
CALVIN 27

THE BEGINNING and THE END
I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.
Revelation 22:13

Psalm 97 anticipates the picture of today’s New Testament reading. God is the
king of the universe. He is the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the
beginning and the end, as Revelation 22:13 describe him. He encompasses all
that exists. He is like the first and the last letter of the Greek alphabet, the
bookends that sustain all that is in between.

The psalmist begins (verse 1) with describing the earth. The coasts, islands,
clouds, mists (verse 2), the fire (verse 3), the lightening-flash (verse 4) melting
mountains, all point to ‘The Lord of all the earth’ (verse 5). Yet God is not only
the creator of the universe and therefore above the idols and images worshipped
by others (verse 7), he is also on the social rather than the physical level, a God
whose integrity/righteousness extends to global justice (verses 6-8).

It is this global justice which Calvin (in his commentary on Isaiah 61:3) equates
with ‘good order’, both concepts (justice and order) constituting the essence of
God’s plan for the world, that we also find in Revelation 22. Closely tied in with
God’s righteousness/justice/integrity is ‘the Lord’s love for those who hate evil
(Psalm 97:10, also Revelation 22:11). Psalm 97 finishes with associating the
righteous with light rather than darkness. The author of Revelation does the
same in chapter 21:24 ff.

The last chapter of the last book in the Bible is an actual description of a world
in which the satanic forces have been overcome and eliminated. God’s order is
altogether different from man’s order. In the city of God all evil will be banned.
The prophets, of whom the author, John, is one, are the messengers of God and
their prophecies are on the point of being fulfilled (22:6-11).

John insists on his prophetic heritage. He mentions prophecy as much as six
times in today’s reading. A prophet in the Hebrew tradition was not just a
preacher foretelling the future. Above all he was God’s mouthpiece and as such
usually not very popular. After all God often rebuked leaders and sometimes
the entire nation. They were apostles of change in contrast with the priests who
typically consolidated establishments and defended the status quo.

John’s vision depicts an ideal world in which all that is so obviously oppressive
(the Roman Empire and its power to inflict worship of the emperor), all that is
evil and filthy (verse 11) have been overthrown. The Lord will intervene radically
and what is more, to John the situation is so clearly intolerable that the Lord
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will come any time. He will recompense ‘everyone according to his deeds (verse
12).’

Then follows our text for today, where the Lord says: ‘I am the Alpha and the
Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end (verse 13).’ In other
words God envelops all of life to those who believe and belong to his city. He
guides and protects them. He provides the contour of meaning for them. He puts
their existence in an eternal context. He guarantees their integrity, wholeness,
salvation, from the beginning to the end. His justice will prevail. They will be
nurtured by the tree of life (verse 14).

By contrast ‘outside are dogs, sorcerers and fornicators, murderers and idolaters,
and all who love and practice deceit (verse 15).’ They will not be allowed to
enter God’s city. They have been written off in God’s books. They therefore
cannot obtain righteousness, integrity and wholeness. They failed to take the
opportunity to live life to the full. They have missed both their chances and
their ultimate destiny.

John finishes the Book of Revelation by insisting that Jesus has provided him
‘with this testimony for the churches (verse 16)’ and that nothing should be
taken away or added to it, failing which ‘the plagues described in this book
(verse 18)’ will be heaped on the culprit. Also ‘God will take away from him his
share in the tree of life and the Holy City, described in this book (verse 19).’

So far in our summary of the readings for today we have followed the smooth
transition from the physical universe to the social one. After all that is the way
the authors of both Psalm 97 and Revelation 22 think. However, are patterns of
order actually so harmoniously intertwined? And if they are not (as I think they
are not – they actually clash quite violently sometimes – personal advantage
often conflicts with the social good), it must be crucial for us to find out where
God stands. Does he favour the one over the other? And if not, how can we
understand him covering or, more likely, reconciling, both.

