Hi,
Another chilly April day . . . not that it makes too much difference these days. Rain or shine, hot or cold, we just stay hunkered down. Funny thing is I’m almost getting used to it.
Here are today’s updates:
· My Tuesday class on Genesis class will be at 11:45, in the usual spot, on my Facebook page. If you are having trouble viewing the class without a Facebook account, click here to view instructions on how to do this. Just remember that without an account, you can’t comment.
· My Easter Sunday class was on resurrection. I tried to provide a one-hour primer on the much misunderstood basics of resurrection: Jesus’, yours, everyone’s. It is up on Youtube now and here is the direct link. Next Sunday at noon we’ll be talking about the evidence for the resurrection. On my Facebook page, of course.
· The links to my on-line classes, the video recordings of the classes, the class audio podcasts, and the archive of these daily emails can all be found at www.scottengle.org. I’ll try to get the various recordings posted soon after the class is over.
· If you have any movie or book recommendations you’d like to share with everyone, please send them along.
Here is the second in this seven-part series on the Apostles’ Creed, what we believe and why it matters.
And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
born of the Virgin Mary . . .”
Hebrews 1:1-5 (NRSV)
Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word. When he had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. For to which of the angels did God ever say, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you”? 
Matthew 1:18-25 (NRSV)
Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet: Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which means, “God is with us.” When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 
And so we turn to Jesus. Yes, he is the one to whom all roads must, in the end, lead. Thus, we shouldn’t be surprised that much of the Apostles’ Creed is focused on Jesus, seeking to answer the essentials as to “Who is Jesus?”
There are six claims about Jesus in the opening section. When we recite the creed, we affirm that we trust all these are true – we believe them, we have faith in their truth.
· There was/is a man named Jesus.
· He is the Christ.
· He is God’s only Son.
· He is Lord.
· His birth was conceived by the Holy Spirit.
· He was born to a woman named Mary who had never had sexual relations.
Let’s take all six in order.
Jesus
Jesus’ name focuses us on this particular man, given the name Yeshua (“Jesus” in English) at his birth. The name means “God Saves” in Hebrew. Elsewhere in the Bible, the name is rendered as “Joshua.” More will be said about this man, Jesus, but there will be nothing about where he is from or even about the bulk of his public ministry.
Christ
Though we often treat “Jesus Christ” as if they were the man’s first and last names, “Christ” is actually a title. It translates the Greek word, christos, which translates the Hebrew mashiah, which means “the anointed one.” Sometimes we take the Hebrew mashiah more directly through the Greek and into English as “Messiah.”
Though Israel and the Law are not mentioned in the Apostles’ Creed, this designation of Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah, brings in the OT story, for the kings of Israel were referred as “anointed ones,” mashiahs. By the time of Jesus there had not been a legitimate king of Israel from David’s family for more than 500 years. The Jewish expectation was that God would raise up such a king and this man would usher in the long awaited kingdom of God, when all the world would see that the Jews had been right all along and would come to worship the one true God.
It is critical in reading the New Testament to understand that the Jews expected the Messiah to be a human and certainly not God himself. “Messiah” and “God” were two different persons, two different categories. Indeed, the fact that Christians claimed those two categories came together in the man named Jesus was a key reason why most Jews rejected Jesus and all the claims about him.
Naming Jesus as “Christ” at this point in the creed is not a claim to his divinity. It does claim that this Jesus is the one in whom the OT story culminated and that his coming did usher in the kingdom of God.
His only Son
This is where it begins to get tricky. The Apostles’ Creed merely claims that Jesus is God’s only son. Naturally, we see in this a clear and definitive statement of Jesus’ divinity. But the truth is that designating someone as a “son of God” wasn’t necessarily such a claim. Read Genesis 6 to meet some rather far-out “sons of God.” By the time of Jesus, it was increasingly believed that a Roman emperor was the son of a god – and some were the only son!
Now, I do think that those who originated the baptismal questions and answers from which this creed sprang intended to make a claim here about Jesus’ divinity, but it wasn’t long before the church leaders had to come back to this and write something much clearer about Jesus’ divinity. Here is the relevant passage from the Nicene Creed, written in 325AD:
“We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father. Through him all things were made.”
You can see my point. No one could possibly misread the claim in the Nicene Creed that, yes, Jesus is God and the phrase “his only Son” means just that.
Our Lord
A “lord” is a master, aka the boss. And that is exactly the claim for Jesus. In a sense, it speaks to his function. It too is not directly a claim to Jesus’ divinity, to equating him with God. It is a term of exaltation, which refers to God raising Jesus in rank and power, lifting him up above all other persons. As will be made clear a bit later in the Apostles’ Creed, Jesus is exalted to be Lord and Judge, to “sit at the right hand of God,” which is a further expression of exaltation, as is the affirmation of Jesus’ “ascension.”
