as a discrete person yet one who is at the same time essentially one in nature with God in a way unlike any other human.65 God had his insight from the beginning and used it in creating the world, and Jesus is the supreme embodiment of God’s insight, especially though paradoxically in being executed (1 Cor 1:18-31). Jewish thinking could also think of God’s spirit or God’s word as semiseparable from God, and the New Testament’s way of speaking has more in common with this way of thinking, too, than with the recognition of subordinate supernatural beings such as angels and spirits.

Such fluidity in the Jewish Scriptures’ understanding of God means that the doctrine of the Trinity in itself need not raise problems for a Jew. The reason why a Jew may be unable to be a Christian is that Judaism regards Jesus as someone who falsely claimed to be the Anointed One.66 He did not fulfill Yahweh’s promises concerning the Anointed One (which is one reason why he needs to come back).

Conversely, the Christian recognition that God is Father, Son and Spirit issues from the story of Jesus as God’s Son as this story comes home through the mediation of the Spirit in the congregation, not (for instance) from theoretical thinking or as an attempt to solve a problem.67 Christians ended up believing in the complicated, mysterious and apparently illogical doctrine of the Trinity because for all its disadvantages, it was the best way of making sense of the account of God in the Scriptures.




Father . . .

In Paul’s adaptation of the Shemaʿ, the description of God as Father denotes God’s relationship to his people, and Luke’s version of the prayer that Jesus gave his disciples begins with the simple invocation “Father” (Lk 11:2). This form of address to God sums up something of the New Testament’s understanding of that relationship. The plain form of the word (“Father” rather than “our Father”) suggests that behind the Greek word patēr is the Aramaic word ʾabbāʾ. Adopted into Hebrew, it was the ordinary word used by a child addressing its father, though rendering it “Daddy” dilutes its implications.68 Against the background of understandings in the First Testament and in Judaism, being father suggests being the origin or source of life and thus being the one who grants an inheritance, being a figure of authority who deserves submission and obedience, and being one who loves and cares for his children.69 A fatherly relationship to people is an instance of a patron-client relationship, one that involves a mutual commitment between two parties of unequal status.70 A master and his servants, a king and his subjects, a father and his sons, are all instances of such relationships.

Israel knew that God was its Father, though the First Testament uses the image only rarely. A notable occurrence is God’s declaration of intent to “bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the end of the earth” (Is 43:6). It is the only place in the Scriptures where God speaks of “my daughters,” except for one New Testament passage that apparently takes it up (2 Cor 6:18). Israel’s reticence in using the image usefully distinguished Israelite religion from Canaanite religion, which spoke of the senior god, El, as Father, and believed that El had sons and daughters. It also distinguished Israelite religion from the Greek religion presupposed by Homer, where Zeus was “father of men and of gods.”71

The New Testament does see God as having a fatherly relationship with all humanity and all creation: Aratus, a Hellenistic Greek poet, had described humanity as God’s “offspring,” and Paul agrees (Acts 17:28). God is the “Father of the lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow caused by turning” (Jas 1:17). The idea that there is a natural fatherly relationship between God and human beings is a common feature of religions.72 But there are disadvantages to the idea that we are “naturally” God’s children and that God is “naturally” our Father.73 Talk about God as our Father is familiar, and it can be cheap. Israel did know that it belonged to Yahweh’s family, but rather than speaking of Yahweh as its Father, it was more inclined to speak of Yahweh as its gōʾēl, the family member who is expected to be willing to make his resources available to deal with difficulties in the life of a relative in need, and thus to restore or redeem the person. It is another patron-client relationship; at its heart is family relationship, powerful intervention and effective restoration.74

Although Israelites were not inclined to address God as Father, they knew well that they could relate to God with the freedom of children, as the Psalms make clear, and the Judaism of Jesus’ day thus prayed to God as Father. The awareness of Jews that there was a relationship of mutual love and commitment between God and Israel would mean that they need not have seen anything novel in the way Jesus spoke of God’s fatherly relationship with them. It is against the background of this Jewish awareness that Jesus’ talk of God as Father encourages his disciples to call on God as Father in connection with their urging God to bring in his reign and to protect them.75

Like the opening of other epistles, the beginning of Ephesians picks up the image of God as Father, but it takes it in a different direction and then nuances it: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus the Anointed One. Praised be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus, the Anointed One. . . . He destined us to be adopted as his children through Jesus the Anointed One” (Eph 1:2-5). God is the Father of Jesus, the Father of Israel and the Father of people who become Jesus’ brothers and sisters. Whereas Canaanite talk of El as a Father with sons and daughters among the gods might have made Israel hesitant to speak of God as the Father of a Son in a metaphysical sense, in New Testament times early Christian writers evidently think it is now safe to do so.

Hebrews feels no need for hesitation: God who spoke to Israel in a variety of ways through the prophets finally spoke through a Son (Heb 1:1-2). In the Gospels, too, “Father” is more often a description of the relationship of God to Jesus than to the disciples, and it expresses the distinctiveness of that relationship. Ephesians 1:2-5 then points to a new insight about God as Father: the position of believers as God’s sons and daughters is related to the fact that God the Father himself has a Son. We come to share in his position; we are adopted as children of his Father. Through Jesus, Gentiles alongside Jews have access to the Father and become members of his household (Eph 2:18-19).

To say that God is Father is not to say that God is male rather than female. Fatherhood is a metaphor, and metaphor involves overlap, not identity between one thing and another. We have to let other metaphors guide us in seeing how far a metaphor can be taken. The First Testament gives God more or less all body parts, but not genitals, though it does attribute to God breasts and a womb. Describing God as Father and giving God motherly characteristics ascribe to God some important characteristics of both forms of parenthood. Calling God “he” designates God as a person, not a thing; it does not designate God as male rather than female. Of course in a particular cultural context (e.g., that of the West in the twenty-first century) such descriptions may have other resonances, and we may need to be careful about how we use them in order to avoid giving the wrong impression.




. . . in the Heavens

In Matthew’s version, the prayer that Jesus gave his disciples begins, “Our Father in the heavens” (Mt 6:9), and it thereby makes explicit that we are talking about no ordinary father. It’s been suggested that Matthew’s description of the Father makes for an unfavorable contrast with the First Testament: in Genesis, “Yahweh is intimate with us, close by, while the Christian God the Father has retreated into the heavens.”76 While it’s neat to have the contrast drawn this way around rather than to the First Testament’s disfavor, describing the Father as in the heavens doesn’t actually suggest withdrawal. The First Testament itself frequently describes Yahweh as in the heavens, but it doesn’t imply that God is thereby not present and active on the earth. If anything, the description has the opposite implication (see e.g., 1 Sam 2:10; 1 Kings 8:30-49). From his position at the height of the city, the king can see what’s happening in the city below and do something about it; from his position in the height of the heavens, God can see what’s happening in the world below and do something about it (Ps 11:4). When Matthew uses phrases such as “kingdom of heaven” as opposed to “kingdom of God” (as the Greek phrases are traditionally rendered), he is following contemporary Jewish usage; Jesus himself may have employed both expressions.

While there is no implication of remoteness in referring to “the heavens” rather than “God,” the expression “the heavens” is not explicitly personal. The phrase “Our Father in the heavens” thus actually reaffirms the personal nature of the one to whom we pray. We are not addressing the heavens but “our Father” who is there.77

Describing the Father as “in the heavens” does suggest transcendence, and it invites comparison with the description of God as holy. Arguably, holiness is a better starting point than love for articulating Jesus’ own understanding of God,78 and in the First Testament, “holy” is the most fundamental description of God, a term for God in his God-ness. In Isaiah 6 the seraphs proclaim, “Holy, holy, holy.”79 Yahweh is not merely once holy, and not merely holy to the power of two, but holy to the power of three.

Yet in Isaiah, Yahweh is not simply “the Holy One” but “the Holy One of Israel.” The title indicates that the transcendent God has attached himself to a particular people, and it simultaneously offers encouragement and pressure. The Holy One is committed to this people, but he also looks for a commitment from them, and he is to be expected to confront them when they fail in their commitment. To say that Yahweh is the Holy One of Israel, then, is to say that Yahweh is “incomparable, sovereign, beyond the unaided comprehension of humankind, unapproachable yet in the midst of his chosen people.”80

While the New Testament can use the word holy to imply righteous or moral (e.g., 2 Cor 6:6; 1 Pet 1:15-16; Rev 22:11), it, too, can also use it to denote transcendent, or set apart, when it applies it to a city, angels, covenant or firstfruits (e.g., Mt 4:5; Mk 8:38; Lk 1:72; Rom 11:16), and not least in the expression “Holy Spirit.” Perhaps those connotations of both commitment and confrontation might attach to the phrase “the Holy Spirit,” and to Jesus’ being “the holy one.” When the living creatures take up the seraphs’ cry (Rev 4:8) and proclaim God’s holiness, they, too, are declaring that the one on the throne is the ultimate transcendent, supernatural, awe-inspiring God, and therefore not someone you can mess with. In Luke’s version of the Lord’s Prayer, the point emerges from the sequence, “Father, your name be acknowledged as holy.” Addressing God as Father expresses his nearness; the jussive recognizes his holiness.81

Genesis does not call God “holy”; it does apply to the one God, Yahweh, the term El, notwithstanding the fact that other peoples called the top god El. The qualifiers added to that term help bring out truths about God. He is El Elyon, God on High, creator of the heavens and the earth (Gen 14:19). He is El Ro’i, God who sees me or God whom I have seen (Gen 16:13). He is El Shadday: etymologically, the term might have several meanings, but the only one that the First Testament takes up is “destroyer” (e.g., Is 13:6). He is El Olam (e.g., Gen 21:33), the one who has been God from ages past and will be God to ages future. The names are thus theologically significant, as is the fact that they compare with Canaanite names for the top God. Abraham’s willingness to use the title God on High but his qualifying it by the name Yahweh (Gen 14:22) is doubly significant. Other peoples are not without true knowledge of God, but they need to have added to their knowledge the truth wrapped up in who Yahweh is.

