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THE HUMAN CONDITION 

(‘From what do I need to be saved?”):

SIN

SUFFERING

SIN

The concept of sin is linked to man’s disobedience to God. This is started/shown in the story of Adam and Eve. The origin of sin in the human race results in The Fall – not only do subsequent human beings inherit a sinful nature, creation itself is fallen and so human beings are subject to moral and natural suffering (see notes under ‘Suffering’). Moral suffering is when one person causes suffering to another as a result of their sinful words or actions. There are many examples of this in the world today: hurtful verbal insults, cheating, assault, murder, rape, drug dealing, road accidents caused by drink driving or recklessness, terrorism, inciting hatred, individual and/or corporate greed, etc.  Most sins are sins of commission (things which people do), but some are sins of omission (things people do not do which they should do).

Consequences of sin / the Fall include:

·  death

·  alienation from God

·  alienation from others

·  suffering

·  the Incarnation, Crucifixion and Resurrection of Christ

Augustine – “there would have been no evil work, but there was an evil will before it; and what could begin this evil but pride, that is the beginning of all sin?”

This suggests that the first sin resulted from pride and a desire to be ‘equal with God’.

Augustine went on to describe how the original sin was spread throughout the human race as a ‘spiritual infection’.

Irenaeus had a different view – “Could not God have exhibited man as perfect from the beginning ?”

In his view humans were inferior because they were created beings, and so in need of ‘development’.

This is Irenaeus’ way of explaining why the first sin was committed. He did not accept that original sin was passed on to us and thus causing our sin. He held that we are created imperfect but also responsible for our own sin and need to work with God to improve ourselves.

Reformed theologian John Calvin – “Original Sin, meaning the depravation of a nature formerly good and pure.”

This follows on from Augustine and clearly points to God’s special creation being spoiled, and a huge gulf opening between the holy, righteous God and Fallen humanity.

Some liberal theologians such as Hans Kung reject the concept of original sin and the consequences of alienation and pollution. Instead they say that the Christian path should be one of self-improvement. This brings them close to Pelagius and to Eastern religious thought (e.g. in Hinduism, Buddhism).

SUFFERING

Suffering is viewed by Christians as a general result of The Fall and the resultant broken relationships with God, fellow humans and creation/nature.  Not only are human beings ‘fallen’, but so too is the created world.

Natural suffering in the fallen world includes disease, earthquake, volcano, flood, etc.  Moral suffering is caused by deliberate choice of human action in actual sins 

e.g. greed, selfishness, violence.

Why does a loving God allow suffering ? Does He plan or allow suffering ? In allowing humans free will He must know that suffering will be a result. Many Christians believe that God can and does bring good out of suffering – repentance, kindness to others, greater understanding of man’s need for God.

Why does God not stop suffering ?  If He did so He would interfere with free will.

Spiritual suffering is caused by separation from God. Sin brings spiritual death.

However, Jesus rejected that individual suffering was directly caused by individual sin – those who suffer greatly are not necessarily more sinful than those who suffer less.

Calvin – “Creation bears part of the punishment deserved by man, for whose use all other creatures were made.”

This provides a logical reason and link between man’s sin and natural suffering in fallen creation.

Christians believe that they can be rescued from suffering ultimately when its root cause, sin, is dealt with. Although Christ has already dealt with sin on the Cross, the full benefits of this will not be manifest until His Second Coming. Full reconciliation with God will result in an end to suffering.

See also “Where was God on September 11th?” or “Where is God when things go wrong ?”

THE GOALS      (“For/To what can I be saved ?”):

SALVATION AS WHOLENESS

ETERNAL LIFE

SALVATION AS WHOLENESS

Salvation means being saved from something undesirable to something good.

In the Old Testament the Israelites were ‘delivered’ from enemies, suffering, etc.

In the New Testament salvation centres on being delivered from the guilt and power of sin. Salvation is freely offered, but received through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ. The name ‘Jesus’ means ‘Saviour’ or ‘He will Save’.

Salvation in terms of rescue from consequences of sin – spiritual death is vanquished by Christ and replaced by (eternal) spiritual life. Salvation is often described as proceeding from the love of God. God must reject sin, but He loves the sinners, so He provides atonement (see later) in Christ, resulting in: forgiveness, regeneration, justification, sanctification, eternal life.

Salvation in terms of liberation theology means being rescued from oppression (see later).

Salvation as wholeness incorporates moral improvement, social improvement, physical and emotional healing. As sinners we are incomplete. Salvation can bring an improvement in our thoughts, words and actions, as well as redemption.

