The Voice of the Good Shepherd

Shepherd us O God

Beyond our wants

Beyond our fears,

From death into life

“My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me…And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd” –Jesus.

“And he will destroy…the covering cast over all people, and the veil that is spread over all nations” Isaiah 25:7

Born Segregationists

A natural, human error is to draw lines.  And since we are all human, an “us and them” mentality runs to some degree within our various world spiritual traditions, though this seems most pronounced within Christianity.  Some Christians feel the need to draw lines, separating “insiders” from “outsiders.”  Jesus, recognizing this human tendency, made it clear that, “The Spirit blows where she wills, and you hear the sound of her, but cannot tell where she comes from and where she goes”.  The Spirit of God touches whomever She wills, regardless of ones affiliation with any “official” religion.  The nature of God itself is inclusive: we are the ones who separate.

A great motif of the Bible “Old Testament” (and which applies to everyone) is that of captivity and exile: we are all enslaved to our false concepts of God.  There are no spiritual “insiders”—no one “in”, we are all “out.”  With Jesus, the tide changes and the motif becomes one of personal salvation. This involves rescue and salvation from our foul images of deity.

The Two Voices of “God”


"They dare not say God will not do this or that, however clear it be that it would not be fair; they are in terror of contradicting the Bible. They make more of the Bible than of God, and so fail to find the truth of the Bible, and accept things concerning God which are not in the Bible, and are the greatest of insults to him!...The God that many people believe in, claiming to be the religious because they believe in him, is a God not worth believing in, a God that ought not to be believed in." George MacDonald, The Elect Lady


Running through the sacred literature of the three monotheistic world religions of Judaism, Islam and Christianity, the voice of two “gods” may be heard.  In what Christians call the “Old Testament”, the good God was identified as “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  In the book of Job, a second ruling spirit-being is identified, called Satan.  The two gods (or “Lords”) converse and transact in the first two chapters of the book.  The origin of this second “god” is further stated in Isaiah 14, called “Lucifer.”  He is further identified in Ezekiel 28. An examination of these chapters reveals that the good God by sovereign decree has legitimated the worldly rule of Satan.  He is free to impersonate the true God (do things in his name) and free to “deceive the nations.”
 Satan is a “minister” of the good God and subject to Him, for God is sovereign over all.  Satan is the instrument by which the true God has “committed all humans to disobedience, that He might have mercy on all” (Romans 11:32).


When the devil (also called, the tempter) came to Jesus, he said to Him that he would give Jesus “all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory.”  Though Jesus told Satan to “beat it!” Jesus did not deny that Satan indeed did have this kind of power to bestow.  For it was Jesus, “The Word” who had granted him his god-like power and status in the first place.


In the story of Abraham and the command to sacrifice his son Isaac, Abraham heard two “voices”—one voice demanding that Abraham “do it” and the other voice countermanding thusly, “do not lay your hand on the lad…”  Abraham should have known something was up, as he could think on all the pagan nations who engaged in this vile practice.  I have read many commentaries on this event—most filled with theological gyrations used to justify the ugly command to human sacrifice—but the fact remains, such a command does not fit with the nature of God, as we know it.  The true God would never ask us to do something that is unlawful or destructive.  Those who insist otherwise are the ones MacDonald referred to as those who “are in terror of contradicting the Bible. They make more of the Bible than of God, and so fail to find the truth of the Bible.”


Moses nearly received whiplash as his head spun to listen to these contradictory voices of “The Lord”
.  A certain number of Israelites had sinned in creating the gold calf and then proceeded to worship it. “God” said to Moses, “Let me alone now, give my anger free reign to burst into flames and incinerate them!” (Exodus 32:10 The Message). Apparently this included the innocent along with the guilty, every man, woman and child in Israel (“600,000 men on foot”—if we are to take this figure literally
). On the heels of this tantrum, “God” tempts Moses with the idea that he would make of Moses a “great nation.”  “Moses tried to calm his God down,” saying, “Why, God, would you lose your temper with your people?” (Verse 11).  

Moses continued to argue with “God”, defending what he knew by nature to be a just course of action, and became aggravated that the “Lord” was not taking it!  In frustration Moses finally threw up his hands and demanded to know which voice represented the true God: “Please. Let me see your glory”. In other words, “Who are you, really?”  At this point, the true God allows for Moses to see God’s essential nature:  “I will make all My goodness pass before you and I will proclaim the name (nature) of the Lord before you” (Exodus 33:19).  Moses was being trained in hearing the voice of the true God—the true Shepherd of Israel—as opposed to the devil’s loud, irritating voice he was so used to hearing. At such times, “The Lord spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Exodus 33:11).  