Israel’s ancestors’ more distinctive way of describing God is as “the God of your father”—that is, “God of Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob” (Ex 3:6). These phrases suggest that God enters into a personal commitment to the ancestor who has responsibility for the family. He is the God who says “I am/will be with you” (Gen 26:24). Jesus’ description of God as “our Father in the heavens” corresponds to the two sides to Israel’s ancestors’ description of God as El and as the God who related personally to these ancestors.




Sovereign

John’s vision of heaven takes up the connotation of transcendence that attaches to holiness when he sees an awe-inspiring figure on a throne and hears voices issuing the same declaration as the seraphs: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God All-powerful, who was, and is, and is coming.” Another set of voices declares, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory, honor, and power, because you are the one who created all things, and by your will they came into being and were created” (Rev 4:8, 11). John’s description of God as “Lord God All-powerful” recurs through the book, appearing for the last time in its closing vision of the new heaven and the new earth (Rev 21:22); “all-powerful” is an equivalent to the seraphs’ own further description of the Holy One as “Yahweh Armies” (Is 6:3).82 Power or sovereignty is an important characteristic of God.

In what sense do the Scriptures suggest that God is all-powerful or omnipotent or sovereign?83 On some understandings of sovereignty, if God is sovereign, then many events in the world are puzzling. It’s often impossible to see rhyme or reason behind things that happen and things that don’t happen. Because Yahweh is powerful, he is able to deliver his people (e.g., Pss 21:13 [MT 14]; 28:8), yet sometimes Yahweh lets his people be defeated, even when the defeat cannot be understood as a chastisement for their faithlessness (e.g., Ps 44). When challenged, Yahweh responds by saying. “Sorry (except that he doesn’t say ‘Sorry’), but the world doesn’t revolve around you. You just have to live with what’s happened in light of the evidence that on the whole I’m not doing too bad a job of running the world” (Job 38–41). At the same time, for people who love God, he “makes all things work together for good” (Rom 8:28).84 The test of God’s sovereignty lies not in things that happen but in what he does with things after they happen.

Revelation associates God’s power or sovereignty with the original creation and with the new heavens and the new earth, and other scriptural assertions of God’s sovereignty and power make the same connection. This association suggests a starting point for understanding God’s sovereignty and power. God’s sovereignty means that God alone initiated the project that brought the world into existence and that God alone will bring it to its consummation. Further significant assertions of that sovereignty in Jesus’ incarnation and resurrection also relate to the fulfillment of this purpose. So does Jesus’ execution, which further nuances an understanding of God’s sovereignty.

More broadly, God “intends to employ the potential for power at his universal and personal disposal for the maintenance and benevolent order of his world.” In addition, “he is the sovereign Lord who comes to judge his people.” In Revelation, “the discussion of the Almighty contradicts a present experienced as lacking salvation. It adheres to the confidence that God is capable and willing to establish his kingdom in the battle against powers hostile to God.”85

God exercises his sovereignty in various ways: God’s intentions, worldly events and human decisions interrelate in a number of ways. Life works on the basis of natural processes, the dynamics of wisdom and the dynamics of ethics. Yahweh makes life work, makes bad things happen to bad people, acts via this-worldly means, makes our experiences match our actions, works despite our plans, protects and delivers. Death puts down the oppressor. Yet the Scriptures also recognize that life does not always reflect these rules.





Working Indirectly

God’s creation project involved his working via elements within creation. While God’s creating begins by his using words that bring about their own fulfillment (Gen 1:3), many of God’s subsequent words involve commissioning action by elements within creation. When fruit trees grow in Eden or when Eve gets pregnant, these events implement God’s will; God’s sovereignty works via them. Everything that takes place in the natural world is a working out of God’s sovereignty. When a tree produces fruit, it is doing something quite “natural,” but it is also being the means of God’s providing us with food to eat. One can formulate more than one level of explanation of what happens, and the levels of explanation complement one another.

God uses human beings as his agents. When Tiglath-pileser, Sennacherib or Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah, Yahweh had stirred up their spirit to get them to do so (e.g., 1 Chron 5:26). When Cyrus commissioned Judahites to go back to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple, Yahweh had stirred up his spirit to get him to do so (Ezra 1:1). It is not that they came because they felt impelled by Yahweh to do so. Although they might be prepared to refer to themselves as Yahweh’s agents when it suited them, in other contexts they would speak of themselves as the servants of some other deity, and one may speculate that in their own minds they undertook their action because they wanted to extend and secure their empire. They were not seeking to act as Yahweh’s agents, but they were so acting, like the fruit tree that unwittingly fulfills God’s intent.

When Caiaphas says that it is expedient for Jesus to die rather than that the entire people perish, John comments that it was not of his own accord that he made this outstandingly profound remark; he was prophesying (Jn 11:49-52). Now in a sense he certainly made this comment of his own accord. He was not manipulated by God into saying something that didn’t occur to him. But his words were open to another level of explanation as well as another level of interpretation.

In the exodus story, Yahweh acts via some midwives, via Moses’ mother, via his sister and via the king’s daughter, as well as via Moses himself, who knows he acts on Yahweh’s commission (if he can be persuaded, and all he has to do is speak), and via Pharaoh (who thinks he is resisting Yahweh), and by means of signs and wonders in nature that are both frightening and beneficial (Ex 4–18). The interweaving of divine intent and human responsibility finds further expression in the way Exodus speaks of God’s intention to harden Pharaoh’s heart, of Pharaoh’s heart being hard, and of Pharaoh hardening his heart, and in the way Jesus aims to get people to become more blind (Mk 4:10-12).

One might say that sometimes, at least, God does not make things happen for people but that God accompanies people as they act and experience things happening.86 God and humanity work together, though the human beings may be unaware of what is happening. God does not operate like the pilot of a drone. So God’s acts may precede or follow human acts, or may mysteriously work along with them. Esther undertakes her brave acts, and her story makes no mention of God, but its silence speaks loudly of God’s mysterious involvement. Ruth insists on committing herself to Naomi and to Yahweh, and her story, too, makes hardly any reference to God’s activity, yet it speaks loudly of it.

Not only do Esther and Ruth undertake their own brave acts; they find success through unexpected coincidences. In this respect, too, their stories make hardly any reference to God’s activity, yet speak loudly of God acting sovereignly by means of these coincidences. Events in the world may unfold by their own dynamic, but at another level God is acting through them. By “chance” Ruth happens to glean in a particular field (Ruth 2:3), and the rest of the story depends on this chance. Both stories assume that Yahweh works via the chance occurrences they report. Whereas these stories do not speak in terms of Yahweh making the chances happen, that conviction does receive paradoxical expression when Abraham’s servant asks Yahweh to make chance work out in a certain way (Gen 24:12). Only people such as Philistines speak of either Yahweh or chance (2 Sam 6:9).

Whereas Westerners are inclined to see it as a matter of chance whether someone cannot see or cannot have children, or whether rain does or does not fall, the Scriptures are more inclined to see God’s involvement in these events. God may make infertility or blindness happen as a chastisement, or as an experience into which he intends to intervene in order to achieve something (e.g., 1 Sam 1:5-6; Jn 9:3). Yet there are also some afflictions or healings that just happen, because God made the world that way. There are occasions when God brings healings and doctors might see nothing strange or miraculous in them; God was using natural processes. And there are other occasions when doctors might be able to give no explanation of how the healing happened, and it may be because God has acted in a way that did not involve regular processes—as when Peter prayed for Dorcas and she came back from the dead (Acts 9:36-42).




Deliberate Sovereignty

If God can seem not powerful enough, he can also seem too powerful, “forming light and creating dark, making well-being (šālȏm) and creating bad things (raʿ)” (Is 45:7).87 Two aspects of that statement need to be clarified. One is that light and dark can be images for blessing and trouble, and this connotation fits in the context. The words describe situations in which things are going well for people and situations when they are going badly, when a people experiences catastrophe. The passage is not describing God as creating moral evil.

The other is that it does not imply that all catastrophes and blessings issue from Yahweh’s sovereignty, at least not in the same sense. This particular declaration is concerned to affirm that Jerusalem’s recent destruction by Nebuchadnezzar and its imminent restoration through Cyrus both came from Yahweh. While not every destruction or restoration issues directly from Yahweh, some do.

“Does something bad happen to a city and Yahweh has not acted?” (Amos 3:6). At first, the question sounds like a particularly strong declaration of Yahweh’s active sovereignty in every event. But Amos goes on, “The sovereign Yahweh doesn’t do a thing unless he has revealed his plan to his servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7). That statement implies that he is talking about the bad things that have been happening in Ephraim, not about everything that ever happens to any city, since most such events are not announced by prophets.

In principle, anything that happens in the world is an outworking of God’s sovereignty, in keeping with the at-first-sight reading of Amos 3:6. There is a sense in which God is behind all of history. Yet there are events in which God acts with a more deliberate sovereignty in connection with his creation project. The distinction implies a related nuancing of the related idea of God’s presence. Yahweh says to Moses, “I have come down to rescue them” (Ex 3:8), come down from the heavens to the earth like the king going down into the city. If we think only in terms of a permanent divine presence and a uniform divine sovereignty, we exclude the scriptural portrayal of divine absence and inactivity, which is able to look for God to come and act.88

When Cyrus was extending his empire, the Phoenicians were extending theirs across the Mediterranean. Both the Persians and the Phoenicians were doing what they did because they wanted to add to their sphere of influence and/or their power, yet the Phoenicians’ action was not an expression of God’s will and purpose in the way that the Persians’ action was. Earlier, God had brought Israel from Egypt to Canaan, and also brought the Philistines from Kaphtor and the Arameans from Qir (Amos 9:7). Aside from any questions of special divine intervention in Israel’s story, the movements of all these five peoples involved the exercise of the human will and constituted a working out of God’s creation commission, yet the initiative of Cyrus and that move of Israel had significance as exercises of God’s sovereignty that did not attach to the other three.