Redemption means to be ‘bought back’ and many Christians believe that Christ’s death was a ransom for them in their sins, whereby Christ took the punishment for their sins so that they could be saved from the consequences of their sins.

Spiritual wholeness comes from: confessing sin and receiving forgiveness.

This should lead to:

Moral wholeness, whereby the Christian willingly seeks to live by God’s standards, thereby trying to improve people’s lives, which links into physical wholeness.

ETERNAL LIFE

The writings of the New Testament are seeped in the belief that Christ rose from the dead and as a result of this others can have eternal life.

Eternal Life is believed to be one of the main benefits of Christian faith.

At the end of his book “City of God”, Augustine tries to give some idea of the nature of  heaven, speaking of the transformed body released from the limitations of earthly life and ‘enjoying’ God.

Heaven – is it a place, a condition or another dimension ?

Is it being with God forever, enjoying Him and all He provides ?

Hell –is it real in terms of place or condition, or is it just eternal death ?

Purgatory – Roman Catholics believe in a state between death and heaven when remaining sins are purged. Protestants say this is unbiblical.

Some Liberal theologians, such as Hans Kung, are deliberately vague about eternal life, concentrating on its symbolic meaning for the here and now, rather than future life everlasting with God following physical death.

Other Liberal theologians, such as William Barclay, are more definite. Barclay agrees that eternal life starts now but also says that it continues in a more real sense beyond the grave.

Don Cupitt is an Anglican theologian who has rejected many of the traditional Christian beliefs, and is therefore described by some as an extreme liberal. Others question whether he is really a Christian at all. Cupitt claims to be a Christian who is facing up to reality in the light of the modern world and its increasing knowledge. 

“There is no God for me, or at least , not for this present me.”

This quote shows the influence of Existentialism, the philosophical position which others e.g. Schleiermacher, Kierkegaard, Tillich and Bultmann had already applied to Christian theology. 

Cupitt strongly doubts how genuinely people can ‘love God’ because he does not think they can really know God. “God offers me nothing that I can clutch to myself, and therefore cannot be loved with a subject-object love.” He thinks that many people think they believe in God, but that this is a piece of wishful thinking. Some of Cupitt’s thinking is similar to themes in atheistic Buddhism, including viewing religion as something which humans construct rather than something which God reveals.

“We must live as if there is no life after death”.

Liberation Theology aims for new life in terms of earthly freedom from oppression. Those who are oppressed (e.g. the oppressed, the poor, women, ethnic minorities) need to be liberated. Gutierrez and others also speak about transforming society into a new life in which the dignity of all people is recognised.

THE MEANS

(“What must I do to be saved?” and/or “What must I receive from God to be saved ?” and “What practices show God’s grace and the obedience of His followers?”)

REPENTANCE / BAPTISM

CHRIST’S DEATH AND RESURRECTION / ATONEMENT / COMMUNION

REPENTANCE

Mark 1:15b – “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near, repent and believe in the good news.”

Repentance involves

· admitting that we have sinned

· being sorry for our sins

· asking forgiveness from God

· an inner change leading to a desire to avoid repeating sin(s)

The Greek word “metanoia” used in the NT means a change or turning of mind. Thus repentance/conversion must involve an intention to change.

Read Psalm 51 vv.1-5. Here we have sin admitted, sin confessed, forgiveness and cleansing requested.

Read Leviticus 6 vv.1-7. Here we have an example of an action of extra recompense being put forward as a way of showing true repentance.

Read the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Luke 15:11-32 .

The prodigal son sins, repents and is readily forgiven by his father.

The sign of baptism was used by John the Baptist. He told people to repent and then be baptised as a sign of their repentance and God’s washing away of their sins.

Jesus came to be baptised by John. Why ? If this baptism was a sign of repentance and forgiveness, and if Christ was sinless, surely he did not need to be baptised.

Possible reasons for / meanings of Christ’s baptism:

· he was repenting on behalf of those he would die for

· he was setting an example to others

· he was representing others in baptism and pointing forward to the time when he would represent others in pouring out his blood to wash sinners clean from their sins

· it was a consecration prior to his earthly ministry

Some Orthodox theologians speak about repentance being ‘a fruit of baptismal grace’, implying that someone receives God’s grace at baptism and this leads to repentance. This is a different order from John’s baptism where repentance came first.

Vladimir Lossky (Orthodox mystical theologian)  – “The soul which is not transformed by repentance does not know grace.”

How are faith and grace connected ?  Which comes first ?

Do we believe because we receive God’s grace, or do we receive God’s grace because we believe ? 

