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Preface 

I have always admired people who just believe.  They know in their heart the Christian message 
and have little doubt or concern.  If you are one of those blessed individuals, this document is 
not for you.  The material within will be a waste of your time with nothing gained.   
 
Unfortunately, I have not been given the gift of raw faith.  Consequently, like many people, I 
have struggled.  Everyone comes to a point of view based upon their experiences.  The 
following faith statement provides a background of my experiences in Christianity.  The main 
body of this document then provides the resulting perspective from these experiences on how I 
personally understand the Bible.  If my faith statement resonates with you in some manner, 
please keep reading.  If not, there is no need to proceed further; I hope you at least find my 
story sincere.  
 
When asked to give my faith testimonial, I wish I had a story with deep meaning.  Unfortunately, 
my story is very pragmatic.  The sub-title of my faith statement could be: “I always wanted to be 
a Christian, but my ultra-rational mind kept getting in the way”.   
 
I was born into a lower middle-class family in which religion was not important.  My parents did 
not attend church, but apparently felt their children should.  So, my father would sleep in on 
Sunday mornings and my mother would take us to the church, drop us at the curb, and pick us 
up there later. 
 
The Christian message I heard growing up was centered on strong sense of morality and 
inerrancy of the Bible.  The Bible was the word of God and every word of it was to be taken 
literally and concretely.  The primary purpose of the Bible was to convince us that we are 
nothing but sinners, we will always be sinners; and by the way, God hates sinners, so good luck 
with that.   
 
The world was created in six days no matter what science or common sense indicated.  God 
was living “out there in Heaven” and shared the world with another supreme being called the 
devil.  The devil created evil, and if you don’t follow the rules, God will turn you over to this devil 
to spend an eternity of torment in hell with him.  
 
It seemed that being human meant waiting to be punished by a god whose anger about my sin 
could only be appeased by a sacrifice; the killing of his only son of all things.  In contrast to this, 
I did feel Jesus was a nice guy who represented love.  But in only being the ‘son’, he didn’t have 
as much power as the ‘father’ who was really in charge.  The whole Trinity thing never made 
sense, so I didn’t pay much attention to it.   
 
Through my early church experience, the worst memory involved a Sunday school lesson in 
which the minister’s wife taught us that if a child died before it was baptized it could not go to 
heaven and be with God.  I had, and still have, a hard time comprehending why God would 
make such a rule.   
 
As I grew older, I didn’t feel compelled to continue with this thing called Christianity.  It just didn’t 
make sense to me.  However, I was able to walk away from the church with two positive 
impressions.  One image was that Jesus was my friend, and the other was that the Resurrection 
was somehow real. 



 

As time passed, I developed an interest in science which became relevant because it made 
sense.  It provided an orderly, verifiable, and reliable view of the world.  I eventually ended up 
with degrees in Environmental Sciences and Biology. 
 
Once married, I started attending church because my wife did.  Then, once we had children, I 
felt they should have their chance at understanding the Christian message.  Possibly they would 
do better at it than I did.  I enjoyed the people at church, but still couldn’t buy into the message.  
I had many questions: 
   

1. I understood we are supposed to love one another, but why did God have to kill his son 
to get that message across? 

2. Why did God harden pharaohs heart then punish him for having a hard heart? 
3. Why are there two totally different birth stories of Jesus? 
4. What’s with all this demonology.  Why would I like to manifest demons in my life?   
5. What’s with the devil and hell?  Why do we pass off evil on some other entity?  Aren’t we 

the ones who actually create evil? 
6. Why does God condone the killing of men, women, and children?  Raping of women, 

incest, enslaving peoples, and genocide?  All done with God’s blessing and approval?  
7. If Jesus loved me, why is he going to return some day to punish me because I’m not 

able to live a good enough life? 
 
Eventually when I was 40 years old, I decided maybe I just needed to read the entire Bible to 
put things in their proper perspective.  The Bible was supposed to provide a clear worldview 
with universal answers to life’s questions.  I just needed to read the Bible from beginning to end.  
So, I started reading in very literal and concrete terms as I was taught.  It didn’t go well.   
 
I learned that the Bible is apparently a wonderful thing - until you try to read it.   I learned: 
 

1. In Genesis, God starts out omnipotent, speaking the world into existence.  But then 
switches to being totally unaware; walking around the garden as Adam, Eve, and the 
snake are negotiating a deal in the bushes without his knowledge. 

2. Cain kills Abel because God arbitrarily chose Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s offering. 
3. God destroys all people on earth except Noah and then says; Oops I’m sorry – here’s a 

rainbow. 
4. Noah gets drunk and his son does something weird.  Lot sleeps with his daughters. 
5. Finally, Jacob sleeps on a rock, wrestles with some guy all night, and wakes up with a 

bad hip. 
 
At that point, I decided all this made no sense, was of no significance to my life, and I closed the 
Bible.  To this day I do not recommend people just pick up the Bible and start reading it on their 
own with a modern mindset. 
 
I decided to try others forms of religion, but none really worked.  I really wanted to be a Christian 
if there was any possible way.  Apparently, the Holy Spirit hadn’t given up on me. 
 
My next attempt to understand the Bible better was to dive into Biblical scholarship and 
theology.  This ended up being a good decision and was a real eye- opening experience to say 
the least.  Learning to read and understand the Bible within its historical and cultural context 
finally brought things together.  This process satisfied my rational mind, opened my mind to see 
things more holistically, and made the stories understandable and relevant.  I finally had eyes to 
see and ears to hear.  Now I knew Jesus actually was my friend. 



 

Also, over time, I became interested in quantum physics which I found, and still find, fascinating.  
Through this interest, I came to realize that science only provides an orderly, verifiable, and 
reliable view of the world up to a certain point; then it fails.  However, quantum physics did 
demonstrate to me that Reality is not what we think it is.  So, it opened my eyes to the fact that 
God does exist and the bodily resurrection of Jesus could occur within the physical laws of the 
Universe.  
  
When first starting some Biblical research, I scheduled a meeting with my minister who I liked 
and respected.  I asked him: “Once out of seminary, why don’t ministers actually use their 
scholarship to answer so many questions people have; and allow for a much deeper 
understanding of the Bible?  His response was: “Because it may upset some of the older 
members of the church”. 
 
The decision to protect the status quo seemed ridiculous to me.  And who are these older 
members?  They don’t have questions too?  After this, I decided to leave the church again and 
spend my weekends up north at the cottage. 
   
Finally, after our grand-daughter was born, I felt a longing to get my faith in order again and I 
wanted her to experience Jesus.  So, I churched around and landed back at First Presbyterian 
Church Grand Haven.  I have found FPGH welcoming of many points of view as long as they 
are Christ centered; and that feels comfortable to me.  
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Introduction 
 
The Bible is the most purchased, but possibly the least read ‘book’ in America.  On the average, 
homes in the United States contain four Bibles.  However, only 20% of the owners read the 
Bible on a regular basis.  Much of this lack of readership is due to the incongruity and 
misconceptions created when reading the biblical stories within the context of our modern 
worldview.  How are we to understand information sent from an ancient culture that is so 
different from our own.  A culture that perceived the world differently and communicated 
differently to explain their connection with God and the world? 
 
The Bible is a collection of literature written by inspired human beings.  To the best of their 
ability they wrote, edited, and compiled writings that describe in a meaningful way their spiritual 
experiences and relationship with God.  These writings gained authority over time with the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit.  The insights of the differing authors were written to specific 
audiences and expressed in the form of human language and literature.  They are based on 
interpretations within a historical and cultural context ranging over approximately 1200 years.  
Since God did not exclude humans in the process of divine revelation, the Bible includes both 
human and divine influences. 
   
Millions of books, articles, dissertations, and sermons have been written about how to read and 
interpret the Bible.  Each author has a viewpoint that can be backed by scripture, which is 
exactly how the Bible is meant to be read.  The Bible was not written in a manner to give 
concrete answers to abstract mysteries.  The Bible is not an encyclopedia of facts, but rather an 
instrument of exploration on how we can live in connection with the wonder that is God; to 



 

encounter a reality that is beyond our normal existence.  Therefore, it is impossible for any one 
person to present a definitive explanation on how to interpret the Bible.     
 
As we know, Jesus taught using parables because story is a universal language.  Truth is best 
communicated through story rather than facts and information.  Jesus did not preach from a 
book of new doctrines or carry around charts and statistics.  This is why reading Scripture in a 
concrete and absolute manner provides the lowest level of meaning in understanding the 
infinite.  The truths held in Scripture can’t be sufficiently revealed through a literal reading of the 
text, since the text points beyond itself to a reality which cannot adequately be expressed in 
words and concepts.  “Even the ancient Jewish Sages, who believed that the Torah was a 
divinely written book, did not take the text literally.  They took it seriously, but always looked 
behind the flat literal meaning” (The Torah, Union for Reform Judaism).  This open manner of 
reading the Bible can be very unsettling to the rational modern mind that demands absolutes, 
but that is not the style in which the scriptures were written. 
 
Reading Scripture requires an imaginative effort.  Sometimes it requires determination and 
struggle.  This is why the Hebrews, including Jesus, allowed for a continuing respectful 
discussion and reinterpretation of Biblical scripture.  We still carry on this tradition today through 
biblical scholarship, sermons, and church discussion groups.  Consequently, the Bible is not 
static but is always transforming with new expression, insights, and meanings.   
  
With all this said, we must also acknowledge that Scripture can and has been used to say just 
about anything people want it to say and support misguided agendas such as warfare, 
exclusion, and slavery.  When reading Scripture, we must decide on whether an interpretation is 
based on Christ as the standard and not predispositions of self-interest such as retribution, 
power, and greed.  As Rachael Held Evans writes: “With Scripture, we’ve been entrusted with 
some of the most powerful stories ever told.  How we harness that power, whether for good or 
evil, or oppression or liberation, changes everything.” 
 
Authority and Inerrancy 
 
As Presbyterians, we believe in the “authority” of the Bible, but not in the “inerrancy” of the 
Bible.  As expressed in an article on the Presbyterian Church USA Theology web page, James 
Ayers writes: “Believing in the inerrancy of Scripture commits us to the factual accuracy of 
individual texts, while believing in the authority of Scripture presses us to know the message of 
Scripture as a whole.”  “The poems, songs, parables and sagas of the Bible are literary 
masterpieces.”  “The point is to obey the authority of the story” (Beliefs about the Bible: Yes to 
Authority, No to Inerrancy, James Ayers)  
   
Inerrancy limits us to an understanding of the world at a specific period in time.  During the 
biblical time period, the earth was considered flat and the ‘land of the dead’ was located inside a 
pit within the earth.  The residence of God was in Heaven located just above a crystal sphere 
that covered the earth and supported the stars and planets.  Culturally, society approved of 
values such as polygamy, patriarchy, slavery, and divine violence.  Our current scientific 
understanding of the Universe and our cultural values differ greatly from those of biblical times.  
If we read the Bible as inerrant, scientific studies would be locked into an outdated view of the 
Universe with no further inquiry needed.  Culturally, inerrancy would necessitate the 
acknowledgement of divine approval for societal values we no longer hold in a favorable light.   
 