Historians do not generally need to talk in terms of divine intervention in order to explain what happens. It reflects the realities of human ambition, power and stupidity. Yet Yahweh is in a position to say to his people, “I said I would do it, and it happened.” Such events have a place in God’s overall intention to achieve something in the long term in and through Israel’s story. God has a purpose for that story, and formulates short-term plans or intentions for Israel. He may also have intentions for Assyria or Ammon in their own right, but they don’t have that same significance in God’s wider purpose.




Sovereignty That Holds Back

Cyrus’s example suggests a further nuancing of the idea of divine sovereignty. Cyrus was taking up the role of Yahweh’s agent from the king of Babylon, who had himself taken it up from the king of Assyria. In each case their activity related to the fact that Israel had refused to accept God’s sovereignty. Subsequently, Jesus announces that God’s reign is now here (Mk 1:15), which suggests that in some sense God’s reign had not been here; God has not been exercising sovereignty, except in a self-denying sense.

When God asks Eve, “What is this that you have done?” and later asks a similar question of her son (Gen 3:13; 4:10), he implies that they have not fulfilled his will. God told Adam and Eve to do something different from what they did. God did not will their action. Although “the Lord doesn’t wish any to perish but all to make room for repentance” (2 Pet 3:9), it seems that many do not come to repentance and do perish. In a sense God’s sovereign will finds expression; in another sense it is frustrated.

For European thinking, absolute power has been the preeminent attribute of divinity.89 Yet “no divine attribute is as controversial now as omnipotence.”90 Is God not powerful enough, apparently incapable of stopping evil in the world, or is he capable of doing so but not exercising that power? God’s sovereignty involves a self-denying willingness for people to disobey. The all-powerful nature of God means that God can make things happen and can stop things happening; he could have stopped Eve taking the fruit from the tree, but he didn’t do so. God had the capacity to send legions of angels to rescue Jesus (Mt 26:53), but he didn’t do so.

Instead he let humanity do its worst, and in this way he did achieve something that he himself intended. He knew it was going to happen, he intended it to happen, and he overcame the consequences of humanity’s doing its worst (Acts 2:23-24). The assumptions about divine and human action correspond to ones that apply to Sennacherib: the Assyrians invade Judah because God aroused them, but as far as they are concerned they do so in order to extend their empire, and they will pay the penalty for their action even though it fulfills God’s will (Is 10:4-19).

The image of God as Father illumines the way God’s sovereignty works out. God’s sovereignty is like that of parents in relation to their young children. There is a sense in which parents have absolute sovereignty over these children and can require or compel them to do what the parents say at every point and prevent them from doing what the parents forbid. Parents thus have to accept some responsibility for anything that their children do—though the children also have their own responsibility.

In practice, parents are unlikely to exercise their sovereignty in a thoroughgoing way. At some points they likely set constraints for their children and enforce them. At other points they let the children make decisions and achieve their own aims through the decisions the children make. At yet other points they let the children make decisions and they clean up the mess afterwards. Sometimes they ask or tell the children to do something that the parents want done, and the children do it, and sometimes the children don’t. Sometimes the parents may sow the seed of an idea in their children’s minds, and it may produce fruit in the decisions the children make; so we might understand God’s being behind Joseph’s brothers’ plotting, or Pharaoh’s stubbornness, or Judas’s act of betrayal. Sometimes the children may have ideas about what the family should do, and the parents may agree. Further, the parents’ sovereignty doesn’t mean they can compel their children to think in the way the parents do.

The desire of God the Father for his children to come to repentance means that he is prepared to wait almost forever, though not actually forever; and that it is possible for people to speed the coming of God’s day (2 Pet 3:8-12).




God over Against . . .

There is one God. The Scriptures are not dualistic. There are not two realities such as good and evil that are both part of ultimate reality. But was darkness in existence before light (as Gen 1 implies), and were forces of disorder competing with forces of order from the Beginning? Is oneness a goal for the End rather than a feature of the Beginning?

One could say that the First Testament inclines to monism, the New Testament to dualism, but the verb inclines allows for not being dualistic about this comparison, which would be a parable for the nature of that duality itself.91 In the First Testament, God is involved in this world and this age and is in some sense responsible for all events in the world, including the assaults of great imperial powers and the afflictions that individuals experience, and this world is the one context in which human beings experience life. Yet on the edge of this picture is a recognition that there are dynamic powers resisting God’s will, that death often works its will in a way that deprives people of fullness of life and/or prevents them reaching fullness of years, and that God’s will does not come to achievement in this age but awaits “that day.” Conversely, the New Testament can set God over against Satan, light over against darkness, this age over against the age to come, this world over against the heavenly world, and the church over against the world. Yet Satan’s power is constrained and ultimately subordinate to God’s; darkness does not quench light; this age is invaded by and destined to give way to the age to come; and the world has been overcome by Jesus.

In significant ways the Scriptures point to duality rather than dualism. God is distinct from us, but God becomes a human being, and human beings can be in God’s presence. Life is distinct from death, but the dead can be resurrected, and death can invade life. The coming age is distinct from this age, but the coming age can have an effect on this age, and the person who belongs to this age can move on into the coming age (Jn 12:25). Good is distinct from evil, but human beings have elements of both. Humanity in God’s image is distinct from humanity when that image has been defaced, but defaced humanity continues to embody that image.

Whereas Genesis 1 starts with darkness, John 1 has light present from the Beginning. Both Genesis and John see darkness as the backdrop against which they speak of light, and neither indicates where darkness came from, though both declare that God set about dispelling it and will complete that project. So neither points toward a cosmic or metaphysical dualism in which light and darkness always have been and always will be in conflict. Nor do they point to a cosmic or metaphysical monism in which only light has been there from the Beginning. Nor do they point to a monism in which the triumph of light belongs only to the End. They point toward a historical monism in which God has been ensuring since creation that light keeps asserting itself over darkness (“the darkness did not overcome it”), the focus of this assertion being the story of Israel that comes to its climax in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Perhaps it is the coming of light that brings about the coming of darkness. Only when there is light does the darkness of darkness become apparent. The more God shines light into the world, the more darkness seeks to overcome it. And it is precisely darkness’s attempt to do so that brings about its own demise. By striving against the light, darkness brings about the victory of the light. It does it in Jesus’ ministry as demonic powers come out into the open in resisting Jesus and get publicly defeated; it does it in bringing about the death of Jesus, which is the means of light triumphing; and it does it in the life of the infant church as its persecution is the stimulus to the church’s spreading.

That God is one is important to Christian theology and philosophy, and it may therefore seem odd that the Scriptures themselves do not seem very interested in such an affirmation. Perhaps the reasons are contextual, as our need to affirm a metaphysical monism may reflect contextual considerations of our own. In the Scriptures’ case, in the context of Middle Eastern thinking, the question did not arise, whereas it does arise in ours, in the context of European thinking. But the declarations in the Scriptures that Yahweh is the one God imply that there is only one God, and even their portrayal of the one God as in conflict with opposing forces and certain to overcome them may both suggest a critique of the pluralist instincts of our world, which presuppose no one unified truth or reality.92




Eternal

“I am the first and I am the last,” Yahweh says (Is 44:6; 48:12). The claim recurs in Revelation. “‘I am the A and the Z,’ says the Lord God, the one who is, and who was, and who is coming, the all-powerful”; and at the other end of the book, “I am the A and the Z, the Beginning and the End” (Rev 1:8; 21:6; cf. Rev 1:4; 4:8). In turn, the expression “the one who is, and who was, and who is coming” reaffirms the words Yahweh addressed to Moses, “I am who I am” and/or “I will be what I will be,” and “I am” (Ex 3:14). When the End comes, the elders will be able to turn this acknowledgment into “we give thanks to you, Lord God All-powerful, the one who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and begun to reign” (Rev 11:17).

Eternity is an idea with positive substance; it is not simply the negation of time. The affirmations in Isaiah and Revelation suggest not that God is time-less but that he is omni-temporal. He is God throughout time. He is God mēʿȏlām ʿad-ʿȏlām, from age to age (Ps 90:2). Perhaps there is a timeless realm beyond that of our world, and there God is timeless; the Scriptures do not reveal whether or not it is so. Perhaps there was a timeless reality before time, and perhaps there will be a timeless reality after time; again, the Scriptures do not indicate whether or not it is so. But within time, there is no time that is beyond God’s being and reach. It is one reason why God is able to reveal to his servants “what must soon take place” (Rev 1:1). God knows that Abraham’s descendants will live as serfs in a foreign country and will be ill-treated for four hundred years and that Pharaoh will not let Israel go unless he is forced to do so (Gen 15:13; Ex 3:19). The whole of time is existent to God. He is the dramatist to whose being the entire drama is present. What is future to people who play a part in the story is present to God.

There is another reason why God is able to make declarations about the future. He speaks as the one who can determine what will happen. While prophets predict the future, and God does so when speaking of things that human beings will do, God does not merely predict the future. More distinctively, he determines it, and it is on this basis that he is in a position to say what it holds (e.g., Gen 41:25, 32). Yahweh’s capacity to announce some events because he determines them is a key reason for believing that he is God (Is 41:21-29). It is for this reason that “No one knows about that day or hour . . . not even the Son, only the Father” (Mk 13:32), and for this reason that God can reveal what must soon take place (e.g., Rev 1:1).

Yet alongside the fact that God is God throughout time is the fact that there is a “before” and an “after” for God. I have been present to the past seventy years or so, but not all at once, and perhaps something is similar for God. The Scriptures talk about God remembering the past and thinking about the future. God’s remembering is a key expression of his love and compassion, though it is also potentially a threat because it might mean he will not acquit. Perhaps God can move between past, present and future. Further, the Scriptures often describe the future working out in a way that God does not anticipate. God can wonder about the future and say “perhaps” (e.g., Jer 26:3; Ezek 12:3). God can have his expectations disappointed (e.g., Is 5:1-7; 63:8-10; Jer 3:6-7, 19-20).

