The Gospel According to St. Paul


For to this end we both labor and suffer reproach, because we trust in the living God, who is the savior of all men, especially of those who believe.
  God our Savior desires all men to be saved.
 Jesus gave himself a ransom for all, to be testified in due time
…that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times he might gather together in one all things in Christ…according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will.
 For he is able even to subdue all things to himself
.


He came and preached peace to you who were afar off and to those who were near,
 and by Him to reconcile all things to himself, that every person may be presented perfect in Christ Jesus,
 that God may be all in all.


Meanwhile…


God has committed them all to disobedience, that he might have mercy on all.
  For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be made alive.  But each one in his own order…
 Then comes the end, when He delivers the kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end to all rule and all authority and power. For he must reign till he has put all enemies under his feet.
 All Israel shall be saved.
  Indeed, every knee shall bow 
and every tongue shall confess
to the glory of God the Father…. for the calling of God is irrevocable.


Now to him who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end, Amen

*****


In Acts 17 it’s apparent that Paul couldn’t wait to introduce to the Greeks the divine nature of the God they called “unknown” (unknowable?).  Paul had obviously spent some time with Jesus and no doubt a quality relationship developed.  I’m sure that only the highlights are preserved, but Paul wastes no time in revealing to the Greek religious hobbyists the Divine Nature: God’s transcendence, immanence, sovereignty, family resemblance, pathos for the human condition, desire to impart Life to his children (both now and later), and much more.  Implicit within all of Paul’s writings are his two great priorities of the cross:  “For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (the “death” side of the cross). And, “That I may know him
, and the power of his resurrection” (the “life” side of the cross).


Knowing God and being known by God seem to be two sides of the same coin.  Paul claimed, “I also am known” by God.
  However, Jesus claims he will eventually say to some individuals, “I never knew you”.
 Obviously, God thoroughly knows all about even the vilest of sinners among us. The connection between “knowing God” and being known by God therefore must carry additional nuance.  “Knowing” an individual can mean understanding or sympathizing with that person as expressed in the term, “kindred spirits.” Paul referred to those Gentiles who by nature did those things contained in the law.  That is, these were relating to God by nature, connected to the divine pathos, regardless of what name they had for deity.
  On the other hand, there were the super-orthodox Christians (those who have the party line and “lingo” down) but “whose hearts are far me (God).”
  

Paul’s argument to the Judaizers reduces to a priority of the faith-based model of sanctification over a choice-based
 one.  The moralists of their day, the Judaizers created an “under the law”
 atmosphere within certain of the church communities.  Paul knew that such abuse would only keep people “stuck” in their dysfunctional (sinful) behavior.  A continuum of absolute grace was needed wherein people would be “free to marry” another, as the figure goes.
  The outcome of infinite grace is universalism, and has every good implication for the “now.”
 To partake of the divine nature is to partake of the divine outlook, which in turn can release one from the stranglehold of sin. To receive the divine nature is also to receive the “hopeful imagination”—empowering one to “consider the possibilities” vis-à-vis ones social and environmental responsibilities.

Judaizers, like today’s fundamentalists, taught the “fewness doctrine”—that not all would bow the knee before deity. 
 Hence, Paul’s emphasis on God making everything eventually subject to himself. Expressed another way, Paul’s passion was for the reputation of God. He knew that people could not “recover” from “sin” without understanding the character of God.  Universalism is the one doctrine that fatally subverts the conventional wisdom of all time, not just Paul’s time. 

Today, the “enemies of the cross” are those who espouse and teach such slanderous doctrine about God as “limited atonement,” the “fewness doctrine,” “eternal torment,”
 “annihilation,”
 the “prosperity gospel” to mention a few.
  False doctrines engender within the church an “under the law” atmosphere. These doctrines represent the final expression of “conventional wisdom” and cause to coalesce an untrue “image” of God in the minds of many.  Marcus Borg sums this up well: "How people think about God matters.  Some concepts of God make God incredible, and result in atheism. Other concepts make God seem remote and irrelevant. And still other concepts of God, grounded in experience, make God the central reality in human life". 

