
Nietzsche:  Master  of
Suspicion

Christianity: Religion of Hate?
In the last decade, it has become increasingly common to hear
the accusation that Christians are hateful. In the United
States,  this  type  of  comment  has  become  the  mantra  of
homosexual  rights  groups  who  are  outraged  that  Christians
would claim that homosexuality is a sin. With the murder of
homosexual Matthew Shepherd in 1999, Christians were blamed
for  creating  a  hostile  environment  and  provoking  violence
against homosexuals by claiming that homosexuality is immoral.
Homosexuals often scoff at Christians who say, “Hate the sin,
love  the  sinner,”  insinuating  that  the  two  cannot  be
separated. Consequently it has become increasingly difficult
to dialogue with these individuals due to their suspicion that
Christians, in spite of their expressions of love, actually
hate homosexuals.

Of  course,  accusations  of  hatred  against  Christians  are
nothing new. This charge was leveled at the first century
church as a preamble to the state sanctioned persecution that
occurred off and on throughout the Roman Empire until the
fourth century. But today many of those who accuse Christians
of hate take their marching orders from their understanding of
Friedrich Nietzsche, who called Christian priests “the truly
great  haters  in  world  history  .  .  .  likewise  the  most
ingenious haters.”{1} Nietzsche was absolutely contemptuous of
Christians and pulled no punches when it came to his polemic
against them. He is infamous for his announcement of the death
of God in his writings and was known to be Hitler’s favorite
philosopher.  Consequently,  Christians  typically  distance
themselves  from  Nietzsche  due  to  his  hostility  to  the
Christian  worldview.
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But while Nietzsche’s writings are often blasphemous, this
does not mean that Christians should ignore his insights.
Rather than dismissing his critique, we should ask ourselves
if he may have something to say to the church. Perhaps we need
to be reminded that Jesus’ harshest words were directed toward
those who put on an impressive outward show of religiosity,
but whose hearts were not right with God. We need only read
Jesus’ letters to the seven churches in Revelation chapters
two and three to see that some of His most severe rebuke is
found  there,  directed  towards  His  own.  Unfortunately,  one
major school of interpretation has determined that the seven
churches represent different ages of church history, of which
the first five have already transpired. This interpretation
tends  to  distance  us  from  the  Lord’s  rebuke,  as  if
evangelicals are the praised church of Philadelphia, and the
lukewarm Loadiceans are the apostate church of the end-times.
It is no wonder that we reject the blistering critique of
someone like Nietzsche when we comfort ourselves by assuming
that the “gentle” Jesus would never speak harshly to us!

Just as Jesus spoke out against those who hid behind the
façade of religion, Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity is
based on the assertion that Christianity is not motivated by
love, but rather by a hateful envy, driven by the need for
power over others. And since Nietzsche is the inspiration for
many today who call Christianity hateful, it would seem that
listening to Nietzsche’s critique is especially important. By
understanding Nietzsche, we can be better equipped to respond
to the accusations of hatred against Christians that have
become common today. Furthermore, we may find that Nietzsche,
rather than being just a cranky despiser of religion, actually
has a prophetic message for contemporary Christians.

The Good, the Bad, and the Evil
Governor Jesse Ventura of Minnesota made headlines by claiming
that religion is for weak-minded people who are incapable of



getting through life without some sort of crutch. The governor
quickly apologized for any offense he may have caused, but his
claim that religion is just a crutch for the weak is certainly
not new. Karl Marx said essentially the same thing by calling
religion the opiate of the masses. However, no one has been
more creative than Nietzsche when it comes to a critique of
Christianity. His contention is not just that Christians are
weak, but that Christianity itself was the vehicle by which
the  weakest  members  of  society  were  able  to  overcome  the
dominance of those more powerful than them. Thus the very
basis of Christianity is said to be hatred for, and envy of,
the rich and the powerful.

It is important to recognize that Nietzsche was a trained
linguist with a deep interest in the history of words. In his
book On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche claims that the
concept of good originally was a synonym for nobility and
therefore referenced the noble aristocrats of ancient times.
At the same time, those who belonged to the lower strata of
society, those who were originally referred to as plain and
simple, were designated as bad.{2} Nietzsche’s point in all
this is that when we look at the original sense of the words
good and bad they were descriptive of one’s social status,
rather than being a moral evaluation.

However, it is Nietzsche’s contention that this all changed
when priestly religions such as Judaism and Christianity were
able to attain power in society. He suggests that not only did
they transform the conceptions of good and bad to include a
moral dimension, but that they went even further by creating
the concept of evil as well. Out of their hatred and envy for
the ruling elite, and their desire for power, the priests
transformed the word good to refer to the poor and lowly
members of society and had the audacity to refer to the rich
and the powerful as evil! When we read the beatitudes in the
Gospels  of  Matthew  and  Luke  we  see  how  Nietzsche  indicts
Christianity for this reversal. It is not the rich and the



powerful who are blessed, but the weak and the poor! Nietzsche
believed that Christ’s praise of the powerless was an act of
subversion, an attempt by the weak to exact revenge against
the elites of society for their natural superiority. As far as
Nietzsche was concerned, there was no other way to account for
how Christianity had become a major world religion than to
suggest that Christianity created concepts such as sin and
guilt to cut the rich and powerful down to size.

It was Nietzsche’s suspicion that all human relationships are
driven  by  the  desire  for  power  over  others.  He  found
Christianity to be especially insidious because, rather than
admitting  that  it  desires  power  over  the  minds  of  all
humanity, it proclaims itself to be a religion of love. But in
fact,  Scripture  tells  us  that  Christ  willingly  became
powerless so that human beings might know the power of God.
Christ  set  aside  the  prerogatives  of  deity  to  become  a
servant; He became poor that we might become rich. Perhaps
Nietzsche is correct in arguing that human relationships are
often governed by the desire for power. However, it is clear
that in the encounter between God and man, it is the infinite
God who submits Himself to the limitations of humanity.