After all, the religious segment of our culture is not exempt from conflicts of
this kind. The priestly and the prophetic side in our Jewish/Christian/Islamic
heritage have fought life and death battles on this issue: Jeremiah was stoned
to death, John the Baptist decapitated, Jesus was crucified, Stephen was stoned
to death, and Mohammed would have been killed if he had not managed to
escape to Medina in 622 AD, and Calvin to Paris in 1533 AD. And all this
happened because a powerful priestly establishment felt threatened by
profoundly critical, but often powerless prophets, who were convinced that
God spoke through them. Although they were usually powerless, scripture
backed their legitimacy through incorporation in its pages.

Jesus recognizes the full impact of this conflict between kinds of order. Luke
13:1–5 tells the story of the conflict between the physical and the social order.
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People came to Jesus and told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had
mixed with their sacrifices (verse 1). Were they greater sinners than anyone else
in Galilee (verse 2)? Jesus says: ‘They were not (verse 3).’ Eighteen people were
killed when the tower fell on them at Siloam (verse 4). Again Jesus says that
they were not guiltier than all the other people living in Jerusalem, but then
adds: ‘unless you repent, you will come to the same end (verse 5).’

The implication of the story is that to Jesus accidents, such as earthquakes etc.,
should not be linked to God’s punishment for individual or social misdeeds.
People should not feel guilty about them. In other words, accidents or natural
catastrophes may be destructive and therefore destroy order, yet they are
different from moral, ethical, misdeeds that people should feel guilty about,
such as stealing, lying, adultery, murdering, envying, etc.

Both catastrophes and sins break down order and create disorder. Yet the physical
order is different from the social order. If God is the creator of heaven and earth
and light out of darkness as the first few verses of Genesis on the first pages of
the Bible maintain, then the order that God rescues from chaos is different from
the social order that God wants to safeguard by discouraging the trespasses of
the Ten Commandments.

Societies and individuals may badly need the consolation, comforting and
understanding of prayer when natural catastrophes or death strike, but they
are different, Jesus seems to say, compared with the disorder resulting from
thwarting and contravening social values and norms. By contrast repentance,
penitence, forgiveness, etc. are called for when the social order is imperilled.
Sin is linked to an endangered social order. Salvation is linked to a strengthened
social order.

Yet that social order needs more than mere awareness of its necessity for human
survival. What the city of God (as depicted in the last chapter of Revelation)
adds, is the conviction that it and the tree of life flowing from the throne of God
and the Lamb of God are superior to, actually conquer, the forces that Satan
commands. They break down, while God’s forces build up.

Conviction is the right word here, as faith in what God rather than Satan stands
for is central. Salvation, wholeness and integrity are hardly ever achieved by
the rational argument, but usually by emotional contagion. That’s why John in
the last chapter of Revelation (22:17) comes back to the importance of the Holy
Spirit. ‘Come forward you who are thirsty; accept the water of life, a free gift to
all who desire it.’

Faith therefore is the crucial prerequisite for repentance. Faith is also, as Calvin
has it in his 30 page chapter on the subject in the Institutes of the Christian
Religion, inseparable from repentance which, as you may recall, Jesus said was
a necessity to avoid premature death. Why? Repentance is only necessary when
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one feels guilty. If this is a necessity, as Jesus implies, what should one feel
guilty about? Obviously it is not the catastrophic events mentioned in Luke 13.

Calvin says that repentance is not only inseparable from faith, but is also
produced by faith. He insists that faith is primary. To him it is not individuals
feeling guilty about something and then projecting the need for forgiveness on
a fabricated external source. Why is Calvin so adamant about the one way
direction from faith to repentance and not from repentance to faith?

Faith is the all-important link between God and humans. The latter learn to think
in terms of God’s expectations. Without the faith relationship humans are thrown
back on themselves. And since no one can exist without being influenced by
his surroundings or his social environment, human behaviour is of necessity
strongly affected by families, upbringing, communities, schools, peer groups,
churches, friends, relatives, etc. Without God all these expectations become
man-centred and therefore narrower than they ought to be.

