
The Bible and the Baha’i Faith
The Divine Presence: The Divinity of Jesus and Baha’u’llah

The Divine Presence, pt. 1: Paul’s understanding of God
Background about Paul
· Paul was a Jewish man born in Tarsus a city on the Southern coast of Turkey. He was a Roman citizen so must have been from a fairly prominent family.
· He studied in Jerusalem under Gamaliel, the leading Jewish scholar of the early 1st century who appears in the Book of Acts as someone who is tolerant of the early followers of Jesus. He was a devout Pharisee; the Pharisees were a school of Judaism which emphasized devotion to the Law as revealed in the Torah.
· Because of his intense devotion, he saw the Jews who believed that Jesus was the Messiah as heretics. He persecuted them.
· One day when he was traveling to Damascus, he had a personal experience of Jesus—whom he had never met personally—as the ‘resurrected Lord’.
· After this personal resurrection experience, he became a fervent traveling teacher. He traveled constantly to the cities of the Eastern Mediterranean world and taught about Jesus with other associates (Timothy, Titus…). 
· He founded Christian groups in these cities; in the tradition of the times, it was the father who taught. As a result, he was the ‘father’ of these communities and he taught them.
· When he was not physically present to guide them, he would send some of his associates and, if they could not go, he wrote letters to his communities. Those letters were read aloud in the gatherings and meant to bring the living voice of Paul into the gathering. The letters were personal and not like letters/emails of today: they followed specific rhetorical forms of the times, such as the ‘diatribe’ and the ‘dialogue’. The purpose of many of his letters was fundraising.
· Some of these letters must have been greatly by the communities so much so that even after Paul was martyred and the communities had grown, they were kept for reading and circulated between communities. Over the next four centuries a canon—an approved list of writings which could be read in churches—was put together and some of Paul’s letters were included.
· Paul was not a systematic theologian trying to work a system of God and Man, he was not a philosopher trying to work out his ideas about human society, nor was he trying to ‘write the Bible”. Educated within a Jewish context, he seemed to believe that a final consummation and a return of Jesus were imminent though its time was unknowable. He was a devout follower of Jesus whose faith cause him to go out and found communities and then guide and teach them, and, finally, to give his life
· Once his letters became a part of the Bible, considered to be the Word of God, the pastoral advice of Paul and his understanding of God, Jesus, and Man became imbued with great authority. His letters shaped Christianity—and all the peoples under that name--thinking for hundreds of years.
· He is the first authentic human voice in Christian history and one of few from ancient times.
· Understanding the context of his life, the forms of his letters, the realities he faced are crucial to arrive at a truer understanding of his intended meaning.
· In the Baha’i Faith, Paul occupies a place of honor in the Dispensation of Jesus Christ:
“Physical nearness or remoteness is of no importance; the essential fact is the spiritual affinity and ideal nearness. Judas Iscariot was for a long time favored in the holy court of His Holiness Christ, yet he was entirely far and remote; while Paul, the apostle, was in close embrace with His Holiness." 
(‘Abdu’l-Baha, Tablets of 'Abdu'l- Baha Abbas, vol. 3 (New York: Baha'i Publishing Committee, pp. 719-20.)) 
“Paul the Apostle, was in his early life an enemy of Christ, whilst later he became his most faithful servant." 
(‘Abdu’l-Baha, Paris Talks, p. 147)
Some Baha’i authors—like some contemporary Christians who see as Jesus as the ‘good’ and Paul as the ‘bad’--believe that Paul ‘hijacked’ and ‘distorted’ the original message of Jesus. There is no basis for this in the authoritative Texts of the Baha’i Faith known as the “Baha’i Writings”. Understanding Paul’s world, his own background, his own spiritual experience, and his use of ancient rhetoric, helps us to understand the intended meanings of his letters in such a way that we can appreciate them as the voice of the ‘first believer’ in Jesus which we hear directly.





What did Paul believe about God?
As a devout Jew, he believed that God was invisible and unimaginable and could not be made into a form:
“I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.”		
(Exodus 20:1-4)
That He could not be looked upon so the stone statues of other cults of worship were not God:
“We know that “An idol is nothing at all in the world” and that “There is no God but one.”
	(1 Corinthians, 8:4)
Other religions at the time worshiped in the Divine in the forms of statues of people (such as the great statue of Athena in Athens, and the statue of Osiris in Thebes) and animals (such as the jackal-headed god Anubis who appears on tombs in Egypt). To Jews, these forms of belief and worship were blasphemy; these gods were simply idols:
“While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols ... The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by human hands … Therefore since we are God’s offspring, we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by human design and skill. In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent”
			(Acts 17:16, 17:30-31)
“Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles.”	
(Romans 1:22-23)
Baha’u’llah teaches that God is transcendent, unknowable and cannot be seen of known directly by human beings:
“To every discerning and illumined heart it is evident that God, the unknowable Essence, the divine Being, is immensely exalted beyond every human attribute, such as corporeal existence, ascent and descent, egress and regress ... He is and hath ever been veiled in the ancient eternity of His Essence, and will remain in His Reality everlastingly hidden from the sight of men … No tie of direct intercourse can possibly bind Him to His creatures. He standeth exalted beyond and above all separation and union, all proximity and remoteness. No sign can indicate His presence or His absence; inasmuch as by a word of His command all that are in heaven and on earth have come to exist, and by His wish, which is the Primal Will itself, all have stepped out of utter nothingness into the realm of being, the world of the visible.
	(Baha'u'llah, The Kitab-i-Iqan, p. 97)

