Words Matter
Understanding biblical language


Words are important. They shape and form the way we view the biblical narrative, which then extends into how we view God and ourselves. The difficulty with understanding biblical language is that it was written in a different time and in a different language(s). Therefore, we often have to check the way we understand these concepts to ensure we comprehend what the biblical writers intended to communicate.

In this series, we will take different words and study what they truly meant to the biblical writers and the biblical audience. In understanding these things, we will get a clearer picture of who God is, who we are, and the story we’re meant to live out.


Week 1

Salvation


It’s evident that the idea of salvation is central to the biblical story. We see these themes spread throughout the Old and New Testament alike. Which begs an obvious question...

Within the biblical narrative, what is it that we need to be saved from?


For many, there seems to be an obvious answer. “We need to be saved from hell and into heaven.” This would likely be the response you would get if you asked most people on the streets or even in most Sunday gatherings. This is, in fact, what we mean when we ask someone if they’re saved, right?

For the biblical writers, their answer would look a bit different. The main reason is, salvation in the story of scripture was just as much a present reality as it was a future one.

The idea of being saved was not held for a future event but was deeply interwoven into the work of God that he is doing now. If nothing else, we know this from the gospel accounts. When God incarnate arrived on the scene the message he came preaching was, “The kingdom has come”. His lifestyle followed suit. He went around taking care of the peoples present needs. He didn’t seem encompassed by the future, but rather deeply focused on the present.

Now, did the biblical writers believe that the power of salvation would carry beyond death and the grave and into eternity? Absolutely. But this does not seem to be the primary thrust of their message and lifestyle.


So, the question remains. What is it that we need to be saved from?

To answer this, we must go back to the beginning of the biblical story. When we do that, we find two fundamental truths about human beings that we must deeply understand.

1. We were created in God’s image.
a. In short, we were created to reflect God, be like God, and rule on his behalf as an extension of him.

2. We were created to commune with God.
a. God desires for us to be in relationship with him, to walk with him as covenant partners.


According to scripture, this is our identity. Our vocation. Our destiny.


However, it doesn’t take long in the story before we realize just how difficult it is for us to live out this destiny. We seem to get tripped up very quickly in ways that twist and distort who we are.
· We believe lies and deceptions about who God is.
· We begin living for our own image rather than God’s.
· We get swept up into cycles of shame and guilt.

And before we know it, we lose sight of the whole reason we were created to begin with.


And this is where we see the answer to our question, because salvation in the biblical narrative is seen as the love, mercy, and grace of God reaching in to bring us back to our destiny. 


In the original languages of scripture, here are the words that are typically translated as “saved” or “salvation”.


ישע
ys (yasha) – (translated: to save)
ישןעח
ysua (yeshu’a) – (translated: salvation)

σωζω 
sozo (translated: to be saved)
σωτηρια 
soteria (translated: salvation)


Altogether, these words mean to be healed, delivered, rescued, and set free.

In other words, when we are rescued from our destructive ways and freed up to be the image bearers we were created to be, that is biblical salvation.


Now, this brings about a few notions that might surprise us as we reflect on this concept.


1. This means biblical salvation is not simply about “going to heaven”.

First off, because the story of scripture is not about us going someplace else to dwell with God, but rather God coming here to dwell with us as he intended all along.

But again, the bigger point is, salvation is shown as a here and now experience. It’s a present reality that we believe will be fully realized in the future. 


2. This means biblical salvation is more nuanced than a one-time decision or experience.

To be clear, this does not mean that our decisions or experiences don’t matter. They absolutely do. The simple truth is salvation is far more complex than that one idea. Salvation to the biblical people was just more nuanced than saying a few words or “punching your ticket to heaven”.

The ancient people didn’t think that way, mainly because they had a deep understanding of how relational all of this was. They understood that salvation (and really, all of life itself) was about a relationship, and the reality is, relationships are more complex than a one-time decision or experience. Entering into a covenant might take a moment, but fulfilling that covenant takes a lifetime and more. (To be clear, we must hold to assurance of salvation and know that we are held and sealed for the Day of the Lord. This is simply about the life we live in accordance with our covenant commitment.)

Due to the complexities of this relationship, the authors of the Bible will talk about salvation from a lot of different angles. One of the most common is that they’ll talk about salvation as a past, present, and future reality. 


At times, they’ll speak of salvation as if we have been saved. It’s done. It’s accomplished. (2 Timothy 1:8-9)

· What they mean by this is, everything that needs to be done for us to experience salvation life has been accomplished through the person and work of Jesus.
· He defeated the powers of sin on the cross. (Colossians 2; Hebrews 9)
· He conquered death through his resurrection. (1 Corinthians 15:55-57)
· He poured out his spirit to cleanse and empower us to reflect him. (Titus 3:5-6; Ephesians 3:16)
· In theological terms, this is called justification. We have been forgiven, made right, and set free by the person and work of Jesus.


Other times, they’ll speak of salvation as if we are being saved. It’s ongoing. It’s in-process. (1 Corinthians 1:18)

· What they mean by this is, each one of us is on a journey of ongoing healing, growth, and deliverance. 
· We are still being freed from patterns of sin. 
· We are still being healed from cycles of shame.
· We are still being rescued from fear and worry.
· In theological terms, this is called sanctification. We are being renewed and set apart as his people.


And yet, other times, they’ll speak of salvation as if we will be saved. It’s yet to come. (Acts 15:11)

· What they mean by this is actually two-fold:
· 1. They have in view a Day of Judgment (or Justice or Reckoning) when the wrath of God will deal with all evil and its influence. However, despite our dealings with these things, the grace of Jesus will save us from reaping the wrath that we would otherwise deserve. 
· 2. They firmly believed that the work of salvation that God had begun in them would be completed. The work of healing them from their brokenness, rescuing them from their burdens, freeing them from their bondage would be fully realized. They stood securely on the fact that one day they would be the full image bearing person that God created them to be, in deep communion with him.
· In theological terms, this is called glorification. We are and will be filled with the glory of God to the extent that we shine and reflect him as we’re intended to. We will reflect him. We will bring his kingdom to earth. We will commune forever with him.



Summary
Biblical salvation, as it relates to human beings, is about God healing us and setting us free from the powers that try to pull us from our image bearing nature... and in rescuing us from these things, he empowers us to live fully into who he’s created us to be... which is a reality that is so powerful and secure that it will carry beyond death and the grave, and into eternity with him in New Creation... 




Resources

N.T. Wright – Thinking Through Salvation (9-part series)
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLXeyTV5HCr-AQSN7hrF0n76ZaiESIl2wS


