Discovering the God of Peace: a biblical journey

Session 2 CHIPS Fellowship Weekend 18-19 Nov 2006

Objectives

To introduce the idea of peace in the bible.

To study a few examples from the bible which seem to question the link between God and violence.

To be inspired by the fact that our creator is actually a God of peace who calls us to a radical way of being.

Biblical Words for Peace

Hebrew Scriptures:

“Shalom” – many shades of meaning e.g. wholeness, peace, the presence of material well being, social justice and personal integrity, salvation.

New Testament (see Appendix):

“Eirene” (ειρηνη) – peace as “creative harmony” - it is active rather than passive - it can be given and received (e.g. John 14:27) - used approx 93 times in the New Testament.

“Hesuchia” (‘ησυχια) - “peace and quiet”, a passive absence of conflict - rarely used in the New Testament, 1 Timothy 2:2 being the main example.

Note that the New Testament writers used “eirene” with the same depth and variety of meaning as the Hebrew word “shalom” but it is also given an explicitly theological meaning too e.g. Phil 4:7 “peace of God”.  Furthermore we see God working for the three way reconciliation of humankind, creation and Himself.

Useful references

“Shalom: the bible’s word for salvation, justice and peace” by Perry Yoder (1987).

“Young’s Analytical Concordance” (1880)

The Vision of Shalom (inspired by Workshop Notes by Noel Moules)
Throughout the bible we see an “expansive and incredible vision looking into the future towards an age of peace” (Noel Moules): Isa 11:6-9, Lk 2:14, Rom 8:19-20.

This vision is to be established by a person anointed by God for the task: Isa 9:6-7, Zec 9:10, Eph 2:13-18, Rom 5:1.

The Kingdom of God is a kingdom of peace Isa 9:6-7, Rom 14:17

The “dream of God” is ‘shalom’ for all of creation (“The Dream of God”: A Call to Return by Verna Dozier, 1991)

The Realisation in Scripture of a God of Peace

Of many passages which show this realisation, we’ll look at 4 in this session as follows:

1. How the Hebrew creation accounts subvert the myth of redemptive violence

2. How the book of Revelation subverts the Roman version of the combat myth

3. St. Paul’s re-interpretation of the Hebrew concept of God’s Wrath

4. Jesus subverts traditional understandings of God’s character

The bible was written against the backdrop of powerful myths which informed the cultures of the nations of the Middle East, for example, the Babylonian creation story (also called the combat myth, or the myth of redemptive violence) whose distinctive feature is the victory of order over chaos by means of violence.  In the first two bits of group work we’re going to look at how two biblical passages from Genesis and Revelation subvert the assumptions of this myth (by ‘myth’ I’m meaning a metaphorical narrative about the relation between this world and the sacred).

Discussion Groups (1)

How the Hebrew creation accounts subvert the myth of redemptive violence

Some quotes to get us into the story:

“Violence was for the religion of ancient Mesopotamia what love was for Jesus: the central dynamic of existence.  For this early civilisation, life was as cruel as the floods and droughts and storms that swept the Fertile Crescent.  Recurrent warfare between the various city-states in the region exhausted resources.  Chaos threatened every achievement of humanity.  The myth that enshrined that culture’s sense of life was the Enuma Elish, dated to around 1250 BCE in the versions that have survived, but based on traditions considerably older.

In the beginning, according to this myth, Apsu and Tiamat, (the sweet and saltwater oceans) bear Mummu (the mist).  From them also issue the younger gods, whose frolicking makes so much noise that the elder gods cannot sleep and so resolve to kill them.  This plot of the elder gods is discovered, Ea kills Apsu, and his wife Tiamat pledges revenge.  Ea and the younger gods in terror turn for salvation to their youngest, Marduk.  He exacts a steep price: if he succeeds, he must be given chief and undisputed power in the assembly of the gods.  Having extorted this promise, he catches Tiamat in a net, drives an evil wind down her throat, shoots an arrow that bursts her distended belly and pierces her heart; he then splits her skull with a club, and scatters her blood in out-of-the way places.  He stretches out her corpse full length, and from it creates the cosmos.”

“After the world has been created, the story continues, the gods imprisoned by Marduk for siding with Tiamat complain of the poor meal service in their jail.  Marduk and Ea therefore execute one of the captive gods, and from his blood, Ea creates human beings to be servants to the gods.”

“Engaging the Powers” by Walter Wink (1992), pp.13-15

Questions

· Discuss the differences between the Babylonian (Enuma Elish) and Hebrew (Genesis 1 to 3) creation myths e.g. the contrasts in terms of the presence/absence of violence and chaos, the origin of evil, the relationship between humans and god(s).