Origen and Clement openly taught Universalism.
  Of the half dozen catechetical schools in Alexandria, all but one taught the doctrine.  To Paul and the early Christians I doubt it was a matter of the “rightness” of the doctrine; it ran much deeper than that.  Nothing less than the reputation of God was at stake.  Apparently, the early church fathers saw a vital connection between a good understanding of the doctrine of universalism and its power to enhance the proper spiritual formation within believers.  The other side of this, of course, is that doctrines representing horrendous loss within the creation of God would elicit the opposite effect in the process of character development. And as has been shown often, the idea of God is then rejected altogether.


I think the fundamental reason we sin
 is because we do not “see” God.  Our images of him are distorted by ages-old conventional wisdom and the “politics of holiness”. We sin by default; that is, we are bound to sin until someone tells us differently about the Divine Nature.  This is the goal of the true gospel.

To believe that God is willing and able to fully restore all the loss that evil has incurred, speaks directly to his nature.  Consequently, Universalism is not some inconsequential doctrine
 to be intellectually thrown about, but is vital in the “now” in that it speaks ultimately to the nature of deity and our relationship to him. It also reveals God’s inexorable intent that every human who has ever lived should finally have victory over “the sin
 (dysfunctional behavior) that so easily ensnares us” (Hebrews 12:1). The doctrine of Universal Reconciliation makes God a “safe” deity—safe enough that we may rest in the great mystery of his being.  Paul claimed God was now conciliated to sinners and no longer “imputing their trespasses” to them. It’s now “all clear” from the God-side. Paul calls this true gospel, the “ministry of reconciliation”.
 All people therefore are now encouraged to be conciliated to God, making for reconciliation.

 
Universal Reconciliation subverts our selfishness and other means by which we defend against God.  The doctrine traces to a fully safe God while heresy involves those doctrines that trace to grotesque images of God.  When we “preach the gospel” (by attraction, never authentically by promotion) we are merely dispelling false images of God (see Hosea 2:16-17). It is interesting to ponder the ways in which God might “clear his name”.  Surely the major way is the preaching of the true gospel
, which in turn makes God safe enough that we may shed our “fig leaves” and appear naked and vulnerable before him (see Isaiah 57:8).  When our darkest parts are brought voluntarily into the light, God may touch and heal.
 This is not abstract theological theory. Such action has every practical implication: How does one stop sinning (abusing) ones self, other people and the environment?


St. Paul answered the call of Isaiah 53:8.  There, the writer asks of would be preachers of the gospel for all time, “Who will declare his (Messiah’s) generation?” What are we to say about God? We cannot give what we do not have.  The writer of Isaiah had just concluded his benediction on all future preachers, a vision from his own hopeful imagination:

“My Servant shall be exalted and extolled and be very high…he shall startle many nations.  Kings shall shut their mouths at him; for what had not been told them they shall see, and what they had not heard they shall consider” (Isaiah 52:13-15). 

Today, there doesn’t seem to be much “truth or mercy or knowledge of God in the land” (Hosea 4:1). In a Christian culture that has made the gospel all about humans and personal decisions, the echo of the prophets shouts an alternative wisdom: it’s all about God.  This remains the constant challenge to “believers” today in their pursuit to give hope and meaning to the world via the true gospel about God.

� 1 Timothy 4:10.  Two salient points here:  God is the savior of all, now separated temporarily into two broad groups: believers and unbelievers.  This inclusive stance brought Paul “reproach” from those who thought in exclusivist terms. Such universalism still incites persecution today.


