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The Mystery of Participation with/in God

The question: “Since God and man are wholly
different beings, how can a human being be joined with
God? Is it really possible that humans can participate in
union with God?

Topic: The consideration of these issues take us into
the study of Pneumatology, the study of spiritual things;
and into what the Eastern Orthodox portion of the
Church has referred to as Theosis, the development of
“Godness” in the Christian follower.

What we say:

Yes, God, with intrinsic divine Being, and man, with
extrinsic created human being, have an “essential
constitutional difference” - God is God, and man is man.
In addition, there is an “essential functional difference”
between the Self-generative God and the derivative
human being. But both God and man are personal
relational beings capable of having “Personal Relational
Oneness” with one another. The personal loving God
with perfect interpersonal relations between Father,
Son and Holy Spirit, created personal human beings in
order that they might participate with, and in, the loving
interpersonal relations of His Triune Being in the most
intimate of personal relationship.
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After the fall of man into the “dilemma of death” via
the “absurdity of sin,” God orchestrated the “paradox of
the God-man” who was obedient in the “scandal of the
cross”, and by His resurrection from the dead made the
very life of God available to man, that He, God, might
dwell in man, to become our life ... and that spiritual
participation is made efficacious in an individual,
subjectively via the “offense of faith.” ... It all fits
together, and is most reasonable within the parameters
of “spiritual understanding.”

The scriptures do refer to such a relationship as a
“mystery” (Greek word musterion meaning “once
concealed, now revealed” - not a “mystery” in the sense
that it is a secret that we must be detective-sleuths
trying to figure out “whodunit” - we know whodunit,
God in Christ). Paul concludes his epistle to the Romans
by mentioning “the revelation of the mystery which has
been kept secret for long ages past, but now is
manifested, and by the scriptures of the prophets,
according to the commandment of the eternal God, has
been made known to all the nations, leading to
obedience of faith...” (Rom. 16:25,26). “We speak God’s
wisdom in a mystery” (I Cor. 2:7), Paul wrote to the
Corinthians. This “mystery of the gospel” (Eph. 6:19) is
“the mystery of Christ” (Eph. 3:4; Col. 4:3), for “this is
the mystery, Christ in you the hope of glory” (Col. 1:27),
in Whom alone is the “mystery of godliness” (I Tim.
3:16).

This “mystery of Christ Jesus” is an unfathomable
mystery that is inexplicable to the non-Christian, the
“natural man who is incapable of understanding
spiritual things” (I Cor. 2:14). But the sad part is that
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most who call themselves “Christians” in the churches
of the Western world today are just as clueless when it
comes to participating with/in God in Christ. Rational-
istic, enlightenment-based theology has advised
western Christians that “mystery” is connected to
mysticism and esoteric pursuits of ambiguous
abstractions of fanciful speculations and projections,
and they have cautioned western Christians not to be
“so heavenly-minded, they are of no earthly good.” In so
doing they have steered Christians away from “the
mystery of the gospel” (Eph. 6:19).

The large ellipse in the diagram is inclusive of both
God and man, representing that God and man
participate together in a “Personal Relational Oneness.”
To the Corinthians, Paul wrote, “the one who is joined to
the Lord, is one spirit with Him"” (I Cor. 6:17). Such a
spiritual union between God and man is not an
“essential union” wherein either God or man becomes
the other. The Christian individual is not deified or
divinized; not “elevated to the God-level” as a “little
god;” and not supernaturally transformed into Christ.
The Christian remains a distinct person whose
humanity is not displaced or replaced, and not
substituted or subsumed by God. This union does not
create a fusion, syncretism or coalescence that makes us
equivalent or identical to Christ.