It is assumed that Israel’s sacrificial system (the slaughtering innocent animals in the name of God) was ordained of the true God.  But in Jeremiah 7:21-22 the true God claims, “I spoke not unto your fathers, nor commanded them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices”
 If God didn’t, who did?  Isaiah is bold enough to report the fraud and denounces the sacrificial system entirely.  In chapter 66:1-4, Isaiah really finishes it off.  In Acts 7, Stephen was stoned for suggesting, among other things that in offering up sacrifices, their fathers were worshiping the devil (host of heaven, verse 42).

Elijah called down fire upon his enemies in the name of the “Lord.”  Jesus’ disciples centuries later, remembering this account, asked Jesus if they could employ this same act of a “Godly” show of power in order to punish a little town that had rejected them.  Jesus said, “You do not know what manner of spirit you are of!” (Luke 9:54-55).  Thus, Jesus acknowledges a “destroying” spirit, or “Lord”, as well as a “saving” one (verse 56). Two personalities, two spirits, two Lords.


Elijah also personally slaughtered the prophets of Baal, in the name of the “Lord” thinking he was doing God service.  Is it then any wonder that he became depressed and suicidal shortly after?  “I am no better than my fathers!” he laments. (1 Kings 19:4).  The true God ministers to Elijah soon after, providing food and drink.  But Elijah still doesn’t get it. “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of hosts…”  Implied: “Then why isn’t this working?”  The true God then seeks to further educate Elijah regarding the true nature of God.  He had Elijah stand on a mountain to facilitate this.  “The Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord (the true Lord) was not in the wind.”  Nor was he in the earthquake or fire.  The essential nature of God is “harmless” and outwardly non-violent, but operates inwardly, as with a “still, small voice” (verse 12).


David and the prophets all struggled with their concepts of God and His essential nature—even as we do today.  David often expressed his misguided view of the “Lord”, as did other Psalmists: “Happy shall he be, that takes and dashes your little ones against the stones!” (Psalm 137:9).  Can you imagine this ever being said in the Spirit of Jesus?


By the time the first Christians were writing, these two voices for “God” in the Bible became even more explicitly identified.
  Paul had no problem with calling Satan, the “god of this world”—“In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them” (2 Corinthians 4:4).  Jesus called the god of this world, “the father of lies” (John 8:44).  His worldly kingdom is based on “power”, not love, and manifests in worldly structures of power, both ecclesiastical and secular.

The Bible presents two “Lords”—God the Father and god “the father of lies.”  The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and the “god of this world.”  The voices of both resonate through the pages of the bible, both named as “the Lord” (guess which voice is loudest).  The term “Lord” is simply a title, and may be applied to either “god.” In many cases, the Bible writers were assuming the voice to be that of the good God, when in fact it was the “Lord”, Satan.  We are to “try the spirits, to see if they be of God.”  There were many things said and done in the pages of the Bible in “the name of the Lord” that we may know of a certainty were not an expression of the voice of the true Shepherd, but the voice of the “evil one.”  The Holy Spirit is promised to all and it is promised to “guide them into all truth”—the highest truth being that of God’s own nature.  It is this Spirit that intercedes and interprets for us which actions and events in the Bible are of God, and which are of the god of this world.
  


There are many abusive and cruel things recorded in the Bible done in God’s name that certainly were not done in his nature and were therefore not directly of the true God, though allowed by Him.
  Jesus said it is possible to discern between these two personalities by “their fruits.”  Discerned through the eyes of faith, there are certain things that the true God will and will not do.
  The object of our faith is God himself, his character, nature and personality, not necessarily that which was recorded as being done in his name.
  If we cannot bank our all on God’s personality and His reputation for doing only good—then we are left with nothing to bank on at all!
  


The litmus test to determine which “Lord” is speaking one need only think of Jesus:  would Jesus do the thing?

Two Theologies: The Theology of Grace and The Theology of Threat


You know 'twixt hope and hell we sparrows feast
                  Or starve, fly/fall within thy holy breath –Betty K. Aberlin

From the very beginning, two “godly” worldviews are presented that coincide with the two voices of the “Lord”.  In Genesis chapter one, we hear the voice of the true God who claims that all of his creation is “very good.”  In verse 28 the good God claims to have given “every herb…and every tree” for our good.  “Then God saw everything He had made, and indeed it was very good…” (verse 31).  

The very first contradiction is found in Genesis chapter 2.
  Here we see one claiming to be “God” who flatly denies that “everything” God had made was very good as stated in chapter one: He picks a tree and calls it the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”  This tree represents the temptation to extol a moral priority instead of a faith priority.
  The metaphorical language of these chapters suggests that man was off on the wrong foot, having been fooled by one claiming to be “God”
.  Shame and guilt were introduced by the devil, claiming to be “God”.  The first line had been drawn, symbolized by human expulsion from the “garden” and the entry into a wilderness of “sin”.  The God of grace, the God who regards the day and the night as instruments of His sovereignty, was now perceived as the God of a strict moral imperative, who’s main desire and claim for us was one of “obedience”  (this aberration would be seen in the New Testament as the god who desires more than anything else, that his worshippers believe “hard to be believed things about Himself”—Marcus Borg).