Fortunately, our changing viewpoints on cultural and scientific matters do not undermine the 
authority of the Bible.  John Calvin was able to assert “all truth is God’s truth” while also 



 

affirming the doctrine of sola scriptura [scripture alone].  He was able to uphold this principle 
because the doctrine of sola scriptura does not say that all truths are found in the Bible.  The 
doctrine of sola scriptura claims that ‘Scripture is our sole source of normative infallible apostolic 
revelation and that all things necessary for salvation and concerning faith and life are taught in 
the Bible with enough clarity that the ordinary believer can find them there and understand.’  All 
other truth found outside the Bible is also God’s truth, but is not necessary for our salvation. 
   
Another issue with inerrancy is that it requires all scripture to be equally inspired.  The Bible 
contains many types of writings such as laws, narratives, interpreted history, folklore, legends, 
sagas, songs, poetry and proverbial sayings.  Not all of them are equally important to furthering 
our relationship with God as Christians.  As we know from reading the Bible, much Scripture is 
chiefly concerned with the history of Israel.  This history tells the ancestry of the patriarchs and 
their descendants and how they received their lands.  These texts also provide the background 
of how Jewish rituals developed and how the Jewish nation was presented with a series of 
curses and blessings based on their adherence to God and the Torah (Deuteronomy).   
 
The books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles tell the history of Israel from the 
time of the conquest of the promised land after the Exodus through the destruction of the First 
Temple in 586 BCE.  Marc Zvi Brettler, a Jewish scholar, states that this history presents “many 
different perspectives on this era and share all the pitfalls of humanly written histories”.  
Similarly, during a seminar I attended, Amy-Jill Levine answered a question concerning all the 
violence in the book of Judges.  She replied, “sometimes it not all about God, but simply 
whether Israel needed a king.”  
   
So, much of the information contained in these history stories may seem to have less meaning 
to us today as non-Jews who do not share the same Hebrew heritage.  However, these 
narratives provide more than just Jewish history.  Even the writings most removed from our 
culture offer insight into human nature and an understanding of the Divine/Human relationship.  
For example, it is hard for us to relate to the stories in Joshua and Judges that portray God as a 
divine warrior prevailing in sacral wars to conquer the lands promised to the Hebrews.  In 
Samuel, Israel struggles with whether it should have a king.  Is that decision important to us 
today?   
 
In Samuel, the debate on whether to have a king is more than just politics.  God disapproves of 
the empire mentality of kingship.  God prefers that Israel continue to trust God’s leadership and 
rely on the equity of choosing Judges as leaders for special secular circumstances.  However, 
Israel chooses the authority of a king over God’s guidance.  God allows this, but God eventually 
makes sure that Israel ends up with the king of God’s choice.  In the meantime, much discourse 
and mayhem transpire.  So, in reading this scripture, we hear the message that we should trust 
in God’s guidance instead of our own authority and desires.  As Richard Rohr writes: “God has 
communicated in a million ways that “I am your power,” but we do not believe and trust what we 
cannot see or prove.  Instead, we bow down to lesser kings (like institutions, nations, wars, 
ideologies, etc.) that we can see, even when they serve us quite poorly.”   
 
In reading the stories of Joshua and Judges, we must first of all set aside the human desires 
placed upon God to be a warrior god.  Jesus dispels that image forever.  However, we can 
relate to the message that God will provide by making the best out of our worst decisions and 
actions.  Also, no matter how bad things seem to appear, God consistently offers grace to those 
who do not deserve it.  Overall, Israel’s story represents what happens to all of us who set out 
on the journey of faith.  “In the whole book from Genesis to Revelation, we see it as 
communicating a pattern to humanity.  The message is this: You are loved.  You are unique.  



 

You are free.  You are on the way.  You are going somewhere.  Your life has meaning.”  
(Richard Rohr)   
 
Along with Hebrew history, much scripture is etiological in nature.  This means these texts are 
written to explain the origin of things such as where did our world come from, how did we get 
here, why do we die, where did our neighbors come from, and why do we kill each other.  While 
some etiological stories have meaning for us today such as the archetypal story of Adam and 
Eve, some scripture seems less helpful.  An example is the story in Genesis where Lot and his 
family are fleeing Sodom which is destroyed by “sulfur and fire out of heaven”.  Lot’s wife turns 
into a pillar of salt after looking back at the city, and in Genesis 19:30–38 Lot's daughters get  
their father drunk over two consecutive nights and have sex with him without his knowledge.  
Both daughters end up pregnant.   
 
So, what message are we to learn from this scripture to be applied to our lives today?  Well, 
there really isn’t one that I know of.  However, to an Israelite, this scripture is an etiological story  
explaining the ruins of a city they knew of by the Dead Sea that was destroyed by a meteor 
explosion 3700 years ago as modern astronomers and archeologists explain today, and gives a 
reason for the existence of a salt pillar looking similar to a woman which was probably a well-
known landmark in the landscape.  The story also, in a clever manner and using adult humor, 
describes why two neighboring Semitic tribes, the Moabites and Ammonites, were similar in 
culture to Israel but the Israelites found them inferior and treated them with animosity 
(Deuteronomy 23).  This is because, as the story goes, the older daughter of Lot gave birth 
to Moab, while the younger daughter gave birth to Ammon.  This would be considered some 
serious “trash talk” today. 
 
Differences of Then and Now 
 
Probably the greatest confusion in reading the Bible is generated by the many apparent 
differences between the ideals and attitudes of the Old Testament, New Testament, and our 
modern culture.  They seem so dissimilar and even opposing.  The best way I have found to 
understand this is an explanation given by Rob Bell who writes: “What we see is God meeting 
people in a real place at a real time in history and driving them forward ... It's as if human history 
were progressing along a trajectory, an arc, a continuum; and sacred history is the capturing 
and recording of those moments ... The Bible is a library of radically progressive books, books  
that were ahead of their time, books that tell stories about human interactions with the divine 
being who never, ever gives up on us and never stops calling us and pulling us and inviting us 
into new and better futures.” …  
 
Bell also writes: "Times change.  God doesn't, but times do.  We learn and grow, and the world 
around us shifts, and the Christian faith is alive only when it is listening morphing innovating 
letting go of whatever has gotten in the way of Jesus and embracing whatever will help us be 
more and more the people God wants us to be.”  So, God’s essence does not change, but God 
is not static.  God continues to create and reveal; and our human understanding of God grows, 
changes, and matures. 
  
To many of us, God as portrayed in the Old Testament can seem rather harsh.  However, we 
must consider that these were harsh times in general as seen from the perspective of our 
contemporary place in history.  Historically, human interactions have been based on norms of 
pride and retribution, master and slave, patron and dependent.  Winners were honored and 
victims were excluded and shamed.  There was no middle-class economy or welfare for the 



 

poor.  The rich may enter into trade, but when necessary or just convenient the custom was to 
take what you wanted by treachery or force. 
   
In the ancient Near East, the tribe was everything.  It was your complete source of identity and 
preservation.  Each tribe had gods who guided and protected them.  However, gods were 
distant, detached, demanding, and constantly needing to be appeased.  If not pacified, they 
could ruin your crops or smite you at any time.  When conflicts arose over land, resources, and 
wealth, battles between groups included their gods.  When one group wins, they try to wipe out 
the losers and take all their possessions as spoils of war.  Blood feuds were the norm of the 
day, so you didn’t want to leave too many of the enemy alive or they would come later to get 
their revenge and take your stuff.  Also, in defeating the enemy you defeated their god.  If you 
won, your god had been on your side and contributed to the win.  If you lost, you would blame 
your god and possibly try another god or set of gods. 
    
Into this world based on self-interest, violence, and fickle gods, God introduced through 
Abraham a new type of tribe.  A tribe that would become a new nation and not exist just for its 
own self-interest and preservation, but to be a blessing to all the other tribes.  God introduced 
new concepts like: love your neighbor; care for widows, orphans, and refugees; leave a corner 
of your field unharvested for the poor; and protect slaves.  This nation became Israel. 
  
The tribe of Abraham entered into a covenant of relationship with the One God who would be 
with them through both good times and bad.  This covenant originated from God and was a 
unilateral agreement by God to bless and protect Israel as they entered into their new calling to 
introduce the world to the one eternal God.  The first messages received from God were that 
God made a Universe that is “good”, and that all of us are made in the image of God.  This does 
not sound like a God who is harsh, wrathful, or vengeful.  God from the beginning has always 
been about relationship through love and forgiveness, and the use of these to change the world.  
Progress has been made over time, but this solution has been unfortunately slow in catching on, 
even today.  We need to promote is message and stop getting in the way with our own ideas of 
what is important. 
 
Why So Much Violence 
 
If God’s nature is one of love, grace, and forgiveness, why is God associated with such 
violence; especially in the Old Testament.  First of all, in writing the conquest and war stories, 
the authors may have employed some creative license ranging from hyperbole to suitable 
propaganda.  When you are a small nation always threatened by destruction, any victory over 
your enemies is worthy of celebration and praise.  The authors of Scripture, like the authors of 
most history, wrote with a purpose.  They wrote for a specific audience from a specific religious, 
social, and political context, and thus made creative decisions based on that audience and 
context.  As Peter Enns explains, for the biblical writers: “Writing about the past was never 
simply about understanding the past for its own sake, but shaping, molding and creating the 
past to speak to the present.  The Bible looks the way it does because God lets his children tell 
the story.” 
 
Secondly, many of the Old Testament stories and history narratives were written in a time 
period and culture where God was the of source of all things; both the ‘good things’ and the ‘bad 
things’.  The concept of a cosmic force in competition with God that was responsible for ‘bad 
things’ had not been introduced into the Hebrew culture yet.  This came later after the 
Babylonian exile and subsequent Persian and Hellenistic (Greek) influences.  A good example 
of this difference in views is found in a comparison of 2 Samuel 24, written before the Exile to 



 

Babylon, and 1 Chronicles 21 which was written after the Exile.  These parallel accounts record 
the situation in which David was enticed to take a census of the people.  In 2 Samuel 24, it is 
God who tempts David to take the census.  However, five centuries later when 1 Chronicles 21 
was written, it is not God but Satan who tempts David.  Also, we are probably most familiar with, 
and have struggled with, the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart by God in the Exodus story.  While 
confusing to us from our world-view, this would have been considered a normal perspective 
during the time-period the story was written.  Even in the Lord’s prayer we ask God: “lead us not 
into temptation.” 
   
Thirdly, the writers in the Bible do not cover up vices, crimes, or scandals in order to present 
their subjects or nation always at their best.  The Bible is not a book of stories about heroes who 
are role models of good behavior.  Most characters of the Bible, including the heroes, are flawed 
people just like the rest of us.  This is unusual when compared to other ancient cultures who 
projected their leaders as heroic, exalted, and often celebrated as gods.  The biblical writers 
display their own nation and leaders in a truly human light; being suitable examples of both 
good and bad behavior.  This self-criticism is rare in the world and the Biblical writers should be 
respected for their true representation of human nature.   
 