The circle representing GOD must be understood to
be the Triune God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - which
is the distinctively Christian understanding of God. Our
participation with/in God is effected by our becoming
“partakers of the divine nature” (II Pet. 1:4), “partakers
of Christ” (Heb. 3:14), and “partakers of the Holy Spirit”
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(Heb. 6:4) ... partakers of the fullness of the triune God.
God the Father abides in us (I Jn. 4:12,15,16); Christ
lives in us (Gal. 2:20; Col. 1:27; II Cor. 13:5), and the
Holy Spirit indwells us (Rom. 8:11; II Tim. 1:14).
Thereby “God is at work in us” (Phil. 2:13), “Christ is
manifested in us” (II Cor. 4:10,11), and we are “filled
with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). “Our life is hid with Christ
in God” (Col. 3:3).

Throughout his writings, the apostle Paul repeatedly
refers to Christians being “in Christ,” which I interpret
to mean “in union with Christ.” “By His doing you are in
(union with) Christ Jesus” (I Cor. 1:30). “We are seated
in the heavenly places in (union with) Christ Jesus”
(Eph. 2:6). “Anyone who is in (union with) Christ Jesus,
is a new creature” (II Cor. 5:17). And then Paul turns
around to use the same preposition to indicate that the
very life of the risen and living Lord Jesus is “in” us. “The
mystery is Christ in (union with) you, the hope of glory”
(Col. 1:27). “Do you not recognize that Jesus Christ is in
(union with) you?” (II Cor. 13:5). There is a mutual
participatory union, a “personal relational oneness” -
the later Latin Christian writers used the phrase unio
cum Christo - “union with Christ.” It is our privilege as
Christians to participate in a spiritual union whereby
we live out and manifest the Christ-life.

You will recall that [ mentioned that the Western
church (both Roman Catholic and Protestant) has been
very gun-shy about teaching or talking about
participation in God or union with Christ. In a very
Aristotelian way of thinking, Western theology has kept
Jesus detached as an historical figure or a theological
idea. In the historical miracle of the resurrection Jesus
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rose from the dead, and now sits at the right hand of the
Father, interceding for us in heaven. And we,
meanwhile, are to attempt to be “like Jesus,” the
ultimate example, by asking “What Would Jesus Do?” |
am sure that you have noticed in your own experience,
that the Western church is very skeptical of mentioning
the “indwelling Christ” and “union with Christ.”

The Eastern Orthodox portion of the church,
however, has maintained an emphasis on theosis since
the earliest centuries of Christianity. The thought of
participation with/in God in Christ is the controlling
element of their theology, the basis of all Christian
salvation. By the term theosis they do not mean that
Christians become God, or that we are absorbed into the
essence of God, but they do mean that there is a real
impartation of the divine life to the whole human being
in order to have union and communion with God by
participating in the life of the risen Christ and the
energy of the indwelling Holy Spirit. “Christ is formed in
us” (Gal. 4:19), and according to the Eastern Orthodox
church there is no legitimate Christian theology apart
from such experience.

When God and man participate in “personal
relational oneness” there remains the functional
dynamic of the Grace/faith interaction of God and man,
Christ and the Christian. Man does not become God. The
Christian does not become Christ. There is always a
distinction in the midst of the union. Neither do we
function “as Christ,” except via “the receptivity of His
activity” in faith; yet doing all that we do by the dynamic
of divine GRACE.
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Nor do we want to suggest that this is just an
automatic process, a form of triumphalistic victorious
Christian living whereby everything we do is just Jesus
in action. That is why the illustration shows that Satan
remains the tempter who tempts the Christian to
misrepresent his/her identity in Christ and manifest
character that is contrary to the divine character of
Christ, rather than the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22,23),
allowing for holiness (II Tim. 1:9; Heb. 12:10; II Thess.
4:7) and godliness (I Tim. 3:16; II Tim. 3:12; II Pet. 1:3).

And yes, we do sometimes succumb to the wiles of
the devil and manifest sinful behavioral expressions. “If
we say we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and
the truth is not in us” (I Jn. 1:8). But “in Christ,” we
know how to rebound by “confessing our sins” (I Jn.
1:9), and continuing our participation in the mystery of
union with God in Christ.