Sin and Guilt as Human Conventions
One of most disturbing aspects of contemporary culture is the
nihilistic  worldview  of  many  of  our  youth.  The  horrible
assault on Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado in
1999 revealed how deeply alienated many young people are from
society. It is apparent that Harris and Kleybold felt entirely
justified  in  killing  their  classmates  out  of  a  sense  of
outrage at how they had been treated by the more popular
students at school. Incredibly, they were convinced that their
heinous act would be glorified in Hollywood and entertained
themselves by asking who would portray them in the blockbuster
movies  that  would  follow  their  killing  spree.  What  is
especially disturbing is the question of how such sociopathic



tendencies arise in a prosperous Colorado suburb.

According to Scripture, human beings are sinners in need of
redemption. All of us stand guilty before a holy God and only
the shed blood of the sinless Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, can
cleanse us from the power and penalty of our sin. Therefore, a
guilty conscience can be a positive thing in that it enables
us  to  respond  to  the  gospel  message.  But  in  contemporary
culture, as Senator Daniel Moynahan has stated, there has been
a  tendency  to  “define  deviancy  down.”  Acts  that  were
considered immoral or even criminal in the recent past have
been accepted as normal, so that our threshold of what is
morally acceptable continues to lower. Additionally, in our
therapeutic society anything that makes a person feel better
about herself is exalted, while feelings of guilt and shame
are discouraged. In a certain sense, this thinking is part of
the heritage of Nietzsche.

According to Nietzsche, human beings developed a sense of
guilt out of the ]financial relationship between a creditor
and  a  debtor.{3}  Nietzsche  maintained  that  the  similarity
between the German words for guilt and debt were indications
that financial obligations were the original source of a sense
of obligation toward others. Of course, a debtor is obligated
to his creditor, and in ancient times the debtor would pledge
some form of collateral in case he were unable to repay the
debt. This of course gave the creditor power over the debtor,
even to the extent that he could inflict cruelty upon the
debtor  to  extract  his  “pound  of  flesh.”  According  to
Nietzsche, this gave rise to the idea that suffering could
balance  out  our  debts  and  is  the  basis  for  the  biblical
account of Christ’s work of the cross.{4} The problem arose
when human beings somehow internalized the original sense of
financial obligation, so that what had previously been simply
a  matter  of  external  punishment  evolved  into  the  guilty
conscience.

Nietzsche’s  contention  was  that  a  feeling  of  guilt  is



destructive and prevents us from acting in accordance with our
noble instincts. But the question is, How can human beings be
noble without acknowledging their own limitations? The denial
of a sense of guilt, the denial of conscience, inevitably
leads  to  pride  and  the  arrogant  assumption  that  we  are
accountable to no one. While it would be unjust to suggest
that  Nietzsche  encouraged  acts  such  as  the  Columbine
shootings, it is also clear that Nietzsche recognized that a
sense of guilt leads us to conclude that we are accountable to
someone else for our actions. Wanting to insure that human
beings did not conclude that they were accountable to God for
their actions, his only option was to conclude that the guilty
conscience is a figment of our imaginations. Unfortunately,
incidents such as Columbine are not.

God is Dead! Now We Can Really Live!
Who can forget the famous cover of Time magazine, which asked
the question “Is God Dead?” Many people may have dismissed
such an absurd question, as if it makes sense to say that the
eternal God could pass away. But that is precisely the point.
In Nietzsche, the announcement of God’s death is simply to
force people to acknowledge that they no longer care about
God. He has been removed from His throne by the advancements
of science and technology and has little to say to modern man.
According to Nietzsche, God choked to death on pity.{5}

On the other hand, Nietzsche claims that we have killed God.
It is not that these statements are contradictory, but that
Nietzsche  viewed  “God”  as  a  concept,  not  as  a  person.
Nietzsche’s  Thus  Spoke  Zarathustra  begins  with  Zarathustra
setting out to deliver the startling news that God is dead,
but his first words are directed to the sun. While to the
casual reader this may seem absurd, this is actually a vivid
reference  to  the  philosophy  of  Plato.  And  according  to
Nietzsche,  Christianity  is  nothing  more  than  Plato’s
philosophy  dressed  up  as  a  religion.  The  whole  point  of



Nietzsche’s philosophy is to deliver us from the teachings of
Christianity, which he called the “Platonism of the people.”
Nietzsche  believed  that  both  Plato  and  Christianity
overemphasized the distinction between human existence and the
realm  of  eternity;  in  order  to  effectively  demolish
Christianity, he felt it necessary to destroy the foundations
of Plato’s philosophy as well.

Plato  lived  in  an  era  that  was  concerned  about  the
implications of change. Because Plato denied that we can truly
know anything that is changeable, he conceived of an ideal
world populated by what he called “forms.” The forms were
eternal  and  unchanging  models  for  the  objects  that  we
experience every day, and Plato’s concern was with how we can
come to know these forms. Part of his answer to that question
was his conception of the ultimate form, the form of the Good.
The  form  of  the  Good  is  what  illumines  the  soul’s
understanding, so Plato utilized the sun as the most fitting
symbol  for  this  form.  Later,  some  Christian  theologians
baptized Plato’s philosophy by claiming that the forms were
ideas in the mind of God, but what critics like Nietzsche find
so disturbing is that both Plato and Christianity seem to
place  more  emphasis  on  an  afterlife  than  on  day-to-day
existence. It was his desire that we recognize the value and
pleasures of this life, but to do so he completely rejected a
transcendent world. The question is whether he is justified in
claiming that Christianity denies the validity of this life by
focusing solely on a heavenly afterlife.

While  it  is  true  that  a  variety  of  movements  within
Christianity, such as the monastics, have devalued earthly
existence as a mere prelude to the afterlife, this is a far
cry from claiming that Christianity itself is the religious
equivalent of Plato’s other-worldly philosophy. St. Augustine,
who was a devoted student of Plato, claimed that Plato was a
valuable tool that helped lead him to Christianity. But the
one thing that he found lacking in the Platonists was the



teaching of Scripture that in Jesus Christ the Word of God
became flesh. God himself has come to live amongst us! The
incarnation of God in Christ means that human existence is
vitally important. God himself lived as a man. Rather than
devaluing life, Christ came that we might have life, and have
it more abundantly.

