LESSON 10 – REVERSION

Main point: that Christ alone is sufficient for our salvation.

A. Background

There are always presuppositions from which we operate. All but Christianity is “man-centred” – you must look to yourself to solve your problems:


Self-control, self-discipline, secret knowledge, rationalism, called in biblical days:


Stoics, Gnostics, Hermits, Platonists

Today it is expressed in humanism, rationalism, mysticism, asceticism. We are influenced just as much by current trends in our culture’s thinking, undermining or even opposing our faith and priorities, and beliefs such as unmerited, undeserved salvation. Today we hardly sense a need for salvation, the effect of denying absolutes, thus negating our inherent sinfulness.

B. Barriers to accepting Salvation by Grace

1. Pride – we don’t want to be indebted to anyone, or accept something for nothing. People can become hostile to Christianity because it claims all their efforts to gain merit through their own efforts are futile. Even those of us who have been redeemed by Jesus’ sacrifice have a desire to want to do something to earn God’s pleasure. Romans, Hebrews and Galatians all address this temptation, warning us not to revert to our former thinking of keeping the Law to gain merit.

2. Experience – For many of us, everything we’ve enjoyed we’ve worked for, (although this is changing in the current generation, where entitlement is becoming the prevailing mood, but is unique in history and across culture, to my knowledge). Still for some, their experience is that you don’t get something for nothing. The Gospel is strange news: Salvation is a free gift from God. People think there must be a hidden cost somewhere. We forget that salvation is very costly, but God paid the price. 
Summary – There are three basic attitudes
· Philosophy presuppose that we can accomplish our own salvation
· Human pride finds it difficult to be indebted to anyone
· Human experience says no good gift comes without a price
Understanding these basic pre-suppositions prepares us to understand the problem that confronted the early Christian church as they sought to live out salvation by grace through faith.

C. The Problem: A Reversion Movement

1. There was a desire among a number of Jewish Christians to go back to old customs and traditions of Judaism which they had initially abandoned when they came to Christ. They sought to add something to what God had done in Christ in order to make salvation more ‘complete.’ Judaism drew them:

· It gave a person the satisfaction of participating in his/her salvation.

· Therefore one could appear before God with a righteousness of his/her own rather than a pure debtor.

2. Encouragement to revert to Judaism came both from within and without.

· Many Christians had left Jewish customs behind, others had not. The latter group became ‘Judeo-Christian,’ “putting new wine in old wineskins” (Matt 9:16-17), trying to blend the two (syncretism). They began to influence others in the fellowship. There were also those who felt that the gospel was for Jews alone – God’s ‘chosen people,’ Jesus was their promised Messiah.  A common Jewish attitude was that “God created the Gentiles to be fuel for the fires of hell;” they were ‘dogs,’ barbarians, pagans. If a Gentile wished to become a Christian, let him become a Jew first, be circumcised, keep the whole law, follow Jewish traditions. Salvation reverted to becoming dependent on what a person could do.

· Pressure from without came from Judaizers, opponents of the Christian faith. They tried to win the defectors back to Judaism. A similar scenario plays out when a Canadian Muslim becomes a Christian – first the family disowns the person, then works arduously to try to win him back.

Anyone who becomes a Christian needs to evaluate his/her culture from a Christian perspective, even those from so-called ‘Christian’ cultures. There are aspects that one can hang onto, that can be transformed and infused with meaning, and other elements that are ‘unredeemable’ and must be forsaken or even renounced. If this kind of critical evaluation doesn’t take place, there is a danger that one will continue in old ways of thinking and behaviour with only a Christian façade (which has happened in much of the West), or become syncretistic.

D. The Response

1. Galatians:
 
Theme: Christian freedom

Date: 48-49 AD before the Jerusalem Council met dealing with these issues (Acts 15)

Subject: Battling for the original gospel

Occasion: Judaizers teaching that circumcision and observance of the Law         were essential to Christianity.

Martin Luther’s comment about Galatians: “Galatians is my wife,” as he confronted the Catholic Church’s movement away from the pure gospel of grace, into a message of keeping the traditions of the Church.

a. Both Paul and his gospel were under attack. An ‘apostle’ had been defined in Acts 1:21-22 as one who had been with Jesus throughout his ministry and witnessed the resurrection. In Gal 1:11-2:21 Paul defends his apostleship, insisting that he was preaching a gospel that he had received directly from Christ (both on the road to Damascus, and probable reference to himself in 2 Cor 12:1-6 re: being taken up to heaven and hearing things from God). He claims he was chosen and ordained by God Himself. Although the start of his ministry was unusual, he had the approval of the leaders in Jerusalem (2:6-10)

b. He defends his message - salvation by faith rather than by keeping the law (3:1-4:31). He appeals to Abraham, the founder of the nation to whom God’s promises were given. Abraham had not kept the Law because it wasn’t given for another 430 years. His salvation was through an act of faith (Gen 12:1-3), leaving his people and country in response to God’s call. His was a radical doctrine, that children of faith are the children of Abraham, not the racial descendants. The true Israel is not comprised of physical descent, but of faith. His argument demonstrates that faith, not works, bring a person God’s favour.

c. He contrasts law and grace

What then is the place of the Law?