In Genesis 3, we have the first example of the “abusive parent.”  A voice, claiming to be “God,” tells Adam and Eve in the garden, “Get out and don’t come back!”  Rather than the voice of Jesus, who confronts our sin with his grace and says, “sin no more”, we witness a “God” who cuts himself off from his children! (even a normal human parent would not do this).  With the first infraction, this god says, “You’re out of here!” Judgment with no mercy, no forgiveness, no redemption.  The “god of this world”, the god of “absolute moral perfection”
 is now fully “present” to earth’s inhabitants—present within their minds in terms of their fearful perceptions of him.  God was now seen as a wrathful god, a god of retribution. Lost forever, until the coming of Shiloh, was the knowledge of the true God and his holy, blameless and harmless character.

The god of Genesis, however, did not walk among us as Jesus did, revealing the glory of his beautiful personality, manifesting a love for all peoples. Rather, this god of power began a frenzied program of line-drawing in dealing with Israel,
 separating the people from himself
, separating the people from each other and into classes
, and worst of all, forcing by his example the condition of duplicity of heart that Jesus came later to heal and reunite (Ephesians 2:14).

The ethos of the Old Testament is a moral one.  The “god of this world” was a moral god as he ruled Israel with a rod of iron.  Laws, statutes and judgments were issued with dire consequences for those who would choose to break them.  The god of Israel was abundant in “holiness” and “righteousness”, and skimpy on relationship.  When he chose to reveal the moral law, he created a fearful scene at the top of mount Sinai, scaring the people half to death.

The god of Israel’s “relationship” with the nation was a moral one.  He was “holy” to the point of remaining isolated from the people.  Only the high priest on the Day of Atonement, could approach “god” as he cautiously crept into the “holy of holies” with a rope tied to him, lest he be whacked by this “god” and have to be pulled by lesser priests from this “sacred” chamber.

The prophets bought into the moral ethos of Israel’s god, thinking he was the true God.  They threatened the people with awful consequences for their disobedient behavior. This god had no problem in having Israel annihilate whole nations, down to the last woman, child and sad, cowering animal.  Israel’s behavior was such that the northern kingdom was driven into captivity, and Judah, the southern kingdom eventually suffered the same fate as well.

John the Baptist was the last of the prophets to preach “repentance” before “relationship” (come to think about it, I don’t remember Israel having much opportunity for authentic relationship with the true Shepherd at all). The tide changed with the appearing of Jesus, to the point that John was not able to recognize Jesus as the Messiah sent from the true Father of all nations. “Are you the one, or do we look for another?” John apprehensively questioned.  Twice, in John 1, John the Baptist confessed, “I did not know him.”

The Turning Point

“The law and the prophets were until John: since that time the kingdom of God is preached, and every man presses into it” (Luke 16:16).

What? Wait a minute! Hadn’t the Kingdom of God been preached in the Old Testament? What of the vivid millennial kingdom images seen and written down by the prophets? Daniel and others described great prophecies of this mighty future kingdom.  And yet Jesus indicates that the kingdom had not really been preached yet!

“And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father), full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).

Though the prophets were quite wordy in their claims about God and his mighty future kingdom, John indicates that the work of the true Shepherd had only now commenced.  Jesus, the true Word of God was full of “grace and truth.”  In that order.  “Truth” without grace is quite abusive.  Israel suffered the result of this sad lack or priority.  Not that truth isn’t truth, but that grace must first appear to make truth’s claims workable and realistic. Jesus himself is now “the truth.”  That is, the glory of his nature, and the true nature of his Father were now presented.  Those religious people still around and who shared the ethos of power and hierarchy, simply could not accept the personality and public demeanor of Jesus: the true God who seeks relationship before presenting moral truth.

“For the law was given by Moses, but grace and truth came by Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).

Just to make sure we understand, a last statement about the new divine priority was made.  John had to be subtle, and very careful in the presentation of this new truth, because the law of God had become the dominant idol of the nation of Israel.  

Jesus stood in the gap, in tension between law and grace, between the “god of this world” and the true God.  His statements about the law and those things that “offend” need to be seen in this light.  For example, if your eye offends you, cut it out! Not to appease God—for he loves you whatever you do—but for your quality of mind. Jesus’ hard sayings regarding the law were said to a nation enchanted with the idea that it could achieve a “righteousness which is by the law.” All the better to hasten the day when every Israelite will experience the psychic breakdown that comes with the realization of the “impossibility of the law” (Barth).