� 1 Timothy 2:3-4. Paul (or whoever wrote this) had read Psalm 115:3: “Our God is in heaven; he does whatever he pleases”, or, expressed in the vernacular: “God does whatever he damn well pleases” (Thomas Talbott).  God desires all men to be saved.  Who can change that which the Lord has desired?  “My covenant I will not break, nor alter the word that has gone out of my lips” (Psalm 89:34).  Our “word” as humans doesn’t mean much—we are all liars—but it does on the God-side. That God would faithfully bind himself “legally” to covenant in the light of egregious human faithlessness is most reassuring indeed (see Psalm 89:30-34).


� 1 Timothy 2:5.  Pragmatic Paul understood that it is not now obvious that all are “saved”. But he is in sympathy with another Bible writer who stated: “You have put all things in subjection under his feet. For in that he put all in subjection under him, he left nothing that is not put under him. But now we do not yet see all things put under him” (Hebrews 2:8).


� Ephesians 1:10-ll.  Karl Barth observed, “The gospel speaks of God as he is: it is concerned with him himself and with him only”. Paul understood this. In our contemporary Christian culture the emphasis is on humans and our “decisions.”  Paul’s emphasis was always on God and the reach of his salvation. Hence, Paul prioritized the faith-based model of sanctification over the choice-based one.


� Philippians 3:21. This is accomplished through the transformation of “our lowly body” which, I think it’s safe to assume, also includes the transformation of our corrupted human natures (see 1 Corinthians 15:42).


� Ephesians 2:17. Paul was a binary thinker.  St. John expressed the polarity as “Now we are the children of God, and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be…” (1 John 3:2). Paul believes that both groups, those who are close to God and those who are not yet (afar) are under the sway of the sovereignty of God. To some degree we are all in a state of exile. A sense of this helps those who are “near” to relate at the level of those who are “afar off”, and prevents the blunder of a “separatist” or “elitist” mentality.


� Colossians 1:20, 28.  Though the Spirit call to “return” is incessant (“day unto day utters speech”—Psalm 19) apparently there is a “fullness of time” point in the life of each individual when the call to return “sticks” and the tide changes  (see Psalm 90:3).  This, to the end that every person might reach the perfection that manifests within confessing community.


� 1 Corinthians 15:28. We live in a binary universe, with polarities and paradoxes apparent in the both the “physical” creation as well as in what we are able to discern spiritually.  (Pulsars, or neutron stars represent this wonderfully).  Paul understood this.  But he also understood that the reputation of God called for a final, bringing of everything into “balance” (see Proverbs 16:2).


�Romans 11:32.  Paul understood the polarity of Psalm 90:3: “You (God) turn man to destruction, and say, ‘Return, O children of men.”  He also understood that the pivot, or balance point in this polarity is Christ. 


� 1 Corinthians 15:22-23.  Paul again emphasizes the time order of God.  This vantage point helps us today in our attempts to “preach” the good news (witness to the good nature of God): for one thing, it takes the panic out of it.  With this understanding Christians may feel free to “attract” and not “promote,” to use an AA axiom.


� 1 Corinthians 15:24-25. A putting down of “all rule and all authority” includes the final defeat of the bastions of “hell.” Implicit within Paul’s teaching is that both our corruptible natures as well as our bodies will become “incorruptible.” Such teaching makes the Christian bad habit of judging the moral behavior of others “outside” of Christianity, absurd.


� Romans 11:26.  The Gentiles (the “last) apparently shall be “first.” They become a salvation paradigm for Israel (the “first”) who enters the Kingdom “last.”


� As human beings, we don’t want to bow before “power”, especially to a monarchical power “up there.”  Perhaps we all eventually “bow” in a desire to see God as he is, “down here”—dwelling   with those who are “beneath us” and who are consciously aware of their weakness and poverty of spirit (see Matthew 5:3).


� Philippians 2:10-11. Paul apparently loved to read Isaiah. He takes the inclusive promise of Isaiah 45:23 and makes it more inclusive by expanding the list of those who will bow the knee to Jesus: “Of those in heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth.”  A forced obeisance would mean nothing to the Divine Nature. The promise is one of universal worship—a universal appreciation and apprehension of the “alternative wisdom” of God.