The Biblical writers reflect real life in their narratives which includes terrible violence.  The 
Bible’s conquest and war stories force a confrontation with the dark side of violence and require 
us to make hard decisions on whether God is really on our side when committing such violence.  
Greg Boyd points out that ‘On the Cross, Jesus as the divine essence who became flesh 
demonstrated that God would rather die by violence than commit it.’  Mr, Boyd calls this “the 
crucifixion of the warrior God.”  On the cross, “the diabolic violent warrior God we have all too 
frequently pledged our allegiance to has been forever repudiated.”  “Jesus choses to affiliate 
with the victims of suffering rather than the powers that deliver it.”   
Lastly, we Humans keep getting in the way of God’s plan.  As John Dominic Crossan states: 
“The heartbeat of the Christian Bible is a recurrent cycle in which the asserted radicality of 
God’s nonviolent distributive justice is subverted by the normalcy of civilization’s violent 
retribution.”  We take God’s Will and bend what God wants into what we want, even if we have 
to take our human desires and project them onto God.  If we want to commit violence, God is on 
our side.  If someone does us harm, we want a wrathful God of retribution to take care of our 
enemy.  God favors my country and race.  If events in our life turn bad, God has abandoned us 
or is punishing us – and the list goes on. 
   
Has God Kept the Promise to Israel 
 
Has God kept true to the promise to bless and protect the Jews?  Have the Jews been 
successful in their mission?  The answer is absolutely “Yes”.  I can see no other reason for this 
small insignificant group, by worldly criteria, to have survived the efforts of larger more powerful 
nations to assimilate or destroy them.  At the same time while avoiding annihilation, the Jews 
have had more influence on the spiritual development of the world than any other culture; which 
of course includes bringing Jesus to us. 
  
Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, Persians, Romans, and several modern eradication 
attempts have all had their try at conquering, assimilating or outright eliminating the Jews.  All 
attempts have failed.  One reason for the success of the Jews are the laws, history, and cultural 
practices established in the Torah which established a moral foundation for their society and 
allowed them to hold fast to a covenant with God who would not abandon them no matter the 
situation.   
 



 

The Bible shows that throughout history, God’s purposes have been achieved through the 
actions of people.  Is God happy with how some of us responded to divine help and guidance?  I 
don’t know, but my guess is that human devices often conflict with God’s desires.  And yet by 
grace, God is willing to accommodate our continued misuse of free-will for selfish purposes and 
persists in guiding affairs forward and toward God’s ultimate intentions.  The Abrahamic 
covenant between God and the Jews is irrevocable and is affirmed by the New Covenant in 
Jesus.  God does not give up on us.      
  
The Power of God 
 
People often ask, why does God put up with us?  Why doesn’t God just directly intervene and 
force us to shape up?  These questions are best answered through a Story; the Flood story of 
Genesis.  In this narrative, God decides to directly intervene, using direct power in a big way.  
But at the end of it all, nothing changes.  Even with a fresh start, people don’t change.  At the 
end of the story, God regrets having used this violent approach to the ‘human problem’.  God 
makes a covenant not to do that ever again.  No more use of that kind of power.  
  
However, we still have faith in a God that has power and acts in and through all the various 
dimensions of our life for the health and well-being of humanity.  The key to understanding how 
this works is determining the secret of God’s power.  The secret that Jesus was trying to let us 
in on.  Martin Luther used the metaphor of “right-handed power” and “left-handed power”.  
Right-hand power is the straight forward path to control.  It is easily recognized as domination, 
brute strength, and overwhelming force.  After the Flood, God made his covenant to never to 
use right-handed power again.    
 
Left-handed power is subtle and recognized in such ways as love, compassion, vulnerability, 
gentleness, patience and understanding.  Left-hand power is indirect and minimally 
interventionist.  God’s left-handed power is expressed through Jesus.  Left-handed power is 
seen in the weakness of a child born in a stable, a teacher rather than a military king, a lonely 
death on the cross, and a borrowed tomb rather than a shrine.  God wants a relationship with 
us.  It is the very reason we were created.  In creating a relationship, right-handed power fails.  
With left-hand power, relationships thrive.  
 
God allows us the freedom to live within the love and will of God, or reject it.  God does not 
coerce, confine, or obligate.  God wants a relationship with us within the openness of free-will, 
and it is the divine love of God that offers us this gift.  However, it is this also this gift that must 
allow for the suffering caused by misuse of our free-will.  So, while we could be forced by God to 
do God’s will, we are instead offered a partnership in the management of the world through left-
handed power.  That’s why when we ask God: "Why don’t you do something?", God answers: 
"I’m waiting for you to help!” 
 
Christ is the Standard 
 
Christ reveals the true image and personality of the invisible God (2 Corinthians 4:4, Colossians 
1:15).  Therefore, Jesus as the Christ is the standard by which we measure everything 
concerning God; and the historical Jesus is the measure of the biblical Christ.  Consequently, 
the living Jesus of history asserts ascendancy over all other revelations in the Bible, and how 
we understand Scripture must be interpreted through the teachings and actions of Jesus as the 
Christ.   
 



 

God used the Law to guide people in achieving God’s plan.  Jesus shows us how to incorporate 
the tenants of the Law into our entire essence by changing our ‘hearts’ through his teachings, 
death, and resurrection.  Jesus taught: ‘love God with your entire being and love your neighbor 
as yourself’ (Matthew 22:37-40).  This simple teaching brings God's Will and Kingdom to earth 
as it is in Heaven.  In order to enjoy the benefits of what Jesus teaches, we must value that our 
true happiness depends on a relationship with God, we must actually love ourselves, and we 
must consider all people as our neighbor.  If we incorporate this teaching into the very core of 
who we are, we will lose the selfish motivations to do things that separate us from God and 
harm other people.  In this way, Jesus does save us from our “sin” and defeats “evil”. 
 
The crucifixion of Jesus was caused by the sin of the world.  It was the of arrogance and self-
serving “right-handed power” of the authorities that killed him, and Jesus plainly exposed pride  
and self-interest as the true source of evil in the world.  On the cross, Jesus lived out God’s plan 
of non-violence, forgiveness, and self-giving love to the end.   
 
With the Resurrection, God declares that the self-giving Love of Jesus wins, and self-serving 
power and hatred are defeated.  As N.T. Wright has written: “Evil was defeated not with violence 
but with nonviolence, not with the power of hate but with the power of Love.  "The old creation  
lives by pride and retribution …  now there is a completely different way to live, a way of love 
and reconciliation …”  "You can't defeat power with force because force then wins.  The heart in 
the victory of God over all powers lies self-giving love.”  Now, we are called by Jesus to join in 
the way of defeating evil through self-giving Love.  Emptying ourselves of our selfish earthly 
egoism and living in Christ, and Christ within us by the Holy Spirit.  
  
So, again there is no wrath or retribution in Christ.  Jesus does not speak of, or portray the 
Father as violent or vengeful.  Jesus does reveal a God of love, grace, reconciliation, healing, 
restoration, and forgiveness.  On the cross, God is revealed to be close to us, intimate with us, 
and suffering with us.  Richard Rohr writes: “The enfleshment and suffering of Jesus reveals 
that God is not apart from the trials of humanity.  God is not aloof.  God is not a spectator.  God 
is not merely tolerating human suffering or instantly just healing it.  God is participating with us 
in it.  Living it alongside us and with us.”  This has always been the nature of God.  We just need 
to let God be God and not impose our ideas of how we think God should be.  As has often been 
said, we need to stop trying to “create God in our image”. 
 
But some people like to counter this idea by pointing to the violence and wrath of Jesus in three 
respects:  The Apocalyptic Christ of Revelations, the ‘Cleansing of the Temple’ incident, and the 
judgement sayings and parables that threaten us with hell and the devil.  The historical Jesus is 
recorded as riding the nonviolent peace donkey into Jerusalem in Matthew 21:1-11.  In 
Revelation 19:11-21, there is the image of the Apocalyptic Christ on a violent warhorse.  Did the 
personality of Jesus change after his resurrection?  Jesus on the donkey is the historical Christ 
and represents his true nature.  The image of Christ in Revelation with fiery eyes and robe 
dipped in blood is a good example of how a writer can imagine a Jesus based on human 
desires rather than the actual teachings of Jesus.  In giving the sermon on the mount, Jesus 
taught to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us.  The Apocalyptic Christ of the 
Book of Revelation prefers killing enemies and slaughtering persecutors.  It is not that Jesus the 
Christ changed his mind.  The true revelation of God speaks through the historical Jesus.  The 
apocalyptic Jesus is a Jesus envisioned many decades later by a writer who wanted to ease the 
concerns of Christians living under severe persecution by the Romans. 
 
Taking a look at the cleansing of the temple incident in Matthew 21:12–17, Mark 11:15–19, Luke 
19:45-48, and John 2:13–16; we first realize that there is a lot of hyperbole to the idea that 



 

Jesus chased everybody and all their animals out of the Temple.  Jesus would have been 
greatly outnumbered by merchants, visitors, and soldiers.  Due to the size of the Temple 
Complex, it would have taken more time and effort than described to perform this act in its 
entirety.  During this effort, he would have been immediately arrested or killed.  So, the 
engagement of Jesus was most likely limited in time and action and meant to be a gesture of his 
overall passion and his exasperation with the Temple becoming a barrier to the grace of God. 
 
But what about the whip?  A whip is only found in John’s version.  The Gospel of John mentions 
both money changers and herd animals.  John 2: 14-15 NRSV:  14 In the temple he found people 
selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated at their tables. 15 Making a 
whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle.  He also 
poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables.  
 
In a close reading of John 2:14-15, it describes the whip being used to drive the sheep and 
cattle and was not used on the people.  He just poured out the coins of the money changers and 
overturned their tables.  Also, Jesus would not have been flinging tables and chairs around as if 
in a western saloon brawl.  The money changers were not sitting at wooden tables and chairs 
as we do today.  They would have been sitting on the ground next to small, short tables.  So, we 
have an agitated Jesus who performs a physical symbolic act at one point in his mission, but 
this does not depict an undercurrent of wrath and violence.  Throughout his ministry, Jesus 
showed a full range of human emotion.  He is not an apathetic stoic walking around blessing  
people all the time.  He was fully human with human emotions.  This is good for us to know 
because we can be assured that Jesus and God know what it is like to be us.  My grand-
daughter once asked me if Jesus was ever sorry for something he did.  Possibly, the human 
side of Jesus did feel bad after this incident.  Who knows?  
 
Hell 
 
Dealing with the concept of Hell is an interesting topic.  When most people today think about 
hell, they are referring to Dante's Inferno (Italian for hell) which is the first part of the 14th 
Century poem Divine Comedy.  Divine Comedy is an allegory depicting the soul's eventual 
recognition and rejection of sin and its progression toward God.  Dante's Hell includes nine 
concentric circles of endless torment located within the Earth.  When reading the Bible, a person 
can find passages that seem to support Dante's description of Hell.  Once a viewpoint is in our 
mind, we take this view and project it onto a Bible passage.  However, this can lead to an 
interpretation different than that of the original context. 
 