· What different effects might these myths have on (conscious or unconscious) assumptions about God’s nature, human nature and on the acceptable norms of human behaviour?

Notes

Group feedback and discussion:

“The Babylonian myth is characterised by: lack of freedom, gods as violent, gods, power play among the gods, evil comes from god, creation comes out of a murder, humans seen to be servile.”
“The Hebrew myth in contrast shows: order from chaos but without violence, God not associated with violence, creation is good, evil from snake and humans, one God, creation for humans to enjoy/a gift, God is love relationship with humans.”

Discussion Groups (2)

How the book of Revelation subverts the myth of redemptive violence

The basic format of the myth of redemptive violence appears again and again in stories told throughout history up to the present day.  For example:

“The (combat) myth was also well known in Greco-Roman culture.  Its most common form in that context was the story of the god Apollo (son of Zeus and thus the son of god) and Python, the ancient monster.  When Apollo’s mother, Leto, was about to give birth to her child, Python looked for his chance to devour the infant.  Apollo was delivered safely, however; and after he had grown up he battled and killed Python.  It is the same story, appearing again and again.  John of Patmos obviously knew this version of the ancient myth, and it shapes much of the Apocalypse (Revelation).  Now the battle is between, on one side, God and “the Lamb that was slain”, and on the other, the dragon, the ancient serpent, the beast from the abyss, who is also Satan and the devil.  Like ancient Tiamat and Leviathan, the beast of Revelation 13 has seven heads.  The battle climaxes with an army dressed in white defeating the armies of the beast and Satan cast into a bottomless pit and then into the lake of fire.  John is telling one of the most powerful stories known.”

“Reading the Bible again for the First Time” by Marcus Borg (2001), p.283

“This basic plot or pattern is found in every series of visions in Revelation, beginning with the seven seals (in Rev. 6)…and in more elaborate form, for example, in the passage that extends from 19:11 to 22:5.”

“The Combat Myth in the Book of Revelation” by Adela Yarbro Collins (1976), p.148

Questions for discussion

· Compare the structure of the Greco-Roman myth of Python and Apollo with the story told in Revelation 12.  Who does John put in place of Apollo in the story?

· The Roman Emperors Caesar and Nero both styled themselves on Apollo, the son of the god of light who had brought in a golden age of order and peace by slaying Python, the mythical power of disorder, darkness and death.  In other parts of Revelation (e.g. Ch 13 and 17) John uses the dragon/beast as a symbol for Rome.  What therefore is John’s subversive message here in Rev 12?

Notes

Group feedback and discussion:

Group not given enough time and slightly confused – Mark’s fault sorry!

Taking the story in its broadest term (assuming some knowledge of other parts of Revelation and not getting lost in the detail) John replaces Apollo with Jesus.  Thus a possible reading gives a politically subversive message that it is Jesus, not Rome, who is the bringer of order and peace.  Furthermore Rome is in fact recast as Python, the bringer of disorder and death.
Discussion Groups (3)

St. Paul’s re-interpretation of the Hebrew concept of God’s Wrath

Paul Nuechterlein offers the following reading of God’s wrath in St. Paul’s writings (taken from http://girardianlectionary.net/core_convictions.htm - Note the basic insight for this reading of "wrath" in Romans comes from Robert Hamerton-Kelly, “Sacred Violence”, pp. 101-103, and James Alison, “The Joy of Being Wrong”, pp. 126-128):
“We suggest here that St. Paul needed to completely re-interpret the "wrath of God" from his own Hebrew scriptures, according to the revelation of the God he met through Jesus Christ.”

“Often the first question in response to the thesis of a nonviolent God in Jesus Christ concerns what to make of the apparently violent God of the Hebrew scriptures, especially the common theme of God's wrath. I believe that Paul is giving us, in the Letter to the Romans, a crucial response to this concern, one he no doubt needed to answer for himself. He raises it clearly in the thesis statement of the letter (Romans 1:18) and then works it out, with the word orgè, "wrath," appearing twelve times throughout Romans.”  (Note that Rom 12:19 and 5:9 are often mistranslated).

“Only that first time, however, does it appear as orgè theou, the "wrath of God"; the other eleven times the word orgè appears solo, that is, as simply "wrath." Why?”

“Because Paul is subtly reworking the "wrath of God" as a function of human idolatry. After introducing the topic of this letter..” (Romans 1:18) “…he immediately turns to the matter of idolatry, beginning with the most troubling examples of Gentile idolatry. Three times he describes the wrath of God in terms of God handing them (the Gentiles) over to the consequences of their idolatry (Rom. 1:24, 26, 28). In other words, God is not actively inflicting wrath on them in the form of violent punishment; rather, God is simply handing them over to the consequences of their idolatry.”

