Finding Redemption in Some of the Bible’s Scary Texts


How we “interpret” scripture (or anything written, for that matter) depends on our disposition and our bias.  This, then, is our “hermeneutic” by which we derive personal “meaning” from a text.  For example, liberals and conservatives can read the same religious text and derive entirely different meanings from it.  Examples of this are as follows, with a conservative and liberal impression, or “take” on each text:


“For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the ungodly shall perish” (Psalm 1:6).

Conservative:  God knows the way of the righteous, but the ungodly shall perish.  “Heaven” is the reward of the righteous and “hell” is the reward of the ungodly.  “Hell” to the “annihilationist”
 is a “burning up” of the ungodly—with cessation of all life and consciousness.  The righteous “trample the wicked, for they shall be ashes under the soles of your feet…” (Malachi 4:3).


The ultra conservative believes that God is capable of torturing his enemies “forever” in an ever-burning “hell.”

Liberal:  God knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the ungodly shall perish. Redemption is found in the verse: the hope that God will destroy all evil ways, leaving the ungodly then able to live the “way of the righteous.”  St. Paul took this view as he wrote: “If anyone’s work is burned, he will suffer loss, but he himself shall be saved, yet so as through fire” (1 Corinthians 3:15).  


“You have rebuked the nations, You have destroyed the wicked; You have blotted out their name forever and ever” (Psalm 9: 5).

Conservative: When God finally rises to judge, all the wicked are “forever” set in their wickedness.  God blots out their name and destroys the wicked, meaning they are annihilated or sent to “hell” to suffer endlessly.  In their eagerness to see the wicked punished, conservatives have often glossed over the meaning of the term “for ever.”  The same term (and same Hebrew word) “for ever” is used by Jonah. He exclaims in his trial, “The earth with its bars closed behind me for ever; yet you have brought up my life from the pit” (Jonah 2:6).

Liberal: The “name” of the wicked is blotted out, not the wicked themselves.  “Name” in scripture indicates character.  No evil character may continue “forever.”  God must and will redeem and change the name of the wicked that they may appropriate the name of the righteous.  “Primarily, God is not bound to punish sin; he is bound to destroy sin”, and, “I believe that no hell will be lacking which would help the just mercy of God to redeem his children”  (George MacDonald).


None can escape the refining fire of God’s love.  As T.S. Eliot expressed it:




We only live, only suspire, 




Consumed either by fire or fire…


Take your choice; God will have his way with every creature.  Either the fire of our foolish choices consumes us, or we allow God to refine us in his fire. Jesus put it this way: 

And whoever falls on this stone will be broken, 

But on whomever it falls, it will grind it to powder”







Matthew 21:44


“We need not fear God as we fear all other suffering, which burns and maims and kills.  For God’s fire, though it will perfect us, will not destroy, for ‘the bush was not consumed.’”  This insight into God is the unearthly illumination that will light up all the greatest works of subsequent Western literature.  From the psalms of David and the prophecies of Isaiah to the visions of Dante and the dreams of Dostoevsky, the bush will burn but will not be consumed.  As Allen Ginsberg will one day write, ‘The only poetic tradition is the voice out of the burning bush’” (Thomas Cahill).

Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved (Acts 4:12)

Conservative:  God has chosen to reveal himself exclusively through Christianity.  One must “accept” Jesus Christ to be saved.  Unbelievers end up, best case scenario “annhilated” by God; or, worst case scenario, tortured forever in “hell.”

Liberal: God is known primarily by his “nature”.  The Spirit reveals this nature to every person who is born (John 1:9).  God cannot be contained within any one belief system: for an attribute of God is his "overflowing" nature.  Jesus, who knew the hearts of
believers before there were any, wanted us to know how generous, inclusive, expansive and graceful the Holy Spirit is.  Jesus knew his followers would tend toward
exclusively boxing and marketing Himself.  So of the Spirit, Jesus said, 

The wind bloweth where it listeth, and thou hearest
the sound thereof, but canst not tell whence it
cometh, and whither it goeth: so is every one that is
born of the Spirit. 

What an inspiration to see the "strong family resemblance of Jesus" within an individual who may not be familiar with the name "Jesus."  Due to some wrong Christian doctrine that paints a grotesque "image" of God, many others simply cannot honestly respond to the name "Jesus"...Thankfully, those sheep of Jesus who do not know him
by his name, or cannot know him by his name: these know him by his "voice"...

“And whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to stumble, it would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were thrown into the sea” (Mark 9: 42).

Conservative: There are acts so heinous as to be beyond redemption.  Beware the fate of those who would offend one of God’s little ones!

Liberal:  Who hasn’t offended one of God’s little ones!  Jesus’ statement has nothing to do with the eternal fate of the offender.  Rather, Jesus is referring to the inner turmoil of the offender upon realizing his offence.  In his mind, it would be better to have been thrown into the sea and drowned!  Indeed, such inner turmoil is evident of the offender’s repentance; the final death-throes of the self—an attitude precious in God’s sight.  The verse permeates with redemption.