One might ask whether either observations about God knowing the future or observations about God being surprised should be taken metaphorically and anthropomorphically, but such suggestions may seem too close to demythologizing for comfort. They conform the Scriptures to our thinking rather than vice versa. Whether taken literally or anthropomorphically, they indicate the reality of God’s sovereignty in relation to the future. On one hand, nothing catches God out in the sense that it constitutes something God cannot handle. On the other, God is involved in genuine interaction with people. God does have expectations of them but does not predetermine the results of his actions in a way that removes the reality of their responsibility to God and to life. People do truly respond to God, for good or ill, and God can be grieved and disappointed as well as gratified and thrilled by what they do.93




Knowledgeable

God knows what is going on in congregations (Rev 2:1–3:22): he knows about their activities, their perseverance and faithfulness, their affliction and their poverty, and also about their loss of their “first love” and their tolerance of false teaching. He knows the difference between people within the congregation who are faithful and people who are not. It is impossible to hide from God; “all things are bare and laid open to the eyes of the one to whom our account has to be given” (Heb 4:13). God has access to people’s thoughts as well as their actions (e.g., 1 Chron 28:9; Ps 44:21 [MT 22]).

Whereas one might have assumed that omniscience is inherent in being God, the Scriptures often refer to God asking questions and apparently gaining information by doing so, as well as to God being surprised and disappointed. Some of these questions might be rhetorical; God may be acting like a parent who wants to give a child a chance to own up to something (e.g., Gen 3:13; 4:6). Some look more literal and designed to enable God to find something out. So it is with references to God testing people. God’s testing of Abraham leads to the conclusion, “Now I know that you are in awe of God, and have not held back your son, your only one, from me” (Gen 22:12). God tests Israel in order to discover whether it will do as he says (Ex 16:4; cf. Deut 8:2; Judg 2:22). God agrees to the testing of Job to establish that his reason for living in awe of God is not simply that it pays (Job 1:8-12). Sometimes God uses testing to establish the truth for himself; in Job’s case, it is to prove the truth of what God is convinced of.

Psalm 139 is a striking confession concerning God’s knowledge.


Yahweh, you have examined me and known me:

you yourself have known my sitting and my rising,

you have discerned my intention, from far away.

My walking and my reclining you have measured;

with all my ways you have become familiar.

Because there is not a word on my tongue—

there, Yahweh, you have known it all.

Behind and in front you have bound me,

and put your hand on me.

Your knowledge is too extraordinary for me;

it has towered high, I cannot prevail over it. . . .

 

I myself acknowledge you fully;

my frame was not concealed from you,

When I was made in secret,

when I was embroidered in earth’s depths.

Your eyes saw me as an embryo,

and on your scroll were written, all of them,

The days that were shaped,

when there was not one of them.

So for me, how imposing were your intentions,

God, how huge is the sum of them! . . .

 

Examine me, God, and know my mind;

test me and know my concerns.

See if there is an idolatrous way in me

and lead me in the ancient way. (Ps 139:1-6, 14-17, 23-24)



The psalm makes clear that the knowledge of which it speaks is not knowledge inherent in God by virtue of his being omniscient but knowledge that God acquires. God looks, and thus knows. It is this process that enables God to perceive the length of the life that a person might live, on the basis (as we would put it) of information in the person’s genes. For human beings, there is innate knowledge, and there is knowledge we acquire. The same is true of God. The difference between human beings and God is that there are no limits to the knowledge that God can acquire. God can look anywhere, and can (for instance) look into the human heart. God indeed looks, in order to see (Ps 33:13-15); here too, God does not know “automatically.” The same applies to Jesus, who sometimes knows what someone is thinking but sometimes asks questions (Lk 7:39-47; 8:45).

As might be the case with statements about God’s relationship with the future, perhaps the Scriptures’ many statements about God coming to know things are metaphorical or anthropomorphic. Alternatively, the statement that God “knows all things” (1 Jn 3:20) may need to be understood contextually; it then refers to God’s knowing all that he needs to know in order to render a fairer judgment than the one we make of ourselves.94 Either way, we have to ask about the theological significance of each kind of statement. The statements about God coming to know things testify to the reality of God’s interactions with us. God’s supernatural knowledge does not turn his relationship with us into a sham. The statements about God possessing knowledge in relation to us, like a parent’s vastly superior knowledge in relation to a child, give us security and also safeguard us from thinking that we can get away with things.






1.3 GOD’S SPIRIT, WIND AND FIRE


If Yahweh is the all-powerful, time-transcendent, awe-inspiring God in the heavens, how is he involved in the ordinary world? Where and how can he be experienced, met, interacted with? “Our God is a consuming fire” (Heb 12:24): the direct presence and activity of God, the absolute and transcendent one, would surely be overwhelming for created humanity, like the power of electricity or the brightness of the sun, even without taking account of the complication introduced by sin.

When the Scriptures speak of the presence and activity of an aspect of God, such as God’s spirit, face, insight, arm, hand, word or name, they denote a reality of God’s presence and activity that is more manageable for humanity. Such ways of speaking also provide ways of conceptualizing Jesus’ relationship with God and with the world. Jesus is the embodiment of God’s spirit or insight or word or face or arm or hand or splendor or name in the world. He is thus the embodiment of the whole of God, because the whole of God is expressed in one of those aspects of God. Such ways of speaking suggest how being overcome by God can be like being overwhelmed by a supernatural force or being met by a supernatural person.


Face, Presence

To return to Psalm 139:


Where could I go from your spirit,

where could I flee from your face?

If I were to go up to the heavens,

you would be there.

If I were to make Sheol my bed—

there you would be.

Were I to take dawn’s wings,

dwell on the far side of the sea,

There, too, your hand could lead me away,

your right hand could take hold of me.

Were I to say, “The darkness can certainly seize me,

light can be night around me,”

Darkness, too, would not be too dark for you,

and night would be light like day;

darkness and light are the same. (Ps 139:7-12)



A neat feature of the psalm is its ambiguity about whether God’s ability to reach us anywhere is good news or bad news. A person who lives on the basis of commitment to God can take it as good news, but some declarations of Jeremiah warn other people against that reading.


Am I a God nearby (Yahweh’s declaration),

and not a God far away?

If someone hides in hiding places,

don’t I myself see him? . . .

Don’t I fill the heavens and the earth? (Jer 23:23-24)



The same warning issues when similar language recurs in Amos 9. Indeed, the context in Psalm 139 has the identical implication; I cannot hide from God’s presence any more than from God’s capacity to know what I’m doing.

There is a sense in which God is everywhere. Were it not for God’s presence, the cosmos would lack the energy to exist. Yet the Scriptures put more emphasis on God’s dynamic capacity to reach out everywhere than they put on God’s omnipresence. Their understanding of God’s presence parallels their understanding of God’s power and God’s knowledge. They speak more of God’s capacity to do anything, know anything and be anywhere than of omnipotence, omniscience or omnipresence. The implication of the rhetorical questions in the psalm and in Jeremiah is that God can reach and find us wherever we are. It’s both impossible to escape from God and impossible to be outside the realm where God can act on our behalf. Wherever Jesus’ followers go to disciple all the nations, through all the days to the completion of the age, Jesus will be with them (Mt 28:16-20).

Such scriptures suggest some further nuancing of the idea of God’s presence. “Where there are two or three gathered together for my name, I’m there in their midst,” Jesus says to his disciples (Mt 18:20). “The Lord is with you,” Gabriel says to Mary (Lk 1:28). “Be strong, stand firm, don’t panic, don’t be afraid, because Yahweh your God will be with you everywhere you go,” Joshua says to the Israelites on the edge of Canaan (Josh 1:9). Yahweh had also already bidden the Israelites to make a sanctuary “so that I may dwell in their midst,” and on its completion “Yahweh’s splendor filled the dwelling” (Ex 25:8; 40:34). Subsequently “Yahweh’s splendor filled Yahweh’s house,” and Solomon described it as a house “for you to live in forever” (1 Kings 8:10-13), though that hope was not fulfilled, because Yahweh’s splendor later left the house (Ezek 9–10).

So God’s presence can take several forms. The difference is not merely a matter of different degrees to which people feel God’s presence; the Scriptures are less concerned than Western readers with the question of feeling God’s presence. They focus more on the objective fact of God’s presence. There is a general reality of God’s presence through the entire cosmos that keeps it in being and holds it together. There is a concentrated and guaranteed presence of God in particular places that makes it possible for people to come to make offerings, pray and know that they will be seen and heard and that God will take notice. There is a dynamic and active presence of God that makes things happen out in the world.95 None of these objective realities have to do with a sense of God being present.




Splendor, Name

In what sense did Yahweh’s splendor (kābȏd) fill his house? Talk of the splendor, glory or honor of God or of a human being is usually figurative. The heavens declare Yahweh’s splendor; all the peoples are to see Yahweh’s splendor; Yahweh’s splendor is to be manifest in his return to Jerusalem and in Jerusalem’s own restoration; Jesus manifests God’s splendor; God’s splendor is shown in his raising Jesus (Pss 19:1 [MT 2]; 97:6; Is 40:5; 60:1; Jn 1:14; 2:11; Rom 6:4; 2 Cor 4:4).

The First Testament includes no personal accounts of people who saw this splendor with their physical eyes and could describe it. Descriptions come either in the visions of prophets such as Ezekiel or in narratives such as those in Exodus, Kings and Chronicles that use such terms figuratively to give symbolic expression to the awe-inspiring significance of the awe-inspiring fact that the awe-inspiring God had once long ago truly come to live in the wilderness sanctuary and then in the temple. In the course of the temple’s rebuilding, God promises to come to fill it with great splendor (Hag 2:1-9), and the account of its completion describes the joy with which the work is finished (Ezra 6:13-23), but the Scriptures don’t speak of the splendor appearing at the temple’s dedication in the way the Deuteronomists have Solomon speaking of it.

