The Return of the Christ (Draft November 21, 2007)

Preface


Early on in my fundamentalist days I enjoyed the heady feeling that comes with knowing all the answers and believing I was a member of the “True Church”, enjoyed the smug feeling that I was “in” while all others were “out.”  As we church members fellowshipped, we saw ourselves as belonging to God, God’s “elect”, in fact.


We saw the world in black and white. Those of us who were saved would eventually rule with Christ in his beautiful kingdom. We anticipated roles and offices of power, lording over all. The world would be a wonderful place again, full of peace and joy.


But first would come a time of “Great Tribulation”—a time of unspeakable terror and destruction on earth. We church members, of course, would be spared this. But for those “outside” the belief system, there would be hell to pay, for their incorrigibly sinful ways and general rebellion against God.


So we all anticipated the coming of the Kingdom of God to earth. Jesus would come to earth and crush his enemies. Then he would set up his Kingdom and rule with a “rod of iron”. This wooden, literal view of scripture taught us that all this would happen.


But within only a few years, this world-view became less and less credible to me. In my more honest moments I began to see myself as not so much different than the unbelieving outsiders. But I continued to tote the party line, howbeit with less and less enthusiasm.


As time went on, I finally left that church and began to see the Kingdom of God very differently.

The Kingdom Defined


While a member of my fundamentalist church, the emphasis was on the Kingdom of God as something external—coming from the outside. We shied away from Jesus’ words, “The Kingdom of God is within you.” Now, I see the Kingdom of God as beginning with change in my heart via the Spirit of God. Now I see the Spirit as that which unites every human being, as all have the life of God within to some degree. The Kingdom begins the size of a mustard seed, as Jesus observed.  This view sees the Kingdom of God as working from the inside, out. It also sees the Kingdom as a process, a growing thing, finally engulfing the whole world within its healing power.


But I also see the Kingdom of God as a future event, a time and a place where all of earth’s creatures experience the benefit of that kingdom. But how does it come? With physical force? With the “elect” saved and everyone else “left behind”?

The Miracle in the Temple


As a fundamentalist Christian, I always rather enjoyed the story of Jesus in the Temple.  Tying a cord of knots, Jesus thrashes the money- changers, overturning their tables and generally causing physical violence and havoc. Now, that is the real Jesus, not a God to be trifled with! It didn’t occur to me that this picture of the violent Jesus gives the lie to every other account of him that shows a “meek, mild and gentle” Jesus. We fundamentalists detested a “gentle” Jesus who was “harmless” in all of his ways (see Hebrews 7:26). Instead, we liked the image of a Jesus who saw power, violence and force as an occasional way of dealing with insubordination.  We didn’t realize that we were only acting out our vision of God as we judged the people in the Temple as sinners worthy of such treatment. And it never bothered our heads to think of all the millions of sinners Jesus will come to destroy.

Enter Origen


But not all Christians are, or have been, such fundamentalist judgers. The third-century Origen also was disturbed by this image of Jesus in the Temple. It simply does not fit with the rest of Jesus’ life.


Origen was a prolific writer and gave us the first Christian Commentaries.  They have only been recently translated, due to the fact that Origen had grown in disfavor with the emerging Roman Church. As the Church took on more and more of the character of the civil Roman Empire and its hierarchy, views of God were set down in doctrine and creed accordingly. Origen’s Universalist views (that all of God’s creation will be saved and redeemed) finally became anathema and fearful views of God became reflected in new doctrines about “Hell” and eternal torment, much of it promoted by the Catholic father, Augustine.


Origen wrote of the account of Jesus in the Temple. He saw difficulty for those who take the account literally. For one, it shows a Jesus not at all like portrayed in other gospel accounts. Origen “appealed to the divine nature of Jesus, who was able to quench, when He desired to do so, the rising anger of His foes, by divine grace to get the better of myriads, and to scatter the devices of tumultuous men…Thus, the occurrence in our passage, if it really took place, was not second in point of the power it exhibits to any even of the most marvelous works Christ wrought, and claimed no less by its divine charter the faith of the beholders. One may show it to be a greater work than that done in Cana of Galilee in the turning of water into wine; for in this case it was only soulless matter that was changed, but here (in the Temple) it was the soul and will of thousands of men.”
 (Emphasis, mine)


Origen saw a far deeper meaning to the account of Jesus in the Temple. “The blind and the lame came to Him in the temple: and He healed them. Jesus had taken over the temple of the priests. It was no more a house of merchandise, but of miracles”


“Origen’s view exposes an incident at the temple that had a transforming effect on the Jewish nation. It altered the people’s perception of what genuine power entailed, what genuine worship involved, of who was in fact in charge of their religion, and what Jesus was capable of….the cleansing of the Temple may have led to differing expectations…as to how Jesus would combat the Pharisees”


In reading Origen’s commentary on the Temple event, I am struck by the power of this important miracle of Jesus. At will, Jesus was able, by the sheer grace of his presence, wholesale cast a good Spirit upon the masses of ordinarily contrary people, transforming their mood of one of insurrection to that of forgiveness and reconciliation. As a result, many physical healings and other miracles took place, the most important of which was a wholesale change of heart on the part of the people. Sudden, spiritual healing…en masse!


Such a thing happened to St. Paul on his way to Damascus.
 How was this hard-hearted man suddenly changed from that of a murderer and assassin to that of a humble, loving man, simply by divine miracle?