“And if your hand makes you sin, cut it off.  It is better for you to enter into life maimed, than having two hands, to go to hell, into the fire that shall never be quenched, where their worm does not die and the fire in not quenched” (Mark 9: 43-44).

Conservative.  There you have it—out of the very mouth of Jesus.  Sin eventually not repented of leads to eternal damnation and torture.

Liberal:   “Hell” in this verse ought to have been translated “Gehenna”—a garbage dump outside Jerusalem that was ever burning, where the consuming worm endlessly reproduced in order to consume the waste that was ever thrown into it.  Jesus used a literal garbage dump to picture an eternal truth.  God’s consuming fire will burn and burn until it has accomplished its final work: “Surely the wrath of man shall praise you” (Psalm 76:10). “All the kings of the earth shall praise you, O Lord, when they hear the words of your mouth” (Psalm 139).  When might this be? How many of earth’s countless kings have praised God?  That “every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess” apparently would include every king that has ever lived!  Unfortunately, for the time being, religious people, for the most part, have not presented a god worth believing in.


“The represented God man may refuse….the revealed God no one can refuse” (George MacDonald).


Jesus is also warning against the “hell” we suffer on earth from our bad choices. This, in spite of the grace of God.  Bad religion has prevented many from enjoying this all-pervading grace.  It is said that all psychosis and neurosis is rooted in erroneous concepts of God.  Asylums are filled with people carrying the burden of real and imaged (false) guilt.  St. Paul reassures us that “There is now therefore no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus…” (Romans 8:1). Only those who “walk in the Spirit” enjoy the grace of God.  Those who “walk in the flesh” are those who yet do not understand that their sins are forgiven—apart from their believing or accepting it.


Jesus is saying that it is better to live according to the light one has, than to knowingly offend ones self and suffer the guilt our consciences bring to bear.


“But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness.  There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 8:12).

Conservative.  Actually, there are several other biblical references to this “weeping and gnashing of teeth”—all of them a reference to the final disposition of the wicked.  The wicked shall weep and gnash their teeth forever, as they consider how they lost out on salvation.  The more they realize the eternal bliss enjoyed by those who allowed God to save them, the more agonizing the sobbing, the more intense the grinding.

Liberal.  There is little doubt that the “children of the kingdom” Jesus is referring to is the nation of Israel.  But this doesn’t fit with St. Paul’s revelation that “all Israel shall be saved” (Romans 11:26).  But even with the stretching of it to include incorrigible sinners of every stripe, it doesn’t necessarily follow that this pictures final “judgment.” Indeed, God has “committed them all to disobedience that He might have mercy on all” (vs. 32).

All have disobeyed, and all must grieve.  Weeping and teeth-grinding but a picture of the stages of the grieving process. “The first shall be last.”  Apparently, the “children of the kingdom”—Israel—will enter the kingdom “last.”  Meanwhile, for them it is outer darkness and separation from Godly community.  This separation is painful:  some pictured as “weeping”, others, working through the anger.  


Judgment is a “process” (judgment has already begun on the house of God—1 Peter 4:17).  Judgment is unstable, lacks final resolution, and eventually must cave in on itself.  Indeed, “mercy rejoices against judgment” as it comes to center balance.  Conservatives, in their rush to judge the sinner, have confused “judgment” with “sentencing”.  As if God is to sit on a two-story high throne, sentencing some to eternal life and the rest to eternal damnation.


Again, a verse that has been used to scare the hell out of sinners is one found to be jam-packed with the ethos of redemption.


“For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery indignation which will devour the adversaries…of how much worse punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy who has trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace?” (Hebrews 10:26-29).

Conservative:


God has drawn a line that if crossed, sets the evil character of the sinner forever: there is no going back across that line. The “fiery indignation” of endless hell awaits that sinner. Meanwhile, the incorrigible sinner lives in a “certain fearful expectation of judgment.”  No one can save the sinner at this point.

Liberal:  Nothing is beyond the power of God to save the sinner—not “free will”, not my awful choices.  The redemptive quality of this section of scripture is seen in verse 30: “For we know Him who said, ‘Vengeance is Mine’ I will repay,’ says the Lord. And again, ‘The Lord will judge His people.’”  The writer of Hebrews is quoting from Deuteronomy 32:35-36, where it adds, “For the Lord will judge His people and have compassion on His servants, when He see that their power is gone…Now see that I, even I, am He, and there is no God besides Me; I kill and make alive; I wound and I heal; Nor is there any who can deliver from My hand” (verse 39).  


Though some Christians have turned the idea of “free will” into an idol that is worshipped,
 God claims that no such god exists!  None can escape the remedial judgment of God.  Thankfully, the merciful vengeance of God wins out in the end, and not the vengeance of man.  It is not denied that sinners shall face calamity, or that they do not look to the future fearfully.
 It is only claimed, “every knee shall bow, and every tongue shall confess.” For all God’s chastisements are redemptive and never merely punitive.