Deuteronomy’s talk of the place where Yahweh puts his name (e.g., Deut 12:5, 11; 26:2) helps our understanding of God’s presence in the sanctuary; the talk in terms of Yahweh’s name is also taken up systematically by Solomon (1 Kings; 2 Chron 6) and elsewhere in Kings and Chronicles. A person’s name stands for the person. It suggests the reality of the person, and it conjures up an awareness of the person. Further, if the name suggests something of the person’s significance in addition to providing a label (as the name Yahweh does), it conjures up an awareness of the person in a more multifaceted way. Declaring the name “Yahweh” generates an awareness of the reality of Yahweh’s presence among his people and of the significance of that presence. God’s putting his name in the sanctuary means putting his real presence there (it’s not just a human awareness). Israel’s declaring the name encourages the human awareness (it’s not just a theological fact).

God’s being present to Israel in the wilderness dwelling and then in the Jerusalem temple generates huge enthusiasm for the temple, not least on the part of that majority of Israelites who were in no position to go there more than once or twice a year. While they knew that they could pray anywhere because Yahweh listened to prayer wherever they lived, and they knew that Yahweh could be present and active anywhere, they still valued being able to go to Yahweh’s dwelling, as believers in Jesus who know that God is with them anywhere still appreciate being able to gather with other believers and knowing that Jesus is then in their midst in a special sense.


How much loved is your fine dwelling,

Yahweh Armies.

My whole being has yearned, it is spent

[with looking] for Yahweh’s courtyards

So that my heart and my body might resound

for the living God.

Yes, a bird—it found a home,

a pigeon [found] itself a nest,

Where it has put its young—your great altar,

Yahweh Armies, my King and my God.

The blessings of the people who live in your house,

who can still praise you! . . .

A day in your courtyards is better than a thousand [elsewhere];

I would choose being at the threshold of my God’s house,

rather than dwelling in the tents of the faithless person. (Ps 84:1-4, 10)



There were advantages and drawbacks about God making a commitment to being present in the sanctuary. People knew they could go there and talk to God or show him things—as Hezekiah does with a threatening letter (2 Kings 19:14). But Yahweh notes two disadvantages when David first proposes building a temple in a fixed location (2 Sam 7). Like an image, a temple conveys a false impression of Yahweh’s nature, given that Yahweh likes to be active and on the move, and it reverses the proper relationship between Yahweh and David over house building. Solomon’s dedication prayer recognizes the tension between the fact that Yahweh dwells in a thick cloud and the fact that he himself has built Yahweh a house (1 Kings 8:12-13). Yahweh makes the same point in speaking of the heavens as his throne and the earth as something to put his feet on (so how could people think of building him an earthly house?), while also being one who pays attention to people who are afflicted and crushed (Is 66:1-2; cf. Is 57:15).




Place and Presence

Psalm 84 indirectly recognizes the danger that people might think that the sanctuary was the only place where they could be in Yahweh’s presence. It’s fine for people living in Jerusalem but not for people who live many miles away. The psalm offers a neat reflection on this question in which it affirms the wonder of being in Yahweh’s presence in the temple but also implies that one can relate to Yahweh elsewhere (cf. also Pss 16; 27; 42). The potential for anxiety that it reflects compares with the actual anxiety expressed in the Israelites’ question, “Is Yahweh present in our midst or not?” (Ex 17:7; cf. Ex 34:9). One might see Yahweh’s answer in his commission, “They are to make me a sanctuary so that I may dwell among them” (Ex 25:8). Although Israelites knew that Yahweh was accessible anywhere (Ps 145:18), “there was always a need for tangible, visible evidence of the divine presence.”96

While the First Testament usually speaks simply of Yahweh himself being with Israel, it can also speak in terms of Yahweh “putting his holy spirit” among them and of his giving them a resting place “by Yahweh’s spirit” (Is 63:7-14). Yahweh can say “I am with you” or “my spirit remains among you” (Hag 2:4-5); they are two ways of describing the same reality. Indeed, whether referring to God’s presence as a general reality, a concentrated reality in particular places or a presence that makes things happen, in all three connections the Scriptures also speak in terms of God’s spirit. The New Testament likewise can speak of God being with us but also of the Holy Spirit being with us. Thus both expressions refer to the same reality, but talk in terms of the Holy Spirit becomes a dominant way in which the New  Testament speaks of God’s presence. So Genesis (for instance) relates many occasions when God spoke to people or gave them revelatory dreams; theologically one could say that it was always the Holy Spirit who was doing the speaking or revealing.

While rabbinic tradition spoke of the Holy Spirit as present in the first temple but not in the second, along with fire from heaven, the anointing oil, the covenant chest, and the Urim and Thummim,97 the Qumran community believed that God’s spirit was present in its midst, and there is little evidence that the Scriptures think in terms of God having withdrawn his spirit from Israel in later First Testament times. References to the absence of prophets (Ps 74:9; Lam 2:9) relate to particular situations when there is a “famine . . . in respect of hearing Yahweh’s message” (Amos 8:11-12). Haggai’s promise, just noted, does not suggest that the fall of Jerusalem and the exile meant God’s presence had permanently withdrawn (cf. also Zech 4:6).98 Second Temple writings such as Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles, Haggai and Zechariah assume the presence of God in Israel even though they also lament God’s relative inactivity.

On the other hand, Joel 2:28-32 (MT 3:1-5) does promise a new outpouring of Yahweh’s spirit. Joel’s general picture of the community’s troubled experience likely implies that people in his day were not aware of the presence and activity of God’s spirit even in the way Isaiah 63 or Haggai suggest. Further, most explicit references to God’s spirit’s speaking and revealing in the First Testament involve people in leadership positions. The promise in Joel envisages not merely the restoration of how things had been but the arrival of something unprecedented in scope, and Acts 2 sees the Pentecost event as fulfilling this promise.

Without referring to Joel, Paul likewise sees “the promise of the Spirit” fulfilled in the life of congregations in Turkey. The spirit is a dynamic experienced reality that signifies the very presence of God and that inspires people to live godly lives and to pray and praise. The Spirit’s coming fulfills God’s promise to Abraham of blessing for the Gentiles (Gal 3:13-14). In other words, Abraham’s blessing and the Spirit are the same thing. The Spirit thus plays a crucial role in the experience of believers and in Paul’s understanding of the gospel. And as well as indicating that God’s promises have been fulfilled, the Spirit’s activity constitutes a guarantee that they will be fulfilled.




Spirit and Truth

Jesus himself affirms the truth that Psalm 84 directly questions but indirectly affirms, that the presence of God is not a matter of the right place. A much-married Samaritan woman, needing to change the subject from one that embarrasses her, has implied another problem about the idea of God’s presence being known in a specific place. How do you know which is the place? For instance, is it Jerusalem or Gerizim? While Jesus has already made clear in John that he cares passionately about the temple—his father lived there (Jn 2:12-17)—someone greater than the temple is here (Mt 12:6). In his conversation, for the time being he lets himself be sidetracked and says, “The time is coming (and it’s now here) when the true worshipers will worship the Father in/by spirit and truth. . . . God is spirit, and people who worship him must worship in/by spirit and truth” (Jn 4:23-24).

The enigmatic nature of that statement99 reflects the timing of the conversation (cf. Jn 7:39). “Spirit and truth” is a compound expression not so different from “spirit of truth” (Jn 14:17; 15:26; 16:13); it refers to worship “by/in the true/truthful Spirit.” Worship will be offered by/in the Holy Spirit rather than in a particular place. “We worship by God’s Spirit” (Phil 3:3).100 Paul similarly takes up the Torah’s language about God being present among his people (Lev 26:11-12) and declares that it applies to God’s presence in the congregation: “you are God’s temple and God’s Spirit lives among you” (1 Cor 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16; applied to the individual in 1 Cor 6:19). In light of the key place of the temple as “the epicentre of the Jewish world, . . . the one place where the living God had chosen to put his name, . . . the place to which the nations would flock to see that glory and learn that name,” the declaration that some little congregation is God’s temple is breathtaking.101

This move on God’s part is also a return to the way things once were when the wind-like God was not fixed in a place, the situation that God always preferred to being tied to a building (see 2 Sam 7). Yet the church came to reinvent the idea of buildings that were “the house of God” or “the sanctuary.” Whereas Psalm 84 overtly affirmed the temple but indirectly declared that God could be worshiped anywhere, the church turned the psalm’s stance on its head. Although the church knew that it was the temple of the Holy Spirit and that worship in/by the Spirit was what counted, it came to associate God’s presence with buildings and even came to call them churches (the word that was properly the name for the fellowship itself). Behind that development was the same human instinct that underlay the establishment in Israel of sanctuaries such as the “high places,” the desire for a sacred space where one can have a conviction that one can meet with God.

