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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
The Son of God and the Scandal of the Incarnation

Romans 1:3

concerning his son, who was born from David’s seed according to the flesh.
Paul like many of the NT teachers faced the problems of their time. We are not aware that there was a multiple religious life in the whole of the Roman Empire.  Among the most popular movements is Gnosticism.  From the Greek word gnosis, which means knowledge, these sects were divided into many schools but all agree that “salvation is by knowledge.”  It was a temptation in the early Christian Church.  By contrast, persecution, even the bloodiest, posed far less of a threat to the Church’s continuing purity and further development.  Gnosticism had its roots in late antiquity, drew on oriental and Jewish sources, and multiplied into innumerable esoteric doctrines and sects. 

Two Classes of Adherents – Superior Souls and Common Folk
Then, like a vampire, the parasite of Gnosticism took hold of the youthful bloom and vigor of Christianity.  What made it so insidious was the fact that the Gnostics very often did not want to leave the Church.  Instead, they claimed to be offering a superior and more authentic exposition of Holy Scripture, though, of course, this was only for the “superior souls” called  “the spiritual,” or in Greek “the pneumatic.”  The common folk (in Greek “ the psychic”) were left to get on with their crude practices.  It is not hard to see how this kind of compartmentalizing of the Church’s members, indeed of mankind as a whole, inevitably encouraged not only an excited craving for higher initiation, but also an almost unbounded arrogance in those who had moved from mere ‘faith’ to real, enlightened ‘knowledge’.

The Sensation-seekers 

Like some sects today, Gnosticism provided a manner of attractions for the religious sensation-seeker which were on sale at this gaudy fun fair.  Always in the background was the fundamental dogma of Gnosticism – the belief that the lower, material sphere, the “flesh,” the world of the “psychic,” was contemptible, something to be vanquished, while the higher, spiritual world was all that was excellent, the only thing worth cultivating. Sometimes sexual immorality was permitted or recommended, for after all they twisted the teaching “to the pure all things are pure.”  At other times, the rule would he a body-hating asceticism, which taught that the body is evil and the “perfect” must get rid of it.   What mattered most was the ‘knowledge’ that ensured spiritual power and an accesses to the divine spiritual realm.
Dualism of sprit and matter

Dualism runs through all systems of Gnosticism.  In this earthly world it is reflected in the stark opposition of body and spirit.  The body is regarded as something anti-divine, which the “spiritual” person leaves behind if he is to be redeemed.  Gnosticism is radically anti-Christian.  Christianity is about the divine and spiritual united to the material.  Here is the heart of the Gospel: the Son of God is born and is united to humanity, our humanity, and not super humanity.  Thus redemption depends on the real Incarnation, the real suffering on the Cross, and the real Resurrection of the flesh, our flesh.  All these great events of the manifestation of the salvation – Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Resurrection – all these three were a scandal for Gnosticism.  On their view the Son of God who comes from the divine realm did not – could not – have taken a body.  Therefore he did not die on the cross and obviously did not really suffer. 

What was missing from their system is the doctrine of creation.

What does his mean?

1. Not only separation of heaven and earth but also deliberately saying that God created something evil which is the material world.  So, creation by itself is of no value and has no future.

2. Our humanity in its physical condition is far from God and cannot be redeemed.

Modern Gnosticism 

The Gnostic impulse openly animates many of our modern world-views.  Human life as a whole is reduced to mental concepts.  The fashionable interest, within some of the Christian Churches, is Zen meditation, Sufism and Spirituality centered on self-knowledge.  These modern movements are essentially anti-Incarnation (Jesus was not God).  In Buddhism and Zen Buddhism all sensible images – all words and concepts – must be removed, so that there is nothing left but the unfathomable void in which a supposedly super objective insight (gnosis) can flourish.  This is what they call enlightenment.  However mutually contradictory these currents of thought may at first sight appear to be, they are united in their “spiritualizing” flight from matter and the “flesh.”