What the wisdom of the world thinks of what we
say:

The secular “wisdom of this world” doesn’t have a
clue what we are talking about when we refer to “the
mystery of participation with, or in, God and Christ. It is
“out of their league” of understanding. It is “off their
radar screen.” They are unable to understand spiritual
realities, and this kind of language is just psycho/spirit
babble to their ears.

But the most pathetic situation is that so many so-
called evangelical Christians today do not have any
more of a clue what we’re talking about when we refer
to the “mystery of participation with, and in, God.
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Periodically the preacher might mention that the
Christian is “in Christ” (in some fuzzy, ambiguous
manner), and even less frequently he/she might refer to
Christ being “in us” (occupying our thoughts and
feelings perhaps), but real experiential participation
and subjective involvement in the interpersonal
relations of the triune God - that is strange language to
most evangelical Christians.

“Sounds rather mystical,” is a common retort. “You're
not saying that we are God, are you?” No, we reject
pantheistic monism, and regard it to be blasphemous to
claim to be Christ, but we are affirming what Paul
wrote, “those who are joined to the Lord, are one spirit
with Him” (I Cor. 6:17).

The evangelicals have a “separated concept” of a
detached Jesus. When asked, “Where is Jesus right
now?” they always reply, “Seated at the right hand of
the Father.” Not incorrect, but where is the immanent
sense of Jesus’ presence? Paul asked the Corinthians
Christians, “Do you not recognize that Jesus Christ is in
you, ...unless you believed in vain” (II Cor. 13:5). A
detached perspective of Jesus causes Christians to
always try to muster up more dedication and
commitment and consecration in order to “be like
Jesus.”
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The Enigma of the Christian Life

The question: Why is the Christian life so convoluted,
so difficult, so impossible to figure out? Why does it
seem that life is far more complex after I became a
Christian than before I was a Christian?

Topic: The study of what the Christian life is all about
is Sanctification, otherwise known by the theological
term, Hagiology - the study of holiness (Greek word for
“holy” is hagios) - the study of how the Holy character
of God is imparted to us in the midst of life’s
circumstances and situations.

What we say:

A good many Christians seem to think that in
becoming a Christian they have “signed on” to the
“good-guys club,” and they have their wet ticket (having
passed through the baptismal waters) so they can go to
heaven when they die. In the meantime they are in the
“waiting room” of life, “on hold” as it were, singing,
“This world is not my home, I'm just a passin’ through ...
my treasures are laid up somewhere beyond the blue.”

Imagine their surprise when they encounter the
“enigma of the Christian life.” They seem to have
thought that when Jesus promised, “Come unto Me, and
[ will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28), that the Christian life
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was going to be a peaceful passivism of pious
partnering until they reached the pearly gates. The
Christian life is anything but such. Someone failed to tell
them that Jesus also told His disciples, “In this world
you will have tribulation” (Jn. 16:33). James, the Lord’s
brother writes, “Count it all joy my brethren, when you
encounter various trials” (James 1:2).

Within the “personal relational oneness” we have
with God in Christ by the Spirit, we still have trials,
tribulations, and temptations. God never promised us
“smooth sailing on the seas of life” or “membership in
God’s red-carpet club.” “Stuff still happens” in the
Christian life, for we are not exempt from the “ups and
downs” and the “twists and turns” of everyday life.

The illustration of the “enigma of the Christian life”
utilizes a figure-eight flow of movement between God
and the Christian individual. There remains an
“essential constitutional difference” and an “essential
functional difference” between God and man, but within
the “one spirit” union with God wherein we participate
in the life and character of the risen Lord Jesus by the
Holy Spirit, our experience can be quite enigmatic.
There is often bewilderment, uncertainty, and clouded
awareness of what God is doing in our lives. Paul says,
“we see in a mirror dimly/darkly” (I Cor. 13:12), and we
are brought again and again to the awareness that “the
ways of God are past finding out” (Rom. 11:33).