One problem with the idea that we worship in/by the Holy Spirit is that we can’t control when the Holy Spirit inspires such worship. We can’t compel the coming of the Holy Spirit or fulfill conditions that will guarantee that coming. So we can maybe circumnavigate this difficulty by building sanctuaries. Whereas God had been unwilling to compromise with the human instinct to make images of God (cf. the comment in Acts 17:29), he had been willing to compromise over building a house of God, and maybe he is also willing to compromise over Christians building sanctuaries.102

But there is no temple in the new Jerusalem in Revelation, because God’s presence occupies the entire city, the new world that embodies the new heavens and the new earth. You could almost say the city is a temple.103




Force, Wind and Fire

Although “I am with you” and “my spirit remains among you” refer to the same reality, the difference between the two expressions is significant. Both Hebrew rûaḥ and Greek pneuma can denote the dynamic of a person but can also refer to the wind. The image of the pouring out of the spirit from on high suggests that the spirit’s coming is like the coming of a storm of rain. A storm cannot be determined or controlled or manipulated by humanity.104 Spirit is a word “to express and explain the mysteriousness of life experienced as something given and sustained from without,” suggested by the power of the wind and the breath of life.105 The Holy Spirit is “the stranger,” “God beyond our control.”106

“It is the mysterious and the overwhelming in human life which is derived from the Spirit of God”; a person hears words, sees visions or recognizes compulsions that are “given him from without.”107 Talk of God’s spirit implies God’s presence in an earth-shattering form. “Pneuma is the miraculous divine power that stands in absolute contrast to all that is human.”108 In speaking of God’s spirit, Isaiah 63:7-14 thus recognizes that at the exodus and specifically at the Reed Sea Yahweh was with Israel in person and in power. In the context of the challenges of Haggai’s day, Yahweh in person is with the Judahites, and Yahweh in power is with them. “The Spirit of God makes God’s power knowable. The Spirit reveals the power of God in and on human beings and in and on their fellow-creatures.” Whereas Western thinking sets “spirit” over against “body,” rûaḥ suggests a force experienced in the world and in the body. In a further contrast, “the Spirit is not something numinous, but a power that changes real life relations.”109 People in the New Testament “understood—and assumed—the Spirit to be manifested in power, . . . so that the terms ‘Spirit’ and ‘power’ at times are used interchangeably” (e.g., Lk 1:35; 1 Cor 2:4).110

Like Isaiah 63:7-14, the Torah also connects rûaḥ with Israel’s deliverance from the Egyptians at the Reed Sea (Ex 14:21; 15:8, 10), though translations usually assume that the word refers to the blast of the wind. In Judges Yahweh’s spirit comes spectacularly on individuals in connection with their fighting to deliver his people, though this spirit is “not a spirit of war, but delivers out of distress and helplessness as a ‘Spirit of righteousness and mercy.’”111 But

the Spirit of God is experienced as a power that not only brings deliverance in situations that appear to offer no way out, but also affords preservation in ongoing danger and distress. Even here the Spirit acts—albeit in a manner as yet unclear—as “comforter,” as a power that lends steadfastness in affliction. The experience of being preserved in ongoing affliction is thoroughly ambiguous. Preservation in affliction means, after all, that human beings must persevere in a tormenting, intolerable situation.112


Indeed, perhaps the comfort the Spirit provides somehow issues from its unpredictability and our lack of control, and power.113

God regularly offers sustaining, not explanation. Further, “although God’s Spirit unleashes unexpected forces and produces improbable results, this Spirit acts under the conditions of what is creaturely and finite. The services of imperfect, mortal human beings are enlisted by this Spirit, and they remain real human beings,” as the stories of Jephtah and Samson illustrate. “The action of the Spirit is surrounded by that which is uncanny, ambiguous and dismaying.” It “is by no means necessarily connected with joy and good fortune for the person who bears the Spirit and for this person’s surroundings.” On the other hand, throughout these stories the background is Israel’s sins, so that the activity of God’s spirit is designed to bring about the community’s restoration and the forgiveness of sins, which resonates with the association in the third article of the creed among the Holy Spirit, the communion of saints and the forgiveness of sins.114




Person as Well as Force

The coming of God’s spirit is disturbing for the person on whom God comes and for other people. It’s not something that people seek or try to bring about, nor is it ever a private experience that is unnoticed by others or has no significance for others. It brings about a new capacity to act on behalf of one’s people yet not a kind of confidence or sure conviction or sense of being in control. “In all cases of the Spirit’s descent, the general security of expectation is called into question,” whether it was of defeat or continuing order.115 God’s spirit gripped David in an ongoing way (1 Sam 16:13), and we might think of this reality as the spirit “resting” on him, but the First Testament does not use that image,116 and “rest” seems rather gentle an expression. While the verb that commonly means “rest” (nûaḥ) is used in connection with God’s spirit in Numbers 11:25, this “resting” is temporary, and “alighting” is a more appropriate translation. Isaiah 11:2 similarly speaks of God’s spirit resting in the sense of alighting on the shoot from Jesse’s stump, and Acts 2:3 pictures the Holy Spirit alighting on the disciples. Perhaps it’s more like an eagle’s talons getting a grip of you.117 In Isaiah 42; 61 God’s spirit is simply “on” God’s servant and “on” the prophet.

The spirit of God being “on” someone in Isaiah 11; 42; 61 means their being concerned for mišpāṭ ûṣәdāqâ, for exercising authority in the right way. The promised shoot from Jesse’s stump will take up David’s role (2 Sam 8:15): “He will exercise authority in the right way for the poor, and reprove with uprightness for the lowly people in the country; he will strike the country with the club in his mouth, with the breath from his lips” (Is 11:4). God’s servant will tell the world that God is bringing about mišpāṭ, the exercise of his authority in the world. The prophet who speaks in Isaiah 61 will tell oppressed Judah that God is doing so.

Both Testaments speak of God’s spirit both as a person and as a phenomenon,118 though the New Testament speaks more often in the first way while the First Testament speaks more often in the second way. Understanding the Holy Spirit would be less complicated if we didn’t have to take account of both aspects, but both were aspects of the way people experienced the presence of God’s spirit.

So the coming of the Spirit is like a flood or a fire overwhelming people; it’s also like a person speaking to them or loving them. God’s spirit is like wind or breath, as the New Testament word pneuma and the First Testament word rûaḥ suggest. God’s spirit is also the spirit of a person, which as such brings the reality of the person. It makes one vividly aware of the person’s presence, mysteriously within one’s own spirit as well as operating from outside. The notion of the spirit as a force field119 conveys effectively the spirit’s nonpersonal nature, though not the spirit’s personal nature.120 The spirit also teaches and guides (Neh 9:20; Jn 14:25-26), meets opposition (Is 63:10; Acts 7:51), inspires prayer, praise and prophecy (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17-18; Eph 6:18), appoints overseers (Acts 20:28), speaks (Acts 28:25), testifies (Rom 8:16), intercedes (Rom 8:26-27), investigates, knows and teaches (1 Cor 2:10-13), and can be lied to and grieved (Is 63:10; Acts 5:3; Eph 4:30). The spirit’s presence needs to be a personal one if there is to be some equivalence between saying “I am with you” and saying “my spirit is with you.” John 16 offers a particularly systematic portrait of the spirit as a person, who will convict, guide, speak, hear and glorify. It is because he is an entity with these personal capacities and not merely a thing that the spirit will be able to make up for the departure of Jesus himself (Jn 14:16-17). The spirit will mediate a personal presence.

The Testaments further complement each other in the way that the First Testament’s talk of God’s spirit in humanity commonly suggests an endowment given to humanity by dint of creation, while the New Testament rarely refers to this notion (e.g., 2 Cor 6:6-7; Acts 6:5, 10). What is the relationship between the spirit that God breathes into humanity by dint of birth and the spirit that brings about extraordinary effects? In the First Testament, the filling with God’s spirit was not an endowment simply added on to what humans are by birth but a working out of the original endowment.121 The New Testament commonly suggests an endowment that comes on people as a superadded gift through their coming to know Jesus,122 though it much more often refers to God’s spirit than to Jesus’ spirit.123 In addition the First Testament’s promise of the spirit in Ezekiel 36–37 refers to the people as a whole, whereas Paul’s use of its imagery and phraseology (e.g., Rom 5:3; 1 Thess 4:8) corresponds to that at Qumran in relating it more to the individual.124






1.4 GOD’S MIND AND MESSAGE


“In the beginning was the logos, and the logos was with God, and the logos was divine” (Jn 1:1). John opens his Gospel by thus taking up the opening words of the First Testament, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth . . . and God said . . .” (Gen 1:1, 3). Logos means “word,” and God created by speaking, which would suggest one sense in which the logos was there at the Beginning. The heavens were made “by Yahweh’s word” (Ps 33:6). God’s speech is by its very nature God’s act. But logos means much more than “word.” It means an idea, a principle, a mind. And it denotes the gospel message. Jesus is the embodiment of all these. He is the embodiment of God.


From the Beginning

God’s first actual words in Genesis brought light into being. John, too, goes on to say that everything that came into being through the logos was life, “and the life was the light of human beings” (Jn 1:3-4). There is some rhyme and reason about the created world. The world is not simply the product of “the impersonal plus time plus chance.”125 It is the expression of a purpose; it has some meaning. In John’s intellectual world, people could express that conviction by talking in terms of there being a logos in the world that goes back to its beginning—some logic, an idea, a thought, a principle, a rationale, a mind. In the Beginning was the mind.

While John starts by affirming that assumption, he does not subsequently take up this way of thinking. He uses the word logos more than any of the other Gospels, but it always denotes not a philosophical idea, nor an individual word, but something more like a statement or a message (e.g., Jn 2:22; 4:41, 50; 5:24). Acts uses the word logos even more than John, and there it characteristically refers to the gospel message (e.g., Acts 4:4, 29, 31; 6:2, 4, 7; 8:4; cf. Col 1:25; 3:16).126

For many of John’s readers, then, logos would suggest the message of the gospel; people went about preaching the logos, the logos of God or the logos of the Anointed One (John does not use the word “gospel” [euangelion], and Acts uses it only twice, in Acts 15:7; 20:24).127 “In the Beginning was the Message,” then. That connotation would suggest a connection between creation and the gospel. The gospel message went back to God’s creation of the world, and went back before it. Jesus is “the sacrificial self-giving of God,” but his being the lamb slain from the world’s foundation (Rev 13:8) signals that being the sacrificial self-giver is an aspect of God’s eternal being. “The temporal sacrifice which is the ‘giving up’ or ‘sending’ of the Son is not an act foreign to the deity, not an isolated intervention, because it springs from what God is in eternity.”128

Thus the gospel message is age-old (as is reflected in the New Testament’s instinctive reading back of Jesus’ birth and death into the First Testament) and was written into the act of creation. God had always been the kind of person who would eventually become incarnate and would give himself to die for the world. In a sense there is nothing new about the gospel message. It goes back to the very Beginning. The gospel was always the message. The instinct and the principles inscribed in the gospel were inscribed into the way God created the world. The implication is not that creation itself is divine but that God’s own power and love are declared in and through it. God’s commitment is expressed in the heavens; his faithfulness reaches to the skies (Ps 36:5 [MT 6]). In later Jewish thinking, the Torah likewise went back to the Beginning.

