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To Scott Closner, my best friend.

You were the first man in my life who told me that no matter how badly I messed up, you weren’t leaving.

Thank you!

To Tim, my brother.

You have lived a life of questions, mostly unspoken, but questions about things that matter. You matter!

I love you!



Foreword




Most Christians have a deep desire to be faithful to Scripture, as do most biblical scholars. Yet what constitutes faithfulness and how to achieve it is another question. Several months ago I read a book titled Four Views of Hell. Four scholars, determined to be faithful to Holy Scripture, presented four entirely different and certainly opposing views of the biblical teaching on hell. These writers believed they were presenting the true teaching of the Scriptures. I do not doubt the integrity of the four authors. But the differences in interpretation highlight the fact that something other than “reading the Bible” is involved. Very often the deepest question, and the one most ignored, is how to read the Bible. What does it mean to read the Bible correctly? How do we go about deciding?

Some of my friends laugh at such questions. “Baxter,” they exclaim, “it is right there in plain English! Any honest person can understand what it says.”

Yet the fact is, we all bring our family prejudices, our personal histories, and our habits of thought into our reading of the Scriptures. Just as we cannot hear our own accents, we cannot readily see our own assumptions—assumptions that shape what we see and how we see it. Not least this applies to what we “see” in the plain teaching of the Bible. It is important to ask ourselves questions about the way we read the Bible.

N. T. Wright’s new book, The Day the Revolution Began, makes this very point. Wright carefully lays out what he believes to be the larger, biblical picture, what many call the metanarrative of the Bible’s story, which then guides our interpretation of the details. His big picture leads him to seriously challenge doctrines long held as “plain and obvious” to us in Protestantism. Whether or not one agrees with Wright, his book puts us in a place where (like it or not) we can hear our accents, and at least notice our prejudices—prejudices that have a profound impact on what we consider “obvious.”

My dear friend, Paul, has ventured beyond his wonderful and challenging fiction novels and here offers a more straightforward book about what he believes—Lies We Believe About God. This is a great book, but like Four Views of Hell and The Day the Revolution Began, it, too, has a very definite framework of assumptions. How does Paul determine what are lies and what is the truth? I can assure you, there will be places where some will throw up their hands and think, Has the brother lost his mind? When our understandings of the larger story of the Bible differ, then our beliefs about the details differ, too, and we “see” things differently.

So what is Paul Young’s baseline? What are his core beliefs? How does he see the larger story of the Bible that so shapes his outlook and determines what he thinks is the truth and, therefore, what he believes are lies that need to be challenged? If you will allow me a paragraph or two, I will take you behind the curtain and lay out these beliefs as clearly and honestly as I am able. For here, Paul and I are brothers who walk together, and what we believe informs the way we think about a wide range of biblical and human issues.

Paul and I agree that the New Testament explodes in the joyous conviction that Jesus Christ is the Lord God in Person. He laid down His life for the forgiveness of sin and to defeat the powers of death that enslaved humanity, and that as life incarnate, He rose victoriously from the dead. The gospels and letters that make up the New Testament are attempts to explore and express the meaning of Jesus’s presence and death. The apostles, John and Paul in particular, realized the staggering implications of Jesus’s very identity as the Son of God incarnate, crucified, resurrected, and ascended. Apostle Paul envisions Jesus as being with the Father before creation as the One in and through whom humanity is created and given the gift of grace (2 Timothy 1:9), and as the One in and through whom the Father chose us and predestined us to adoption before the foundation the world (Ephesians 1:4–5). The apostle Paul sees Jesus as the One in and through and by and for whom all things were created in the heavens and on the earth, the One who was before all things, and the One in whom everything is sustained and held together (Colossians 1:16–17).

For me and Paul Young, such thoughts are astonishing and worthy of the most serious reflection. Paul, the apostle, thinks of Jesus as there with the Father before the creation of anything, and he sees Jesus as the center of the divine plan for the entire cosmos. Indeed, he proclaims that Jesus’s incarnate life, death, resurrection, and ascension is the summing up of all things in heaven and on earth (Ephesians 1:10). These are seriously radical ideas to almost anyone in the ancient and modern world.