Thereafter, Paul ceases to say "wrath of God" because the most crucial and obstinate consequence of our idolatry is the kind of wrath we inflict on one another.  Either we seek the righteous, forgiving, non-violent judgment of God that we experience in Jesus Christ, or we are handed over to the logical end of our own wrathful, violent judgments upon one another. 

Other commentators also highlight this understanding of God’s wrath in Romans e.g. in “The Epistle of Paul to the Romans” by C. H. Dodd (1959):

“The Greek word does, indeed, mean ‘anger’; but God’s anger suggests the simple anthropological idea that God is angry with men, and Paul’s idea is not so simple” (p.47)

“It would therefore be in place here if to Paul ‘the Wrath’ meant, not a certain feeling or attitude of God towards us, but some process or effect in the realm of objective facts.” (pp.48-49)

“Wrath is the effect of human sin: mercy is not the effect of human goodness, but is inherent in the character of God.” (pp.49-50)

“The idea of an angry God is a first attempt to rationalise the shuddering awe which men fell before the incalculable possibilities of appalling disaster inherent in life, but it is an attempt which breaks down as the rational element in religion advances.  In the long run we cannot think with full consistency of God in terms of the highest human ideals of personality and yet attribute to Him the irrational passion of anger.”

Questions for discussion

· Look up some of the references to ‘wrath’ in Romans mentioned above

· Do you agree with Nuechterlein’s and Dodd’s interpretations of ‘wrath’?
· If so, might this effect the way you view God’s character?
Notes

Group feedback and discussion:

The ‘mistranslation’ of ‘wrath’ as ‘God’s wrath’ is a useful reminder that translation always, to some extent, involves interpretation too.

General sympathy for this way of reading Paul but not enough time to get into passages in detail.

If this is correct it requires quite a liberating change in understanding from an angry God who needs appeasing to one who is trying to help unsnarl creation from its own wrath by suffering himself.

However, questions raised over how to interpret Rom 12:19-20 in this light.

Discussion Groups (4)

Jesus subverts traditional understandings of God’s character

"An eye for eye only ends up making the whole world blind." (Gandhi)

Leviticus 26 (NIV):

 3 " 'If you follow my decrees and are careful to obey my commands, 4 I will send you rain in its season, and the ground will yield its crops and the trees of the field their fruit. 5 Your threshing will continue until grape harvest and the grape harvest will continue until planting, and you will eat all the food you want and live in safety in your land. 6 " 'I will grant peace in the land, and you will lie down and no one will make you afraid. I will remove savage beasts from the land, and the sword will not pass through your country. 7 You will pursue your enemies, and they will fall by the sword before you. 8 Five of you will chase a hundred, and a hundred of you will chase ten thousand, and your enemies will fall by the sword before you.

 9 " 'I will look on you with favour and make you fruitful and increase your numbers, and I will keep my covenant with you. 10 You will still be eating last year's harvest when you will have to move it out to make room for the new. 11 I will put my dwelling place among you, and I will not abhor you. 12 I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people. 13 I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt so that you would no longer be slaves to the Egyptians; I broke the bars of your yoke and enabled you to walk with heads held high. 14 " 'But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, 15 and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, 16 then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy your sight and drain away your life. You will plant seed in vain, because your enemies will eat it. 17 I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you will flee even when no one is pursuing you.”

Matthew 5:38-48 (The Message by Eugene H. Peterson)

 38-42 "Here's another old saying that deserves a second look: 'Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.' Is that going to get us anywhere? Here's what I propose: 'Don't hit back at all.' If someone strikes you, stand there and take it. If someone drags you into court and sues for the shirt off your back, gift-wrap your best coat and make a present of it. And if someone takes unfair advantage of you, use the occasion to practice the servant life. No more tit-for-tat stuff. Live generously. 

43-47 "You're familiar with the old written law, 'Love your friend,' and its unwritten companion, 'Hate your enemy.' I'm challenging that. I'm telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves. This is what God does. He gives his best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that. 

48 "In a word, what I'm saying is, Grow up. You're kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you." 

Questions for discussion

· Compare and contrast the character of God that is conveyed in the two passages.

· How, as Christians, should we deal with any apparent differences?

Notes

Group feedback and discussion:

The apparent differences are striking – God seems to favour some and not others in the Lev passage but gives his best to everyone in the Matt passage.  God seems to be violent in the first passage but to challenge violence in the second one.