� Romans 11:29.  The calling of all in “due time” is as certain as the character of God himself. He promises that his word will not return to him “void” (empty). “But it shall accomplish what I please; and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11). So much for the human idol of  “free will”! Commenting on this, George MacDonald stated, “Those who exalt free choice believe God must operate only within the sphere of our sovereignty.” 


� Ephesians 3:20-21.  On reading this verse to my wife Sally, she commented: “Paul was having a good day that day.”  The object of our faith is God himself.  Thankfully, the reach of salvation is greater than the dwarfish imaginations of his subjects would allow.  “To him be glory in the Church”—this part of the benediction is aimed at cultivating within Christians a “hopeful imagination”—to see God in bigger ways.  We then can ask ourselves, “What can I do (or “be”!) to help facilitate a greater understanding of the “divine nature” in others? 


� Paul saw deeply into the meaning of the cross.  It represented to him the greatest revelation yet of the heart of God.  Paul did not consider Christ a martyr, as if Jesus were saying, “See? Look what you made me do because of your sin,” hence, launching a global guilt trip for all time.  Nor did Paul view the cross as the lightening rod of God’s wrath, as if it were a means of “calming God down.”  Paul saw this in a much deeper way.  Among other things, the cross helps us to see our “dependent” condition. Healthy dependence exists within healthy community. Also, it shows God’s heart toward us and his harmless character.  God “owns” his own truth; that is, he does not merely intellectualize about the great human need for redemption.  He can fully empathize with us because God has “been here” among us.  He was willing to learn through experience that he could better serve us with “first hand” and not “second hand” religion.  The final, universal understanding of this divine action will eventually elicit love from all in the human family, but only in “due time” (1 Tim. 2:6), or as the writer of Ecclesiastes put it: God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Eccl. 3:11).


� 1 Corinthians 13:12.


� Matthew 7:23. This would not be a final “sentence” of God, as some interpret. “Judgment” is a remedial process, not a decree.  “Sentencing” is only one small aspect of the judgment process.


� Similarly, Jack Miles observes, “The great vision of the last judgment in Matthew 25 is one in which the saved have no knowledge of the Lord.  The lesson of the vision is that love, even love unaided, love alone can save. ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry?’ the redeemed ask, and the Lord answers, ‘come O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you…Whatever you did for the least of my brethren, you did for me.’”—Jack Miles, A Complicated God.


� This is a snare of fundamentalism, not limited to Christianity. See Karen Armstrong’s The Battle for God.


� Israel’s Shema is “choice” based. To love ones God totally and to pass this bit of conventional wisdom on to our children, is an admirable choice. It looks good on paper; the only problem is—I cannot do it.  There exists a higher statement of faith. In response to the question, “What must I do to be saved?”—Paul chucked the Shema in favor of: “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ (God’s nature and character) and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:31).  As a practical matter, this works out wonderfully.  Children would then see in their parents’ dependence and vulnerability, instead of mere dispensers of edict and platitude.  This, in turn, becomes nourishment to the growing psyche.


� My former church taught that Jesus’ teaching made “the Law” infinitely more “binding” (an apt word) on the believer.  Didn’t Jesus teach that if a man only lusted after a woman he had already committed adultery in his heart?  However, this was not his intent.  By saying this, Jesus was conveying to the legalists of all time “the impossibility of the Law” (Barth).  Jesus was here paving the way for Paul, who he knew would introduce an entirely new standard for righteousness “apart from the law…a righteousness which is by faith.” On a moral scale (the old standard), “there is no difference” between the believer and the unbeliever, “for all have sinned” (Romans 3:21-23).


� Romans 7.


� On the other hand, if I doubt the status of my salvation, as some church doctrine seems designed to make me do, I become an “unmerciful servant”; unable to forgive myself or any one else.