The great apostle John agrees with Apostle Paul’s astonishing vision and thinks of Jesus as the eternal Word of God, face-to-face with the Father before creation, and as the One in whom all things were created. John is emphatic: “All things came into being by Him; and apart from Him nothing came into being that has come into being” (John 1:1–3). Think about it. For the apostles John and Paul, and I suspect the others, we will never meet anything anywhere at any time that did not originate in and through Jesus Christ and is not constantly, moment by moment, sustained by Him. It is these core beliefs about Jesus that formed the apostolic mind, informing and re-forming their vision of God, of humanity, and of creation, with the crucified and resurrected Jesus at the center of all. Jesus himself declared, “I AM the light of the cosmos, the one who follows me shall never, ever walk in the darkness, but shall experience the light of life” (John 8:12).

While there is enough here for us to understand Young’s basic framework, please allow me space to add a touch of history. As the news of this Jesus—the crucified and resurrected Son and Creator—spread across the Mediterranean basin and beyond, it collided with existing cultures and worldviews, ingrained prejudices, and habits of thought. The identity of Jesus Christ as the Son of God, the One anointed in the Holy Spirit, crucified and resurrected, simply made no sense to people, and the implications of His existence rocked the status quo everywhere. The news of Jesus was turning the world upside down, creating a universal, tumultuous writhing inside human thought. Explosive debates developed, even wars. Many believers were burned alive and crucified as martyrs.

Who is Jesus, really? What does His existence mean? There were many answers. How could the apostolic vision of Jesus Christ not disturb the empire, whether the empire was external and systemic (religious and political) or internal and personal? The temptation to domesticate the Jesus of the apostles was ever present and convenient. In AD 325, bishops from the global Church were summoned to Nicaea (in present-day Turkey) to make a definitive statement about Jesus. The flamboyant and popular presbyter named Arius put forward the notion that Jesus was not God, not really God, but the first and highest of all God’s creations, through whom all other things were then created. Bishop Alexander and others countered that the apostles taught that Jesus was God of God incarnate. Eventually the debate was “settled” as the council agreed that Jesus was “of the same being as the Father” (homoousios to Patri), thereby envisioning Jesus as the fully divine, incarnate, eternal Son of the Father and the Creator of all things in heaven and on earth, incarnate. It was this mystery—this culturally inconceivable proclamation that Jesus was of God’s very being incarnate (confirmed at both the Constantinople and the Chalcedon Councils)—that was handed down as the central truth of all truths of Christian faith.

The implications of this confession are mind-boggling. If Jesus is one being with God and one being with us, then His very identity as fully divine and fully human speaks volumes about the relationship between God and humanity and about everything else in the universe. Was this union of the divine and human simply Jesus’s plan B, a halftime adjustment, quickly thought up and implemented after the “surprise” of Adam’s debacle; or are we here standing before plan A, the original and only divine plan? How seriously are we to take the absolute oneness between Jesus and His Father, and His absolute oneness with us as broken sinners? Are we not here in Jesus Himself standing before the greatest news in the universe? Is there anything that the union between the divine life of God and the human life of Jesus does not address? Is it wrong (from an apostolic and early Church perspective) to throw oneself into the pursuit of thinking out the implications of Jesus’s very existence? Is not the union of Jesus and His Father the very light that informs us? Is it not the light of life? Or is it simply one among many other viable frameworks when it comes to thinking about the nature of God, about what it means to be human, about why Jesus died on the cross, about what we call social justice, and about our “global village”?