Different ways of dealing with the apparent differences which different members of the group favoured:

· The context explains the difference – the first is a political context, the second an individual context, thus there is no actual change in God’s character

· God’s character actually changes between the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Testaments

· There is a gradual revelation of God’s character in Scripture - thus there is an actual contradiction but the character of God revealed in Jesus is what Christians should treat as most reliable.
Conclusions

The bible is infused with a vision of wholeness and peace for creation – this is “the dream of God”.  However some parts of the bible seem to reflect our own propensity for violence as human beings - hopefully this make us recoil and desire to be different.  But many passages reveal God as a God of peace and love rather than violence.  Including the 4 we’ve studied in this session we might point to the following examples among many:

· The Hebrew creation accounts in Genesis give a radical view compared to the equivalent Babylonian myths – evil and violence are invaders into a good creation: problems to be dealt with and overcome rather than intrinsic to the nature of things.  They counter the assumption that order must be perpetuated through violence.

· The prophets call for social justice (shalom), reveal that God desires mercy not sacrifice, and anticipate One who will redeem creation.

· The biblical notion of sacrificial atonement turns the assumed relationship between God and violence on its head as God, in Jesus, becomes an innocent suffering sacrificial victim, in order to open a way to release humanity from self destruction.  This is also anticipated in certain Hebrew notions of atonement.  Rather than a violent deity needing a sacrifice to appease his wrath, God becomes the sacrifice and a victim of human wrath and violence in order to liberate and restore creation.

· The life of Jesus was intrinsically non-violent, he challenged the idea of God’s favouritism and desire for retribution, he showed us a creative, non-violent third way for dealing with oppression and injustice and he was killed by the powers that felt their authority challenged.

· The Apostle Paul reveals his understanding of God’s wrath as the consequences of our own actions – we are by nature objects of wrath since we are caught in destructive patterns of behaviour (sin) from which we need saving.  This challenges the notion of an angry god whose violence needs satisfying.

· In the book of Revelation we are given the image of a slain lamb being the final undoing of the powers that have held the world captive to violence since the beginning, and inaugurating a kingdom of peace.

I hope this session has given us some encouragement that the God who we are to imitate (Matt 5:48) is a God of peace, justice, mercy and love – and he calls us to walk this path of peace with Him.

CHIPS, Nov 06
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APPENDIX 1:  ‘PEACE’ IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

taken from Young’s Analytical Concordance (1880)

PEACE
Peace, unity, concord,  eirene
Matt 10:13 let your peace come.. let your peace return

Matt 10:34 peace on earth: I came not to send peace

Mark 5:34  go in peace, and be whole of thy plague

Luke 1:79  to guide our feet into the way of peace

Luke 2:14  and on earth peace, good will toward men

Luke 2: 29  now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace

Luke 7:50  Thy faith hath saved thee; go in peace

Luke 8:48  thy faith hath made thee whole; go in peace

Luke 10:5  whatsoever house ye enter, first say, Peace

Luke 10:6  if the son of peace be there, your peace

Luke 11:21 keepeth his palace, his goods are in peace

Luke 12:51 Suppose ye that I am come to give peace

Luke 14:32 sendeth .. and desireth conditions of peace

Luke 19:38 peace in heaven, and glory in the highest

Luke 19:42 the things (which belong) unto thy peace

Luke 24:36 [saith unto them, Peace (be) unto you]

John 14:27 Peace I leave with you, my peace I give

John 16:33 I have spoken .. that in me ye might have peace

John 20:19 and saith unto them, Peace (be) unto you

John 20:21 Peace (be) unto you .. as (my) Father hath

John 20:26 stood in the midst, and said, Peace (be) unto

Acts 10:36 preaching peace by Jesus Christ: he is Lord

Acts 12:20 desired peace; because their country was

Acts 15:33 they were let go in peace from the brethren

Acts 16:36 told .. now therefore depart, and go in peace

Rom 1:7    Grace to you and peace from God our Father

Rom 2:10  peace, to every man that worketh good

Rom 3:17  And the way of peace they have not known

Rom 5:1    we have peace with God through our Lord

Rom 8:6    to be spiritually minded (is) life and peace

Rom 10:15 of them that preach the gospel [of peace]