Nietzsche the Prophet?
As we close our examination of Friedrich Nietzsche’s thinking
and its consequences for Christian faith we should note his
conviction  that  terms  such  as  sin,  morality,  and  God  are
simply human conventions with no reality supporting them. He
hoped to overcome these concepts by taking us back in history
to  discover  how  we  came  to  these  “erroneous”  beliefs.
According  to  Nietzsche,  the  concept  of  a  God  who  rewards
believers  with  eternal  life  has  devalued  human  existence.
Consequently, he attempted to devalue any belief associated
with  a  transcendent  being  or  an  afterlife  and  emphasized
overcoming Christian standards for morality. His ideal was the
overman, unique individuals who were not restrained by what
society conceived as right or wrong. The problem is that, when
taken to its extreme, his philosophy has been utilized to
justify a wide variety of crimes. In 1924, two students at the
University of Chicago justified their murder of a twelve-year-
old  boy  by  quoting  from  Nietzsche.  And  of  course,  Hitler
assumed  that  Nietzsche’s  philosophy  called  for  world
domination by Germany and the ruthless elimination of all its
enemies. Many therefore assume that Nietzsche was some type of
proto-Nazi.

Nietzsche would have had little sympathy for Hitler and was
not an anti-Semite as some have claimed. These accusations are
common,  but  cannot  be  the  result  of  actually  reading  his
works. What we can say is that Nietzsche attempted to replace
the good news of Jesus Christ with a pseudo-gospel based on
the assertion that Christianity was a fabrication that has



hindered mankind for centuries. The Bible tells us that Christ
has  set  us  free  through  His  atoning  work  on  the  cross;
Nietzsche insists that such a story is what has placed us in
bondage. Like many utopians, Nietzsche denied the inherent
sinfulness of the human heart and insisted that the idea of
God was what had prevented mankind from reaching its highest
potential. Obviously, evangelical Christianity and Nietzsche
are in severe disagreement on most subjects.

Still,  Nietzsche  does  have  a  message  for  the  Christian
community. Considering Nietzsche’s contempt for Christianity,
that would seem to rule him out as a mouthpiece for God.
However, we also note that pagan kings such as Cyrus of Persia
(Ezra  1:1-4)  and  Nebuchadnezzar  (Daniel  4:34-35)  were
spokesman for God in particular instances. So to paraphrase
John 1:46, “Can anything good come out of Nietzsche?”

Perhaps the most valuable aspect of reading Nietzsche is his
emphasis on our motives. Just as Jesus accused the Pharisees
for disguising their hardened hearts with outward acts of
service and sacrifice, Nietzsche demonstrates keen awareness
of the subtle ways we can deceive even ourselves. One of
Nietzsche’s favorite accusations is that Christians can speak
about loving their enemies, but they have also been known to
comfort  themselves  with  thoughts  of  those  same  enemies
roasting in eternal hell-fire. Perhaps then one of the reasons
Christians avoid reading Nietzsche is that he can make us feel
so uncomfortable. Do we give to the Church out of love for God
or  perhaps  simply  for  the  tax  deduction?  What  about  our
service in the church? Are we motivated by the applause of
man,  or  by  our  love  for  God?  The  Christian  cannot  read
Nietzsche  without  feeling  challenged  on  these  questions.
Rather  than  simply  dismissing  his  radical  critique  of
Christianity, the church would be well-served to understand
how Nietzsche has influenced modern culture, and in turn to
reflect on how we can demonstrate the love of God to a dying
world.



Notes

1.  Friedrich  Nietzsche,  Genealogy  of  Moralstrans.  Walter
Kaufmann (Vintage Books: New York, 1967), 33.
2. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans.
Walter  Kaufmann  and  R.  J.  Hollingdale  (New  York:  Vintage
Books, 1967), 27-28.
3. Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 62.
4. Ibid., 65.
5.  Friedrich  Nietzsche,  “Thus  Spoke  Zarathustra”  in  The
Portable Nietzsche, ed. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Penguin
Books, 1954).

©2000 Probe Ministries.

Soren  Kierkegaard  and  the
Supremacy of Faith

Kierkegaard—The Radical Reformer
One of the most difficult barriers to evangelism today is the
difficulty in defining what it is to be a Christian. Some
consider attendance in a Christian church to be sufficient,
while a vast number of people simply associate “Christian”
with being a good, moral person. And in a country such as the
U.S., there are even those who assume American citizenship is
an adequate basis for being a Christian. This is what happens
when people reject the Bible for its understanding of divine
truth.

However, this predicament is not unique to the 21st century.
In the mid-nineteenth century, one of the great defenders of
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Christianity  confronted  this  very  problem  in  his  native
Denmark.  Disturbed  by  the  culture’s  definition  of
Christianity,  Sören  Kierkegaard  dedicated  his  life  to  a
defense of Christianity that was truly a way of life rather
than simply the acceptance of a church creed. Kierkegaard was
especially disturbed that the Danish church had accepted its
definition of Christianity from the famous German philosopher
G. W. F. Hegel. For Hegel, rationality was the supreme virtue,
and  Christianity  was  the  ultimate  religion  because  the
doctrine  of  the  Trinity  was  in  accordance  with  his  own
understanding of logic: God the Father and Jesus Christ are
identical since each is God, and yet they are different from
one another since they are distinct individuals. This apparent
“difference” is then reconciled by the fact that God has made
Himself  known  through  the  Holy  Spirit’s  birthing  of  the
church. Hegel found this definition of the Trinity to be the
mirror  image  of  his  own  understanding  of  logic,  in  which
opposites are to be synthesized in order to come to a fuller
understanding of reality.

