March 28, 2010

Ephesians 6

“Essentials and Non-Essentials” 
  Last week we looked at 7 creeds within the NT that all focused on belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  This belief is our “indicative,” the expression, the representation of all that we must believe.  Beyond this indicative, the NT is full of imperatives, how we should live given what we believe.  Believing in the death and resurrection of Jesus, we then should live like this, not like that.

   In addition to believing in the death and resurrection of Jesus, the apostle Paul also believed in the imminent return of Jesus to the earth for the purpose of establishing the heavenly kingdom.  Because of this additional belief, the Apostle Paul’s imperatives did not include calls to end slavery. In fact, he says in Ephesians 6, “Slaves be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ.”  If Jesus is returning to earth at any moment now to establish the heavenly kingdom, there is no urgency to change or alter a person’s social status because everything is going to change when Jesus returns.  This is probably the reasoning behind the Apostle Paul’s imperatives to the church at Corinth when he says, if you’re married, stay married, but if you’re not married better to stay not married, unless of course your passions become too great for you to handle, then it’s better for you to waste your time on getting married than it is to sin outside of the sanctity of marriage.
   In other words, all of Paul’s imperatives about how we should live are shaped by his belief in the imminent end of the world as we know it. And this belief in the imminent end of the world as we know it is not part of the earliest creeds found in the NT, creeds that the Apostle Paul himself quotes.  Scholars have various opinions on where and why Paul developed this extra belief in the imminent end of things, opinions that are not germane to my point today.  My point today being simply that we have to read critically all of Paul’s imperatives because he was obviously wrong about the imminent end of things.

   Now some may think, well, for Paul, imminent could have meant two thousand years, because, after all, a thousand years is but a day, etc. No, that is not the case. Scholars have various opinions on where and why Paul developed this belief, but there is united consensus on the fact that he truly believed Jesus would return in his lifetime. 

   So we can accept the indicative of the creeds Paul himself quoted, even while we do not accept the imperatives (“biblical” as they are) Paul developed based on that indicative.  How then shall we live?  Imperatives are about how to live, how to behave, in light of our belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  What are the imperatives for us today in the 21st century?
  The four gospels, despite the many differences, agree on not only the death and resurrection of Jesus, but also on Jesus’ summation of the law, the imperatives.  In the Judaism of Jesus’ day, as well as some elements of Judaism today, there were not just ten commandments.  There were and are 613 commandments.  A close reading of the Old Testament gives us these 613 different commandments.

Jesus would have grown up familiar with these 613 commandments. This makes Jesus’ summation “of all the law” all the important.  Jesus reduces the 613 commandments down to two: “to love God with your heart, mind, and soul, and your neighbor as yourself.”  On this summation of the law, all four Gospels, and the rest of the New Testament, agree.  
   Given this, here are a few questions/issues Christians have argued about through the centuries that I find absolutely non-essential.

when Jesus would/will return

whether or not we have to be Jewish in order to be a follower of Jesus 

was Jesus fully human

 was Jesus fully divine 

was it possible for Jesus to sin

 are God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit all the same thing/person or are they different or can they be both the same and different

 when is the “correct” time to be baptized,\

 whether or not non-baptized people are “saved”  

whether to baptize in the name of Jesus or in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost or something else

 whether if we sin after “being saved”  we can still be forgiven

 whether or not the “Old Testament” is applicable to Christians

  can you be a Christian and serve in the military

 the correct date to celebrate Easter

 which writings are “Scripture” and which are not

 can “Scripture” still be written today

 the correct meaning of “the Lord’s Supper” 

the correct way/procedure to conduct “the Lord’s Supper” 

which political party/country was/is the “divinely ordained one”  

do humans have “free will” 

has God foreordained everything,

 has God “chosen” who will be saved

 is there a “purgatory” or just heaven and hell

is there a “hell” or do the “unsaved” simply cease to exist

  can a Christian be cremated

is there “one, true church.” 

 Whether or not the “miracles” of the Bible were actual, historical events,

 whether or not “miracles” still occur today

whether or not it is Christian to have a church choir

 whether or not organs should be used in the church,

 whether or not the earth revolves around the sun or the sun the earth,

 whether or not Darwinian evolution, or some form of it, is true

 whether or not you can be divorced and still be a Christian

 whether or not you can re-marry after your spouse dies

 whether or not you can re-marry if you are divorced

whether or not you can be sexually intimate prior to marriage

 inter-racial marriage

 whether or not you can live together prior to marriage,

 whether or not you can  be married at all

 if when married you can be sexually intimate for purposes other than procreating

whether or not women can be priests/pastors,

 whether or not monogamy is the only acceptable form of marriage

 whether or not artificial means of birth-control are appropriate for Christians,  ditto masturbation, oral sex (even in marriage), homosexuality, in vitro fertilization and other forms of sexual reproduction helps, abortion, 
whether or not euthanasia is ever “Christian” and what defines euthanasia

receiving blood transfusions
 attending theater plays, going to the movies, smoking cigarettes, 
whether women can wear pants,
 the drinking of alcohol

whether or not you can own a BMW (there is currently a group of Christians who claim you absolutely cannot be Christian and drive a luxury car or SUV)
whether or not you have to “speak in tongues” to be “filled with the Holy Spirit” 
whether or not you have to have had a “born-again” experience as defined by those who claim to have had such an experience.
   The list could go on.  These are important topics, and I have my opinions on them as I’m sure you do.  However, for me, my opinion about them is determined by my belief in the death and resurrection of Jesus, and the call to love God and neighbor as myself, but even then, my opinion I take as my opinion not as a “test” by which I can choose whether or not to love others as myself; nor are they are not essential in the sense of “determining” whether someone is “Christian” or not.  