Ideas of a nasty afterlife are fluid and change over time, but there are two primary concepts 
translated as the word “Hell” in the Bible.  These are: 
 
1.  The terms “Sheol” in Hebrew, “Hades” in Greek, and “Hell” in English.  These words refer to 
a grave (31 times) and a pit (3 times) in the Bible.  Also known as areas of the dead who are 
"unseen" and “the Land of Forgetfulness".  There is generally no concept of judgment, reward, 
or punishment attached to it.  In fact, the more pessimistic books of the Bible, such as 
Ecclesiastes and Job, insist that all of the dead go down to Sheol, whether good or evil, rich or 
poor, slave or free man.  Note that the Greek term Hades means the same as Sheol and 
translates as ‘the unseen’.  “Hell” in English is simply a translation of the Hebrew Sheol, the 
‘nether world of the dead’. 
 
2.  The name “Gehinnom”.  Gehinnon translated as “hell” is used by Jesus 12 times in the New 
Testament.  The name is taken from the valley Gei Hinnom just south of Jerusalem.  This area 



 

was once used for child sacrifice by the pagan nations of Canaan (II Kings 23:10).  Some 
viewed Gehinnom as cursed; a place of torture and punishment, fire and brimstone.  By Jesus' 
day it had become the town dump with garbage, trash, fires constantly burning, and wild 
animals fighting over scraps of food.  Some referred to it as “the place with the gnashing of teeth 
where the fire never dies”.  So, when Jesus used the term “Gehinnom” it was filled with 
provocative meaning that everybody understood.  Jesus was using a present reality as a 
metaphor for how it feels to live separated from God. 
 
Sheol-Hades-Hell as a pit in the interior of the Earth does not exist as modern geology reveals, 
and Gehinnom has lost its cultural context.  Over time, these concepts were replaced in 
Christian theology with medieval interpretations of hell as a fiery harsh place where punishment 
was dished out consistent with sins people committed during their life-time.  Calvin believed in 
hell, but was no literalist.  He interpreted such descriptions and scripture as “metaphorical 
expression”.  Today, most modern theologians, main-line Christian Churches, and even Pope 
Francis agree that hell is less about fire and brimstone and more about our freedom to separate 
ourselves from God.  In this separation, we are condemning ourselves to the despair and 
isolation we call ‘hell’ by choosing to detached ourselves from the love, companionship and 
grace of God.   
 
So, we are not sent to hell, we choose it.  God is very generous in allowing for human free-will.  
James Farrar Capon writes: “Both heaven and hell are populated entirely by forgiven sinners.  
Hell is just a courtesy for those who insist they want no part of the forgiveness.”  However, 
God’s grace is irrevocable.  When we change our minds, God is there with welcoming arms.  As 
Paul writes in Romans: “Neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor  
things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
 
Where Did the Idea of a Devil Come From? 
 
The ancient world struggled with the co-existence of good and evil as we still do today.  After 
the return from what they believed was God’s punishment of exile in Babylon, the Jews still felt 
abandoned by God as they came under the rule of Alexander’s Greeks, the Seleucid Greeks, 
and finally the Romans.  Moving away from their original view that God was the source of 
everything that happened in the world, some Jews adopted the dualistic idea of good forces 
battling evil forces which originated in the Zoroastrian religion of Persia.  From that influence, 
some Jews, primarily the Pharisees and Essenes, incorporated into their world-view a demonic 
divine force that was responsible for evil.  These beliefs were assimilated even more so into the 
early Christian movement.   
 
As Lester Grabbe writes: “… demonology of later Judaism developed over time, but its roots are 
in the Persian period.”  So, the assimilation of good and evil dualism appears to have taken 
place over time, but became well established during the inter-testament period of the second 
and first centuries BC.   
 
Before a devil, the Hebrews officially only had “the satan”.   “The satan” and the “devil” are two 
different entities that were fused into one identity over time.  The noun, “the satan”, is Hebrew 
for “adversary” or “accuser”.  It occurs nine times in the Old Testament.  Five times it is used to 
describe a human military, political or legal opponent and four times it references a divine being 
as in the Book of Job.  The term “the satan” in the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament is actually a 
job title rather than a proper name and is a divine member of God’s heavenly council.  “The 
satan” is a subordinate to God and does God’s bidding, usually as an examiner or ‘tester’. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sin


 

Because the concept of the devil had not yet been invented when the Garden of Eden story of 
Genesis was first written, the serpent is not the devil.  There is no documentation until after the  
New Testament that the serpent in Eden is tagged with the proper name “Satan”, the devil.  So, 
how did the serpent become associated with Satan as the devil?  In light of the above- 
mentioned cultural changes of the first and second centuries BC, many Jews turned to a 
renewed understanding of scripture. The Garden of Eden story was re-read to reflect the ideas 
of the changed world-view.  Two separate things happened and then merged.  First, “the satan”  
became associated with the devil, a supernatural power and leader of the forces of evil which 
oppose God.  Second, the serpent in the Garden of Eden came to be identified with this new 
vision of Satan as the devil.  (Shawna Dolanski) 
 
Evil and Suffering 
 
Story is the universal language that best communicates Truth.  Use of facts always limits 
expression of divine mystery.  Symbolism, metaphor, and other literary devices are the most 
efficient way to explain our relationship to God, the world, and each other.  In this manner, I see 
the devil and demons as symbols and personifications of the sin and evil originating within us 
humans.  “Sin” is defined as thoughts and actions which separate us from God.  “Evil” is defined 
as thoughts and actions that oppose the will of God and disrupt the Peace and wholeness that 
God desires for the world.  Both are generated within us and not by outside malevolent entities.  
 
In dealing with the devil and demonology, there is no need for Jesus or the biblical writers to 
make a distinction between these entities as being literal or symbolic.  That would not have 
mattered to them.  Jesus and the biblical writers stay within the cultural expression of the time 
period which did not concern itself with such an analysis.  However, the message comes 
through either way.  For example, many diseases were generally associated with demonic 
possession.  Medical science of today may disagree with this.  However, we can all understand 
in considering the healing actions of Jesus that evil in any form is powerless within the presence 
of Jesus. 
 
Bad things seem to happen for three reasons: (a) decisions we make (b) decisions others make 
(c) forces of nature.  We live on earth and not in Heaven – and we are not angels.  We are all 
subject to God’s creation which God declared as “Good”.  Therefore, I believe nature and 
biology are neutral forces.  We can all suffer due to natural and biological influences, but a 
hurricane or flood is not evil; and neither is disease or mental illness.  I don’t believe God is 
manipulating natural forces to test us, punish us, or in any way create havoc in our lives.   
 
Far too many times, people have the hubris to abuse and oppose Creation.  If suffering occurs 
due to poor decisions such as mistreating our bodies or living in unsafe locations, it is neither 
the devil nor God behind it.  Paul Tournier, author of Creative Suffering, states: “Good and evil, 
in the moral sense, do not reside in things, but always in persons”.  “Things and events, whether 
fortunate or unfortunate, are simply what they are, morally neutral.”  However, we all can 
innocently get caught up in the natural forces of this world and suffer accordingly.  In these 
situations, God has given us intelligence to resolve problems and prevent suffering when 
possible.  When not possible, God directs us to use love and charity in helping each other 
through troubled times.  Above all else, God is with us during our times of suffering.  God is our 
refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble - Psalm 46. 
 
The true source of sin and evil in the world is the human ego, which is an actual biological 
phenomenon.  John Calvin and Thomas Aquinas assert that Pride is the source of sin.  C.S. 
Lewis states that sin and evil come from human misuse of their free-will.  Therefore, we can 



 

recognize that sin and evil originate from human misuse of their free-will for selfish purposes.  
Father Richard Rohr identifies this as serving our worldly “ego-self” in contrast to our “true self” 
which is our spirit-self connected with God.   
 
The human ego is a function of the neocortex area of our brain.  It mediates between the 
external world and our instinctive primal wants and desires which originate in the limbic cortex of 
the brain.  The ego is concerned with devising a realistic strategy to fulfill our selfish desires 
without causing us harm or discomfort.  In other words, we want what we want, and we want it 
now - but we don’t want to be killed, harmed, or even be uncomfortable in the process.  The ego 
develops the necessary schemes, strategies, and mind-set to achieve this goal. 
 
Egotism encourages us to think we don’t need God and prevents us from seeing the image of 
God within other people.  We feel more deserving, determined to control others, and in general 
do things our way because we feel superior; even if it harms others and separates us from the 
will of God.   As stated in the Gospel of Mark 7:21-23; “For it is from within, from the human 
heart, that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, 
envy, slander, pride, folly.  All these evil things come from within, and they defile a person.”   
 
I think it is human generated evil that is the dark force that Jesus speaks of which pervades this 
world.  The human ego is the “evil one”.  Would there be evil in the world without human 
beings?  Can you name a type of evil that is not generated from human arrogance and self-
interest?  As Cynthia Bourgeault says: “Our only truly essential human task here, Jesus 
teaches, is to grow beyond the survival instincts of the animal brain and egoic operating system 
into the kenotic joy and generosity of full human personhood.”  
  
It doesn't seem transformative for people as individuals or as a society to convey human 
generated evil onto an external entity like a devil.  In order to create positive change, each 
person must take responsibility for their own personal evils such as selfishness, domination, and 
exclusion.  At the same time, each person must also take responsibility for systemic societal 
evils such as slavery, poverty, racism, and other social justice inequities.  Rather than spending 
energy on conquering personifications of evil in the form of a formidable devil and elusive 
demons, we must look inward at ourselves.   
 
The ego is a function of the brain that can be controlled.  We can make a conscious decision to 
live with the will of God and not in the worldly desires of the ego.  We are the source of sin and 
evil, but we can also be the solution.  One place to start is to see the image of God within 
ourselves and others.  As Howard Thurman writes: “The awareness of being a child of God 
tends to stabilize the ego and results in a new courage, fearlessness, and power.  I have seen it 
happen again and again.” 
 
One final reason to avoid dwelling on the devil and demons is because, based on principles of 
psychology and quantum physics, we create in our lives those things we focus upon and center 
our attention.  Because of this, I don't see any benefit in focusing upon or centering my attention 
upon a devil and demons.  I personally don’t see any reason to create these in my life. 
   
Final Judgement 
 
What about all the scripture in the New Testament that seem to describe an unpleasant final 
judgement?  Becoming enamored with an end-times including violent retribution and judgment 
seems to be a strong human desire, so these texts attract our attention.  We love to see others 
get what we think they deserve.  However, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus does not 



 

embody the threat of a supernatural apocalypse with a vengeful God righting the wrongs of the 
world.  Jesus stayed within the common world non-violently promoting the Kingdom of God 
through grace, compassion, healing and forgiveness; including all of its political and social 
overtones.  
      