How did Paul believe we knew God?
Paul believed that God revealed Himself by manifesting Himself through Jesus. He based this belief entirely on his own personal experience which, in and of itself was very unusual for a Jew as Jews viewed God as being present through a Book—the Law of the Torah. 
“I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preached is not of human origin. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.”
(Galatians, 1:11-12)	
“No, we declare God’s wisdom, a mystery that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. However, as it is written: “What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived”—the things God has prepared for those who love him—these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit within them? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us.” 
(1 Corinthians 2:7-13)
Baha’u’llah teaches that we what know about God by His making Manifest to us:
“The door of the knowledge of the Ancient of Days being thus closed in the face of all beings, the Source of infinite grace, according to His saying, "His grace hath transcended all things; My grace hath encompassed them all," hath caused those luminous Gems of Holiness to appear out of the realm of the spirit, in the noble form of the human temple, and be made manifest unto all men, that they may impart unto the world the mysteries of the unchangeable Being, and tell of the subtleties of His imperishable Essence.”
	
	(Baha'u'llah, The Kitab-i-Iqan, p. 97)

What did Paul believe about how God ‘worked’ in the world?
Paul believed that God’s Grace worked daily and through the lives of individuals; God worked through human agency:
“I myself am convinced, my brothers and sisters, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with knowledge and competent to instruct one another. Yet I have written you quite boldly on some points to remind you of them again, because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles. He gave me the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”
(Romans 15:14-16)
“By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise builder, and someone else is building on it.”
(1 Corinthians 3:10)
“I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power.”
(Ephesians 3:7)
Paul believed that he had a personal relationship with God through Christ which he depended on for his work which was entirely spiritual in nature; he never invoked God for his own ends:
“The Spirit you received does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you received brought about your adoption to sonship. And by him we cry, “Abba, Father.”
(Romans 8:15)
“Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.”
(Galatians 4:6)
“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God. For just as we share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds through Christ. If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort.”
(2 Corinthians 1:3-7)
" And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.”
(Romans 5:5)
Baha’u’llah taught that a believer must not only have belief but also respond to it through action—which is the definition of faith, a living response to one’s belief:
“The first duty prescribed by God for His servants is the recognition of Him Who is the Dayspring of His Revelation and the Fountain of His laws, Who representeth the Godhead in both the Kingdom of His Cause and the world of creation … It behoveth every one who reacheth this most sublime station, this summit of transcendent glory, to observe every ordinance of Him Who is the Desire of the world. These twin duties are inseparable. Neither is acceptable without the other.”
			(Baha'u'llah, The Book of Laws, p. 19)

Whose God was God?
God, to Jews of Paul’s time, believed that God was the God of Israel, the God of their nation. He was not the God of Egyptians who worshiped statues of animals or the universal cause of all things believed in by Greek philosophers. Jews believed that He was the God of their nation and that He would redeem all Jews in the end that was to come.
Paul broke out of this traditional worldview using solely his personal experience as a guide by teaching that God as known through Jesus was Universal and not limited to Jews and that people of all backgrounds could be justified by faith:
“Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.”
(Romans 3:29-30)
Did Paul see history as going in cycles or in stages?
Paul, brought up in the Jewish tradition, had an apocalyptic view: history moved in stages from a time when people were fallen in their devotion to God and so the world was full of sin to a time of fulfillment when the Messiah would come and establish the Kingdom based on righteousness. Jesus was the Messiah and, beyond that, a second Adam who had cause a new creation to be born; and yet not everything was fulfilled—he was to return and there would be a final consummation and the establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth.
Greek philosophers taught that a person’s life was determined by fate. Paul believed that God had plan which people could become a part of by being open to God’s Grace which came through Jesus. 
Bah’u’llah teaches that we are moving in stages from age to age, each age a fulfillment of the previous one. We are heading towards an age when the human race will be gathered in to the tent of unity, the nations and peoples of the world will have a common spiritual understanding, ties of economic, political unity, and leave behind prejudices. Baha’u’llah’s Dispensation has begun this time but it is not fulfilled.
‘Abdu’l-Baha taught that we all have a fate in the same way that the candle is fated to burn out but that by following the Teachings of the Manifestation of God for this day we transcend fate by being given spiritual life by which we transcend the material world. God’s Plan is to be found in His Will which has been set forth by the Teachings of the Manifestation of God for our day, but we must be open to God’s Grace.
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