The Daystar Dawns

“You do well that ye take heed, as unto a light that shines in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the day star arise in your hearts” (2 Peter 1:19)

To Peter was given the responsibility of preaching “the gospel to the circumcision”, a curious blend of grace and works.  To the Jews, it would have been too much at that time to preach “the gospel to the uncircumcised”—a gospel that revealed “a righteousness apart from the law, the righteousness which is by faith.”
 Paul was entrusted with this gospel and the Gentiles were able to hear it.  They were not acculturated in the law, and the idea of unconditional grace would not be abhorrent to them.

Paul began to soft pedal law-righteousness in favor of a faith-based righteousness, though he did so very carefully. “I was alive without the law once: but when the commandment came, sin revived, and I died”, claimed Paul. (Romans 7:9) He hastened to add that the law itself was “holy, just and good”—because it represents some of the divine nature.  But what good was it to him, one who was “sold under sin”? Law without relationship Paul claimed, produced “all manner of concupiscence” within him, and sin became “exceeding sinful.”  Who could ever possibly benefit from explicit teachings of the Law? It has no Life.  Certainly, the people didn’t, and “god” ended up in a failed relationship—finally “divorcing” Israel. Paul had come to see that the presentation of the law before grace and relationship “worked against us”
 and so he introduced a new standard of righteousness.  Not a righteousness by the law, but “a righteousness apart from the law, a righteousness which is by faith” (Romans 3:21-22).

Paul could not come right out and say it—it would be blasphemous.  One must read between the lines to apprehend what Paul is saying regarding the “in your face” god of the Old Testament!  Implied within many of Paul’s statements is that only a cosmic jerk would introduce a law to a nation of people without first establishing relationship! Paul understood the logic of it: if Satan is the “god of this world”—then he could also be the god of Israel.  You will know them by their fruits.  Both the god of Israel and its people represent a magnificent ruin!  But time will tell the real Truth: the true Shepherd never fails.

Paul began to leave off understandings about the law and the emphasis on personal whiteness, and see the gospel as about “God, God himself and only God” (Barth).  Visions of God’s true nature coalesced in Paul’s mind and heart. Consequently he saw his ministry as a “ministry of reconciliation” (see 2 Corinthians 5) wherein “God was no longer counting sin against anyone” (if He ever was). One might ask, If God is no longer counting sin against anyone, who is it that threatens humanity with plagues and curses at the hand of his angels?

The two gospels (Peter’s and Paul’s) launched a division and tension within the church that spans two thousand years. The true God prioritizes a “righteousness which is by faith” whereas the god of this world presents a moral priority, or “a righteousness which is by the law.” Indeed, the ethos of the Old Testament is “blessings for obedience and curses for disobedience” (see Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28). Paul subverts this ethos with a new one: “But where sin abounded, grace did much more abound” (Romans 5:20).

The true God views repentance as “granted” as gift from Himself in “due time”, whereas the god of this world presents repentance as “choice” made by human gumption and “free will” (Paul called this stance, “will worship”).  The god of this world seeks “conflict resolution” whereas the true God seeks “reconciliation.”  The “prince of the power of the air” seeks “uniformity” whereas the true God seeks “unity.”  Isaiah’s view of God included that one’s sins “cut you off from your God” (Isaiah 59:2) whereas the writer to the Hebrews viewed God as one who would “never leave you nor forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5). The god of this world views the cross of Christ as the demand for blood sacrifice for sin, as did all the pagan gods.  The true God views the cross of Christ for our benefit, revealing his empathy for the human condition and an act primarily done for His own benefit that he could become a faithful high priest and author of our salvation.  And there remains a tension to this day, between the adherents of these two gods and these two gospels.

Satan Appears as “God”

“That day shall not come, except there come a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition; who opposes and exalts himself above all that worshipped; so that he as God sits in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God (2 Thessalonians 2:3-4).

“The spirit of Antichrist is ‘absolute moral perfection”—Oswald Chambers.

There is only one way someone can exalt himself above God, and that is by pressing a moral priority—and thereby posturing as more righteous than God himself! In the Bible, “the god of this world” presented a moral priority, truth before grace, or more correctly stated “truth without grace”.  Jesus came revealing the true nature of God and presented a different priority: grace before truth. This was interpreted by the religious elite of the day as a moral cop out.  This crowd worshiped the moral nuances of the law, while the import of mercy and personal relationship (love for God and neighbor) flew right over their heads. They did not see that the thundering presentation of “truth” in the giving of the law, before any relationship was established, was abusive.


Along the way in the history of Israel, shards of light and many moments of epiphany were experienced and written down by the prophets.  Micah had such a moment when he was able to sweep away all the demands of the law and say, “What does the Lord require of you, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).  We are to “try the spirits”—attitudes and the “atmosphere” of the words in the Bible. Using the Spirit of God within us all, we are able to qualify these words, whether or not they are of God.  We may then accept or reject, save or destroy, bind or loose them…keeping the best and leaving the rest.