“For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God, and put Him to an open shame. For the earth which drinks in the rain that often comes upon it, and bears herbs useful for those by whom it is cultivated, receives blessing from God; but if it bears thorns and briers, it is rejected and near to being cursed, whose end is to be burned” (Hebrews 6:4-8).

Conservative: Those Christians that “fall away” are unable to be brought to repentance again; therefore, their fate is the curse and hell fire.

Liberal:  “This description applies only to those who participated in the Pentecostal blessings.  They were enlightened, they tasted the celestial gratuity, they became partakers of the Holy Spirit…and they only experienced the powers of the kingdom eon, and many of them fell away.  These blessings were based on their repentance, or change of mind, which was induced largely by the miracles that they saw.  When the kingdom failed to appear, and its powers vanished, their repentance went also. Hence the impossibility of renewing it, for the means which produced it were no longer in evidence. Such a course is not possible in a day of grace, such as we live in.  In place of repentance and pardon, we have faith and justification, which know no falling away, being entirely of grace…” (A.E. Knock, Concordant Commentary of the New Testament).


“Look diligently lest anyone fall short of the grace of God; lest any root of bitterness springing up cause trouble, and by this many become defiled; lest there be any fornicator or profane person like Esau, who for one morsel of food sold his birthright. For you know that afterward, when he wanted to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance, though he sought it diligently with tears” (Hebrews 12:17).

Conservative: Beware the line that if crossed, one may never go back again!  We may remove ourselves so far from God that he is powerless to save us.

Liberal: “Esau was not seeking forgiveness nor salvation, but to undo the effect of a former state of mind with regard to the birthright.  But his bargain was irrevocable.  These Hebrews were in danger of forfeiting their birthright” (A.E. Knock, Concordant Commentary of the New Testament).


“Who is YHWH?  However we interpret it, the Name of God means ultimate dominion: He-Whom-There-Is-No-Escaping” (Thomas Cahill, The Gifts of the Jews).

I cannot escape the irrevocable love of God, not by bitterness, bad choices or bad theology.  God will have his way with me, no matter what.

How the World “Went Bad”

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth…and all the Lord created he called “good” (Genesis 1 and 2).

Conservative:  God had created a perfect creation.  Somehow, “evil” got loose, as represented by “the devil”—a super-angelic being who had been called “Lucifer”—“Light-bringer”.  But Lucifer “fell” and became the devil, who rules a dark, evil kingdom, while God maintains his kingdom of light.  For millennia, a “Great Controversy” (Ellen G. White) has raged.  

Liberal: God represents an integrated polarity of light and dark. Within the tension of this polarity, his creatures exist and learn….formed, fashioned and shaped by experiencing life in linear terms.

What Happens if We Bury our One Talent?

“Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord, I knew you that you are a hard man, reaping where thou have not sown, and gathering where thou have not sown: And I was afraid, and went and hid your talent in the earth: look, there thou have what is yours. His lord answered and said unto him, You wicked and slothful servant, you knew that I reap where I sowed not, and gather where I have not scattered seed: You  ought therefore to have put my money to the exchangers, and then at my coming I should have received mine own with usury. Take therefore the talent from him, and give it unto him that has ten talents. For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that has not shall be taken away even that which he has. And cast you the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 25:14-15, 19-29)

Conservative: Isn’t it plain enough?  You have once chance in this life.  If you blow it here, there is nothing God can do for you. You chose by your “free will” to bury your one talent. Now there will be “hell” to pay!

Liberal:  All of our obedience and fruitfulness springs from our view of God.  If we have followed the “traditions of the elders” and have come to believe in a tyrannical “god”, our “fruit”—or lack of it—will show.  Jesus is making the point that we all need to re-image “God”. We have been taught wrongly about “him” (gender itself needs “re-imaging”).  Until we do, the fruit of our lives will be suspect.


Jesus draws attention to this: “Master, I knew you were a harsh man…”  With this dismal view of “god”, the servant could do nothing but bury his talent.  Notice Jesus’ redeeming punishment for the servant: “Even what you have shall be taken away.”  Thank God!  God is now removing the foul images of himself from the servant, and restoring right ones!  Now the servant, with a breathtaking new view of God can begin to produce the fruit that he was unable to produce before!

How it will all end up…

“…it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment” (Heb. 9:27)
Conservative:  There exists a cutoff point: death itself.  If one has not chosen rightly in this life, that person is hell-bound to suffer its flames forever.

Liberal: “Judgment” is a process, even as “judgment is now on the household of faith.” Death may be a cut-off point, but is not the final thing.  In the end, “Every knee shall bow, and every tongue shall confess” in favor of God.

More to be added…

� Not every Christian conservative will claim the argument I make for him, and neither will the Christian liberal.  The point is not to claim dogmatic arguments for either, but to simply show how varied human personalities and dispositions may read the same text and derive very different meanings from it.


� “Annihilation itself is no death to evil.  Only good where evil was is evil dead” (George MacDonald, Lilith).





� Making we humans “gods” of our own destiny.


� After all, to that person, “there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins”.   The only thing remaining to such a sinner is God’s merciful and redeeming “judgment.” 
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