The Bible is full of stories where the sinful will be punished and the righteous will be rewarded.  
This is called the Retribution Principle.  Much of Israel’s history is a pattern where God provides 
guidance to Israel, Israel disobeys, Israel is punished, and then Israel is restored as it continues 
on its journey to fulfill God’s purposes.  The concept of ‘Blessings and Curses’ appears to have 
developed from Assyrian style covenants and treaties that greatly influenced the Book of 
Deuteronomy.  Amy-Jill Levine writes: “the idea of punishment and reward that is not in human 
hands serves several practical purposes in a society by acting as incentives and disincentives 
for moral behavior, providing safeguards against violence, and allowing a sense of justice for 
those who see the injustice in the world”.   
 
In first-century Judaism there was a spectrum of ideas on the End Times and after-life.  For 
those Jews who believed in an afterlife, the End-times or Age to Come meant the renewal of 
this world.  The earth will not be destroyed, but God will return and rule the world in perfection.  
The Temple will be cleansed, God will be seated in the Temple again, Israel will become both a 
political and military power under a Messiah from the lineage of David and Solomon, and the 
people will be raised from the dead to enjoy it all.  One popular Jewish view of the “world to 
come” was of a banquet, a great feast at which one reclined at the table with Abraham Isaac 
and Jacob. 
 
However, Persian and Hellenistic (Greek) religions also influenced Jewish and especially later 
early Christian beliefs about the Age to Come.  There was the transfer of new ideas such as 
Plato’s views of heaven and the separate immortal soul.  Also, there was the conveyance of 
Persian views on angelology, demonology, and the battle between the dualistic forces of good 
and evil.  During the second century BC, Jewish pessimistic views of their current 
circumstances became coupled with an expectation of an apocalyptic scenario.  This view was 
characterized by an imminent crisis, a universal judgment, and a supernatural resolution.   
 
The Sadducees did not incorporate these ideas into their beliefs; including an after-life.  
However, these concepts were prevalent among the Pharisees and especially the Essenes.  
The authors of the canonical gospels were certainly exposed to these views, and by the first 
century AD, these ideas are well adopted into the emerging Christian movement.  Under these 
influences, it would not be unusual for the ministry of Jesus to have been interpreted within the 
context of a war between good and evil ending in divine punishment.  
 
Robert Capon explains that the Gospel writers seem to hold a very human enthusiasm for 
punishment as judgement and may have brought eschatological meanings into their 
understanding of what Jesus said and did.  Capon writes: “And subsequent generations of 
disciples have not done much better than they did …”  “The church, by and large, has always 
been more receptive to judgment-as-settling-scores than to judgment as proceeding out of, and 
in accordance with, the reconciling grace of resurrection.” 
   
Capon continues: “The usual view is that Jesus’ early teaching about the subject is traditional… 
sounding like John the Baptist and identifying himself with traditional apocalyptic notions.  But 
as he develops the theme, this judgment, this krisis, gradually becomes more complex.  Simple 
intervention on God’s part is replaced by puzzling images of non-intervention.  Direct, right-
handed action that rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked is downplayed in favor of a 



 

mysterious left-handed dispensation that indiscriminately exalts the last, the lost, the least, and 
the little – a dispensation, in fact, that achieves this goal by the vast leveling action of a 
universal resurrection of the dead.  So much so, that when Jesus finally comes to deliver his 
formal parables of judgment, he tells them all in the last few days before the crucifixion. 
Therefore, if there is a single, major subtext to his developed teaching about judgment – if he 
has in mind in the unifying, governing principle in these parables – it is sure to be something 
closely linked to his own death and resurrection.  The words of Jesus on the subject of judgment 
may be debatable.  But the action of Jesus in his passion – his saving, judging in action, if you 
will – governs everything.  It says that the krisis, the judgment, is precisely one of forgiveness, of 
a saving grace that works by death and resurrection.”   
 
From a human perspective, we seem to want judgement to be violence and punishment, and we 
find the magnitude of God’s justice through Love challenging to comprehend and accept.  
However, God tells us to love our enemies.  From a human perspective this seems ridiculous 
and impossible.  However, as John Dear has written, “Jesus commands us to love our enemies 
not just because it’s right; not just because it’s moral; and not just because it’s the only practical 
solution; but because God loves God’s enemies.  That’s the very nature of God …”. 
 
Parables of Judgement 
 
The Parables of Jesus are not sweet children’s stories or witty sayings. They address serious 
adult issues.  The real message of the parables is the call to transform our heart and mind.  
Parables are meant to satarize, provoke, challenge, and indict by exposing hidden aspects of 
our own lives we would rather not acknowledge.  So, for Jesus to use startling imagery is not 
unusual.  As has been said: “Religion has been defined as designed to comfort the afflicted and 
to afflict the comfortable”. 
 
Jesus seems to save judgment speeches for those listeners who live from a self-centered 
perspective with disregard for social justice.  These people believe they are righteous and live in 
God’s favor because they earned the privilege.  Everyone else is of lesser importance and 
under God’s judgement because they don’t measure up to God’s standards.  They see God’s 
judgment as punitive retribution for all those “other people”.  However, Jesus turns their 
understanding upside down and affirms God’s grace is for everyone, and especially the very 
people the ‘in-crowd’ thought was “out”.  And as a little shocker, just maybe the ‘in crowd’s idea 
of judgement is best suited for themselves and not the other guy.  Jesus taught a lot about not 
assuming who was “in” and who is “out”.  Inclusion always supersedes exclusion.  Under the 
Grace of God, everyone is “in”.  The difference between the blessed and unblessed is reliant on 
one thing.  The blessed accept their inclusion and the unblessed reject it. 
  
As effective communicators, the Gospel writers dramatically contrast eternal life with eternal 
misery and death.  However, I’m not sure they thought we would take it so literally that God 
became envisioned as an eternal tormentor.  We have to ask whether the parables are actually 
developing theology about the after-life or more effectively presenting a cautionary tale using 
startling imagery with impact.  Being thrown into a furnace, a fire, or a place where there is 
wailing and gnashing of teeth can be effective metaphors demonstrating the type of punishment 
we think is deserved if it were not for God’s grace.  However, more accurately this rhetoric 
expresses the anguish and anxiety created in our soul by our separation from God’s Love.   
 
The destructive consequences of separation from God by sin is its own punishment.  God does 
not have to inflect this misery; we do it to ourselves.  This is portrayed in the Parable of the 
Prodigal Son.  The younger son goes off and does everything possible to serve his own desires; 



 

totally separating himself from his home and family.  The father doesn’t do anything but give the 
son his inheritance to spend as he wants, and then he waits.  Over time, sin provides its own 
penalties and punishment for the younger son who then realizes the mistakes he has made in 
choosing separation.  In reuniting with his father, the father does not judge, chastise or punish.  
He simply welcomes back the son with open arms; and a feast.     
 
God calls us to live within the will of God - to be truly in God’s image.  Not answering this 
invitation devalues us both individually and communally.  We have to take this very seriously as 
if we were to be thrown into a fiery furnace.  However, fear is the lowest level of awareness and 
not how we become righteous or how God administers Justice.  What we must not do is to allow 
the most judgmental phrases attributed to Jesus through the Gospel writers to obscure the 
primary invitation and promise of the entire parable and the mercy and forgiveness Jesus 
demonstrated through his life, teachings, and resurrection.  As Rob Bell writes: “Stories about 
God who tortures people forever in hell shouldn’t be told.  They’re terrible stories.  They make 
people miserable.  They make people want to kill themselves.  Stories that insist that a few 
human beings are going to be okay and everyone other human being ever is doomed for 
eternity are horrible stories.”  
  
Spiritual understanding is achieved on a higher-level requiring thought and contemplation while 
threats are clear to everyone.  But the problem with threatening statements is that any call to 
change is aimed at the lowest level of motivation which is fear.  This does not create loving 
people but fearful people which is entirely outside God’s plan through Jesus.  As revealed in 1 
John 4:16-18; 16 And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.  God is love.  Whoever 
lives in love lives in God, and God in them. 17 This is how love is made complete among us so 
that we will have confidence on the day of judgment: In this world we are like Jesus. 18 There is 
no fear in love.  But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment.  The 
one who fears is not made perfect in love. (NIV) 
     
In his ministry, Jesus proclaims the mystery of the Kingdom already present in the world.  He 
asserts that the method by which the mystery operates is Grace working through his death and 
resurrection.  Any judgment is mediated through his power of reconciliation.  Therefore, 
judgment is an announcement of vindication and not vindictiveness.  In any judgement, Grace 
ultimately triumphs.  
   
Parables are also meant to evoke numerous interpretations.  One of my favorite interpretations 
is from Barbara Brown Taylor who writes about one of the seemingly judgement parables, The 
Parable of the Sheep and Goats (Matthew 25:31–46).  Taylor writes: “The criteria for telling 
them apart will have nothing to do with their beliefs or their allegiances and everything to do with 
how they have treated the least important people in their lives … it helps to remember that 
neither the sheep nor the goats in Matthew’s parable knew which one they were.  The God I 
believe in does not send half the flock to slaughter for bad behavior (though the Jesus I believe 
in is not above telling a story like that to shock his listeners awake), which is why I like to ride 
the metaphor all the way.  If the sheep and the goats in the story are really people, then can’t 
the people in the story be part sheep and part goat?  Does anyone behave the same way all the 
time?  Is anyone purely good or bad?” 
 
The After-life 
 
As Presbyterians, what do we believe about the after-life?  Culturally, most of us believe in 
Plato’s eternal life where our bodies are left behind and our Spirit rejoins God who is also Spirit.  
There is no return to a re-created earth.  Doctrinally, we believe in the Second Coming of Christ 



 

who will bring a re-created world in which the earth will not be destroyed, but be made new in 
the perfection of God’s rule.  We will be participants in this final resurrection.  In the meantime, 
we go to paradise (Luke 23:43) where we reside with Christ (Philippians 1:23) waiting for the 
final resurrection.  Upon the final resurrection, according to the Apostle Paul, we may have 
bodies very similar to our earlier forms, but will be different in some trans-physical manner. 
   
The bottom line is that nobody really knows.  I personally believe that at earthly death, our Spirit 
does unite with God who is Spirit.  This takes place in what Dallas Willard describes as ‘the 
dimension of the heavens where we will be doing things that are important to both God and us’.  
After that, I’m open to any and all new possibilities with God.  In the meantime, we should focus 
on the fact that Christianity is about human transformation in this life, not just focusing on a 
future realm.  Jesus did not come just to teach us how we get to heaven in the future, but to 
teach us how to be a fully alive human beings here on earth.  Jesus teaches us how to have a 
meaningful relationship with the mystery of God, how to understand our true selves, and how to 
have a meaningful relationship with each other.   
 
Whatever the “Age to Come” will bring, God’s justice and judgement will occur within the 
reconciling power of the death and resurrection of Jesus as the Christ.  Resurrection is not for 
the chosen few who followed all the religious rules; it is for everyone.  Jesus invites us all, while 
we are yet sinners; and he simply asks us to trust that invitation.  As Jesus says in John 12:32: 
“I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all to myself”.  The ultimate action of God’s justice is 
precisely one of forgiveness, saving Grace, and reconciliation through Jesus as the Christ.  
After all, Jesus died forgiving another while hanging on the cross (Luke 23:34).  
 
What is Doctrine? 
 