Athanasius, who accompanied Bishop Alexander at the Council of Nicaea, and later others, such as Gregory Nazianzus and Hilary of Poitiers, spent their lives defending the council’s confession of Jesus’s identity. From my perspective, working out the implications of Jesus’s identity as the eternal Son of God united with humanity in our sin is the task of truly Christian theology. Here we find the metanarrative, the larger story from eternity that informs and re-forms our vision of God, of humanity and creation. What, for example, are we to make of the fact that this Jesus—the eternal Son of the Father, the one anointed in the Holy Spirit, the Creator and Sustainer of all things incarnate—was crucified, died, and was buried, and on the third day rose again from the dead, and then ascended to the Father in the Spirit? Are we to see ourselves, our enemies, the human race at large, and creation itself untouched by such a divine-human event? The apostle Paul proclaims that when Jesus died something happened to us and to creation. When this Jesus died, we too died; all creation died (2 Corinthians 5:14). And when Jesus rose, the apostle Paul sees that we all (who were dead in transgressions) rose with Him in life, and ascended in Him to the Father’s right hand in the communion of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 2:4–6). Such notions are not footnotes to Paul’s more important teaching. They are fundamental to his and to the apostolic mind. Such a stunning vision of Jesus cannot help but have implications for the cosmos and for the human race, and not least for how we understand God. Again, is Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection merely a plan B? Or is Jesus, as the Father’s Son and anointed One and Creator and Sustainer of all things, and thus us all in Him—is He not the light that enlightens the darkness of our minds and the truth that defines lies?

After years of wrestling with the teaching of the apostles and with the writings of the leaders of the early Church, I can give you my thesis. It is not perfect, but it is honest, and I think it will help you understand where Paul Young is coming from. Here it is:

To speak the name of Jesus Christ with the apostles and with the early Church leaders is to say, “Father’s eternal Son,” and it is to say, “Holy Spirit, anointed One,” and it is to say, “the Creator and Sustainer of all things—incarnate, crucified, resurrected, and ascended to the Father.” Therefore, to speak the name of Jesus is to say that the Triune God, the human race, and all creation are not separated, but together in relationship. Jesus is Himself the relationship; He is the union between the Triune God and the human race. In Him, heaven and earth, the life of the blessed Trinity and broken human life are united. Jesus is our new creation, our adoption, our inclusion in the divine life, the new covenant relationship between God and humanity, the kingdom of the Triune God on earth.

You can see in my thesis why Paul and I regard the widespread notion that human beings are separated from God as a fundamental lie, one that denies Jesus’s very identity. We are both committed to thinking out and communicating the implications of Jesus’s identity in every way possible. The “lies” that this book set forward are perceived as lies through the lens of Jesus’s identity and what His identity shouts to us about God, about ourselves, about creation, about our destiny, and about our future. When I read this challenging and liberating book, I can see Paul’s vision of Jesus and hear him saying, “Therefore, God would not say this or act this way. Therefore this is a lie, or a misinterpretation.” You may disagree with his conclusions, and I am not sure that I agree with all of what Paul says, but I know his intentions. He is standing in the mainstream of historic Christian confession about Jesus’s identity, and he is attempting to work out the day-to-day implications of the very existence of Jesus Himself as the Father’s eternal Son in His incarnate union with the human race in its darkness. And he is holding our evangelical feet to the Christological fire of the apostolic vision. Is not that at the heart of what it means to be faithful to Jesus Christ? I am proud to be with him in this endeavor.

Much more, of course, should be said, and that is what Paul is doing in this book. As you read, watch Paul’s mind work. As he identifies a lie, ask what it is about Jesus that would lead Paul to think that something is a lie. Watch him think and reason out of his beliefs about Jesus. Who knows, you may even catch him making a Christological mistake!

I know this: if you are willing to give Paul a fair hearing, you will find freedom and joy rising in your heart. It is not easy having your mind blown, but that is the way the apostles tell us we are set free by the truth.

C. Baxter Kruger, PhD, author of The Shack Revisited and Patmos



Introduction




The genesis of this book was a series of tweets I wrote called “Words you will never hear God say.” I have a list of about 125 of these little statements, such as:

I keep a record of wrongs.

You are the child I never wanted.

I will let you keep your most precious lies.

You overestimated Jesus.

I need you.

You get the concept. When we look at negative space (what God would not say), we can see the positive space from a different perspective. The exercise is often rude in that it might challenge our paradigms and assumptions, but that alone would be a momentous payoff. Potentially, it is an enlightening and helpful exercise. By looking at something God would not say, we are better able to examine ideas we have assumed to be true, often exposing lies we tell ourselves about God.

In my novel Eve, one of the characters makes a statement in the first chapter that has become increasingly significant to readers: Choose your question carefully. One good question is worth a thousand answers.