The top circle in the diagram obviously represents
God, but not in the sense that we are striving to reach
God above. The Christian is already “one spirit” with
God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Christian’s
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desire is now to please God, and experientially
participate in the expression of God. The God-circle
represents the teleological objective of being “man as
God intended man to be,” of being the vessels in which
God can be and do what He wants to be and do,
uniquely and specifically, in us. Christians desire to
please God by the behavioral expression of His all-
glorious character, for we were “created for His glory”
(Isa. 43:7). The God-circle also pictures the experiential
peace that “passes all understanding” as we find our
rest in Him.

It is also important to point out that God is not to be
conceptualized or visualized only at one location on this
figure-eight illustration. God is everywhere on the
Christian path, both transcendent to the Christian and
immanent in spiritual union with the individual
Christian.

Despite the admonitions of religion that we are to
“live on the straight and narrow” path, the Christian life
seems more like this figure-eight, wherein we seem to
go “round and round” with “ups and downs” and “twists
and turns.” One individual described this pictorial
representation of the Christian life as the “process of
crazy eights.”

The maddening thing for some Christians is that they
never seem to arrive. There is no completion point;
where is the finish line? Some have the idea that the
goal/objective of the Christian life is to “camp out on the
summit” and live in the rarified air of true spirituality
“near to God”. Some of Jesus’ disciples had a similar
triumphalistic perspective, and wanted to build three
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tabernacles on the top of the mountain. But Christian
experience is usually more like cresting a hill, and
realizing that we are going down the slide. Isn’t that
how the Christian life seems sometimes? We don’t know
what is around the next corner, but as was Abraham’s
experience, it may not be for us to know where we are
going, where God is taking us. The apostle Paul
explained, “Not that I have already arrived or reached
perfection, but I press on towards the upward call of
God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:12-14).

Some have viewed this figure-eight experience as the
“Gordian knot” in the process of Christian living. The
ancient Greek legend was that King Gordius of Phrygia
once tied such a complicated knot that it could not be
undone, until Alexander the Great just severed the knot
with his sword. Some people see their lives so knotted-
up with problems that they think the only solution is the
severing of it all with the sword of death. The Christian
life may be an enigma, but the solution is not the
severance of physical extermination to opt out of life.

If the essence of the Christian life is “salvation,” some
argue, then why doesn’t God just draw us up to His
intent? Why doesn’t God pull the Christian up to the
level of spirituality that He desires, and make us “safe”
from all the troubles of life? That sure seems to be what
salvation, “making us safe,” ought to be is the reasoning
of some.

Religion, on the other hand, capitalizes on the task of
encouraging Christians to rise up to what God wants in
their lives by climbing up to His level. Touting the “how-
tos” of performance exertion, religion has people
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singing and chanting, “We are climbing, higher, higher ...
soldiers of the cross.” The Christian life is often
conceptualized as a staircase, or a ladder, or a mountain
that must be climbed to achieve God’s will in the “do-
right” religion.

Even when we recognize that Christians are to “go
with the flow” of God’s grace wherever He might take
us, and that as we go round the loops Christ in us is
desirous of being the dynamic of all His own demands,
that does not mean that we will not descend to
encounter the trials/temptations that are “common to
man” (I Cor. 10:13). The difficulties, the problems, the
unpleasant situations engulf us and threaten to swallow
us. Many Christians have testified that they felt like they
were buried under the circumstances down in the dark
area at the bottom of the diagram, or that they were
being drowned by the weight of their habituated fleshly
patterns. In contrast to those who might want to take
flight in “triumphalism”, there are those who get mired
in the “defeatism” of feeling overwhelmed by the
difficulties of life. They engage in pity-parties of singing
the “poor me blues.” They accept the labeling of being a
“victim” of the circumstances. They cry out, “Help, I've
fallen, and I can’t get up!”