The word “doctrine” comes from the Greek Didaskalia which means the act of teaching or that 
which is taught.  Church doctrines are biblical and biblically based teachings which have been 
developed throughout the years by church leaders to assist people in understanding God, 
Jesus, and the Bible.  Doctrines are both teaching devices and also directives that hold 
individuals within a group united regarding their established belief system. 
   
However, as Rob Bell affirms: “Doctrine is a wonderful servant and a horrible master.”  The 
problem with strict doctrines is that they eventually determine who is “in” and who is “out” of the 
group.  If you don’t agree with all of the doctrines as interpreted by the authorities of the group, 
you can't join or are asked to leave.  However, Jesus continually expressed that people who 
assume they are “in” may not be, and the ones who everybody thinks are “out” may in fact be 
“in”.  As human beings with finite minds, we cannot comprehend an infinite God.  Consequently, 
we cannot define by any doctrine the absolute meaning and intentions of God.  There are 613 
Mosaic laws in the Torah plus there were addition rules established by the Pharisees and 
Scribes to interpret and protect the Torah Law.  By changing our ‘hearts’, the very core of who 
we are, Jesus fulfills the Law and releases us from the burden and barriers of following all these 
rules.  Unfortunately, many Christian groups only replace this with the burden and barriers of 
their own ‘laws of correct behavior’ and ‘doctrines of absolute right belief’. 
  
Do we have to believe in all doctrine?  If there is a doctrine that brings you closer to God, hang 
on to it firmly.  If there is a doctrine that blocks you from God, let it go, equally acceptable 
biblical explanations of Scripture exist.  You may be thrown out of the group, but let your 
relationship with God through Jesus be your top priority.  As Martin Luther said: “God alone is 
Lord of the conscience.”  In choosing explanations, beware of ‘false prophets’ and unsound 



 

teachings.  Teachings must be Christ centered, and your study must be done in collaboration 
with the Holy Spirit. 
 
The Doctrine of the Trinity 
 
The Trinity is a foundational doctrine of the Western Church and yet nobody can adequately 
explain it to most people.  The following are sample definitions of the Trinity: 
   
Merriam-Webster: the unity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as three persons in one Godhead 
according to Christian dogma. 
 
Catechism of the Catholic Church: “One God in three Divine Persons".  “The three Persons are 
distinct, yet are one substance, essence or nature". 
 
Presbyterian Church USA:  ..."three simultaneous expressions of the divine substance ... there 
is one essence of God; the emphasis is on oneness, ...” 
 
The word “Trinity” is not in the Bible, but there are many references to the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  The Trinity is a construct or model to help us understand how we Christians can worship 
one God and also assert that God is three persons.  Constantine the Great, the first Christian 
emperor, decided that the question of the relationship between the Creator and Jesus must be 
resolved.  In an effort to settle this matter, in A.D. 325 he asked the bishops from the entire 
church to come together at Nicaea to discuss and agree on a creed to act as a unifying doctrine.  
Later in the fourth century, a second ecumenical council met in Constantinople to deal with the 
relationship of the Holy Spirit to the Father and the Son.  These two councils produced The 
Nicene Creed.  (PCUSA) 

 
Taking the Presbyterian Church USA definition of "three simultaneous expressions of the divine 
substance”, it seems that the Divine Essence we call God is expressed in three personifications:  
God as Father, the Creator; God as Jesus, the Word; and God as Holy Spirit, the Counselor 
(New Testament).  This interpretation may be right, but also wrong.  As always, trying to describe 
the divine by using rational terms will always be imprecise and most often superficial.  
 
Doctrine of Atonement 
 
Throughout Christian history, there has been no clear agreement on the meaning of the 
atonement phrase, “Jesus died for our sins.”  At least a dozen theological interpretations have 
developed over time to explain how atonement works, and many theologians including C.S 
Lewis affirm that no one interpretation has been singled out as the only valid viewpoint.  
During the middle-ages, one perspective originated by Anselm of Canterbury in 1099 AD did 
become predominant and is still doctrine in many churches today.  It is commonly referred to as 
Substitutionary Atonement.  Substitutionary Atonement is the proposal that Jesus stands in our 
place to bear God's Wrath toward us because we are sinners.  Through the sacrifice of Jesus, 
God's sense of honor is preserved and therefore God can forgive our sins.  John Calvin revised 
this model by exchanging God's “honor” with God’s “justice”, thus making atonement a legal 
transaction to avoid punishment. This became known as Penal Substitutionary Atonement.                   
  
This one-time payment for our sin by Jesus was agreeable to the Reformers because it was 

effective in challenging the Catholic concepts of Purgatory and the doctrine of 

Transubstantiation applied to the Eucharist.  Reformers objected to Purgatory because they saw 



 

it as a continuation of God’s judgement.  They also opposed the repeated participation in the 

sacrifice of Jesus through the doctrine of Transubstantiation because they thought it was based 

in works and not faith. 

Therefore, within the medieval code of honor and shame, power and retribution, it was 
determined that because we sin a price needed to be paid.  This payment was to restore God’s 
honor, protect God's holiness against our sin, and fulfill God's punitive demands of the Law.  
This price needed to be paid by Jesus because he was a sinless unblemished sacrifice. 
   
Unfortunately, Anselm and the Reformers didn’t consider the harsh implications of 
Substitutionary Atonement.  This concept presents an image of God the Father who is only 
interested in human sin and reduces salvation to a one-time legal transaction based on a 
physical sacrifice of Jesus, the Son.  It also implies that God is spiteful, offended by human 
nature, and unable to love and forgive without payment and retribution.   
 
How does this make sense in light of the Trinity, Incarnation, and the idea of God giving himself 
away through Jesus to renew the world?  The image of God presented in the substitution 
doctrines differs sharply from the image of Jesus as Emanuel or “God with us”.  Jesus, himself, 
does not teach that his mission was to receive in our place the wrath of God who is angry about 
our sin.  Jesus showed compassion for sinners and was only displeased with people who didn’t 
think they were sinners.  Jesus even healed people through the forgiveness of their sin.  This 
theory also contrasts with God’s grace as revealed through Jesus.  Authentic grace and 
forgiveness do not need to be bought or paid for.  This is a form of works and not faith.   
 
It seems more reasonable that we are saved from the wrath of God through Jesus because 
Jesus assures us that there is no wrath to be found in the character of God.  Anger and 
punishment are not part of God’s character as demonstrated by Jesus.  Wrath is defined as: 
strong vengeful anger or indignation (Merriam Webster).  Anger is related to the fight, flight, or 
freeze response of the sympathetic nervous system; it prepares humans to fight.  Anger is an 
instinctual biological emotion that is an ancient part of our primal defense mechanism allowing 
us to survive (Psychology Today).  God does not need a defense mechanism to survive.  God 
does not need anger.  Anger is a human emotion. 
  

How are we then supposed to understand all the talk about the wrath of God in 
scripture?  As Thomas Aquinas writes, “at times Scripture speaks of things in reference 
to God metaphorically.  This is seen particularly when certain human passions are 
predicated of the Godhead” (Summa Theologiae).  When we sin, God allows us to endure the 
consequences.  Sin is a burden that affects us psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually; both 
individually and as a community.   In this way, we feel that the wrath of God has been placed 
upon us and wrath is what we deserve.  We experience the consequences of sin as expressions 
of wrath, but this can be understood metaphorically. 
 
So, why was the idea of a sacrifice so important to the biblical writers in understanding the 
death of Jesus?  Sacrifices conveyed a religious energy that was fundamental to ancient Near 
Eastern religious expression.  It is understandable why the New Testament writers are drawn to 
the theme of sacrifice in their efforts to convey meaning to the death of Jesus on the cross.  The 
New Testament is filled with metaphors explaining why "Jesus died for our sins".  Examples are: 
atonement, a ransom being paid, a defendant going free, a battle won, a final sacrifice being 
offered, and many allusions to blood.  All these descriptions use common legal and Temple 
sacrificial symbolism that would have made sense to Jewish audiences at the time they were 



 

written.  This scripture is a way to express that Jesus now embodies and fulfills the Law and the 
functions of the Temple, including the Temple sacrifices.   
  
The Bible is clear that God is full of grace and does not need sacrifices.  Throughout the Bible, 
there are numerous texts where God establishes his disinterest in sacrifices when compared to 
the desire for love, justice, and for us to abide humbly within the will of God.  Old Testament 
scripture describing atonement achieved through sacrifices and emphasizing the importance of 
the Temple come from the Priestly source of authors in the Torah.  This makes sense because 
they administered the Temple and the sacrificial system.  However, blood is not the only manner 
in which ancient Israel achieved forgiveness.  In Deuteronomy and the Prophets, importance is 
not placed on sacrifice but on “repentance”.  Repentance comes from the Hebrew root sh-u-v, 
“to turn, return” to God.  So, repairing a relationship with God is possible through repentance; 
turning away from sin and towards a right relationship with God.  It is this understanding of 
achieving atonement through repentance that continues after the Temple’s destruction in 70 AD. 
   
The concept of an animal’s life replacing a human life for punishment is not evident in the Bible.  
Neither is the placement of human sins upon an animal before being killed (the yearly Yom 
Kipper ‘scape goat’ is not killed by the priest).  These rituals occur nowhere in the sacrificial 
system as outlined in the Torah.  According to Jewish scholar Zvi Bettler, the text closest to 
describing this is Leviticus 17:11 “and the precise meaning and translation of the verse are 
uncertain”.   
 
Leviticus 17:11 reads: 11 For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to you for 
making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life, it is the blood that makes atonement 
(NRSV).  The Torah published by the Union for Reform Judaism provides the following 
information regarding this text: 1. “The soul resides in the blood”.  2. “Blood was a powerful and 
dangerous agent, endowed with uncanny, super-natural potencies”.  3. “The sacrificial blood 
has expiatory power”.  Due to the power of blood, it is used in a ritual context, but forbidden to 
be consumed.  For the Hebrews, expiation to achieve atonement is the act of making amends 
and extinguishing, covering, or cleansing the guilt incurred by something.  It is not related to 
punishment.  So, atonement is achieved through the blood of animal sacrifices by the special 
power attributed to the blood, and not because the animal is being punished in our place.   
 
At the time of Jesus, the purpose of the Jewish sacrifices was not to appease an angry God.  
The purpose of the Temple sacrifices was to provide a way for people to spiritually relate to God 
through a physical and tangible act.  The intention of the people in having the sacrifices  
performed was to draw themselves closer to God.  To literally bring God to the Temple.  The 
Hebrew word translated as “sacrifice” is “Korban”.  The root "karev" means to "draw close”.   
 
The word “atonement” comes from the Hebrew word kaphar which means "to cover over".   
Through the expiatory power of the atonement sacrifices, sin and impurity are covered and 
cleansed.  In offering a sacrifice, an offender’s sin is covered and cleansed allowing for their 
relationship with God to be renewed.  In other words, forgiveness is achieved. 
 