Hegel’s reference to Christianity as the ultimate religion led
many to assume that he was a strong advocate of Christianity.
However,  for  Hegel,  “reality”  was  only  what  could  be
experienced in the here and now. He rejected any suggestion
that there was an afterlife or otherworldly existence. And
while he referred to Christianity as the ultimate religion, he
also  declared  that  religion  was  subordinate  to  his  own
philosophy.  Because  Christianity  is  based  on  faith,  Hegel
taught that to be rational we must go beyond religion and turn
to Hegel’s own philosophy if we are to understand ultimate
reality.

It was Kierkegaard’s self-appointed task to confront Hegel’s
thinking and to present the supremacy of the Christian faith
to the Danish people. His brilliant apologetic effort was so
ridiculed, however, that for years after his death Danish
parents admonished their children “don’t be a Sören” in order



to warn them about foolish behavior. In order to understand
why, it will be necessary first to examine Kierkegaard’s life
and  strategy,  after  which  we  will  discuss  his  well-known
works.

Kierkegaard and His Pseudonyms
Few people today know the story of Morris Childs. Childs, who
as a young man was a high ranking official in the American
communist  party,  became  an  informant  for  the  FBI  against
communism in the early fifties. Because of his background,
Childs  moved  easily  among  communist  leaders,  both  in  the
United States and abroad, for nearly thirty years. And yet,
due to the highly secretive nature of his mission, very few of
his fellow American citizens realized that Morris Childs was a
true patriot. Instead, he was considered by many to be a
communist, a traitor. Far from being a traitor, Childs had
risked  his  life  in  order  to  pass  on  highly  sensitive
information  to  his  American  spy-masters.

Like Childs in the political realm, Sören Kierkegaard has been
misunderstood by many of his fellow Christians. Partly due to
the influence of Francis Schaeffer, who blamed Kierkegaard for
the modern trend toward irrationalism, there are those who
assume that Kierkegaard was a secularist. However, part of the
genius of Kierkegaard was his desire to present the truth of
Christianity  from  the  perspective  of  a  non-Christian.
Consequently, many of his books were written under various
pseudonyms.

When reading Kierkegaard under one of these pseudonyms, you
can never assume that everything Kierkegaard is writing is his
own belief. Instead, he typically introduces himself to the
reader  as  a  non-believer  who,  for  whatever  reason,  is
interested in religious questions. It was Kierkegaard’s belief
that the most important religious and ethical questions could
not be communicated directly. He therefore developed a method
famously known as “indirect communication” in which he hoped



to  establish  common  ground  with  the  non-believer.  By  not
introducing himself as a Christian, he sought an audience for
the gospel that he would not have gained otherwise.

Another aspect of Kierkegaard’s life that must be taken into
account is his tragic relationship with a young woman named
Regina Olsen. Kierkegaard deeply loved Regina, and for a short
period  of  time  they  were  engaged  to  be  married.  But
Kierkegaard forced himself to break off the engagement. And
the fact that they never married was, for Kierkegaard, the
true proof of his love for her. Much of his motivation for the
break-up was based on the melancholy nature he had received
from his father. Kierkegaard’s father, Michael, had cursed God
as a young boy due to his miserable working conditions and was
haunted all his life by the suspicion that he had committed
the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost. Not only did
Kierkegaard hope to spare Regina from his own depression, he
also  attempted  to  demonstrate  in  his  writings  that  his
rejection of Regina was motivated by love, just as God’s love
for us was revealed through His rejection of His own beloved
Son.

Kierkegaard on the Incarnation
The Weigh-Down Workshop, a weight loss program developed by
Gwen Shamblin, is based on the admirable thesis that those who
would  like  to  lose  weight  should  replace  their  excessive
hunger for food with hunger for God. But recently it became
evident  that  Shamblin’s  Christian  beliefs  are  unorthodox.
According to Shamblin, the doctrine of the Trinity is a “man-
made” formula that arose in a polytheistic society in order to
“make  sure  no  one  mistakenly  believed  that  Christians
worshipped  several  gods.”  Shamblin  is  under  the  mistaken
belief that trinitarian teaching suggests that Jesus and God
are the same person, when in fact the biblical teaching is
that Jesus (the Son) and God (the Father) are distinctive
persons, identical in their divine essence.
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In one of Kierkegaard’s more famous works, The Philosophical
Fragments,  it  is  suggested  that  the  doctrine  of  the
Incarnation is indeed the ultimate paradox: How can it make
sense that God became man? But Kierkegaard wrote this work
under the pseudonym of Johannes Climacus. Johannes Climacus
does not claim to be a Christian, but he is at odds with the
philosophy of Hegel, who sees faith as a stepping-stone to the
ultimacy of reason. Climacus is intent on demonstrating that,
if Hegel is right, then Christianity is completely wrong. But,
if Hegel is wrong, then it is possible to understand that
doctrines  such  as  the  Incarnation  reveal  the  logical
superiority  of  Christian  faith.

Climacus begins by asking if the truth can be learned. He
therefore questions what kind of teacher would be capable of
bringing the truth to human beings who do not know the truth.
Since all people are created by God, it must have been God who
made it possible for human beings to know the truth. But since
people don’t know the truth, then only a divine being could
teach human beings the truth. And what is it that prevents
people  from  knowing  the  truth?  It  is  sin.  And  since  the
teacher must bring people out of this sinful condition in
order for them to understand truth, this teacher should also
be seen as a savior, a deliverer. But, to be a savior for
humans, this divine being must also become human as well,
which is illogical to those who have not received the truth.
All this is to suggest, however, that the Christian doctrine
of the Incarnation is perfectly consistent for the person of
faith.

Yet, since Climacus is writing in response to the philosophy
of Hegel, he points out that God becoming a man is absurd, a
paradox  beyond  human  comprehension.  For  this  reason  many
readers  assume  that  Kierkegaard  himself  thought  that  the
Incarnation was absurd, when in fact he was emphasizing that
mere human reason was insufficient to be a Christian. For
Kierkegaard, biblical faith takes us beyond what human reason



can possibly conceive.

