
CALVIN 23

ORDER and DISORDER
(Or salvation and sin)

Authority and awe rest with him who has established peace in his realm on high.
Job 25:2

Today’s Old Testament reading comes from the book of Job, chapter 25:1-6. It
is a speech by Bildad, one of Job’s friends who have come from afar to console
him in his misery and attempt to help him to make sense of the suffering that
Job regards as undeserved. Is God capricious and is his order a sham?

The friends maintain that there must be something in the past that Job has
overlooked. That must be the real cause why God has sent him all these calamities.
But Job cannot think of any charge that God could bring against him (chapters
23 and 24). Is his suffering maybe part of a universal problem with justice? After
all the poor suffer unnecessarily and the wicked go unpunished. The latter may
eventually get their just dessert and come-uppance, but even that is not always
the case.

In other words, Job says, he cannot see why God would treat him the way he
did. He is mystified. Is God’s sense of justice failing? Or is there more to God’s
order that he cannot fathom? Is punishment for bad behaviour and reward for
being good part of a larger scheme in which this easy ‘cause and effect’ is
sometimes suspended? Is God maybe more than a moral policeman orchestrating
social relations? Is salvation more than obeying the law? Is there more to life
than following the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17) and the golden rule of
doing to others what you expect them to do to you (Matthew 22:39)? Both Jesus
and Paul say that God’s order deals with more than law and justice and Job too
(chapter 42:5) comes to that conclusion when he meets God at the end of the
book.

But all that comes much later. Today our concern is with Bildad’s argument in
chapter 25. He says that all authority and awe rests with God (verse 1). God has
established heavenly peace (verse 2). Furthermore no mortals can be innocent
and nobody can be justified in God’s sight (verse 4). Not even the moon and the
stars are pure (verse 5). How therefore could mere mortals who are nothing but
maggots and worms, be justified (verse 6)? In other words he comes close to
saying that it is not for humans to understand God’s justice.

Major Biblical scholars, such as Samuel Terrien and Paul Scherer, associate editors
of the prestigious 12 Volume Interpreter’s Bible, regard Bildad’s argument as
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false. They say that he equates man’s finitude with his corruption or man’s
limitations with his sinfulness. They feel that Bildad is ‘theologically inept’ and
‘morally insensitive.’ To them it is not fair to reduce humans to nonentities ‘from
which the divine image has been completely eradicated.’

In sharp contrast Calvin likes Bildad’s argument. Actually Calvin’s interpretation
could not be more different. What does he say? In his ninety-fourth sermon on
Job which deals with Chapter 25, he begins by praising Bildad for taking the
wind out of man’s self-aggrandisement or the puff out of his blown-up
self-justification. He calls Bildad’s argument ‘a good and very useful
advertisement’ for attributing glory, power, majesty, authority and justice to
God rather than to man. The latter is always inclined to pride rather than
humility. He actually feels that Bildad is guided here by the Holy Spirit.

He then strengthens that argument by pointing to God’s ‘heavenly order’ on
which humans should cast their eyes. That heavenly order is a blueprint for
peace and extends its relevance to the earthly order that is also ultimately in
God’s hand. Humans would do well to take their cues from that heavenly order.
It shows the road to not just peace, but also to ordered rules and regulations.

Unfortunately, Calvin says, man is a rebel who prefers to go his own way, or to
contrast it with the Interpreter’s Bible approach, has not come to terms with his
finitude and gives divine status to purely human accomplishments. Therefore
humans should be more serious when they say ‘Thy will be done’ in the Lord’s
Prayer. Only then can God’s infinity and peace become the norm for the order
that he has in mind for his earthly kingdom.

Amidst all the changes, the unrest, revolutions and muddle of human existence
God does not lose sight of the order he seeks for mankind. God follows his own
counsel. To Calvin God’s providence, predestination and election are all part
and parcel of this heavenly order (Commentary on Psalm 96:10). It is the blueprint
for existence established once and for all. Yet it is beyond the reach of humans,
unless we surrender our false sense of autonomy and trust his authority.

The difference between Calvin and twentieth-century interpreters of Bildad’s
little speech may well consist in Calvin’s denial of the modern confident belief
in individual wholeness alone and their acceptance of the same. Calvin follows
Paul in his distrust of man’s incapacity to surrender to what lies beyond his
instincts for personal survival and pleasure. Submission and modesty are required
if one is to overcome this flaw in human nature. Man’s self-esteem is not his real
salvation. The social system is precarious and cannot be taken for granted. Naked
individualism must be contained. Individual wholeness is not a sacred good.
Yet reconciliation and therefore personal wholeness can be achieved through
acceptance of God’s absolute authority.
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Looking at Calvin from the social science point of view, the reformer’s elimination
of the supports of institutional mediation between God and man appears to
directly put all the more stress on God’s authority and sovereignty alone. Strong
heavenly authority seems to make up for the more earthly authority of human
structures, however necessary those structures are for mundane order.

