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As I said last week, we usually read Paul through some specific lenses.  This is okay, and in fact is unavoidable, since we always read Paul from some place other than the year 50AD and the church in Ephesus.  At the same time, we can get ourselves into trouble.  One of those troubling elements is to read Paul from the perspective of being anti-Jewish, or at least anti-Judaism.  
This becomes especially an issue when we start to think about the Jewish idea of God and the idea of God in the work of Paul. Paul’s God is not in contradiction with the God of the Old Testament, but in fact, is quite in continuity with that God, though with the added clarity that comes from the Incarnation of the Son and the sending of the Spirit into our lives. Rather than basing his attacks against Judaism and its concept of God, Paul’s real target is paganism, the same target that the Jewish writers and teachers had been aiming against for over a thousand years.

The God of Israel is the Triune God

Of course we would today say that the God of Israel is the God we know in Jesus Christ.  But Paul is a good Jew of his day, and doesn’t want to abandon the work of the God in the Israelite scriptures.  What he does instead is reinterpret that tradition based on the reality of the Incarnation.  How does he do this?

In Judaism both of Paul’s time and in our own, pious Jews will repeat at least 3X daily the Schema found Deuteronomy 6:4-5:

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.  Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.
This prayer clearly would have remained central in Paul’s own spiritual life.  And we know that this is the case because Paul restates the Schema in light of Jesus Christ.  Praying in the Spirit he says:

for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live. 
In the Greek the parallel to the Greek version of the Schema is even more remarkable.  Paul continues to affirm that God is one, but that this God lives and keeps the universe in being through the actions of the Father and the Son (in the Spirit).  The Trinity then for Paul is not an add-on to theology, but is the truer reality under the oneness of God.  The one God moves in a three-fold manner.  

Another example of this Jewishness of Paul’s theology can be found in Ephesians 1:3-14.  This passage is in the form of the Jewish barakah, which was a prayer of blessing offered up to the one God of Israel.  In the Jewish faith the focus was on the victory of God alone over the power of the world, and thus all blessings and protections must come for Yahweh God alone.  Paul is in complete agreement with that, but notice how we word this reality:

Eph 1:3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 

Eph 1:4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love 

Eph 1:5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— 

Eph 1:6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 

Eph 1:7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 

Eph 1:8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 

Eph 1:9 And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 

Eph 1:10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 

Eph 1:11 In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, 

Eph 1:12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 

Eph 1:13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 

Eph 1:14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

Paul is helping both his Gentile and Jewish audience to realize that their blessing comes from being in fellowship with the one God of Israel and that this occurs through and in Jesus Christ.  

Why does Paul keep emphasizing this? Because the real opponent facing Paul (we will get to the Judiazers in a second) is paganism.  This is a good thing for us…since the biggest opponent facing the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his Kingdom is paganism…gods whose very nature and character are easier to understand and thus are more easily accepted.  For Paul as for the writers of the Old Testament, this easiness is dangerous because it always leads to beliefs that destroy and kill, rather than build-up and bring life.

Paul in Opposition to Paganism

The opposition to paganism is rooted in Paul’s allusions to the Old Testament.  Again, the pagan gods were distant, arbitrary, rarely involved in the world, and sought only to keep captive their worshippers.  Compare that to the God that Paul points, even in the passage noted above:

For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many “gods” and many “lords”),  (1 Co 8:6) yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live.

Paul’s point is that it is the God we know through the history of Israel that brings protection and blessing in the world, not the gods you used to worship.  This is his point also in 1 Thessolonians 1:8-10:

The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say anything about it, for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us. They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.
To follow the false gods is to give yourself over to the those who cannot save, and who leave you in the embrace of death – both physical and spiritual. Idolatry (which is the worship of false gods, and is still a challenge for us today) offers easier solutions, an easier ethic, and the chance for the belittling of this life.  Against that Paul sees a focus on the God who saves, who acts, who rescues, and who redeems this world and this life.  Paul is not just idly pointing to and quoting the Old Testament, but rather wants to draw his churches to the attention that the God known in Jesus Christ is radically different than any god you have ever imagined.

Lest you think this is no longer an issue today, survey abound (as well as “man on the streets” interviews that show that people today still have notions of a god who is distant, unconcerned, not powerful, or other such notions (or that the god is the earth spirit, the oneness that we shall all return to).  Think even of the image of God as an old man with a long beard…the image is of a wise but unconcerned and distant deity.  This is not the God who rescues Israel from slavery, the dessert, and captivity.  Only a God like Yahweh would send his Son to bring salvation to the whole of humanity.  And so he did.

This is why Paul is so focused on making sure that we get God right.  To not do so is to fix us in a worldview that doesn’t give any real hope – for this life or the next.  It makes life a crapshoot at best…and meaningless at worst.  The God who Paul knows is the one who makes life meaningful, purposeful, and, if not in every detail, intentional.

Paul, the Judiasers, the Torah and the Son 

I do not want to leave you with the idea that Paul is just wholesale taking in the Jewish view of God in his writings.  This is not the case, as he points out in 1 Corinthians 1:18-25.

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.” Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength. 
The Jews could not imagine a) that God could be both one and three (or even two) and being) that anything could take the place of the Torah as the path to God. Against this Paul points to the cross and the resurrection.  As Tom Wright has pointed, not only could God be one and three, but this Triune God comes to earth in the form of the Jesus Christ and dies for our sins, and thus is the true link and way to God. 
We have seen at various points that what he says about Christ and the Spirit as the key elements of the self-expression of the one God was bound to upstage Torah even at that level, over against all attempts in Judaism to make Torah almost an ontological extension of the being of the one God. 

Paul wants the Jews to see that the Torah has value as a reflection of God, but that God has now brought Israel’s story into perfect clarity: why they existed as a people, what their calling was, and what God has done in Jesus Christ.  This is why he tells the Romans what he says in Romans 9-11, especially 9:30-33:

What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith;  but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it.  Why not? Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works. They stumbled over the “stumbling stone.”

The point is that that even the Jews, who had the clearest reflection of God is, cannot hold God captive to their notions. Only God can fully reveal God, not even the words of the Torah.  The challenge then is to accept that this is the God who brings love and judgment, who brings mercy and wrath, and does so based on his character.  The Jews had become so wedded the comprehensibility of the Torah, that they forgot that Yahweh was beyond their conceptions of God. It is in Christ that Paul see and understand all that he knows of God, not in exemption from the Old Testament, but those passages must now be read in the light of the Incarnation.  Paul is not anti-Jewish, but he is anti-pagan. His challenge to the Jews of the ancient world was to unbox God from their conceptions and their limitations, before they too fall into the trap of paganism by relying on how they wanted God to be…rather than how God tells us he is.

All of this is simply to say that what Paul wants to do is open our eyes to see God with a new clarity: in Christ, through Christ, to Christ, and for the sake of the Father of Jesus Christ.
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