Even in our contemporary culture we are sickened with idea that deals must be made and contracts must be signed for anything to happen.  We think back romantically to the days when we supposed that such were not the case, that agreements were based on a handshake born out of love and a respect for the other party.  The onslaught of lawyer jokes makes the point about “covenant”—a polite word for a “deal”.  Covenants were, in fact, deals made to Israel.


But is the true God all about deals, legal language, covenant enforcement and contract penalties?  Can authentic relationship even be enjoyed within a legal atmosphere? One must choose his god very carefully.

The Doctrine of the Second Coming

“For as in the days that were before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered into the ark, and knew not until the flood came, and took them all away; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be” (Matthew 24:38-39)


“The kingdom of God cometh not with observation: Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, lo there! for, behold, the kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:20).


Choose your contradiction.  Actually, these statements represent a polarity.  The truth may lie somewhere in the middle.  Dispensationalist Christians picture a time when Christ returns and rules the earth with a “rod of iron.”  Other Christians sense that this does not ring true: Love cannot be enforced, for “the opposite of love is not hatred, but power” (C.S. Lewis).


In the “Revelation of Jesus Christ”, St. John pictures (chapters 9 and 16) people are purportedly punished by “God” by various plagues, and the people “repented not” of their sins. Is it any wonder?  True repentance can never be attained via this means.  My guess is that this is a picture of the “god of this world” punishing people, intending to win “conformity”—a far cry from heart-felt obedience (another possible interpretation of this would be that the suffering of humanity is simply due to its lack of social and environmental concern
).


Surrender to the true Shepherd of love is voluntary—a response to an invitation to a love affair (this is pictured wonderfully in the erotic/poetic Song of Solomon)
 On the other hand, Biblical images of forced obedience are possibly meant to showcase the inanity of such an action. Those who are caught up in a vision of a vengeful, wrathful God attempting to coerce unbelievers into a new way of life simply do not yet hear the voice of the true Shepherd.

The Kingdom of God


“Behold, He comes with clouds” (Revelation 1:7)


“It is the task of apocalypse to strip masks away, to do away with pretence” (Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace)


Many, including some Messianic Jews, feel that apocalyptic literature has more to do with the krisis of the interior life that must be experienced by every individual.  That Messiah comes to us internally in “clouds” pictures the “mixed bag” of our emotional response.  We cannot come into sympathy with the kingdom of God ethos until we are washed of our impure perceptions of the divine nature.  Therefore, Jesus says, “Unless one is born of water (cleansing of wrong images of God) and the Spirit (restoring right images of God), he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3:5).  One simply cannot be in tune with the kingdom ethos while holding to the belief that God is an ass-kicking deity, out to repay with a vengeance.

“The Lamb of God takes away the sin (guilt and unbelief about the nature and personality of God) of the world”. The whole world—every religion—suffers from distorted images of the Sacred.  Every one of us remains in captivity to our false notions of God, but thankfully, God “has led captivity captive”. The bars are broken from the outside and all prisoners are released (see Isaiah 42:7 and Isaiah 45:2).

“And I will shake all nations, and the desire of all nations shall come: and I will fill this house with glory, says the Lord of hosts” (Haggai 2:7). Jesus returns for his elect in “nature”.  In his special time for every person, Jesus returns to fill our “house with glory.”  The apocalypse within sees the divine nature plaguing and destroying those parts of ourselves that are unworthy of the divine nature, and must die, that His own nature can emerge as the dominant nature within. 

“I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me. If ye had known me, ye should have known my Father also: and from henceforth ye know him, and have seen him”—Jesus

The truth is not “propositional”; it is “personal”—the person—Jesus, who is the truth, who preached the truth via his personality and nature.  He has told his “story”, his experience, strength and hope, based on his experience. In Jesus, we have no mere intellectualizing God, aloof and beyond the pale of human suffering.  The true Shepherd suffered and gave his life, not to appease a wrathful god,
 not to produce the guilt trip of all guilt trips, but to experience for each of us a full measure of personal suffering—that he may be even a better Shepherd!

But most important about Jesus’ work perhaps, is that he showed us that the true God is a “safe” person, no longer must we walk on eggshells around God.  We need not remain “hyper-vigilant”—and hence, our relationship with him can now be authentic. We no longer must “act” a certain way around Him.  Jesus has “abolished the inner wall of enmity” (Ephesians 2) and we now may be “integrated” and whole, living sacrifices for Him, all of our parts working together for his glory.

Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh wisely observed, “The Holy Spirit descended on Jesus like a dove, penetrated Him deeply, and He revealed the manifestation of the Holy Spirit (revealed God’s true nature).  Jesus healed whatever He touched.  With the Holy Spirit in Him, His power as a healer transformed many people” (emphasis mine).