However, through faith in God or Jesus, the Lamb of God as we read last week
in the reading from Revelation, humans learn to look at themselves and the
world around them the way God sees it. And if God promotes global justice and
global order, then from that point of view, much is wrong with tension, conflict,
war, distrust, injustice, corruption, evil, sin, pride, etc. on all these various
levels where expectations are important to us as individuals. Then we learn to
be concerned not just about these faults and imperfections in our immediate
environment, but also in our region, our nation and the world at large.

Faith therefore is elemental. Faith links us to God’s view of things and imprints
it in our hearts. I remember how in 1954 when Ruth and I arrived at Union
Seminary at the heart of bustling, hard-nosed, dog-eat-dog world of Manhattan
in New York we felt surrounded by Christian charity, goodwill and concern for
others. Not just on the part of other students from all over the United States but
from all over the world, but also by faculty, all living within the seminary walls.
It was faith in action rather than in theory.

That is also the way Calvin sees it. To him humans are never without a certain
amount of disorder in their personal lives, but also and primarily in the
individual’s relation with his family, society, culture or any other form of order.
He calls that sin. Repentance therefore means apologizing for that disorder. For
Christians the apology is directed to God, the epitome of order, the provider of
salvation or wholeness. The faith relationship with God is the only link with
him. Through his life and sacrifice Jesus Christ has shown the way to repair and
strengthen that relationship and therefore Christians ask for pardon in Jesus’
name.

This also means that ideally the concrete form of repentance should always be
translatable in terms of the contribution, or lack of contribution, a particular
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item of order or disorder makes to the patterns of order mentioned above. We
can test this by taking each of the various values and norms mentioned by Calvin
in his chapter on repentance and trace their effect on the various units of social
organization.

It is easy enough to think in terms of individual sins, trespasses and shortcomings.
But are we also responsible for global mishaps and conflicts, such as ethnic
cleansing in Kosovo or Uganda and Burundi? There is very little we can do about
it, is there? Yet from God’s global point of view, it goes definitely against the
grain of the global justice and order that both our readings for today attribute
to him. Maybe that it is our task to also repent for the kind of world, we as
human beings have made and are making of planet earth. Or on a more national
level, it may be our task as Christian believers to repent for injustices perpetrated
by the rich on the poor, or the powerful on the powerless or to repent for the
blind eye we cast on the perpetrators of social injustice and discrimination.

Calvin ‘enumerates seven causes, effects, or parts he thinks belong to repentance’,
as mentioned in 2 Corinthians 7:11. In his first letter to the Christian community,
in Corinth, St Paul accused it of party divisions and ignoring a case of incest.
They had repented and in the second letter Calvin comments on the seven
positive effects this repentance had. Each of these seven effects can also be traced
more generally to the contribution they make to increased group integrity.

The first one is carefulness which Calvin describes as the care and attention to
‘completely disentangle oneself from the chains of the devil and keep a better
guard against his snares, so as not afterwards to lose the guidance of the Holy
Spirit.’ Obviously care for others has also a positive effect on the bond of any
unit of social organization to which the individual belongs. Care gives humans
the sense of belonging they need for their security and wellbeing.

Next Calvin mentions excuse which to him does not mean ‘defence, in which the
sinner escapes the judgment of God by either denying his fault or extenuating
it’, but an apology ‘to obtain pardon.’ An apology clears the air and therefore
ideally allows for closer integration of any group, family or fellowship for which
the apology is meaningful, or even necessary, to repair disunity.

The third component of repentance is indignation which to Calvin occurs when
the ‘sinner expostulates and is offended with himself on recognising his
perverseness and ingratitude to God.’ This relates to the degree of honesty and
feeling of the ‘sinner’ when he or she repents. St Paul praises the Corinthians
for these and the other sentiments constituting their repentance for the wrong
they had done.

The fourth consequence of repentance is fear. Calvin explains it as ‘the fearful
severity of the divine anger against sinners.’ In other words, the Corinthians
feared that they had not met God’s expectations about the behaviour of Christians
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and by repenting and mending their way their faith relationship with God had
grown and so had their communal integrity.