The Torah declares: “I was the working tool of the Holy One, blessed be He.” In human practice, when a mortal king builds a palace, he builds it not with his own skill but with the skill of an architect. The architect moreover does not build it out of his head, but employs plans and diagrams to know how to arrange the chambers and the wicket doors. Thus God consulted the Torah and created the world. . . . The world and the fullness thereof were created only for the sake of the Torah. (Genesis Rabbah, on Gen 1:1)129


John further declares, “He was with God in the beginning. All things came into being through him” (Jn 1:2). The mind or message was a person. Things thus become more mysterious for readers to whom the “word” suggests the gospel message, though not for readers to whom it suggests mind or rationale or idea. Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria, Jesus’ contemporary, had taken the idea of a mind behind creation into the framework of his belief in a personal God. He saw the logos not only as God’s mind, but as God’s firstborn son, as his chief messenger and mediator in relating to the world.130 So it would not be so hard to think of the mind as a “he.”




The Mind, Insight and Speech Involved in the Making of the World

Many people listening to John 1 would pick up another scriptural allusion, to Proverbs 8:22-31 as well as to Genesis 1. Insight herself features there as a quasi-person.131 She speaks of herself as coming into existence “in the beginning” and as being with God before God began to create anything. God’s insight stood alongside God as if she was a separate person from God when God was making the world. So insight and reason and the gospel message were all intertwined at the creation of the heavens and the earth.

God brought the world into being, Proverbs 8 implies, by thinking hard, making a plan and speaking to implement the plan. God used insight in founding the earth, establishing the heavens and making it possible for rain to come from the heavens to the earth (Prov 3:19-20). Proverbs itself is making the point in order to get human beings to take insight seriously in the way they run their lives: “God used insight in making the world: wouldn’t it be a good idea for you to follow God’s example in the way you live your life?”

In this connection, Proverbs 8 has several models for understanding how Yahweh went about bringing the world into being. It involved making like a craft worker, founding like a builder, marking things out like an engineer and giving orders like a king—setting limits for the sea by means of a command that it should not transgress. Both active and verbal models also appear in Genesis 1–2. There God creates like an artist, makes like a craft worker, shapes like a potter, breathes like a paramedic, plants like a gardener and also issues commands: “Light!” “A dome!” “Waters are to gather and land appear!” “Earth is to put forth vegetation!” “Be fruitful and multiply!” “Don’t eat from that tree!”

God thus uses a number of forms of speech, which become easier to understand as the chapters unfold. The last two, the direct imperatives, are straightforward enough. The others are more challenging. Whom is God addressing? Are the waters and the earth to overhear these jussives and realize that they had better do what the jussives say? (The first, “be fruitful and multiply,” also has nonhuman addressees.) Or is God addressing heavenly aides, who hasten to collect the waters and plant some trees? Or does God issue the jussive and then go on to make the thing happen, as is the case with the dome, and with earth bringing forth animate life? What about that initial “There is to be light”? The bareness of the sentence (“God said, ‘Light!’ And there was light”) suggests that there is something powerful about God’s very speaking. Words, after all, can be creative things. When a person has power, because of who they are or what they mean to us or the position they occupy, their words can make a monumental difference to a situation. They can make things happen. “When God speaks, there is no point in looking about for a related act.”132

God’s insight and God’s speaking are thus important to the way the world was brought into being. They are also important to the way it stays in being, and in particular to the story of Israel. The Scriptures do not picture all the events in the world as working out in accordance with a master plan of God’s (it would have to have been a very odd plan). They do speak of God making plans from time to time and implementing them, though they portray God doing so in interaction with the human beings who are crucial to the plan.

But we have to read only two or three pages into the Scriptures to discover that things do not work out in accordance with God’s master plan. God’s intentions indeed get implemented in interaction with the human beings who are part of the plan. The Scriptures do not say why this is so. It would have been possible, and more efficient, for God to make a plan and implement it without involving humanity—in fact, to do it by the divine fiat of which we read in Genesis 1. Perhaps God didn’t act in this way because the plan itself involved creating a people who would take part in determining how the plan got fulfilled, and/or because God was interested in working out a relationship with such a people. Perhaps it was for such reasons that God was not interested in a plan that worked like clockwork or like a computer program. But this suggestion is a guess, not something the Scriptures tell us.




The Mind/Message Became Flesh

In the dramatic unfolding of the narrative, John’s Gospel first introduces us to something, the mind or message, which becomes a person who is the embodiment of life and light, and then to John the Baptizer, who speaks about this person in a way that presupposes him to be a human person. Only later does it eventually make explicit that “the mind/message” who “became flesh and dwelt among us” was God’s Son, who manifested the splendor that the Son of God would manifest (Jn 1:14). We are almost at the end of the narrative before John tells us his name (Jn 1:17).

Jesus is the very embodiment of that rational principle that underlies the universe, the very embodiment of insight. He is also the very embodiment of the message. The New Testament’s message is not merely about some truths or even merely about a person. The message is a person; the person is the message. This message/messenger has always lived close to God, lived in close communication with God, channeled God’s grace and power. Indeed he shares in God’s being. When you meet him, you may eventually realize you have met God. He channels God in person. The messenger-message is divine (this translation may convey better John’s point than the translation “he is God,” which would imply he is the Father).

All this is not so very new. The message/messenger who did not appear like a bolt out of the blue but goes way back to the Beginning always lived close to God, in close communication with God, channeling God’s grace and power. He/she/it always shared in God’s very being. The message about grace and power was a divine message, and it thus expressed from the Beginning who God was. It was not a new message when Jesus began to embody and proclaim it. How could that be the case? If God is grace and power, how could God not always have been so, and how could God have been hiding these characteristics rather than making them manifest from the Beginning? It’s not that people didn’t know already the kind of person God is, but they have never seen God embodied before. Now they have seen; they have seen the magnificence. In the First Testament, God has a name; “the God of the New Testament has a name and a face.”133

Conversely, Jesus did not come into existence when he was born as a human being. God always had his mind, his insight, his message. Having declared that the mind or message was not only by God’s side but was divine, John adds that the mind or message became a human being: so the man called Jesus was the embodiment of the mind or message written into creation. This Son of God was the one through whom God made the worlds (in the sense of the ages—this world and the coming world), the one who carries all things by means of his powerful word (Heb 1:1-3). “By means of him all things were created, in the heavens and on the earth, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and with a view to him. He is before all things and in him all things have held together” (Col 1:16-17). Yes, there is something that holds creation together—or rather, there is someone who does so. Jesus shares in God’s being and is the means of God’s acting, from creation to the consummation of God’s purpose (Heb 1:2-4).134

Most readers would know that Jesus was the one whose story John 1 was telling, and holding back the name a long time thus inverts one aspect of their relationship with the chapter. The fact that Jesus’ being went back to the very creation was not the first fact about him that they would have realized, and in this sense it does not belong first in a chapter about him. Arguably, it belongs at the end, in the manner of Thomas’s confession (Jn 20:28). But once people had realized that his being goes back to the very Beginning, this fact can appropriately come first.

The nature of Jesus’ identity has a central place in John’s Gospel as it has nowhere else.135 Whereas Matthew begins by establishing Jesus’ credentials as the Anointed One by describing his earthly origins, John goes way behind them. Matthew picks up Isaiah’s declaration that after a great deliverance a girl will call her baby “Immanuel,” which means “God is with us” (Mt 1:23). In light of Jesus’ actual life one can see that he is God with us in a sense that Joseph could not have realized. While John makes clear his assumption that Jesus was a fully human being, and the point comes out incidentally from time to time, and while he writes so that people may come to believe that Jesus is the Anointed One (Jn 20:31), his concern goes further in aiming to help people come to believe that Jesus is the Son of God, not only in a kind of honorary sense but in his very being.




The “I Am”

In between the confessions at the beginning and end of John’s Gospel, Jesus himself makes statements with similar implications to theirs. He had splendor with the Father before the world began (Jn 17:5). Indeed, “before Abraham came into being, I am” (Jn 8:58). He tells his disciples ahead of time things that will happen, “so that when it happens, you will believe that I am he” (Jn 13:19; cf. Jn 8:24-25; 18:5-8). “I am” is the equivalent in the Septuagint of ʾănî hûʾ, “I am the One,” a phrase that occurs on Yahweh’s lips whereby he asserts his sole deity as the one who alone has the capacity to kill and bring to life (Deut 32:39), who alone has been making events happen in the world from the Beginning and will still be there at the End (Is 43:13; 46:4; 48:12), and who alone is sovereign and fulfilling intentions in events unfolding in Israel’s lifetime (Is 41:4; 43:10). The phrase also recalls Yahweh’s ʾehyeh in Exodus 3:14 (in the Septuagint, egō eimi ho ōn).

Revelation goes even further in its affirmations of Jesus’ deity.136 In the traditional marriage service, people declare that they “worship” one another. Worship is not something confined to God; the context determines what kind of worship we are offering. Analogously, the New Testament’s references to “worship” of Jesus need not imply that he is seen as divine, and the New Testament does not apply to Jesus some terms used in relation to God such as latreuein (liturgical worship), ainein (praise), eucharistein (thanksgiving), or proseuchesthai (prayer), nor do people offer sacrifices to Jesus. After his death and resurrection, worship and prayer are characteristically offered to God through Jesus in the Spirit.