It is the continuing work of the spiritual Body of Christ to reveal to all, the liberating and indescribably wonderful nature and personality of God…nothing more, nothing less. 

“The gospel is about God, God himself and only God” (Karl Barth).

Conclusion

“Since the children are made of flesh and blood, it’s logical that the Savior took on flesh and blood in order to rescue them by his death.  By embracing death, taking it into himself, he destroyed the Devil’s hold on death and freed all who cower through life, scared to death of death” (Hebrews 2:14, The Message).

“Now there were in the same country shepherds living out in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night.  And an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were greatly afraid...Then the angel said to them, ‘fear not!’” (Luke 2:8-10).


It’s not so much death we fear, as it is our fear of the God who stands on the other side of death. And who is it that has caused such a fear of God?  Quite simply, the “god of this world” who had been given power to impersonate God—to be God—in the eyes of all who have ever lived.  The gospel frees us from our wrong concepts of God.  This is why “the gospel is about God and him only…” (Barth).  Sadly, he who has power to misrepresent God and his true nature has made the gospel all about us—and our choices!  This is why the gospel, instinctively, is not credible to those who hear it; indeed, they are not able to hear it.  In its present form, it simply does not ring true. It does not resonate with that God-part deep within each of us, for God only answers to Himself—and the true God will have nothing to do with such a false gospel.  As our fear of God dissipates before the power of the gospel message, so does our fear of death.


All people mentioned in the Bible started out thinking they knew God.
  Their individual journeys involved the abandoning of their notions about God, and the slow embracing of new ones.  The object of their faith became God himself, in the case of Christians as expressed in Jesus, whose primary work was to re-define the nature of God as he lived among us.
  His death is a picture of the death each of us must experience: a death to our old concepts of God, and our resurrection into new ones. “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27).  In this connection Paul added, “there is now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus…” (Romans 8:1).  Actually, there is no condemnation to anyone, period, from the God view.  However, those who do not yet know the true nature of God continue to suffer condemnation in their minds, until His true nature is revealed to them via the gospel.  

A Slight But Critical Distinction


The Bible has its boundaries; that is, it draws us in and challenges us to discover who is responsible for those things said and done within its pages?  For example, who really killed Uzza?  Who destroyed the armies of Pharaoh?  Who did all the ethnic cleansing and mass genocide in the Old Testament?  Clearly, it was the devil, he whom God created to destroy life. God himself makes the distinction: “I have created the destroyer to destroy” (Isaiah 54:16).


But one might question, what difference does it make?  God is sovereign over the good and the bad, life and death; the day and the night are the same to Him.  In a sense, God is responsible for all that goes on.  And yet, God steps back one moral step regarding all the evil and destruction in the Bible.  Why is this?


The alternative is to see a cosmic struggle between good and evil.  When this premise is accepted, then some kind of “loss” within the creation becomes reasonable—that with some, at least, evil will ultimately claim its victory.  This view has spawned all kinds of heretical doctrines about the nature of God.  “Hell”, “Annihilation” and “Purgatory” become “reasonable.” But God never struggles—we are the ones who struggle, with the false “god” we worship.  The true God never struggles but constantly remains in a state of “rest.” As we “image” God in healthier ways, we “enter into His rest.”


The slight but critical distinction in the Bible regarding who is responsible for what teaches us something about ultimate outcomes.  The interplay of light and dark, good and evil, seem, from the human vantage point, a struggle of cosmic proportion, with a questionable outcome.  But if we see good as ultimate (God as fully sovereign) and evil as its servant, the conclusion we must arrive at points to one glorious fact: “Every knee shall bow” and “every tongue shall confess” to the glory of God.


The “god of this world” had demanded obedience from all people.  As we learned from the apostle Paul, the demand for obedience before relationship is in place, simply excites the passions of the flesh.  Such demand for obedience can only be abusive. Sin could only abound and the sin-cycle could only continue and this paradigm would continue: 

“The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet”. 

“Scepter” and “lawgiver” are terms for imperial authority.
 This represents a power and authority to be exercised over the common people, exerted from the top down.  Thus we see that in the history of Israel a dynasty of kings and a lineage of priests were to continue
 until the true God would be revealed—  

  “…until Shiloh comes…”

Shiloh means: “Tranquil; Shiloh, an epithet of the Messiah” (Strong’s).  This refers of course to Jesus, the God-man of peace. Jesus is our peace.

“…Unto Him shall the obedience of the people be” (Genesis 49:10).

With Messiah, the paradigm changes and true obedience can happen. Jesus establishes a relational priority over a moral one. The inevitable outcome is expressed in the ubiquitous and encouraging words of Paul, quoting from Isaiah, and to who were given the highest revelations of grace:

“For it is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God’” (Romans 14:11).