� The Pharisees had a primitive belief in “hell” (though Paul never mentions it) and believed in a “partial resurrection.”  Those who became Christian were the first in the church to promote the “fewness doctrine”.  It would be many centuries before the church would believe and promote the abusive doctrine of “eternal torment.” Of that doctrine, George MacDonald said “Take any of those wicked people in Dante’s hell, and ask wherein is justice served by their punishment.  Mind, I am not saying it is not right to punish them, I am saying, justice is not, never can be satisfied by suffering—nay, cannot have any satisfaction in or from suffering.  Human resentment, human revenge, human hate may.”


� A “Universalist” he was, so George MacDonald viewed “hell” in a redemptive way: “I believe that no hell will be lacking which would help the just mercy of God to redeem his children”.


� Referring to this doctrine, MacDonald states: “Annihilation itself is no death to evil.  Only good where evil was, is evil dead.” (Lilith). 


� These false doctrines say something accusatorially about the personality of God.  It seems incredible to me that one could hold to these and at the same time claim a desire to spend “eternity” with such a “god.” 


� See, Universalism—Prevailing Doctrine of the Christian Church During its First Five Hundred Years—JW Hanson, DD. Available in electronic format at www.tentmaker.org.


� There are various definitions of sin; i.e., the transgression of the law…the falling short of the Divine Nature, selfishness, greed, lust, etc.  The one I like best is: The attempt to get ones legitimate needs filled in any way except the way of the cross—the way of personal “death” and “resurrection.”  All else—our addictions, etc.—is a serving of idols.  We do this because we don’t know any better.  We don’t know any better because we have not been told.  Our repentance, or “change” happens when God has “plowed our fallow ground”, which in turn makes us ready to receive the true gospel about God.  This happens to each according to “election”; that is, in “due time,” which may for the “few” be in “this life.”  For the majority, it may be in the next life (as Christians we must trust God’s timing). The process is aptly expressed in the first three of AA’s Twelve Steps.  Powerlessness and poverty (“Blessed are the poor,” Jesus said) occurs first, followed by a “coming to believe” in a power greater than oneself (the character of God becoming the object of ones faith), followed by a turning of the will and life over to the care of God as we understand him (Christians must allow for this). This seems to be carried out best covertly in ones life within a confessing community, and less successfully via program and promotion. This is indicated in 2 Corinthians 3:1-3 where Paul claims, “You are our epistle written in our hearts, known and read by all men; clearly you are an epistle of Christ…” 


� A growing number of Christians are seeing the vital importance of the doctrine.  Andrew Sung Park, in his essay, The God Who Needs Our Salvation, states, “Until the last lost person comes home (referring to the parable of the prodigal son), God’s mind and body are nailed to the cross.”


� Commenting on sin, George MacDonald observed, “Primarily, God is not bound to punish sin; he is bound to destroy sin…The only vengeance worth having on sin is to make the sinner himself its executioner.”


� See 2 Corinthians 5:17-21.


� Isaiah 46:9-13. Everything starts and ends with Spirit. I think God “declares the end from the beginning” in order that the true gospel of universal reconciliation may be claimed.  It is imperative that Christians know “the end of the story.”  We need not waste resources in a panic of eschatological speculation (who will be “Left Behind”) but I think God wants us to know “the end” of the matter.  Everything between “Alpha” and “Omega” is clouded and it is best for Christians to remain in regard to this, practical agnostics.  Besides, our responsibility is to good social stewardship in the “now”. However, there are several important points to consider in Isaiah 46:9-13.  1.) There is but one God and the lesser gods are not like the true God.  2.) The true God—the God of the “now”—claims his “counsel shall stand” and he will “do all of (his) pleasure.”  He further claims: “I have spoken it, I will also bring it to pass.  I have purposed it; I will also do it.” This perspective is imperative for those who would speak for God. It is the essence of the “prophetic imagination.”


� This seems best accomplished within a “confessing” community. First John provides the closest thing to a formula I’ve seen in the bible: Mix “fellowship” and “confession” together (1 John 1:7-10) and one can get a stranglehold on sin (1 John 2:1a).