1. It tells us what sin is. Without the law there is no knowledge of sin (Rom 3:20; 7:7). 
2. Thus the Law motivates a person to seek and accept God’s grace. The effect is to show a person his own weakness until the only response can be to throw oneself on God’s mercy. It is impossible to keep the Law, so the only means of salvation is through the grace of God.

If the Galatian Gentiles decide now to get circumcised, they will be rejecting grace, and will be bound to keep not only the law of circumcision, but the whole law. 
They could not pick and choose what they would obey as followers of Christ, and what they would ignore. The last two chapters deal with freedom in Christ, rather than license to do whatever one pleases - walking in the Spirit, responding to the Spirit.

2. Hebrews – The Superiority of Christ

Theme: Access to God

Date and Authorship: Unknown. It was before the fall of the temple (70 AD). The author knew his writers, Timothy was a mutual friend. Some think Barnabas, because it’s a letter of encouragement, exhortation, he was a Levite and knew the priestly and sacrificial system, and a Cypriot, famous for their excellent Greek, and Hebrews’ Greek is excellent. Luther thought that Apollos was the author, a Jew born in Alexandria, eloquent, mighty in the Scriptures, the thought and argument of the book sound like an Alexandrian.

The recipients appear to be of both Hebrew and Greek background.
Greek: The idea that somewhere there is a real world of which everything here is an imperfect copy. The great task of this life is to get away from the shadows and imperfections, and reach reality.

Hebrew: The Fear of God - It is always a dangerous thing to come to near to God. We know how God initiated a covenant relationship with His people, offering special access, conditional on keeping the Law. Sin put up a barrier, the sacrificial system and Levitical priesthood were designated to restore the lost relationship with God, but never could fully do it. Proof of the ineffectiveness of the system lay in the perpetual offering of sacrifices.
Message: The superiority of Christ - Christ is pre-eminent and superior to all things in the old era.

1. Better than the angels (1:4-2:18). They are ministering spirits, Christ is the Son.

2. Superior to the patriarchs and prophets of old (1:1-3; 3:1-4:13)

· Moses was a servant and builder in God’s house, Christ is the Son and heir.

· Joshua led people into the Promised Land but could not give them the promised rest; Christ offers it, therefore let us strive to enter that rest.

3. Christ is the true high priest and his priesthood supersedes that of Aaron. (4:14-7:28).

· Through weakness and suffering, yet without sin, Christ is fit to be the perfect representative of humanity, the perfect priest (one who stand between God and humanity, representing each to the other). The Levitical priesthood could not accomplish redemption, therefore a new priest, like Melchizedek was needed (7:1-22).

a. ‘One of righteousness’ (which is the meaning of ‘Melchizedek’)

b. Prince of Peace – Melchizedek was king of Salem 
c. A royal priesthood, for he was a king

d. Personal, not inherited – ‘Melchizedek had neither mother or father’ meaning his genealogy is unknown
e. Eternal  - no record of his birth or death

These distinguish his priesthood from the traditional Levitical priesthood.

· Jesus’ priesthood is superior in these respects:

a. The fact that a new priesthood was promised showed that the old was inferior (7:11). Jesus was from the tribe of Judah, the old priesthood was from Levi, showing how the new supersedes the old. Something greater than the Law has come.

b. The new priesthood is forever (7:15-19). Under the old system priests kept dying, now we have a priest who lives forever.

c. The new priesthood is introduced by God (Ps 110:4, “Thou art a priest forever...”) an oath of God.

d. The new priest needs to offer no sacrifice for himself, because he is sinless (7:27).

e. He does not need to repeatedly offer sacrifices. He makes one perfect sacrifice (himself) that forever opens the way to God.

4. Christ is superior to the temple (9:1-12)

His is not an earthly tabernacle, but he passes through the heavens to stand before God in his holy presence.

5. Christ is superior to the Law and traditions (7:15-18, 28; 8:6-13) The old covenant is replaced by a new one, in which God places his law within our hearts and we each know him through his Spirit.
6. Christ is a better sacrifice (9:13-10:25)

His blood can provide access to God, which the blood of animals could not do. His sacrifice is once for all.

7. The new covenant established through faith in Christ, is a better way than the Law (10:19-12:29), making the old way obsolete. Reversion to Judaism is abominable. If you turn away from salvation through Christ alone, there can be no salvation (6:1-8). Therefore run the race with endurance, hang on to your faith!

3. Romans or “the gospel according to Paul”


Date: 57-58 AD (approx), probably written while he was in Corinth.

Occasion: Paul plans to visit Rome, and writes to introduce himself, 3 or 4 years before he finally is able to visit. In it he introduces everything he stands for.


Subject: “The necessity of Christ” or “Justification by faith.” 

Key verse: 1:16-17. All of Romans is an exposition of these verses.

Message: Paul refutes the arguments brought against Christians and then 

goes on to proclaim the full gospel. From its content it seems Paul intended Judaizers to hear it as well as Christians (See notes from lesson, p. 71-72).
Romans sets forth the doctrine of justification by faith, and explains the gospel more thoroughly than any other book of the bible.

In summary: Celebrate the freedom we have in Christ, justified by grace through faith, not our own works/effort, experiencing his transforming power in our lives, with the assurance that when we finally see him face to face, we will be like him! (1 John 3:1-3)