To affect this end, Jesus uses the Devil, his kingdom and demons to bring all to their individual points of poverty—powerlessness—the threshold where Jesus works: “Come unto me…”

Jesus as true Messiah and Shepherd of the sheep subverts the Old Testament “ministry of death” with His “ministry of reconciliation.”  For he came “to save men, not to destroy them.”  When we partake of the symbols of his body and blood, we do this, not in remembrance of our sins and failures; but rather, we “do this in remembrance of me”—My nature.

****************

�	 This is accomplished through Baal worship, which is assigning the attributes of Baal to Jehovah. 


�	 “After the Babylonish captivity the Jewish doctors combined into one view the theophanies, prophetic revelations and manifestations of Jehovah generally, and united them in one single conception, that of a permanent agent of Jehovah in the sensible world, whom they designated by the name Memra (word, ëüãïò) of Jehovah. The learned Jews introduced the idea into the Targurns, or Aramaean paraphrases of the Old Testament, which were publicly read in the synagogues, substituting the name the word of Jehovah for that of Jehovah, each time that God manifested himself. Thus in Genesis 39:21, they paraphrase, ‘The Memra was with Joseph in prison.’ In Psalms 110 Jehovah addresses the first verse to the Memra. The Memra is the angel that destroyed the first-born of Egypt, and it was the Memra that led the Israelites in the cloudy pillar” (Vincent’s Word Studies, Vol. 2). But it was the true God, Jesus, who followed them: “…they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ” (1 Corinthians 10:4) 


�	 How convenient to the devil’s plan this would have been!  Every Jew would have been killed and the promise of Genesis 49 would fail: “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until Shiloh comes; and unto Him shall the obedience of the people be.” Moses’ Levite lineage would never do, yet this was the temptation. How often has the devil attempted this awful task? It was Moses, praying in sympathy with the true God, who usurped the evil plan of the devil. 


�	 The writer to the Hebrews caught the epiphany of the Psalmist (Psalm 40:6-8) when he revealed that the true Shepherd never desired “burnt offerings and sacrifices for sin”, but rather, He “abolished the first that He may establish the second” (see Hebrews 10:5-10).  The true God “abolished” the devil’s work, for the work of the true God need not, nor cannot be abolished.  For the word of the true God, “stands forever.”


�	 See Jeffrey Mason's latest book, The Pig who Sang to the Moon, which offers an in depth look at the emotional lives of the sentient beings who exist primarily to become someone's dinner. Mason visited with animals living on farm sanctuaries like Animal Place in CA and Farm Sanctuary in NY and examines the positive changes in attitude that come over an animal who makes it from a factory farm to the safety of a sanctuary.


�	 The Gnostic Christians knew something was up—that the “god” of the Old Testament was not worthy of what they knew to be the nature of Jesus. Their assignment of a “lesser god” was none other than the devil.


�	 See my essay, Illegitimate Hierarchy


�	 Marcus Borg’s observation on this matter is helpful here. His claim is that the Bible writers were writing out of their authentic encounters with the Sacred those things as Israel saw them, and not necessarily how God saw them.


�	 And yet there are Christians who will defend to the death the horrific Bible-images of such abuse.  We see a similar fanaticism in the area of family systems theory, where the same family members who suffer from his abuses fiercely defend the abusive father of the family.


�	 The true God is subject to his own law, which is to say that the law expresses to some degree His nature and God will not violate his own nature. For example, it is “impossible for God to lie” (Hebrews 6:18). God also does not kill, maim, cause disease or do any of a number of things attributed to Him. He allows the devil to do these things. God is sovereign over the light and dark: “The day and the night are the same to You.” In the book of Job we see the two Lords interacting.  The devil, “the god (or Lord) of this world” is only able to affect us to the degree permitted by the true God.  So, in a sense there is only one Lord, in that God is sovereign over all. And yet, God himself makes the distinction: “I have created the destroyer to destroy” (Isaiah 54:16). If such distinction is made, it must be important to God that we know his essential good nature: This God with whom we have to do and “with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:7).  “For such an high priest (Jesus) became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled…” (Hebrews 7:26). The lovely timbre of Jesus’ voice as the true shepherd is wonderfully heard in the Joshua novels, written by retired priest Joseph Girzone.


�	 A flagrant New Testament mis-use of God’s name is found in Acts 5 in the story of Ananias and Sapphira.  Though scripture doesn’t say that God struck them dead, we seem to love to believe it! How full of power Peter must have felt as he pronounced a curse on these people! (I hate to think of how many times I’ve lied to the Spirit).  One simply cannot imagine Jesus repaying his enemies in this way. Such duplicity has provided Christians through the ages with endless amounts of inner tension and apprehension regarding God. 


�	 For example, if we believe that God kills his enemies, why should we believe He would not lie to us?