It's not wrong to be “down,” Paul indicates (II Cor.
4:8,9), but it is contrary to God’s intent to be “down and
out” without hope in the sufficiency of God’s grace.” St.
John of the Cross (in the 16t century) wrote of the Dark
Night of the Soul, wherein he explains that we are often
“in the dark” concerning what God is doing in our lives.
Those who cannot see the purpose of God and the grace
of God in the tough times of life, often begin to blame
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God for their hardships: “If this is the way God treats His
people, it’s hardly a wonder that few want to walk with
Him.” Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a book, “Why Do Bad
Things Happen to Good People?” Professor Bart Ehrman
(UNC Chapel Hill) jettisoned his Christian faith, writing
a book, “God’s Problem: How the Bible Fails to Answer
Our Most Important Question - Why We Suffer.” The
apostle Paul, on the other hand, shared his quest to
“know Him (Jesus), and the power of his resurrection,
and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made
conformable unto his death” (Phil. 3:10 - a very
different perspective.

But man-made religion cannot understand God’s
purposes. It is always devising procedures and
techniques with which people might try to avoid the
situations of life. Witness the plethora of “deliverance”
ministries advocating the means by which to be
delivered from problems, to escape the difficulties. So it
is that we have Christians trying to “fight their plight,”
while others are just constantly complaining, and still
others are throwing up their arms in fatalistic
resignation (“what goes around comes around,
everything comes to pass; Que sera, sera — what will be,
will be.”)

[t is important to understand that our lives may be
everywhere on this figure-eight at the same time. One
might sense that their marital relationship has risen to a
level that is glorifying to God; but their financial
situation is “on the slide” into the depths of bankruptcy.
They are at peace as God’s grace deals with their family
dynamics, but the vocational situation they face is
diving into the pit, as they were just laid-off at work.
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They know God is working in their lives as they revel in
their spiritual relationship with Christ, but they were
just diagnosed with cancer and are filled with physical
concerns. We are never just at one point in the process
at any single time - it is far more complex than that.

The enigma of the Christian life is a process that goes
around, time and again, through the dark times of life
into the Light of His presence, through times of
weakness into the appreciation of the strength of His
grace, through the pain and sorrows of suffering into the
jubilation of His joy, through the agonizing adversities
until we recognize them as His adventures, through the
valley of despair on the way to the summit of His delight,
through the diminishment of death and dying until we
are raised up to enjoy His resurrection-life, through the
lows of loneliness on the way to the delights of
fellowship with Him and His people, through the
depressing defeats that allow His sufficient grace to
bring triumph and victory, through the humbling
humiliations that only He can turn into elevated
exaltation, through the “thorns in the flesh” unto the
“throne of God.” We could go on and on.

The Christian life is a bewildering enigma. It is
counter-intuitive to the success principles and
objectives of the world around us. Where else are you
going to find encouragement in such progress-
principles as: The way up is down! The way to be
exalted is to be humbled! The way to gain is to lose! The
way to be strong is to be weak! The way to live is to die!
The way out is through! The way to conquer is to
surrender! The way to work is to rest! The way to lead
is to serve! The way to heaven is through hell!
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Let it also be noted that in the midst of the descents
of life, when we can identify with the fact that “Jack fell
down and broke his crown, and Jill came tumbling
after,” Christians should remember that Christ lives in
them not for the sole purpose of bringing them to the
crest of the hill, to some “peak of spirituality.” Christ
always lives in us for OTHERS. The God of LOVE
sometimes sends us back down in the descent so that
we can “stand in the gap” for OTHERS, so that we might
lay down our lives, and invest ourselves, for OTHERS.
Christ in us is always desirous of being the Intercessor
for OTHERS.

Yes, the enigma of the Christian life is a chicken bone
that gets stuck in some people’s throats. Especially
when they view these “down” times as obstacles, instead
of God’s opportunities to show us (and others) how His
grace is sufficient in this situation also. God’s ways may
be bewildering, but “His ways are always right” (Hosea
14:9).