Modern materialism seems to be an exception, and yet it too is opposed to the Christian principle of Incarnation.  At least in practice, it regards matter as something to be dominated, and man himself as the way to power.
So-Called Spirituality and the Incarnation

Spirituality without Christ is a myth:

1. Spirituality seeks the ascent of man to spirit; the Son of God seeks descent into flesh and blood. 
2. Spirituality wants knowledge as the only way to power; the Incarnation reveals the true power of God in the most extreme powerlessness. “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ who for your sake became poor in spite of the fact that he is rich that through his poverty you might be rich” (2 Cor 8:9).  True power is love, and that power is the only power that saves.
3. Spirituality wants knowledge; the Son of God asks for constant faith and, only within that faith, a growing, reverent understanding. 
4. Spirituality is the journey of the imagination which assumes whatever the imagination can create such lightning that flashes when contradictory things collide – absolute knowledge, eternal quest; the revelation of God’s Word is gentle patience amidst the intractable tensions of life. 
5. Spirituality tears God and world apart by trying to force them into a magical unity; the revelation of God’s Word unites God and world by sealing the distance between them in the very intimacy of their communion in the Son and in the Holy Spirit. That is why Spirituality eventually breaks up into the two irreconcilable halves of “being as God” and “tragic existence,” while God’s Word delivers man from both, for God Incarnate, by His suffering in the flesh, has set us free from our tragedy.  “God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and because of sin, he condemned sin in the flesh” (Rom 8:3).
The Spirituality of Christ
1. The Son was born of King David, who is a man of bad reputation, a Killer and an adulterer.  This Spirituality is not ashamed of humanity.  It accepts all without any qualification.  The world did not come to God but God sent his Son to the world. The world of sin and evil is the platform for the revelation of God.

2. The Spirituality of Christ is not centered on the self, and in fact has no center at all.  It has no great ideas and no systems, but has communion of the personal God who lifts us to be the level of being persons.  Systems do not create persons but create slaves who by lacking freedom lack true love.

3. The Spirituality of Christ does not deny suffering nor gives a relief but converts suffering to a full participation in the cross.

4. Te Spirituality of Christ is not ashamed of the weakness of God, here are some of the gems of the Gospel:

“Subsisting in the form of God … Divinity … He took the form of a servant … human weakness … therefore God has exalted him … true power.” (Phil 2:6-9)

“By him all things were made … co-Creator with the Father.  He is the head of the body, the Church … is on earth among us born from David’s seed according to the flesh.” (Rom 1:3)

“ … in him dwells bodily all the fullness of the Godhead. … And you are filled in him. … Not alone enjoying his own glory but fills us here and now.” (Col 2:9-10) 
5.   The Spirituality of Christ seeks the transformation of the body, and the grace of God is revealed in water, bread and wine, and in others who reveal the love of God in Jesus Christ.

The Pre-Pauline Tradition
Against Those Who Say that Paul Invented Christianity
“From David’s seed according to the flesh” is a clear assertion that Jesus was the anointed Son of David, the royal Messiah, the fulfillment of prophetic hopes long cherished among the people of Israel for the new message (Isa 11; Jer 23:5-6; 33:14-18; Ezek 34:23-31; 37:24-28).  This is directed to the Jewish part of the Church in Rome and to the Gentiles who may have been under the spell of the Age to say clearly that Jesus is human.
That Jesus was descended from David’s line is a common teaching in the NT,  and is the tradition lying behind the different birth narratives of Matthew and Luke (Matt 1:1-16,20; Luke 1:27, 32, 69; 2:4; 3:23-31) and the older formulations quoted here and in 2 Timothy 2:8 (see also Acts 2:30; Rev 5:5; 22:16 and regularly in Matt 1:1; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31; 21:9, 15).  The degree to which Jesus’ Davidic pedigree was simply taken for granted is striking; there was evidently no consciousness of a need to argue for Jesus’ Messiah–ship.
“The flesh” denotes the human reality of its weakness, relationships, needs, and desires and above all mortality. 
In Greek we have the two statements:


Kata sarka
according to the flesh 


Kata pneuma  according to the spirit

Kata sarka in the Pauline letters means extending from the physical body, or physical relationship/kinship at the one end (particularly Rom 11:14; 1 Cor 6:16; 15:39; Col 2:1), to a much more negative usage where man’s fleshliness is understood as itself a source of corruption and hostility to God at the other end (Rom 8:5, 7, 12; 13:14; 5:13, 24; 6:8; Gal 2:11, 13, 18,23).  The negative is particularly clear when flesh is set in antithesis with “Spirit” (Rom 2:28; 6,9; Gal 3:3; 5:16, 17, 19; Phil 3:3,4), not least when the antithesis is the form (Rom 8:4-5; Gal 4:29) as here.  Jesus’ role is that of the Savior.