All this speaks less to Jesus’ divinity than to his authority. The claim is that Jesus is in charge and the claim extends to all persons whether they acknowledge Jesus as Lord or not. The fact that Barack Obama is my president does not depend on my agreement or even knowledge. Likewise, Jesus is Lord of every person on the planet, whether they’ve heard of him or not.
We need to hear the political challenge in claiming that Jesus is Lord. In the Roman Empire, which stretched from the British Isles to the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, everyone was under the rule, the authority, of Caesar. He called the shots, determining even who lived and who died. Caesar was Lord. That’s just how it was. There can be only one Lord above all lords and that was Caesar. He was the king of kings.
But the Christians claimed that Jesus was Lord, that he was the one who commanded their ultimate allegiance. . . . And so do we. Every time we stand to say the creed, we affirm that Jesus is not only our Lord, our master, we claim that he is the Lord of everyone. And as Lord, Jesus shares in the honor that is God’s and is to be obeyed as God is to be obeyed. . . . So much in one little word!
Conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary
I combined these two phrases for a simple reason – they are best seen as two sides of a single coin – and that coin is Jesus. These two statements are claims that Jesus is divine (“conceived by the Holy Spirit”) and human (“born of the Virgin Mary”). Truly God and truly human.
These claims proved to be some of the most contentious among Christians. Some claimed that Jesus was the person closest to God, even the most God-like, but not really and truly God. Others claimed that he only appeared to be human, but wasn’t really, truly human like you and me.
These controversies raged across the Christian communities in the early centuries and gave rise to the great creeds, for such questions lie at the heart of our beliefs about the Trinitarian nature of God. If Jesus is truly God, then aren’t there two Gods, but then again, aren’t we monotheistic – and so on. You can imagine the late night discussions and mental headaches that arose from such questions.
As noted before, the Apostles’ Creed is so brief that early church leaders had to write more. Here is how the later Nicene Creed sets forth Jesus’ full and undiminished humanity:
For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven; by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and became truly human.
Fully God and fully human?
Try to get your brain around that for a minute. It isn’t surprising that the Christian community has always had to work through well-meaning but misguided attempts to explain how Jesus could be really, truly God and really, truly human at the same time. How could one person have two natures, divine and human?
As I’ve mentioned briefly, one proposed solution was to deny that Jesus was truly God. Another was to deny that Jesus was truly human. Great councils of the church met to explain why these are serious errors that undercut the Gospel and to clarify what Christians do mean.
Here are a few more ways we can get this wrong:
· Perhaps, the mystery is solved by seeing Jesus as having only one, unique nature, a hybrid of sorts – the unique “God-man.” Of course, then he wouldn’t be truly God or truly human! It would be as if Jesus was a third “species.”
· Another way is to suggest that Jesus had a truly human body, but lacked a human rational mind or soul, instead being filled with the divine Logos/Word. Jesus then becomes “God in a bod,” again losing his true humanity. There is much more to being human than this bag of blood and bones.
· Or perhaps Jesus is a perfect “moral union,” much like persons in a perfect marriage. One nature doing the “God stuff” and one nature doing the “human stuff.” Of course, he is then only half God and half human. For good reason, the church councils insisted that Jesus’ two natures are inseparable – not a right and left or top and bottom.
· Or still another choice . . . “Jesus’ humanity was like a drop of wine in an ocean of his divinity.” But then what remains of Jesus’ humanity? How can we speak of a “drop of humanity” in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus was fully and completely human. He was the most human, human!
It would be a mistake to see all this as so much pointless speculation. Christians have always known that answering the question, “Who is Jesus?” lies at the very heart of the Gospel. Christians of all stripes have wrestled with Scripture, trying to make sense of what is revealed there about Jesus. Yes, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God” (John 1:1). And yes, Jesus was born to a young woman from a small village in Galilee. The creed writers didn’t invent anything, they simply brought together the core teachings and practices of the early church. Their language expressed, in increasingly precise terms, those teachings and practices.
The great Christian confessions, including the UMC statement of faith, uphold two inseparable natures, divine & human, in one person, Jesus – sort of two “whats” and one “who.” How can this be? Trying too hard to answer that question has led inevitably to distortions of Jesus and of the Gospel.
The great cloud of witnesses to the Good News urges us to stay true to the full revelation of Scripture and avoid some understandable mistakes: don’t deny the full and true divinity and humanity of Jesus; don’t divide him into two persons; don’t make him into some hybrid “God-man.” Instead, embrace and proclaim the Jesus-Who-Is, not a Jesus of our own making, even if we can’t penetrate all the mysteries of God.
Movie recommendations
Today’s movie is our first western: Shenandoah (1965), starring James Stewart. This recommendation comes our own Merv Stauffer. This film is a classic.
Book recommendation
We’ll turn to another recommendation from our daughter-in-law, Savannah: Where’d You Go, Bernadette by Maria Semple. It is about the matriarch of an eccentric family who disappears and was recently made into a movie.
‘til tomorrow, grace and peace,
Scott