Today, Christians as well as Jews accomplish forgiveness through prayer and repentance 
rather than animal sacrifice.  As Christians, we believe that what was once accomplished 
through the Temple is now achieved through Jesus, and therefore we are now forgiven and 
drawn closer to God through Jesus as the Christ.  Atonement is given particular attention 
through our repentance during the Prayer of Confession each week during our Sunday worship 
service.  
 



 

Justice as punishment is a very human desire.  However, the phrase "to bring justice" biblically 
means "to make right".  This means people living in right relationship with God, right relationship 
with one another, and right relationship with the natural world of God’s creation.  Also, God is 
very smart.  God has always known what behavioral psychologists have learned, which is that 
punishment is not an effective method in changing human behavior.  This is especially true 
when compared to positive reinforcement such as Love.   
 
So, is God more interested in perfection and punishment or grace and love?  Jesus 
accomplished the work of justice by restoring lives through healing and reconciliation.  It is 
central to the teachings of Jesus throughout the New Testament that we not simply perform the 
Law, but actually incorporate the Law into our hearts and minds through love and grace.  Grace 
is the foundation of our faith, not law (Romans 6:14).  Love is the fundamental character of God 
(1 John 4:8,16).  Both Paul and Jesus affirm that Love is the basis for the entire law and the 
prophets (Galatians 5:14, Romans 13:9, Matthew 22:36-40).  Love is the foundational force of 
God. 
 
Is God distant and unapproachable or intimate and loving?  Through the Crucifixion, Jesus 
demonstrates that God is loving and intimate.  As Richard Rohr writes: “The enfleshment and 
suffering of Jesus reveals that God is not apart from the trials of humanity.  God is not aloof.  
God is not a spectator.  God is not merely tolerating human suffering or instantly just healing it.  
God is participating with us in it.  Living it alongside us and with us.” 
 
So, Jesus did not shed his blood to appease an angry God.  Jesus shed his blood: 
  

• to expose and confront the evil produced through the misuse of human free-will for 
violence and domination. 
 

• to declare the truth and supremacy of non-violent power through self-giving love in 
defeating evil. 
 

• to show how God participates with us in our lives, and participates with us in our 
suffering.  

 

• to wake us up to the fact that God gave himself away through Jesus to renew the world 
through Love.  God loves us and always has. 

 
The crucifixion of Jesus was caused by the sin of the world.  It was human the self-serving 
violent power of the authorities that killed him, and Jesus plainly exposed these factors as the 
true source of evil in the world.  Jesus lived out God’s plan of non-violence, forgiveness, and 
selfless love to the end.  In the Resurrection, God proved that self-serving power, oppression, 
hatred, and all forms of evil cannot overcome God's love.  God declares that the non-violent 
self-giving love of Jesus wins, and self-serving power and hatred is defeated.   
 
Evil was defeated not with violence but with nonviolence, not with the power of hate but with the 
power of love.  As N.T. Wright states: "The old creation lives by pride and retribution …  now 
there is a completely different way to live, a way of love and reconciliation …”  "You can't defeat 
power with force because force then wins.”  The core in the victory of God over all sin and evil 
lies self-giving love."  Now, we are called by Jesus to join in the way of defeating sin and evil 
through self-giving love by emptying ourselves of our self-serving earthly egoism and living by 
Christ within us through the Holy Spirit; learning to serve God and not ourselves. 



 

Through the Crucifixion, Jesus as the divine essence who became a human demonstrates that 
God would rather die by violence than commit it.  Greg Boyd called it “the crucifixion of the 
warrior God.”  On the cross, “the diabolic violent warrior God we have all too frequently pledged 
our allegiance to has been forever repudiated.”  “Jesus choses to affiliate with the victims of 
suffering rather than the powers that deliver it.” 
 
So, how does Jesus as the Christ save us from sin and evil?  Jesus shows us how to 
incorporate the tenants of the Torah Law into our entire essence by changing our ‘hearts’ 
through his teachings, death, and resurrection.  Jesus taught: ‘love God with your entire being 
and love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 22:37-40).  This simple teaching brings God's Will 
and Kingdom to earth as it is in Heaven.  In order to enjoy the benefits of what Jesus teaches, 
we must value that our true happiness depends on a relationship with God, we must actually 
love ourselves, and we must consider all people as our neighbor.  If we incorporate this 
teaching into the very core of who we are, we will lose the selfish motivations to do things that 
separate us from God and harm other people.  In this way, Jesus does save us from our “sin” 
and defeats “evil”. 
 
When we attempt to explain the mystery which is God, language usually fails to express the 
nature of God who is beyond words.  With the statement "Jesus died for our sins", we know 
intuitively that Jesus died on our behalf - but it’s hard to put into words.  As we try, we need to 
choose the words we use wisely.   
 
Doctrine of Original Sin 
 
The Doctrine of Original Sin presents the principle that when Adam and Eve disobeyed God and 
ate the fruit from the forbidden tree of knowledge, all human-kind became infected with the stain 
of their transgression and is forever hopelessly lost in a condition of sin and guilt.  All people are 
powerless to follow a path of obedience and righteousness by their own free will, and the only 
source of salvation from this condition is faith in Jesus Christ.  John Calvin explains: “Therefore 
original sin is seen to be an hereditary depravity and corruption of our nature diffused into all 
parts of the soul” (Institutes of the Christian Religion).   
 
The Doctrine of Original Sin is not explicitly in the Bible.  Original Sin is an interpretation of 
scripture by Augustine formed around 400 AD that eventually became doctrine.  The primary 
basis of this doctrine is found in Romans 5:12.  In this text, Paul establishes a comparison 
between Adam and Jesus, stating that while sin and death entered the world through 
Adam, grace and eternal life have come in greater abundance through Christ.  There are wide-
ranging clarifications of the Doctrine of Original Sin within Christian groups, and this doctrine in 
its strictest form has lost favor in many mainline churches and society in general.   
 
Jesus and the Disciples never refer to original sin, and the Gospel writers make no reference to 
this concept.  The story of Adam and Eve is a Hebrew story and Jews do not believe in the 
doctrine of original sin.  In Judaism, it is believed that all humans enter the world free of sin.  
Jews believe that individuals are responsible for their own actions and that sin results when 
human inclinations lead people away from the ‘target’ of righteousness.  The Jewish meaning of 
sin is simply “to miss the mark” recognizing that being sinful is part of every human life because 
we are not perfect and that all sins can be forgiven.  
 
In Genesis 3, the eyes of Adam and Eve are opened.  They become knowledgeable of good 
and evil.  When they gain this knowledge, they lose their innocence and become responsible for 
choosing between good or evil, and also become accountable for the consequences.  Sin is not 



 

addressed in the Bible when Adam and Eve eat from the forbidden tree.  The words sin, 
disobedience, punishment, and fall never occur in this story.  Also, God did not curse Adam and 
Eve.  God cursed the ground and he cursed the serpent, but he did not curse Adam or Eve.  Sin 
is mentioned for the first time in Genesis 4, where God warns Cain that sin lies at the door 
depending on whether he chooses good or evil.  Later in the same chapter, Cain is the first 
person cursed by God because of his actions.  So, if there is an original sin of man and a 
resulting curse upon man-kind, that sin and curse would have come through Cain and not 
Adam. 
 
The account of Adam and Eve is an etiological story.  Etiology is the investigation or attribution 
of the cause or reason for something; often expressed in Story form.  Adam and Eve are 
archetypes representing all human beings and the human nature we possess.  Their story is an 
effort to explain the cause and reason for us having a dual nature of both good and evil, and in 
general clarify the complexity of our earthly existence.  Like Adam and Eve, we need and desire 
a life blessed by God.  However, like the serpent, we have an inherent desire to serve our own 
purposes above all else.  In order to act selfishly and survive the experience, we need to be 
crafty like the serpent.  
 
The Adam and Eve story is also an etiological explanation of why snakes crawl on their bellies, 
why we fear snakes, why women have difficulty in child birth, why in patriarchal societies 
women are happy to have men rule over them, and why men have to toil and sweat to get 
anything from the earth.  Part of this etiology is an explanation of why we die.  In the Adam and 
Eve story, God does not immediately sentence Adam and Eve to death.  They do not die after 
eating the fruit.  However, God does put them out of the garden to prevent them from eating of 
the Tree of Life which would give them eternal life. (Genesis 3:22-24)  
 
The focus of Genesis is not on morality as often portrayed.  The text is more concerned with the 
effects of sin than its causes.  Sin separates us from God, the divine source and purpose of our 
existence.  Sin also causes strife and separation between people and disrupts the Peace God 
desires for his creation.  The cure for this is to ‘Love God with your entire being, and love your 
neighbor as yourself’.  If we incorporate this teaching of Jesus into the very core of who we are, 
we will lose the selfish motivations to do things that separate us from God and harm other 
people.  Then morality becomes a non-issue. 
 
With all of this being said, is there any basis to the concept of inherited sin in people and the 
intrinsic guilt associated with that.  We are created in God's image and are given freedom of 
choice with limits on our knowledge.  However, we often think it would be great to have the 
knowledge and authority of God for ourselves.  Sin is caused when we misuse our free-will to 
serve our own purposes rather than living within the will of God.  The root of this is what Calvin 
and Aquinas called human pride; what we call egoism today.  The human ego is a biological 
function of our brain that mediates between the external world and our instinctive primal wants 
and desires.  The ego is concerned with devising a realistic strategy to fulfill our selfish desires 
without causing us harm or discomfort.  Egotism makes us think we don’t need God and 
prevents us from seeing the image of God within other people.  We feel more deserving, 
determined to control others, and in general do things our way because we feel superior; even if 
it harms others and separates us from the will of God.  As Cynthia Bourgeault writes: “Our only 
truly essential human task here, Jesus teaches, is to grow beyond the survival instincts of the 
animal brain and egoic operating system into the kenotic joy and generosity of full human 
personhood.” 
     



 

Also, a sense of original sin comes from our feelings of inadequacy and weakness in not being 
able to achieve what Plato called ultimate truth, love, beauty, and goodness.  It is through the 
action of the Holy Spirit that we are aware of these divine features of the Kingdom of God.  It is 
also through the Holy Spirit that we are aware of how sin prevents us from realizing these 
intentions.  We struggle to live up to our God-given potential and we feel that there is some flaw 
built into our human nature that renders us susceptible to failure. 
 
So, the concept of original sin seems to be true.  The predisposition to sin is actually biologically 
inherent in human nature by the function of the brain that Freud called the ego.  Based on this, it 
can be said that sin did first enter the world through Adam.  Adam symbolically represents the 
first human to be in the world, and within his human nature was the human ego.  Also, we carry 
guilt about our sin because we realize it prevents us from achieving God’s higher potential for us 
as made evident through the Holy Spirit.      
 
However, Augustine saw human nature as fundamentally corrupt with people in a constant state 
of guilt because we are powerless to change.  In reality, Genesis tells us that we are blessed by 
God and made in God’s image.  While we have an inclination to sin due to our human biology, 
we also carry the divine essence within us and are equally capable of being good and righteous.  
The human ego can be controlled, and we can make a conscious decision to live within God’s 
will for us and not in the worldly desires of the ego.  
 