It is as though Calvin fears the consequences of the very individualism that is
his point of departure at the beginning of his monumental Institutes of the
Christian Religion. Here he insists on the fundament of Greek and consequently
Renaissance philosophy that man’s greatest good is to know himself. Here he
seems to anticipate the rational individualism of Descartes who severely qualified
his own statement of ‘cogito ergo sum’ by adding if one lives ‘in a society where
moral customs are not corrupt.’

Maybe this is the clue to Calvin’s insistence on man’s sinfulness and God’s
authority. To him man’s sin was closely associated with his rebellion against
God’s infinity and the moral constraint imposed by society on his instincts and
his finitude in the total scheme of things. If this is the case, the interpretation
of Scherer and Terrien may hinge on a narrow view of sin. It should be enlarged
to include the human propensity for social sabotage.

If sin is rebellion against God (according to the generally accepted definition) it
is more than moral, ethical aberration. It is also denying what God stands for.
It is appropriating for oneself such ideas and concepts as integrity, justification
and infinity. The purity contrasts with what Bildad (Job 25:5) calls the impurity
of even the moon and the stars, let alone mortal humans, whom he calls maggots
and worms (Job 25:6).

Implied in Bildad’s conception of the world, is God’s purity and perfection
distilled (or in psychoanalytical terms, sublimated) from a not so pure, not so
perfect, not so orderly, finite, mortal, existence. Yet God’s order is not just an
unreal fantasy of the mind. It is not just a figment of man’s imagination or a
retreat from reality. God’s order and authority are linked with faith. But for this
we have to go to the end of the book where Job meets God.

Christians go further. They maintain (and that’s what the New Testament is all
about) that in Jesus Christ God became real, became concretized. That’s why
this sermon would be incomplete unless we also paid attention to our New
Testament reading, Romans 6:1-11.

Romans 6 begin with contrasting sin and grace. Is it true that the more we have
of the one (sin), the more we appreciate the other (grace or salvation)? Or to go
one step further, is it not true that the more we are mired in the numerous idols
or sham securities of this world, the more we are likely to find the miracle of
the opposite, salvation, as Jesus did (Philippians 2:7)? Or is it not true that the
more we are dislocated and emptied of all earthly supports the more we are likely
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to be open to God’s impact in our lives? Or to put it somewhat differently: is it
not true that the more we are separated from God’s order and wallow as worms
and maggots (to stay with Job 25:6 a bit longer) in our mortal, finite existence
of sin and disorder, the more preferable and delectable our adoption as God’s
child will be? In final resort isn’t reconciliation with God’s infinity and authority
the clue to what true living is all about?

Yes, says Paul, but that final goal of existence, would be in total jeopardy, if not
right from the beginning we set out on this path rather than go in the opposite
direction for awhile in order to all the more appreciate the good ending, a safe
homecoming. Therefore it is a ghastly thought (Romans 6:2) to avoid separation
from God or worse, to increase the distance to all the more glory in the final
arrival.

One can put all this in very secular terms: Christianity (actually all religions)
bolsters the forces that lead to greater order and integrity. Therefore the Bible
determinedly discourages sin and disorder, even if the most enduring and
successful of these religions also realistically anticipates the strength of sin and
disorder. As much as possible it gobbles up those forces of instability and
corruption and reinstates a now enhanced form of wholeness or salvation.

Therefore Paul continues in verse three to point to Jesus Christ, restorer and
reconciler of a new order replacing the old one corrupted by both secular and
sacred authorities. This new order was built on the ruins and death of the old
testimony yet saving numerous and essential elements of that interpretation,
such as commitment to transcendental order, the saliency of integrity, recognition
and worship of Jehovah, who embodied justice, eternity and salvation.

Baptism (verse 4) was the sign and seal of this new order unifying the believers
through a new symbol. Like the crucified Jesus they bore witness to the death
of the old interpretation and the birth (resurrection) of a new one. The head and
cornerstone of this new path was the very person whose death and life was to
all intents and purposes identical to what the new faith was all about. And it
was this faith, or the Holy Spirit that cemented the unity of those who together
walked the new path of life.

It is this identification with Jesus, his life, rejection, crucifixion, resurrection,
integrity and eternity that saves the believer (verse 5). He is the new being
representing wholeness and salvation replacing the old one, Adam, who
represents fragmentation and sin. For the believer it is like destruction
(crucifixion) of the old self and rebirth (resurrection) of the new self (verse 6).
It is being stripped from an old identity and welded to a new one.

This new being, as Paul calls his Roman converts, is now immune to the
destructiveness (sin) of his old existence. The old attachments and securities
have been shed like old, threadbare clothes. He or she is now robed in new ones.
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He or she is now cleansed. Sin has been washed away like water dissolves dirt.
Baptism has proclaimed him or her to be immune to an old life of fickleness,
formlessness and fragility and to be provided with a new bill of sanity, of
fixedness, firmness and faith (verse 7).

Nothing can destroy that new life. Order and meaning are not subjected to decay
and death anymore. Order has triumphed over disorder. That order is not just
a passing fashion or a whim from the past, come today, gone tomorrow. No, it
is eternal, firmly established by God who in his own being represents eternity,
truth and stability (verse 9). It is concretized in Jesus, the first-born of every
creature (Colossians 1:15).