Yet the songs addressed to him imply that he has a similar status to God. Because the slain lamb “bought [people] for God with his blood from every tribe, language, people, and nation, and made them a kingdom and priests for our God, and they will reign on the earth,” he “is worthy to receive power, wealth, wisdom, strength, honor, glory, and praise. . . . To the one who sits on the throne and to the lamb be praise, honor, glory, and might, to the furthest ages” (Rev 5:9-13). It is the clearest indication of worship of Jesus as of God in the New Testament.137 “Salvation was too closely connected with Jesus himself for Jesus to be bypassed in worship offered to God for it. . . . What Christ does, God does.” Thus God is the coming one, as Christ is the coming one.138 “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End,” he himself says (Rev 22:13; cf. Rev 1:17): these phrases are God’s own self-descriptions in the near contexts (Rev 1:8; 21:6). They, too, are taken up from Isaiah (Is 44:6; 48:12), where they are strong assertions that Yahweh alone is God. Jesus not merely does the kind of things that God does and acts on God’s behalf and is closely associated with God in judgment; in his person he shares God’s divine nature.

In Jesus people see God’s magnificence (Jn 1:14). They see it in Jesus’ face (2 Cor 4:6). It is a different experience from the seeing with the physical eye that is the privilege of people who saw Jesus during his lifetime or after his resurrection,139 and a different sort of magnificence from the one they might have expected. The embodied message did not come with the dazzling splendor of a superstar. He is not arrayed like a professor processing into commencement exercises. He wears no morning suit. No paparazzi stalk him. His magnificence lies in being “full of grace and truthfulness.” It is these characteristics that make him an adequate embodiment of God. They were the qualities God claimed in his self-description to Israel at Sinai. They are not ordinary qualities, and they are not very characteristic of the gods of Israel’s world. Nor are they very characteristic of the God (or god, as it is not the real God) whom many Christians worship, who is either cozy and genial, or frightening and judgmental.

The First Testament’s story all the way to Sinai and through the story as it proceeds is a message about a God who is grace and truthfulness. This message has now been embodied. “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” because “I am in the Father and the Father is in me. The words that I say to you” are “not from me”; rather, “the Father living within me does his deeds.” So they can believe his words about his being in the Father and the Father being in him, or they can believe on the basis of the deeds (Jn 14:9-11).

“In his life, death and resurrection Jesus had accomplished the new exodus, had done in person what Israel’s God had said he would do in person.” Thus it was inevitable that his followers acknowledged him as the embodiment of God.140




The Eternal One Stayed for a While

In Exodus God commissioned people to build a sanctuary at the center of Israel’s encampment where God would come to stay. When Jesus was born, the mind or message that had been in existence from the Beginning, that had been in the world from its beginning, became human and stayed around among people for a while so that they could see how glorious it was (Jn 1:14).

There is a nice paronomasia in the talk of Jesus staying a while, as the Greek word for “stay” (skēnoō) more literally means “camp,” and further, it is similar to the Hebrew word for Yahweh’s “staying” in that sanctuary (šākan), the verb that produces the postbiblical word for God’s “glory” (šәkînâ). Israelites knew that they could go to the sanctuary and meet with God. Its splendor with its tapestry and ornamentation spoke of God’s splendor or glory; indeed, God’s glory filled that tent (Ex 40:34-35), as it later filled the temple. When Jesus came, he mediated that glory to people. As was the case in Exodus, the glory is the glory of one who is grace and truthfulness; indeed, the glory lies in that grace and truthfulness, as God’s self-revelation has indicated. “I have revealed your name to the people you gave me out of the world. . . . The words that you gave me, I gave them” (Jn 17:6, 8). Jesus went about being Godlike, exercising power, forgiving people, healing people, staying faithful to people despite their unreliability—and being straight with them and confrontational with them, like God. It is all part of being gracious and truthful. He embodied God. So people saw his magnificence. The embodiment of God’s self-giving in a human life “could not have been expected, but nor is it uncharacteristic. It is novel but appropriate to the identity of the God of Israel.”141

It fits with this dynamic that, paradoxically, one of the ways the tent-sanctuary testified to God’s magnificence was by having nothing that attempted to picture God. Humanity has a natural need for something to represent and mediate God physically, something to look at and touch. God denied it, knowing that it could only be misleading. The real God is one who acts and speaks, and a picture or image cannot represent the real God; it will inevitably mislead (cf. Deut 4). The only icon biblical faith eventually generated was a book, the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings, which could get much closer to representing the real God because it could record God’s words and actions and thus portray God as living, active and speaking. It could record the message.

When the message eventually became a human being, it was a permanent development. Once it had happened, the message was embodied forever, and when the embodied message went back to be with God, it remained embodied. But it stayed here only for a while. (I wonder why? Imagine that Jesus had never gone back to be with the Father but had simply stayed here forever. There is a novel to be written imagining what it would have been like.)

For a while some people were able to see how magnificent it was. It could represent God in person to people. Like father, like son, we say. If a person’s son comes to see you, then you know what the father is like. One cannot press the analogy; in characteristics, children can be different from parents. But if the father is a human being, the son will be a human being; if the father is a lion, the son will be a lion. When you meet the offspring, you get a fair idea of the father. When you meet the embodied message, it’s like meeting someone’s son, and it tells you what the father is like. Indeed, you can think of him as the Son of the Father. It is a metaphor, with limited application. You cannot ask how this father begot this son or who the mother is in this arrangement. Its significance here is that a son represents the kind of entity that his father is.

In John 1 no sacrifice is involved in the Son becoming a human being. Elsewhere, sacrifice is implied. Jesus was rich; he became poor so that we might come to share his riches (2 Cor 8:9). He shared God’s very nature, but he took the nature of a slave, and then humbled himself as far as death (Phil 2:6-11). He was in God’s profile (morphē), but he didn’t take the view that being the same kind of person as God was something to hang onto or use to his advantage. He was willing to take on a slave’s profile. While the description of him as bearing God’s image might refer to him as a man who then accepted impoverishment within his human life and did not make Adam’s mistake,142 it looks more like a description of the way he laid aside heavenly splendor in order to become an ordinary human being.143 In being divine but prepared to become truly a human being, he was prepared to empty himself, to set aside the outwardly impressive aspect to deity in becoming human.

He was indeed then also prepared to set aside the outwardly impressive aspect to being a human being in submitting to a path that would lead to execution. “His death on the cross was and is the fulfilment of the incarnation of the Word and therefore the humiliation of the Son of God and exaltation of the Son of Man.”144 He simply poured himself out.145 As a human being, he indeed represents a new start over against Adam. As “the last Adam” he reverses the disaster brought about by the first Adam (1 Cor 15:45; cf. Rom 5:12-19).146 God then made his self-emptying a basis for installing him into the position proper to deity, for giving him the name above every name, so that every knee should bow to him and every tongue confess him Lord—still to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:6-11).

“There can be no question of understanding how the condescension of God acts. We can only know and worship its actuality.”147




The Son

In the First Testament the idea of God having a son is not used to suggest that a person is one in nature with God. God’s son is a human person, to whom God is committed in a fatherly relationship. God’s son is not an embodiment of God or of an aspect of God. But having been designated even during his earthly lifetime as the son of God in that First Testament sense, once Jesus has also been identified as an embodiment of God or of aspects of God, it would be a natural move to stretch the meaning of his being the son of God so that he is more like a birth son than an adopted son, and is thus one who shares his Father’s nature (cf. Col 1:15; Heb 1). In John, in contrast to the other Gospels, Jesus frequently refers to himself as God’s son. Once Jesus has been identified as the personal embodiment of God’s insight and message, the fact that he is God’s envoy and God’s son could take on extra significance. For instance, it is as God’s son that Jesus is the one through whom God created the world (Heb 1:2).

While Jews would not have seen anything very new in the way Jesus spoke of God’s fatherly relationship with his people, they did not know that there was a relationship of love and commitment within God. Yet this fact would hardly be much of a surprise. They knew that love belongs to God, that “ḥesed is yours, Lord” (Ps 62:12 [MT 13]). They knew that God’s goodness and love pursued them (Ps 23:6) in the manner of the divine aides who embodied God’s presence and yet were somehow distinguishable from God, and therefore did not bring the threat that God’s high-voltage presence could electrocute people whom they approached. They knew that God was a complex and mysterious person, capable of internal conversation.

It’s an exaggeration to say that the New Testament brings “a radical deepening of the Old Testament doctrine of God,” because “‘Father’ is now  revealed to be more than an epithet—it is the personal name of God in which the form and content of his self-revelation as Father through Jesus Christ his Son are inseparable.”148 For one thing, “Father” is not a personal name but an epithet (Yahweh is God’s personal name).149 While it is an epithet that now makes a metaphysical and not just a metaphorical point, it’s not clear that this development should be called a deepening; metaphors are at least as important as metaphysics. But Jesus’ talk of the mutual love and commitment between Father and Son would take people’s understanding of God and of God’s fatherliness to a new level.

Like any son, Jesus is the same as his Father in nature. In this sense, he is equal with God. But like any son, he is subordinate to the Father. “The Father is greater than me” (Jn 14:28). The Father gives the orders; the Son obeys them (Jn 14:31). This subordination does not raise a question about Jesus’ status; it helps to confirm it. At the end, he will hand over his sovereignty to God the Father and become subject to the one who subjected everything to him, so that God may be all in all (1 Cor 15:25-28).

The realities that the doctrine of the Trinity seeks to encapsulate are present within the New Testament: that God is one, and that people experienced God as Father, as Son, and as Spirit, who were distinct enough to be able to talk about each other.150 The Son is divine yet is able to talk to the Father, but God is one. The Spirit has a personal nature, is of a similar nature to Jesus, but is distinct from God the Father and from Jesus. Yet God is one. The Christian recognition that God is Father, Son and Spirit issued from the congregation’s experience of God’s presence and activity.

We have noted that, while the New Testament does not presuppose that God is Trinity, the idea of Trinity is the only way the church has found to interrelate the data from the Scriptures in a form that does justice to them.151 It can be illuminating to explore the implications of articulating the implications of God’s being Trinity, though it is also important to explore the implications of the Scriptures’ own observations about the one God, the spirit, the wind, the face, the mind, the message and so on, and not lose these in reflecting on the implications of God’s being Trinity that excite us in our cultural context.152
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