Letter from Philemon

My Dear brothers,

We shall celebrate the Incarnation of our Lord next week.  This is one of the great challenges to us humans.  I touch my body and think of this body as the same one which our Lord took and even has kept after he entered his glory.  I say to myself this is what I have in common with Jesus my Lord and thus I make my journey with him asking him every day to make me like him and to bestow on me the same glory which was seen on the mount of transfiguration.  Jesus has promised to give us his glory; not a portion of it, but its fullness.  Now, in this life we can see a glimpse of this glory in many ways but above all in the deep joy which does not come from us nor is the product of our imagination.  It is the joy of Jesus which has no reason at all but comes from him.  It is also the joy when our longing for the perfect love is soothed by hope and when we look to our life with him we don’t escape the hardships but take them and give them a divine hospitality for the sake of the one who endured even pain and death on the cross to give us share in his glory. 

Let your love for Jesus teach you how to love your body.

1 Jan 1970 
Note 1 - On the Virgin Birth in the Quran

In chapter (sura) 19:28 of the Quran, Mary the mother of Jesus is called “the sister of Aaron,” the brother of Moses.  This historical mistake in the Quran denies the Davidic kinship of Jesus.  It may be that in Arabia, this Gospel tradition was not known. But it is also possible that as the Davidic kinship was simply ignored.  

Note 2 - On the Name Jesus in the Quran

In Romans, Paul used “Jesus Christ” or simply “Jesus” (3:26; 8:lla), calling him by his heaven-given name, Greel Iësous, without alluding to either its origin or its meaning.  It was, after all, a common enough Jewish name, borne by many Jews of the time, being used in the OT itself, but now borne by the Palestinian Jew sent by God to announce his gospel of salvation.  Iësous is a Graecized form of the Hebrew name Yëusa (Ezra 2:2), transcribed in the LXX as Iësous.  This name was most likely a contraction of earlier Yëhôsua “Joshua” (Josh 1:1), which means “Yahweh, help” (= Yhw + the imperative swa).  Paul, however, never plays on the meaning of the name, undoubtedly because Jesus of Nazareth had already become for him “Christ our Lord.”  The Quran in Arabic does not use Jesus at all.  It used Essa, which is nearer to Esau.  In fact the name Jesus in Arabic in the Quran was written back to front which is a common practice among those who practice Black-Magic   

Regarding the name “Christ,” Paul refers to Jesus as Christos and acknowledges his messianic character.  When he singles out the seven prerogatives of his former coreligionists, he admits that to the Israelites belong “the sonship, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the cult, the promises,… the patriarchs” (Rom 9:4).  To these seven he adds an eighth: “from them by natural descent comes the Messiah” ( Rom 9:5).  Here Paul uses Christos in its basic titular sense, equaling “Messiah,” denoting him as God’s anointed agent for the salvation of his people and as “born of David’s stock by natural descent” (1:3).  This titular sense is important in this Pauline letter, which has so much to do with the interpretation of the OT, with the election of Israel, and with the relation of Gentile Christians to Israel.

In many passages, however, Paul uses Christos as Jesus’ second name, “Jesus Christ” (Rom 1:1, 4, 6, 8; 3:22; 5:1, 15, 17, 21; 13:14; 15:6; also in the appended doxology, 16:25, 27).  In these instances, Paul speaks of “Jesus Christ” without alluding to the basic messianic denotation of “Christ.”  He has undoubtedly inherited this double name from the early Christian tradition before him, where it had already become so common.  In thus coupling the names Jesus and Christ, Paul signifies that the Messiah whom Israel had awaited for centuries has now come and that it is his task as a commissioned apostle to proclaim that coming of the Messiah.  

Sometimes, Paul simply refers to Jesus as “Christ,” using only his second name, the one that became common after his death and resurrection as a result of the Victory of Jesus over death and the power he gave to the disciples (Rom 5:6; 6:4, 8, 9; 7:4; 8:9, 10, 11, 17, 34 35; 9:1, 3, 5; 10:4, 6, 7; 12:5; 14:9, 15, 18; 15:3, 7, 18, 20; 16:5, 7, 9, 10, 16).  In a distinctive way, Paul reverses the double name as “Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:3, 11; 8:1, 39; 15:5, 16, 17; 16:3).  Only he among NT writers uses this form.  But Luke the companion of Paul  used this form in Acts 3:20; 5:42; 17:3; 18:5, 28; 24:24.  According to some commentators this inverted form of the double name gives “the title extra emphasis” (See Cranfield, Commentary on Romans, page 836). 
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