Kierkegaard on Abraham
Mohammed Ali was one of the greatest fighters of all time.
After he began calling himself “The Greatest,” that title
quickly became associated with Ali. We often debate about the
greatness  of  athletes  and  politicians,  but  rarely  in  our
pluralistic  society  do  we  present  our  position  on  the
greatness of religious figures. And yet that is exactly what
Kierkegaard did in his work, Fear and Trembling, written under
the pseudonym of Johannes de Silentio. Johannes is fascinated
by Abraham and desires to understand how anyone could be as
great as Abraham.

Johannes is intrigued by a seeming paradox: How is it that
Abraham is routinely recognized to be one of the greatest
figures in all of Scripture, the father of faith, and yet at
the same time we must admit that he was a split-second away
from murdering his own son? If anyone were to emulate Abraham
in modern times, we would do our best to prevent such a
heinous act. Yet, at the same time preachers routinely preach
on the greatness of Abraham. Johannes concludes that what made
Abraham so amazing was his belief that he would receive Isaac
back in this life, rather than just in the life everlasting.
Still, this leads to the conclusion that Abraham was willing
to kill Isaac. How, then, can we exalt Abraham as a great man?

Johannes  proceeds  to  examine  the  purpose  behind  Abraham’s
action. This is where, once again, Kierkegaard is intent on
skewering the philosophy of Hegel. According to Hegel, the
individual was to subordinate his own desires for the broader
good of the institutions of family, civil society, and the
state. Consequently, it would have been Hegel’s position that
Abraham’s actions were both ludicrous and evil since they did
not conform with the ethical standards of a civilized people.
As a result, Johannes forces us to ask whether the philosophy
of Hegel or the teaching of Scripture is to take priority.



Johannes’ own unique answer is that, in order to understand
Abraham’s relationship to God, there must be what he calls the
“teleological suspension of the ethical.” Teleology is the
idea that everything has a purpose. For Hegel, the ultimate
purpose of ethics was for the members of a state to share the
same moral virtue, under which circumstances a nation can be
joined together with a common bond. But for Johannes, the
individual takes priority over the state. Abraham’s actions
were guided by a higher purpose than simply conforming to the
ethical norms of society. His faith enabled him to obey God to
the point of becoming a murderer, while believing that God
would  raise  his  beloved  son  from  the  dead.  Who  then  is
greater? Hegel, or Abraham? Human reason gives one answer, but
Christian faith another.

Kierkegaard and Truth
“What is truth?” The famous question of Pilate to Jesus has
become even more pertinent today, as truth has become more a
matter  of  pragmatic  concerns  rather  than  having  any
correlation with reality. Biblical Christianity is grounded on
the  truths  of  God’s  Word,  and  the  loss  of  truth  in  a
postmodern  society  has  had  a  devastating  effect  on  the
influence of the gospel. Thus, on first glance it can be
disturbing  that  Kierkegaard  claimed  that  all  truth  is
subjectivity. To conclude this article, I want to explore
exactly what he means by this phrase.

We must be very careful when reading someone as elusive as
Kierkegaard. Once again, it is Johannes Climacus who is the
spokesman  for  the  claim  that  all  truth  is  subjectivity.
Climacus  is  again  attacking  the  philosophy  of  Hegel,  who
claimed  that  it  was  possible  for  human  beings  to  possess
absolute  knowledge  through  carefully  analyzing  human
existence.  Climacus  questions  how  it  is  possible  to  have
absolute certainty in this life, especially when we consider
the wide variance between philosophers since ancient times.



More importantly, the claim of absolute knowledge seems to
mean that, for the Christian, knowing is more important than
believing. Since faith, as in the case of Abraham, often times
requires  patience  and  endurance  before  reaching  its
fulfillment, there is a qualitative difference between faith
and  knowledge.  According  to  Climacus,  only  God  can  have
absolute  knowledge.  This  is  important  to  consider  when
pondering the assertion that all truth is subjective, for
Climacus is making a major distinction between the human realm
and the divine realm.

One of Kierkegaard’s major emphases in his writings was that
the Christian life is more than simply believing in orthodox
doctrine. He himself was passionate about his relationship
with Christ, and was disgusted by the apathetic attitude of
many church-goers. Consequently, when Climacus claims that all
truth is subjectivity he is claiming that human beings must
appropriate the truth of whatever they believe if it is truly
to take hold of their lives. There can be no such thing as a
passive, disinterested Christian. Neither should the Christian
confuse knowledge, which can never be complete in this life,
with the life of faith. The Christian must make a leap of
faith, in the sense that faith always involves risk. Climacus
therefore hoped to contrast the willingness to believe and
live out the truths of Christianity against the acceptance of
philosophical  systems  that  did  not  require  any  personal
commitment.  This,  for  Climacus,  is  the  difference  between
subjective and objective truth.

As we have seen, it is very easy to construe Kierkegaard as a
non-Christian  if  we  do  not  take  into  consideration  his
strategy  of  indirect  communication.  Hopefully  this  brief
introduction to Kierkegaard’s thought will stimulate many to a
fuller appreciation for this important Christian thinker.

© 2000 Probe Ministries



St. Augustine
Former Probe intern Tim Garrett explains that St. Augustine’s
The  City  of  God  and  his  Confessions  reveal  not  only  a
brilliant  mind,  but  demonstrate  his  abiding  concern  to
announce God’s righteousness in His dealings with man.

Who Was St. Augustine?
One of the most remarkable things about a close reading of
Church history is that no one is beyond the reach of God’s
grace. In the New Testament we find that a man who called
himself “the chief of sinners” due to his murderous hatred
toward Christians was saved when Christ Himself appeared to
him on the road to Damascus. What is clear from the account in
the ninth chapter of the Book of Acts is that it was not Saul
who was seeking Christ: instead, it was Christ who was seeking
Paul.