�	 The obvious mixed message of Genesis one and two has troubled scholars from time immemorial.  Some have brushed it off to sloppy writing.  Is the account literal or allegorical?  If allegory, one may write off the contradiction here (who ever claimed allegory must be “inerrant”?).  Whether the account is literal or simple allegory is not the issue.  The fact of contraction within the account was planned and intentional.  We are meant to see the meaning in the contradiction within a greater context (see Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth)


�	 Marcus Borg states this as the emergence of human “self consciousness.” The story reveals how that through the conundrums of the devil, mankind was doomed to a life of endless self-examination, moral hypervigilence and morbid introspection.


�	 It was in defense of the false god of Genesis, and not the true God, that Adam and Eve felt it necessary to don fig leaves. On the other hand, we are always safe to expose our naked selves to the true God.


�	 Oswald Chambers


�	 Claiming a special favoritism for Israel, many times to the detriment of other peoples living round about. Israel’s special nation status was never intended to be exclusive but inclusive. Hence the ethos of Genesis 22:17: “In your seed all nations of the earth shall be blessed…” For God is the God of “all nations.” Indeed, Israel was held captive to its false ideology of exclusion way before its physical captivity.  Whereas the devil works on the outside with such externals as “special nation”, “special church” and “special person”, the true Shepherd finds voice within all people and within all time. For, “in Him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). His presence is always felt as that “still, small voice” and never in the loud, fundamentalist theology of threat, power and control.


�	 Exodus 19:16-24.  “God” drew a line at the base of Mt. Sinai and threatened the people with death if they crossed it.  Rather than hearing the “still, small voice” of the true Shepherd, they heard a trumpet blast so loud that the people “trembled.” Then began a show of power so spectacular it puts to shame that of the Wizard of Oz, one who also tried to impress people with his smoke and mirrors but in reality was only a fraud. The fireworks show from atop Mt. Sinai included smoke and fire, and an earthquake was added for scary emphasis.


�	 "The great courts belonging in the temple were three; the first called the court of the Gentiles, because the Gentiles were allowed to enter so far and no further.  The second called the court of Israel, because all the Israelites, if purified, had the right of admission.  The third court was that of the Priests, where the offering of burnt-offerings stood, and where the Priests and Levites exercised their ministry." –Cruden


�	 Nothing is so negatively effective and abusive as slamming people with truth.


�	 Righteousness by the law focuses on the “self”. Righteousness by faith focuses on God, which in turn produces a righteous obedience that is worth something.


�	 Can we hear what Paul is saying? Calls to repentance make a mockery of repentance.


�	 “Destroy thou them, O God; let them fall by their own counsels; cast them out in the multitude of their transgressions; for they have rebelled against thee” (Psalm 5:10).





�	 This invitation to a love affair with the true God is well stated in the book, The Sacred Romance, Brent Curtis and John Eldredge.


�	 “The bread that I shall give is my flesh for the life of the world,” said the Johannine Jesus. We do not have to adopt a the�ology of substitution—the theory that God required a spotless human victim to make up for human sin—to make sense of the crucifixion. Such a theory, it seems to me, is a remnant of pre�historic paganism and its belief in cruel divinities who de�manded blood sacrifice. But Jesus’ suffering body is surely his ultimate gift, for it is his final act of sympathy with us. From all ages, human suffering has been the stumbling block that no life can avoid and that no philosophy has been able to comprehend. In the Hebrew Bible’s Book of Job, God refuses to explain why good people must suffer. In the New Testament, he still does not explain, but he gives us a new story that contains the first glim�mer of encouragement, the only hint of an explanation, that heaven has ever deigned to offer earth: ‘I will suffer with you.’”—Thomas Cahill, The Desire of the Everlasting Hills





�	 See my essay, The Passion of the Christ


�	 All people begin and end in the same way. Professor Hans Kung has said, “Until there is peace between religions, there can be no peace in the world.” Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh continues, “People kill and are killed because they cling too tightly to their own beliefs and ideologies.  When we believe that ours is the only faith that contains the truth, violence and suffering will surely be the result.”


�	 All the world’s major religions hold this in common; it is by “dying” that we may “live”. One’s spiritual journey, no matter the religious tradition, involves this process of ever-expanding healthy views of God.


�	 The ethos and final discovery of “the god of this world” and his rule are shown in Isaiah 14:16,17: “Those who see you will gaze at you, and consider you, saying; ‘Is this the one who made the earth tremble, who shook kingdoms, who made the world as a wilderness and destroyed its cities, who did not open the house of his prisoners?’”


�	 That these did not continue is testimony to the statement of Jesus regarding the Devil and his kingdom: it cannot stand.  The Devil desired that his kingdom of Israelites would subdue and dominate the world—a pipe dream indeed, for it was divided against itself from the get-go, and was doomed to fail, as all evil must eventually do.