What the wisdom of the world thinks of what we
say:

Human rationality cannot begin to fathom how God
is developing His character expression in His people
unto His own glory. The best they can do is to speculate
that the trials of life cause an individual to be better and
stronger and to self-develop personal character. That
being the case, they formulate an instructional program
for “character education” to make people better and
stronger people - completely antithetical to what we
are considering as the “enigma of the Christian life.”
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When the natural man observes a Christian accepting
the hardships of life without irritation, complaining or
anxiety - without the reactions of fight, fright, or flight -
most often they conclude that Christians are just
developing excuses for the fact that God is not
protecting them as they claim that God does. “They’re
just resigning themselves to what happens, trying to
make God look good.”

But it is the people who call themselves “Christians”
who have been force-fed the “religious wisdom of the
world,” who are often the most befuddled about the
“enigma of the Christian life.” “Where’s the rest in this
whirlwind of “ups and downs” and “twists and turns”?
“Where’s that ‘victorious Christian life’ that I've heard
the preachers mention?” “It seems like my life is more
convoluted and confusing after [ became a Christian,
than before.” This doesn’t make sense!
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Conclusion

We have chewed on a few “chicken bones,” and
explained that they do not go down easily in the
mastication of human reasoning. Should that be a
concern to us? Should that bother us? It didn’t seem to
bother the apostle Paul that the “wisdom of the world”
considered what he preached as “scandalous” or
“moronic.”

Taking Paul’s approach, we can respond to the
enlightenment mind-set of deified reason:

We sympathize with your inability to understand.

We recognize that with human logic alone it is not
reasonable.

We know that you have a self-defined, self-limited
playing-field of empiricism.

But we are convinced beyond a reasonable doubt

that we have the “mind of Christ”
(I Cor. 2:16)

We have a spiritual “inner knowing” - from a
revelation that is caught, not taught.

We believe that TRUTH is Person, and that He is
spiritually invested, not logically attested.

Can Christian scholars and apologists give answers to
the questions posed by these “chicken bones” that will
prove satisfactory to the natural mind, and the criteria
of human reasoning using logical syllogisms? Not likely!
We don’t have to, and all attempts to do so will fall
short! We have a “knowing” that they know not of! It is
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not a “knowing” of rational information of data
propositions. Rather, it is a “knowing” of relational
intimacy of divine participation.

That is why the reasonings of apologetics - trying to
argue and defend the Christian faith with document-
ation and logical syllogisms - will seldom (if ever)
influence individuals to become Christians. But by the
inner voice of revelation, often occasioned by despair,
the Spirit can woo and prompt an individual to venture
their lives on the Word of God - the Logos who is far
beyond all human logic.

We have so many people in the churches of America
today who have assented to a reasonable package of
propositions, and they think they are “Christians”
because of their acceptance of and adherence to a
“believe-right; do-right” religion, but it is questionable
whether they have a clue about the vital dynamic of God
living in and working in them by the presence and
action of the Spirit of Christ. They are the “clueless in
the pews,” those who are being encouraged weekly to
discover and convince themselves of the clues of the
reasonableness of an unreasonable (humanly speaking)
gospel.

Forget about the reasonableness of the gospel.
Apologetics is the bastard child of an enlightenment-
based evangelicalism - a rabbit trail that ends in a deep,
dark rabbit hole!

This is not to say that the Christian faith, as a whole,
is not a reasonable faith, for it does have reasonable/
reasoned historical foundations and logical theological
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formulations.. But when it comes to the faithful
receptivity of God’s activity in Jesus Christ, human
reason is about as beneficial as a splintered crutch that
serves little purpose in the Christian walk of faith. We
must move beyond the limitations of human reason,
unto a vital and intimate faith in the living Lord Jesus.
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