In modern times we see a similar situation in the life of C.
S. Lewis. In Surprised by Joy, he recounts the night that he
knelt to admit that God was God by calling himself “the most
dejected  and  reluctant  convert  in  all  England.”  Like  the
Apostle Paul, we can see that Lewis was perfectly prepared to
be an apologist for the faith, but that preparation occurred
before he ever became a Christian! It is only after the fact
that we see how God was actively seeking the sinner.

In this article we will examine another reluctant convert, a
man  whose  life  and  ministry  has  been  crucial  to  church
history. His name was Aurelius Augustine: we know him as St.
Augustine of Hippo. But until his conversion, Augustine was
anything but a saint! Born in the year 354 in North Africa,
Augustine was raised by a Christian mother and a pagan father.
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The  father’s  main  desire  was  that  his  son  get  a  good
education, while his mother constantly worried about her son’s
eternal  destiny.  Augustine  indeed  received  a  first  class
education,  but  his  mother  was  tormented  by  his  indulgent
lifestyle. Augustine became involved with a concubine at the
age of seventeen, a relationship which lasted thirteen years
and  produced  one  son.  Recognizing  that  sexual  lust  was
competing with Christ for his affections, Augustine uttered
the famous prayer “Make me chaste Lord . . . but not yet.”

While sexual passion ruled his heart, Augustine sought wisdom
with his mind. After suffering enormous internal conflicts,
Augustine submitted himself to Christ at the age of thirty-
two, and soon thereafter became Bishop of Hippo. Augustine
became a tireless defender of the faith, diligent in his role
as a shepherd to the flock as well as one of the greatest
intellects the Church has ever known.

In this look at the life of Augustine we will focus on two of
his greatest books–the Confessions, and The City of God. As we
will see, Augustine’s life and work is a testimony to the
boundless mercy and grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Augustine’s Youth
In a gripping television interview recently broadcast on 60
Minutes, the man convicted of the Oklahoma City bombings spoke
of his grievances against the federal government. During the
interview,  Timothy  McVeigh  revealed  that  his  lawyers  have
filed  an  appeal  that  maintains  that  pre-trial  publicity
prevented him from getting a fair trial. Like many of us,
McVeigh seems intent on avoiding the penalty of his actions;
but rather than doing so by insisting upon his innocence, he
is  attempting  to  have  the  verdict  thrown  out  due  to  a
technicality.

It was truly disturbing to see an articulate young man such as
McVeigh coldly dismiss the mass murder of innocents on the



basis of a legal technicality. In many respects, his demeanor
reflects the contemporary shift in attitude toward sin and
guilt that has had devastating consequences for society. As a
nation, America has seen a shift from a worldview primarily
informed  by  biblical  Christianity  to  one  in  which  the
individual is no longer responsible for his actions. Now it is
either society or how one is raised that is given emphasis.

Against this cultural backdrop it is truly therapeutic to read
Augustine’s Confessions. Throughout this wonderful book, which
is written in the form of a prayer, Augustine freely admits
his willful disobedience to God. Augustine’s intent is to
reveal the perversity of the human heart, but specifically
that  of  his  own.  But  Augustine  was  not  intent  on  just
confessing his sinfulness: this book is also the confession of
his faith in Christ as well. Augustine, as he is moved from a
state  of  carnality  to  one  of  redemption,  marvels  at  the
goodness of God.

One  of  the  most  telling  incidents  in  the  Confessions  is
Augustine’s recollection of a decisive event in his youth. He
and an assortment of friends knew of a pear tree not far from
his house. Even though the pears on the tree didn’t appeal to
Augustine, he and his friends were intent on stealing the
pears simply for the thrill of it. They had no need of the
pears, and in fact ending up throwing them to some pigs.
Augustine’s account of this thievery reveals a penetrating
insight into our dilemma as human beings. Whereas today many
want to blame their parents or their environment for their
problems, Augustine admits that his sole motive was a love of
wickedness: he enjoyed his disobedience.

This  reflects  one  of  Augustine’s  major  contributions  to
Christian theology: his emphasis on the perversity of the
human  will.  We  would  all  do  well  to  read  Augustine’s
Confessions if only to remind us that evil isn’t simply a
sickness but a condition of the heart that only Jesus Christ
can heal.



Augustine’s Search for Wisdom
In his fascinating book entitled Degenerate Moderns, author
Michael  Jones  convincingly  documents  how  many  of  the
intellectual gurus of the modern era have conformed truth to
their own desires. Jones research reveals how Margaret Mead,
Alfred Kinsey, and other prominent trend-setters intentionally
lied in their research in order to justify their own sexual
immorality. Sadly, contemporary culture has swallowed their
findings, leading many to conclude that sexual immorality is
both normal and legitimate.

However,  when  we  turn  to  Augustine’s  Confessions,  we  see
someone who has subordinated his own desires to the truth. The
Confessions  is  an  account  of  how  Augustine  attempted  to
satisfy the longings of his heart with professional ambition,
entertainment,  and  sex,  yet  remained  unfulfilled.  One  of
Augustine’s most famous prayers is therefore the theme of the
whole book: “Our hearts are restless until they find their
rest in Thee, O God.” Only by submitting his own desires to
the Lordship of Christ did Augustine find the peace that he
was seeking.

But that submission did not come easy. Throughout most of his
adult life, Augustine had been seeking to discover wisdom. But
two questions were especially disturbing for him: What is the
source  of  evil,  and  How  can  a  Being  without  physical
properties  exist?  Obviously,  this  second  question  was  a
barrier to his belief in the God of the Bible. In his search
for answers, Augustine became involved with a group known as
the  Manichees,  who  combined  Christian  teaching  with  the
philosophy  of  Plato.  Plato’s  philosophy  helped  convince
Augustine that existence did not require physical properties,
but he found their answer to the question of evil problematic,
and after eight years as a seeker left the Manichees.