As, Presbyterians we believe as Paul writes: “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of 
God”.  We believe God has offered us salvation through God’s loving nature; reaching out to us 
through Jesus Christ. 
 
Doctrine of Salvation 
 
Salvation is a complex theology having a wide range of meaning in the Bible and consequently 
many interpretations by theologians.  In general, the Old Testament writers consider salvation to 
be a physical and social experience rather than a spiritual awareness.  Israel was concerned 
with salvation from foreign threats and deliverance from their various exiles.  Their relentless 
aspiration was to restore Israel as a nation within their own homeland.  Socially, they also 
sought salvation from evil and conditions that destroy the value of human existence and the 
Peace God desires for the world.  Salvation from sin is not a dominant concern, but is 
expressed somewhat in the writings of the prophets.   
  
For Christians, salvation involves an eternal and spiritual deliverance; along with a physical 
earthly experience.  The name "Jesus", which comes from the Hebrew Joshua, means “Yahweh 
saves” or God’s salvation.  In the teachings and actions of Jesus, salvation includes the whole 
person; both the spiritual and physical aspects of life.  Physical and spiritual dimensions are 
held very close by Jesus as shown in his healings and concerns for the poor and disaffected.  
Freedom from sin, which separates us from God, is a key element of salvation.  Forgiveness of 
sins and physical healing are intimately linked.  Jesus is concerned with the forgiveness of sin, 
but equally concerned with the alleviation of the effects of sin on the direct connection between 
spirit, mind, and body.  Jesus shows us that salvation is attached to the Kingdom of God and 
the Peace it delivers.  Salvation is under God’s authority because the Kingdom signifies the 
realm of reality in which God reigns.  God’s grace and our faith are the foundations of salvation 
and the Kingdom of God. 
The three major doctrinal views on salvation relevant to us today come from the French 
reformer John Calvin, the Dutch reformer Jacob Arminius, and the Roman Catholic tradition:  
 



 

Calvin believed that salvation was totally up to God and that God has predestined his “select” to 
be saved.  Jesus died only for those selected individuals, and once selected to be saved, these 
people can’t lose their salvation.  This is where the phrase “once saved, always saved” comes 
from.  All selected people cannot lose their salvation.  All people not selected are condemned to 
hell and have no control over their fate.   
 
Jacob Arminius believed that it is a combination of God’s will and also human actions to seek 
and respond to God that determined who will be saved.  According to Arminius, Jesus died for 
everyone, each person decides if they want to be saved or not, and it is possible to lose your 
salvation.  John Wesley, a founder of the Methodist tradition, accepted these principles of 
Arminianism and developed them further. 
 
Finally, according to the teachings of Vatican II, the Roman Catholic viewpoint is that God 
desires the salvation of all people without exception, even those who have not had a chance to 
hear and know about Jesus.  Knowledge of how the salvific grace coming from Christ’s sacrifice 
is communicated by the Holy Spirit to individuals who have not heard the Gospel is 
accomplished “in a manner known only to God.”  Salvation is a gift of love from God that 
requires a free acceptance on the part of each individual and not a matter of selection.   
   
So, if the goal is to achieve salvation, what is the best way to get there?  What is the best way to 
accomplish the goal of living within that realm of reality in which God reigns; the Kingdom of 
God and the Peace it provides being free from separation caused by sin?  I personally ascribe 
most closely to Arminianism and the Catholic universalist views of salvation.  I really don’t know 
what Calvin was thinking.  From the Abrahamic covenant to the Apostle Paul, it is clear that God 
wants all people to be saved.  Salvation is something that God freely offers through grace 
without limitations, qualifications, or stipulations.  We are the ones who have to decide on 
whether to accept this invitation and the best way to receive this gift.   
 
The ultimate fulfillment of how to achieve salvation for all people is expressed through Jesus as 
the Christ.  The incarnation and resurrection demonstrate that Jesus the Christ is the ultimate 
revelation of God.  Unfortunately, the vast majority of people who have lived on Earth have not  
had the opportunity to know about Christ.  They either lived before the time of Jesus, or they 
have been dissuaded or prevented from knowing Jesus due to various conditions such as 
untimely death, the family in which they were raised, or the society into which they were born.  
And we must also include all those who have fled from Christianity because of the manner in 
which the message was presented to them?  Are all these people lost souls living totally outside 
the Kingdom of God forever?  Have these Spirits been extinguished forever?  Like most people 
today, I find it had to understand that a God of love and grace would be restrictive and 
exclusionary.   
 
So, how are we to interpret John 14:6 - 6 Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the 
life.  No one comes to the Father except through me”.  When spoken by Jesus, this sounds very 
exclusive especially when considered in the context of other world religions today.  However, 
the setting of this narrative is located within the overall discourse between various Jewish 
perspectives and less so a comparison of world religions.  It may be that Jesus is claiming He is 
the Way and not the other Jewish groups.  Jesus wanted to reform Judaism.    
 
However, along with this message, there seems to be something even more significant 
occurring.  This statement by Jesus in John 14:6 is unique to the Gospel of John.  More than the 
synoptic gospels, the narratives in John’s Gospel emphasize that Jesus and God are one in the 
same essence.  This is evident when reading the surrounding text of John 14: 



 

1 “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe[a] in God, believe also in me.  
7 If you know me, you will know[d] my Father also.  From now on you do know him and have 

seen him.” 
9 Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you all this time, Philip, and you still do not know me? 

Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.  How can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? 
10 Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to 

you I do not speak on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works. 
 
So, the statement of John 14:6 originating from Jesus on behalf of the Trinity makes sense.  
John 14:6 is a statement identifying Jesus as the divine essence and in relationship with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit within the Trinity.  Jesus is asserting that salvation is through Him 
within this Trinitarian framework.  The ultimate Way has been shown through Jesus as the 
Christ.   
 
With this established, is there any level of opportunity for salvation through the other two 
members of the Trinity?  Because we have a Trinitarian God of three unified expressions of the 
divine essence, connection with one connects us with all three.  From this perspective, I’ve often 
wondered if it is still possible for the Jews and Muslims to achieve salvation through the Father?  
Is it possible for other demonstrations of spirituality and religion in the world to gain salvation 
through the Holy Spirit?  For example, the Abrahamic covenant between God and the Jews is 
irrevocable and is affirmed by the New Covenant.  Therefore, salvation can still be attained 
through God the Father and the Torah for the Jews. 
   
Does this also hold true for Islam which worships the same God of Abraham alongside with 
Jews and Christians?  While not accepting of all the tenants of Islam, the Second Vatican 
Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church states: “The plan of salvation also includes those 
who acknowledge the Creator.  In the first place amongst these there are the Mohammedans, 
who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful God …”  
So, is salvation for Muslims available through the Father in a similar manner as the Jews?  
  
And, what about the many other expressions of spirituality and religion within the world?  Being 
made in the image of God, all people carry the Holy Spirit (Old Testament) within them.  It is the 
Holy Spirit that inspires all people to seek a relationship with God.  Even the most remote 
societies understand that God exists and worship the Creator.  The Reformed tradition confirms 
in its confessions that the first revelation of God to humans was through the Creation (Romans 

1:20).  So, is salvation available to these people of God through the Holy Spirit in some way?    
 
For those unable to know Christ during their short earthly stopover on their eternal journey, I 
have wondered whether it is possible to achieve this during the ‘after-life’?  While I have no idea 
of what goes on in the ‘after-life’, I have to hope there are opportunities to achieve the gift of 
Christ and reach spiritual maturity after earthly death.  Placing a limit on salvation to our time on 
earth doesn’t fit into the grandeur of God that I perceive and the idea of living an eternal life of 
the Spirit. 
 
So, even with all this wondering about salvation, the bottom line is: “I don’t know”.  What we do 
know is that it is of the highest importance for us as Christians to provide the opportunity for as 
many people as possible to know Jesus and experience the ultimate fulfillment of salvation 
through the Christ.  Beyond that, I trust in a God of love, forgiveness, healing, reconciliation; and 
inclusion.  In light of this, I trust in God’s desire for universal salvation.  How that is achieved is a 
mystery to me. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%2014&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26659a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%2014&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26665d


 

In my experience, assertions and proclamations about salvation are most prevalent among 
Christians who focus primarily on sin and sin management in their understanding of salvation.  
Following rules of morality is of highest concern for this group.  In this view of salvation, God is 
omnipotent, remote, and detached.  God is sitting in Heaven only concerned about our sinful 
nature.  If we sin too much, God pushes the "go to hell” button.  If we sin the least, we will be 
chosen for a front row seat in Heaven.  The access key into Heaven is a confession of faith in 
Jesus.  Once we make this confession, all our sins are forgiven and we can live our ordinary 
lives knowing that when we die God will let us into Heaven. 
   
Avoiding sin and having faith in Jesus will always be foundational principles of being a Christian.  
However, a simple confession of faith to remove sin is not all there is to being a Christian, or 
leading a life based upon trying to be like Jesus.  As Jesus says: “Not all who say ‘Lord’ to me 
shall reach the kingdom of heaven, but only those who do the will of my Father in heaven” 
(Matthew 7:21) 
 
In my opinion, ‘sin theology’ represents a very self-interested viewpoint focused primarily on the 
individual's salvation and their own future in Heaven.  This undervalues the teachings of Jesus 
to live in community, expand the Kingdom of God here on earth, and live in the Kingdom right 
here and right now.  As Dallas Willard comments in The Divine Conspiracy:  "The bumper 
sticker gently imposes its little message: 'Christians Aren't Perfect, Just Forgiven.'  Just 
forgiven?  And is that really all there is to being a Christian?  The gift of eternal life comes down 
to that?  Quite a retreat from living an eternal kind of life now!"   
 
Being saved means living within God’s Kingdom through Jesus as the embodiment of God.  
God's Love and Kingdom is for everyone.  This includes "every tribe, tongue, and nation".  It is 
God who seeks after us and calls us.  We do not have to coerce God to love us or work our way 
into God's love and compassion.  It is God's Love for which we were created.  It is always 
available and God will not take it away.  
  
This is one theme of the Prodigal Son story.  The son, like us, who has been travelling out and 
about sinning on his own accord returns home and is unconditionally welcomed back by his 
father, just like God.  This shows that no matter what we have done, God accepts us back 
without question.  The loyal son who stayed at home doesn't think the father's decision is fair 
and would like to see himself rewarded and his brother punished.  However, God's sense of 
justice and fairness is reconciliation, restoration, and making things right again; not punishment.  
Punishment is a human concept and desire. 
 
However, we can use our free-will and choose not to dwell within God’s Kingdom.  We can 
create our own Worldly Kingdom; believing that we don’t need God and thinking we are better 
and more deserving than other people.  However, this does not lead to salvation or even 
happiness.  It leads to despair.   
 
Through his teachings, Jesus shows us how to live a fulfilled life within God’s Kingdom by 
simply loving God with all our being and loving all people the way we would like to be loved.  If 
we incorporate this teaching into the very core of who we are, we will lose the desire to sin 
which separates from God.  In this way, Jesus saves us from sin, establishes the Kingdom of 
God, and provides salvation for us. 
 

 