Desire (to Calvin ‘as they had dreaded punishment on receiving Paul’s
admonition, so they eagerly aimed at amendment’) is the item which led to
augmented common endeavour. So is the sixth item zeal (to Calvin ‘everyone,
with great fervour of zeal, aimed to give evidence of his repentance’). This too
would naturally lead to a greater sense of common participation.

The last consequence of repentance, revenge, (to Calvin ‘the wickedness which
they had countenanced by the connivance and indulgence, they had afterwards
shown themselves rigorous in avenging’) similarly belongs to the ever so many
sentiments (Calvin calls them ‘affections’) that are implied in repentance as cause
or effect. They reinforce or weaken social cohesion, the bond that keeps various
patches, patterns or pockets of order together.

To recapitulate our argument so far: in Psalm 97 we were reminded of the beauty
of God’s creation. The coasts, islands, mists, the fire, the lightning-flash melting
mountains introduce the moving poem. But then at the end the author moves
to the social rather than the physical order also under God’s dominion. Here he
introduces God’s integrity, righteousness extended to an orderly system of global
justice.

Then we looked at the first and the last page of the Bible and our text which
deals with God representing order in the face of chaos, the Alpha and the Omega,
the beginning and the end. But then we asked the awkward question: ‘what
order are we talking about?’ and discovered that there are all sorts and patterns
of order which may be, and often are, at loggerheads with one another.

We looked at one of these discrepancies in Luke 13:1-5, and found that guilt
had nothing to do with these physical events, although they too came under the
rubric of God’s close association with any order. If God represents, as our text
implies, all-encompassing, all-comprehending order, expressed in him being the
Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, then Jesus actually says that
we are talking about a different kind of order. Guilt feelings and repentance
refer to a social rather than a physical order and both are fundamentally different.

Then again we looked at our reading for today and found that repentance should
also include more than individual shortcomings and sins, such as the kind of
national or global disorder that conflict with God’s justice and order. We also
looked at the solution that Jesus offered in Luke 13:5 by looking in more detail
at the seven causes and need for repentance and translated these items to their
practical social effect.

Yet there are other fundamental differences between patches, patterns, of order
that we could look at and which makes us wonder how God could still be the
Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end and straddle all these varying
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pockets of order. Let us mention one more: the deep discrepancy between the
individual and social integrity or wholeness.

One does not have to dig very deeply to discover that the Bible is actually full
of descriptions of conflicts of this kind. The prophet Nathan accuses King David
of stealing Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite. David then repents (2 Samuel
12:13). King Ahab wants to buy Naboth’s vineyard. When he refuses to sell it,
Jezebel, Ahab’s wife, cooks up a plan to have Naboth killed. She hires two
scoundrels who falsely accuse Naboth of cursing both God and king. Naboth is
stoned to death and Ahab now has the land. God speaking through the prophet
Elijah strongly condemns the shenanigans and tells Ahab that he will die a
gruesome death on the very land he has so deviously acquired. Ahab is now
extremely sorry and asks God for forgiveness. This is granted and the gruesome
death is postponed (1 Kings 21:1–29).

In the New Testament flesh (sometimes associated with personal integrity) is
often contrasted with spirit (sometimes associated with social integrity). For
instance Jesus accuses his disciples of a ‘willing spirit’, but ‘weak flesh (Matthew
26:41).’ St Paul contrasts his carnality with his spirituality: ‘In my mind I am
God’s willing servant, but in my own nature I am bound fast, as I say, to the
law of sin and death (Romans 7:23)'.

Conclusion: God is indeed the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end,
the first and the last, represented by God, Jesus the Lamb of God and also the
Holy Spirit. We will celebrate the latter next week (Pentecost and the ecumenicity
it implies). It is through faith that Christians have attempted to meet God’s
expectations and through the ages have incorporated in their day-to-day living
their concern for others, close by and far away.

They have never fully succeeded. Therefore repentance is crucial for all Christians
anywhere. Therefore it is also essential to never neglect the prophetic emphasis
we find in Revelation 22:19 (the third last verse in the Bible): ‘should anyone
take away from the words in this book of prophecy, God will take away from
him his share in the tree of life and the holy city described in this book.’
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