Still,  the  most  difficult  barrier  for  Augustine  was  not
intellectual, but a matter of the heart. He eventually came to



the point where he knew he should submit himself to Christ,
but  was  reluctant  to  do  so  if  it  meant  giving  up  his
relationship  with  his  concubine.  One  day,  while  strolling
through a walled garden, Augustine heard from the other side
of the wall what sounded like a child’s voice, saying “pick up
and read, pick up and read.” At first he thought it was a
children’s game. Then, acknowledging what he took to be a
command of the Lord, he picked up a nearby Bible, and upon
opening it immediately came to Romans 13:13-14, words tailor
made for Augustine: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in
eroticisms and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put
on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh
in its lusts.” Augustine’s search for wisdom was complete, as
he acknowledged that wisdom is ultimately a person: Jesus
Christ. The wisdom of God had satisfied his deepest longings.

Augustine’s  Philosophy  of  History:  The
City of God
The United States is currently going through what some call a
“culture war.” On the one hand there are those who believe in
eternal truth and the importance of maintaining traditional
morality. At the other end of the spectrum are those who
believe that the individual is autonomous and should be free
to live as he pleases without anyone telling him what is right
or wrong. Until thirty years ago the first group held sway.
Today, that same group is considered divisive and extreme by
the “politically correct” mainstream culture.

But culture wars are not unique to modern America. In the year
410, mighty Rome was sacked by an invading army of Goths. Soon
thereafter, the search was on for a scapegoat. In the year 381
Christianity superceded the ancient religion of the Romans as
the state religion. This enraged those who favored the old
state  religion,  who  claimed  that  Rome  had  gained  world
supremacy due to the favor of the ancient gods. When Rome
officially accepted the Christian God and forsook the gods,



the gods were said to have withdrawn their favor and allowed
the invading armies to breach the walls of Rome in order to
demonstrate their anger at being replaced by the Christian
God. Educated Romans found such an argument silly, but an even
more serious charge was that Christians were disloyal to the
state,  since  their  allegiance  was  ultimately  to  God.
Therefore, Christianity was blamed for a loss of patriotism
since Christians believed themselves to ultimately be citizens
of another kingdom¾the Kingdom of God.

Augustine  responded  to  these  accusations  by  writing  his
philosophy of history in a book entitled The City of God.
Augustine spent thirteen years researching and writing this
work, which takes it title from Psalm 87:3: “Glorious things
are spoken of you, O City of God.” Augustine’s main thesis is
that  there  are  two  cities  that  place  demands  on  our
allegiance. The City of Man is populated by those who love
themselves and hold God in contempt, while the City of God is
populated  by  those  who  love  God  and  hold  themselves  in
contempt. Augustine hoped to show that the citizens of the
City of God were more beneficial to the interests of Rome than
those who inhabit the City of Man.

For  anyone  interested  in  the  current  debate  between
secularists and the “Religious Right,” Augustine’s argument is
a masterful combination of historical research and literary
eloquence. Christians in particular would be well served by
studying this important document, since believers are often
accused  of  being  divisive  and  extreme,  characteristics
considered by some as un-American.

In  Augustine’s  time,  it  was  asserted  that  the  values  of
Christianity were not consistent with good Roman citizenship.
But Augustine’s historical investigation revealed that it is
sin that is at the root of all our problems: starting with
Cain’s murder of Abel, the sin of Adam has borne terrible
consequences.



Much of Augustine’s task was to demonstrate the consequences
of a society that loses its moral compass. Augustine took it
upon himself to demonstrate the falsity of the assertion that
the Christian worldview is incompatible with civic life. Those
who maintained that the acceptance of Christian virtues had
had a direct bearing on Rome’s fall did so primarily from a
very  limited  perspective.  The  clear  implication  was  that
Christianity, a religion that asks its adherents to love their
neighbor and pray for their enemies, had fostered a society
incapable  of  defending  itself  against  its  more  vicious
neighbors.

Augustine’s response was to demonstrate that Rome had suffered
through numerous catastrophes long before Christianity ever
became the religion of the Romans. Actually, it was due to the
respect of the Goths for Christianity that their attack wasn’t
worse  than  it  was:  they  relented  after  only  three  days.
Against those who claimed that Christians could not be loyal
citizens due to their higher allegiance to God, Augustine
reminded  them  that  the  Old  and  New  Testament  Scriptures
actually command obedience to the civil authorities. And any
assertion that Christianity had weakened the defense of the
empire  failed  to  acknowledge  the  real  cause  of  Rome’s
collapse, namely that Rome’s moral degeneracy had created a
society where justice was no longer valued. Augustine quotes
the Roman historians as themselves recognizing the brutality
at the very root of the nation, beginning with Romulus’ murder
of his brother Remus.

Augustine’s analysis came to conclude that the virtues of
Christianity are most consistent with good citizenship, and
then went on to show the biblical distinction between the
founding of Rome and that of the City of God. Just as Rome’s
origins date back to the dispute between Romulus and Remus,
the City of God had its origin in the conflict between Cain
and  Abel.  The  City  of  Man  and  the  City  of  God  have
intermingled ever since, and only at the final judgment of



Christ  will  “the  tares  be  separated  from  the  wheat.”  For
Augustine, the ultimate meaning of history will be borne out
only when each one of us acknowledges who it was that we loved
most: ourselves, or God.

©2000 Probe Ministries.

End Time Anxieties

End Time Concerns
This past January, the Wall Street Journal published a special
edition that at first glance anticipated the arrival of the
next  millennium.  However,  on  closer  inspection  it  quickly
became apparent that this edition was a spoof– the year on the
masthead was the year 1000. Still, what was interesting was
how  similar  many  stories  were  to  their  modern
counterparts–there was even an account of a sex scandal in
high  political  circles.  The  underlying  message  from  the
Journal would appear to be that just as the transition to the
year 1000 went off without a hitch, so too life will go on as
we enter a new millennium.