Calvin’s teaching on predestination is an example of the former and Arminius’ teaching on human choice of response to God an example of the latter. 

Those who believe predestination is conditioned by foreknowledge may say that it is a bit of both!

Martin Luther – “at the same time justified and a sinner”

*Read and take notes on the sections on baptism from both Louis Berkhof’s “Systematic Theology” (good on reasons for infant baptism linked to covenant) and Wayne Grudem’s “Bible Doctrine” (good on ‘believer’s baptism’).

CHRIST’S DEATH AND RESURRECTION

Why did Christ die ?

Who did He die for ?

Who will benefit from his death ?

Did He rise from the dead ? If so, how and why ?

The Atonement:

· the ‘covering’ of sin

· the reconciliation of God and man  (needed due to alienation as a result of sin)

This is achieved by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Christ’s death is believed by most Christians to be substitutionary. He died in place of sinners, taking the punishment for their sins, turning aside God’s righteous wrath against sin, satisfying the righteous requirements of the Law..

In the Old Testament substitutionary sacrifices of animals were offered to God. These are believed to prefigure the ultimate sacrifice of Christ, which renders any further sacrifice unnecessary. Heb.9:13-26 (read) presents atonement in Christ as a completed and successful act. 

Ro.3:25,26 (read and note) shows that the atoning sacrifice of Christ satisfies the requirements of justice of God and provides justification for those who have faith in Christ.

Limited Atonement – Christ died only for the “elect”. Only the elect will benefit from his death.

Universal Atonement – Christ died for all, but only the repentant believers will be saved

Universalism (Universalist Atonement) – Christ died for all, and all will have eternal life whether they repent/believe or not

Look at the following Biblical verses and try to link them to the above views:

Matt.25:31-46; Jn.3:3,16;  Jn.10:11-15;  Ro. 5:8,  8:28-30; Eph. 2:8,9; 1 Tim.2:5,6

Read the section on Atonement from any decent Bible Dictionary and make further notes. Anyone aiming for an ‘A’ or ‘B’ should also read and make notes on Berkhof’s Systematic Theology pp.367-399.

*Read the highlighted sections of the “Resurrection – Hoax or History ?” chapter from Josh McDowell’s “Evidence that Demands a Verdict”.

The human events are described in the gospels by men who were convinced that Jesus had not only died for them, but had also risen from the dead and was alive in a transfigured life which death could not threaten at all.

Read 1 Corinthians Ch.15.

SOME USEFUL SHORT QUOTES

(These are a few to add to the ones you should have already)

	QUOTE
	SOURCE
	Useful for

	“there would have been no evil work, but there was an evil will before it; and what could begin this evil will but pride, that is the beginning of all sin?”
	Augustine

From ‘City of God’
	Sin

	“created things must be inferior to Him who created them”
	Irenaeus from “Against Heresies”
	Sin

	“Original Sin, meaning by the term the depravation of a nature formerly good and pure”

“creation bears part of the punishment deserved by man, for whose use all other creatures were made”
	Calvin from the ‘Institutes’
	Sin

Suffering

	“I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me”
	Psalm 51:5
	Sin

	“Sin is to be found both in the human heart and in the social structures which prevent people from developing God-given possibilities.”
	David Sheppard from “Bias to the Poor”
	Sin

(Liberation Theology)

	“at the same time justified and a sinner”
	Martin Luther
	Sin, Salvation

	“By his sacrificial death we are now put right with God; how much more, then, will we be saved by Him from God’s anger”
	Romans 5:9
	Salvation

	“We must live as if there were no life after death”

“There is no God for me, or at least, not for this present me”
	Don Cupitt

From ‘Taking Leave of God’
	Eternal Life

All sections

	“Repent and be baptised every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven”
	Acts 2:38
	Repentance / Baptism

	“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near”
	Matthew 3:2
	Repentance

	“Against you, you alone, have I sinned….so that you are justified in your sentence…

Restore to me the joy of your salvation…”
	Psalm 51 from vv.4, 12
	Repentance

Salvation

	“To repent means to feel the wrath of God in earnest because of one’s sin, so that the sinner experiences anguish of heart and is filled with a painful longing for the salvation and the mercy of God.”
	Martin Luther
	Repentance

	“The soul which is not transformed by repentance does not know grace….      Repentance…is a renewal of baptism”
	Vladimir Lossky
	Repentance / Baptism

	For God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not die but have eternal life”
	John 3:16
	Eternal Life

/ Christ’s Dth. & Res.


The little Berkhof book is a superb source for identifying other Bible quotes.

The following chapters are particularly relevant: 12, 17-21, 25, 26, 30.
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