Scary Scriptures


If this is true, what do we do with the scriptures that show physical violence happening before the return of Jesus to the earth? Horrific visions of God as a destroying God seem very clear in the Revelations of John. In this book, we see the angel of the Lord removing the seals on terrible events to unfold. The earth is evidently very seriously impacted by the events that follow, with many losing their lives. It is a picture of cataclysm, a time of great tribulation on the earth. 


But some theologians have seen the events in Revelation as being not literal; but rather, non-literal, metaphysical and allegoric. For one thing, the angel of the Lord simply “releases” the seals—indicating that what follows  is not the heart and work of the Lord, but more a natural consequence of a world living in such a way that destruction ensues. This view sees a cause and effect dynamic working. An example of this might be the issue of “global warming”.  If nothing sufficient is done about this problem, are the negative consequences that result the “punishment” of God? Or are these consequences rather the result of humanity’s own action—or in this case, inaction?


In this scenario, rather than seeing a coming punishing God, we see a Jesus who comes to save us from our own foolish choices.

Jesus “First Coming” to the Temple


“In whom all the building fitly framed together grows unto an holy temple in the Lord: In whom you also are built together for an habitation of God through the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:21, 22)


Whereas fundamentalist Christians view Christ as coming to his temple in literal terms; that is, a physical place on earth (Jerusalem), other Christians view the Temple as the Body of Christ, united by the Spirit of God. In that all of God’s creatures have the Spirit in some degree (this is how we all live, move an have our being), the return of Christ to his Temple simply means that Jesus returns to his people, to indwell them fully.


An inclusive view of God and his people would include even the vilest of sinners, such as St. Paul and Saul.  What was done for Paul and Saul could be a type of what God will do for every living person when Jesus does return to earth.


God is in the “saving” and not the demolition business and it would be his call as to how he does this. We humans, with our judging minds, might find it hard to accept that God in his mercy might suddenly inhabit, change and empower each human living on the earth, instantly, by divine fiat. Never the less, there is precedent set in scripture for such a thing occurring in the future. Consider other scriptures that show this.
The Purpose of “The Second Coming”


“And whosoever shall fall on this stone shall be broken: but on whomsoever it shall fall, it will grind him to powder” (Matthew 21:44)


Because we live in a world whose God is “the god of this world” and not the true God, we all have erected defenses against this false God. Our defenses can include many things, from our atheism to addictive and other manic behaviors. In that the true, loving God wants a relationship with each and every one of us, God must break down these defenses we have each erected.


The way God comes to us to accomplish this can range anywhere between personal tragedy to death itself. God is faithful to strip these defenses (idols) away from us and knows best which way is best for us. These defenses must be removed so that we can see God as He is. 


“It is impossible for anyone to see God as he is and not desire Him” (George Macdonald)


With our defenses gone, we may see God for who he is and the ground is cleared for us to enter into relationship with Him. It is interesting to note in the verse above that two ways of dismantling our defenses are possible. The first mentioned would be in a voluntary way such as that found in a recovery or twelve step group.  If we do not volunteer, then God must take things into his own hands and accomplish this via the trials of our lives.


It seems that in my own life, only the trial of pain has precipitated any good spiritual change and growth. However, as this happens I seem to be able to “volunteer” more in my surrender to God as various opportunities to do so present themselves.


The essential meaning of the myth of the “return” of Jesus is one of personal surrender and worship of Him.  This builds on itself:  The more we are able to “image” God in healthy ways, the more we are able to surrender and worship him.  Finally, we are so enraptured with our vision of God as he is, we are joined with his heart in perfect relationship: “It is impossible for anyone to see God as he is and not desire Him”  


A final meaning of the story of Jesus in the Temple is that God will do whatever it takes to win the hearts of everyone. If it requires the wholesale enrapturing of all on earth in a sudden moment; Amen! So be it!

Until Then…Our Responsibility

“Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were unlearned and ignorant men, they marveled; and they took knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13)

To the degree that we have “seen” God is the measure of our worth to God in witnessing for the glory of God.  A witness that is never a promotion but always an attraction. Have we really been with Jesus? I mean, the real Jesus? Seen the beauty of his goodness, personality and character? To that degree we will automatically attract people to him, reflect his goodness to others. This is how the Kingdom comes and enlarges within this dispensation.

Are we a part of the problem, or a part of the solution?

The glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together!

� Origen, in his tenth book of his commentaries on St. John’s gospel


� Calvary Revisited, Page 19, Barbara Amell
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� God is making another “statement” in the story of Saul’s conversion.  God can take the worst, most wicked person and in a “God moment” (Karl Barth), convert him.  A type of Saul’s experience in the “New Testament”, not coincidentally, is found in the life of King Saul in the old.  It is the story of “Saul among the prophets” (1 Sam. 19:18-24).  The “Spirit of God came upon him also,” enabling this rotten, former king to “prophesy,” temporarily enabling Saul to worship and extol the nature of God. This account foreshadows what God would finally accomplish in Saul’s life (and suggests a level of divine sovereignty most of us are not familiar with). Seen this way, God can, by divine fiat, instantaneously change a person positively in heart and mind.





� Such are termed a “Spiritual Experience” by Bill Wilson of Alcoholics Anonymous, who also received a sudden, radical change of heart. Spiritual Experiences differ from “Spiritual Awakenings”—those which most of us have. Spiritual Awakenings are slow and sure, like the sun dawning, and are more a process than the nature of an “event” that are spiritual experience (see 2 Peter 1:19).
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