Yet that eternity and stability can be mistaken for, confused and identified with,
the very human inclination to draw it down to the level of human control and
segmental power accessible to a privileged few. God’s eternity and power then
become distorted as a facade for security rather than its essence. Then it loses
its purity and becomes a form of oppression for the underprivileged, the marginal
and the dispossessed. Then it is corrupted to serve some rather than all humans.

Jesus, like John the Baptist and an impressive line of prophets all the way back
to Moses and the beginnings of Hebrew history, became the leader of the latter
category. He not only suffered, but was crucified. Yet his death was the beginning
of a new reintegration and reconciliation. God put his seal on the reformation
of a corrupted Israel and restored an ancient tradition of homage to his purified
order as over against the human corrupted one. Sin’s power was now destroyed
and salvation, integrity and faith were now invested in Jesus Christ and his
Roman followers and believers (verses 10-11).

Calvin’s commentary on Romans 6:1-11 similarly stresses the pivotal importance
of the crucifixion and the death of an old regime. He contrasts it with the
resurrection and the birth of a new order more in tune with God’s heavenly
blueprint. ‘Without God’s gift of regeneration the faithful are never reconciled
to God.’ To keep in tune with God’s heavenly blueprint (His kingdom) the
faithful must ‘mortify the flesh’ and ‘lead an incorruptible life.’ To be regenerated
one must identify through the Holy Spirit with ‘Christ who lives a life subject
to no mortality in the immortal and incorruptible kingdom of God.’

Karl Barth in his exegesis of Romans 6:1-11 stresses the strict symbiotic relation
between the old and the new world, the world of sin and the world of
righteousness/integrity/grace, the world of Adam and the world of Christ. He
expands Calvin’s view by interpreting it as follows: ‘Fall and grace stand to one
another in an eternal tension or polarity or antinomy.’

Barth understands the passage to contrast the disorderliness of human life ‘as
mirrored in this world’ with the order of God’s grace in the heavenly one. This
heavenly world points significantly beyond the concreteness of the earthly one.
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The point of observation outside the latter (the earthly world) allows one to
recognize one’s ‘complete identity with the old man.’ But ‘the death of the old
man and the dissolution of my identity with him also involve the doing away
of my union with this body.’ One has to surrender to this point of reference
beyond the body. Surrender means faith and ‘faith means seeing what God sees,
knowing what God knows, reckoning as God reckons.’

How relevant are both Bildad’s speech and Paul’s little sermon to the Christians
in Rome to our day and age? Hasn’t our impressive technical advance made us
puffed up? Hasn’t our immense and total control of nature made us gods in our
own right? Don’t we now have the kind of freedom from nature that not even
our recent forefathers could imagine? Don’t we now have the most detailed
information about the universe, our society, our culture, and our bodies at our
fingertips? Hasn’t our immense increase in knowledge made the biblical stories
about God’s creation and Jesus quaint and obsolete?

And yet when we look around us what do we see? Has the cruelty of man to
man diminished? Aren’t levels of tension and anxiety in our most affluent homes
often as bad as in the poorest, drug and alcohol-addicted parts of our
communities? How many civil servants do not heave a sigh of relief when an
opportunity for early retirement from a dog-eat-dog world opens up? Aren’t
there a respectable number of our young people who cannot cope with bullies
at school, who feel isolated or who succumb to peer-group pressure to experiment
with drugs and sex? Isn’t there much bitterness amongst the divorced or amongst
those who have been denied progress on the career ladder? How many in business
have not experienced shaky or dishonest dealings, cheques bouncing or
uncollectible debts?

Today’s readings are relevant to all of us. They speak of an order that is not just
pie-in-the-sky, but has been established once and for all. They speak of a God
whose blueprint for His world is rather different from the one we experience
every day and yet is accessible to us as a point of reference for peace, hope,
understanding, forgiveness and stability. They speak of a world in which death
and Satan have been overthrown and replaced with eternal life and integrity.
They speak of a saviour who practically leads all his followers out of a world of
pain and sin on a path of serenity and salvation.

There is a source of incredible firmness, balance and equilibrium around which
our motivation and will to act can shape it. It is this source that frees us from
all that ties us to our anxieties, depressions, paralyses and impotence. It is this
source that all through the ages has been refined, honed and inspired countless
generations before us. These generations have handed this faith to us, fortified
by its biblical foundation and its concretization in a living saviour, Jesus Christ.
Both Bildad’s speech and Paul’s little sermon witnessed to this source. It is ours
to adopt, provided that an obsession with our technical and scientific advances
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have not obscured its splendour and salience and hindered its adoption. Calvin’s
insistence on modesty and humility before God’s purity and authority is an
important way to be true to that eternal wellspring of salvation.

And therefore we can leave this house of God, re-assured that sin within or
around us is not the final word, that we are in good hands and that we are invited
to walk on the path that Jesus is showing us. Hallelujah.
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