Rom 14:17 and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost

Rom 14:19 follow after the things which make for peace

Rom 15:13 with all joy and peace in believing, that

Rom 15:33 Now the God of peace (be) with you all

Rom 16:20 the God of peace shall bruise Satan under

1 Cor 1:3    peace, from God our Father, and (from)

1 Cor 7:15  depart … but God hath called us to peace

1 Cor 14:33 not (the author) of confusion, but of peace

1 Cor 16:11 conduct him forth in peace, that he may

2 Cor 1:2    peace from God our Father, and (from)

2 Cor 13:11 the God of love and peace shall be with

Gal 1:3      peace from God the Father, and (from)

Gal 5:22    peace, long suffering, gentleness, goodness

Gal 6:16    peace (be) on them, and mercy, and upon

Eph 1:2     peace, from God our Father and (from)

Eph 2:14   he is our peace, who hath made both one

Eph 2:15   of twain one new man, (so) making peace

Eph 2:17   preached peace to you which were afar off

Eph 4:3     the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace

Eph 6:15   shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace

Eph 6:23   Peace (be) to the brethren, and love with 

Phil 1:2     peace, from God our Father, and (from)

Phil 4:7     the peace of God, which passeth all understanding

Phil 4:9     and the God of peace shall be with you

Col 1:2      peace, from God our Father and the Lord

Col 3:15    let the peace of God rule in your hearts

1 Th 1:1    peace, from God our Father, and the Lord

1 Th 5:3    when they shall say, Peace and safety; then

1 Th 5:23  the very God of peace sanctify you wholly

2 Th 1:2    peace, from God our Father and the Lord
2 Th 3:16  the Lord of peace himself give you peace

1 Tim 1:2  peace, from God our Father and Jesus Christ

2 Tim 1:2  peace, from God the Father and Christ Jesus

2 Tim 2:22 follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace

Titus 1:4  peace, from God the Father and the Lord

Phm 3      peace, from God our Father and the Lord

Heb 7: 2   also King of Salem, which is, King of peace

Heb 11:31 when she had received the spies with peace

Heb 12:14 Follow peace with all (men), and holiness

Heb 13:20 the God of peace, that brought again from

Jas 2:16     Depart in peace, be (ye) warmed and filled

Jas 3:18     is sown in peace of them that make peace

1 Pet 1:2   Grace unto you, and peace, be multiplied

1 Pet 3:11 do good: let him seek peace, and ensue it

1 Pet 5:14 Peace (be) with you all that are in Christ

2 Pet 1:2   peace be multiplied unto you through the

2 Pet 3:14 that ye may be found of him in peace

2 John 3    peace, from God the Father and from the

3 John 14  Peace (be) to thee.  (Our) friends salute

Jude 2       Mercy unto you, and peace and love be

Rev 1:4     peace, from him which is, and which was

Rev 6:4     to take peace from the earth, and that

PEACE, to be at, to have, to live in
Mark 9:50   Have salt in yourselves, and have peace

2 Cor 13:11 live in peace; and the God of love and

1 Th 5:13    (And) be at peace among yourselves
PEACE to hold one’s
To be silent, not to speak,  sigao
Luke 20:26 marvelled at his answer, and held … peace

Acts 12:17  beckoning .. with the hand .. to hold .. peace

Acts 15:13  after they had held their peace, James

1 Cor 14:30 If .. be revealed .. let the first hold his peace
To be silent, cease speaking,  siopao
Matt 20:31 because they should hold their peace; but

Matt 26:63 But Jesus held his peace.  And the high

Mark 3:4    lawful .. to kill?  But they held their peace

Mark 9:34  they held their peace: for by the way

Mark 10:48 charged him that he should hold his peace

Mark 14:61 But he held his peace, and answered nothing

Luke 18:39  rebuked him, that he should hold his peace

Luke 19:40 if these should hold their peace, the stones

Acts 18:9   Be not afraid .. and hold not thy peace
To be quiet,  hesuchazo
Luke 14:4   they held their peace. And he took (him)

Acts 11:18  they held their peace, and glorified God
To muzzle, gag,  phimoo
Mark 1:25 saying, Hold thy peace .. come Luke 4:35
PEACE to make
To make peace,  eirenopoieo
Col 1:20   having made peace through the blood of
PEACEABLE
Peaceable,  eirenikos
Heb 12:11 afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit

Jas 3:17     first pure, then peaceable, gentle (and)

Quiet,  hesuchios

1 Tim 2:2    that we may lead a quiet and peaceable
PEACEABLY, to live
To be peaceable, desire peace,  eireneuo
Rom 12:18   if it be possible .. live peaceably with all
PEACEMAKER
A peacemaker,  eirenopoios

Matt 5:9   blessed (are) the peacemakers: for they shall be

APPENDIX 2:  ‘WRATH’ IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

taken from Young’s Analytical Concordance (1880)
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