The world I grew up in did not place a high value on questions. At best, questions were a sign of ignorance and, at worst, were deemed evidence of rebellion. Anyone who disagreed with our theology, science, or even opinion was an enemy or a target. What mattered was certainty.

As I have aged, hopefully with grace, my life has been more about being open to “a thousand answers” than it has been about being right. It has taken me a long time to become a good hearer, one who isn’t listening only in order to defend or declare, but one who allows a conversation to challenge and perhaps even change assumed ways of seeing.

In my younger years, I presented myself as a person of intelligence and rationality. This image allowed me to hide inside my ideas, trying to avoid the messiness of real life and authentic relationships. I used this persona as a defense mechanism and a safety wall to keep people at a distance. I thought I had fooled them. But it turned out that I was smart and creative, which empowered me to stay aloof and isolated and do damage to others through my words. You might have respected me for my persuasive argumentation, but you wouldn’t have liked me.

Thankfully, I have changed a great deal. The inner house of my soul has been massively and painfully deconstructed, and my broken heart has undergone arduous reconstruction. But like the rest of us, there is plenty of “finish work” still to do in my own heart and mind, always being and becoming.

I was raised in a Western Evangelical Protestant tradition. There is no such thing as a pure heritage; the beautiful and edifying are entangled with the ugly and damaging. Half-truths, even lies, worm their way into our hearts. Like mold that has infected a work of art, this invasive darkness must be carefully removed so as not to damage the original and creative.

This book is not a presentation of certainty. None of the examinations of “lies” results in a final or absolute view on a subject. Rather, they are tastes of larger conversations. Each chapter refers to a statement I once believed and from which I have transitioned. You may identify with some and not with others. You might agree or disagree with my conclusions. Some of these ideas may be deeply challenging, while others may seem naïve and thoughtless. That is the wonder and uniqueness of our journeys and the beauty of dialogue and relationship.

If there is one man in Scripture with whom I most identify, it is the man born blind. My journey has been one of learning how to see, sometimes for the first time and other times with greater clarity. While I have studied widely, I do not have the depth of many theologians who have given themselves to specific texts and ideas. I am grateful for their work, and I read and listen to them as gifts.

What you are about to read will tell you much about me as a person. These rearrangements of my theology have not come easily, but they have impacted me for the better. Because of this movement within, I am a better husband, father, son, friend, and human being. If my words don’t bring clarification, hopefully my life does. There are times when the only confession I can make is with the words of my favorite character: “I was blind, but now I see.”

I would ask that you allow the words of this book to be both a friend and an adversary. The former because I don’t want anything that is precious to you now to be less precious when you finish. The latter because we all need to have questions asked of us, of our assumptions and paradigms. Our prescriptions must be tested in order that we might have eyes to see and ears to hear. In the writings of theologians, philosophers, psychologists, and scientists, I have found both friends and adversaries; and I am better for listening and allowing their input to till up the ground of my heart and mind, to root out weeds, to plant seeds, and then to water those seeds—even bringing some to harvest. It is not always a “fun” process, but it is worth the work.

Ultimately, we are in this together. Your health is my health. Your loss is my loss. We often choose to believe a lie rather than allow the truth to invade the safety of our prejudices and self-protective fortresses. Dialogue ought not to be an exercise in domination or certainty; rather, it is the respect due relationship. We all need new ways to see. I know I do.

Again, this book is laid out as a series of essays exploring interconnected concepts that I propose are lies—lies that I once believed, lies that continue to affect many of us. My theologian friend Dr. C. Baxter Kruger, author of The Shack Revisited, Patmos, Across All Worlds, Jesus and the Undoing of Adam, The Great Dance, and more, has written a foreword that sums up the foundation of what I propose as Truth. Here Baxter beautifully frames this entire book.

For some, the concepts in this book will be new and transformative, uncomfortably so at times. Relax. The Holy Spirit is your true teacher; God, whom you can trust and who knows you completely, is trustworthy to lead you into the Truth, who is Jesus.

Again, I do not offer the following pages as complete or final answers. The older I get, the more aware I am of what I don’t understand. I offer these essays as ideas and questions to ponder, with the hope that our inner eyes will be touched and that we will more clearly see the goodness and relentless affection of God and who we are within that encompassing embrace.
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