However, it would be naïve to ignore the many threats that
currently exist to civilization. Recent news reports indicate
that North Korea has the capability to hit any part of the
United States with nuclear warheads. China too has become
increasingly aggressive militarily and has seriously eroded
American technical superiority through espionage. And Russia
appears  headed  to  a  return  to  totalitarian  government;
recently,  the  lower  house  of  the  Russian  Duma  voted  to
resurrect the forty-foot statue of the founder of the Soviet
Secret Police which had been toppled by pro-democracy marchers
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in 1991. Two years ago, the same house of the Duma had voted
to resurrect the Soviet Union itself! On top of all this,
there is an increasing awareness that the Y2K computer crisis
may be much more problematic than anticipated; even the entire
National Guard was mobilized for exercises in May 1999 to
prepare for any disruptions the millennial bug may cause. Some
fear a declaration of martial law should the problem get out
of hand. Perhaps the advent of the 21st century will not be as
painless as that of the 11th century after all.

Questions concerning the future are of special relevance to
Christians. Contrary to other worldviews that see history as
cyclical, the Bible teaches that history as we know it will
come to an end with the dramatic return of the Lord Jesus
Christ. Since the Bible has much to say of the end times,
Christians  have  been  exposed  to  a  variety  of  end  time
scenarios which spell out in exacting detail the chronology of
the last days. In this respect, we share much in common with
those who faced the transition to the year 1000. The anxiety
that many westerners experienced as the year 1000 approached
was due in part to a theological concept popularized by the
great Christian thinker, Augustine. According to Augustine,
the millennial reign of Christ began at His first coming.
Since the book of Revelation teaches of a 1000 year period in
which Christ reigns over all the earth, Augustine allegorized
this concept by teaching that Christ had bound Satan through
His earthly ministry. This made complete sense to Augustine,
since it would account for the tremendous growth of the church
from a tiny band of first century Jews to the favored religion
of the empire in Augustine’s day. But when Christ did not
return anytime in the 11th century, this interpretation was
significantly altered.{1} History triumphed over exegesis.

As we approach the year 2000, some Christians are proclaiming
that Christ’s return is sure to occur within a few short
years. One well-known Christian leader recently suggested that
the Antichrist is probably living today and that the second



coming of Christ should occur in the next ten years.{2} In the
current climate, it is necessary that we examine the end time
anxieties that are prevalent today.

Adventism Old and New
With the approach of the third millennium, there has been a
noticeable increase of fervor among many sincere believers
that Christ’s return should be expected in the near future. As
an example of this expectation, consider the success of the
Left  Behind  book  series,  written  by  Tim  LaHaye  and  Jerry
Jenkins. This series, detailing the coming rapture of the
saints, the horrible tribulation period, and other aspects of
biblical eschatology, has sold over 3.5 million copies since
1995.{3} While it is possible that such a work would find a
ready  audience  at  any  other  time,  it  is  probably  not
coincidental that such success would be attained as the new
millennium approaches.

The increased emphasis by many Christians on the probability
that the return of Christ is imminent can be attributed to an
understanding of prophecy that has become especially popular
in the last 160 years. This form of interpretation, which had
been sporadically utilized throughout church history, is known
as Adventism, the belief that Christ’s second coming could
happen  at  any  moment  and  will  inaugurate  the  millennial
kingdom and the end of the age.{4} The early church lived in
high expectation of Christ’s imminent return, but by the third
century  that  view  became  a  minority.  Throughout  history,
Adventism  has  appealed  to  religious  bodies  with  highly
rigorous ethical codes, since an “any moment” return would
easily  distinguish  the  lukewarm  Christian  from  the  true
Christian. Adventists in history comprise a wide spectrum,
from the heretical Montanists of the second century, to those
groups associated with the Radical Reformation of the 16th
century.  And  although  Adventism  was  considered  a  minority
position throughout most of church history, today it is the



predominant position among evangelical Christians, especially
in the United States.

This change in interpretation came about though an innovative
understanding of Scripture developed by John Darby, a 19th
century  pastor  whose  disillusionment  with  the  spiritual
condition of most Christians led him to conclude that the
contemporary church was in apostasy. He therefore developed a
philosophy  of  history,  known  as  dispensationalism,  which
attempted to demonstrate how God’s plan of redemption has
unfolded under differing circumstances throughout time. It was
Darby’s interpretation that as the return of Christ draws
near,  the  corruption  and  apostasy  of  the  church  would  be
increasingly obvious. It is through dispensationalism that the
letters to the seven churches in Revelation chapters 2 and 3
have been seen as symbolic of different periods of church
history.{5}

Especially significant was Darby’s idea that Christ’s return
would occur in two stages. Initially, Christ would secretly
come for the saints just prior to the great Tribulation, to
separate  the  true  believers  from  the  apostates  and  the
unbelievers.  Then,  at  the  conclusion  of  the  Tribulation
period, Christ will come with the saints, in power and great
glory, to establish His millennial reign.{6} The concept of a
pretribulation rapture has become the dominant position among
conservative Christians in the U.S., and at one time was a
test of orthodoxy for many. However, this was primarily a
reaction  against  liberalism’s  denial  of  Christ’s  personal
return. Today, many Christians have agreed to disagree on this
issue, as conservative biblical scholars have shown that both
the midtribulation rapture and the posttribulation rapture are
viable interpretations. While all three positions agree that
Christ will personally return, the quandary is when. But as we
shall see, attempts to determine the timing of Christ’s return
have invariably ended in failure.



Words of Caution
In January 1999 a cult group from Denver was expelled from
Israel after Israeli authorities determined that they had gone
to Israel in the hope that their radical activities would
actually provoke the second coming of Christ. Their leader had
predicted that he was to die on the streets of Jerusalem, only
to be resurrected three days later.{7} Of course, Revelation
chapter 11 speaks of a similar occurrence when the Beast will
kill God’s two witnesses in Jerusalem. And although this cult
group was certainly not composed of orthodox Christians, it is
becoming increasingly evident that even many Christians are
attaching special significance to the third millennium for the
end times. Is there a biblical basis for doing so? Let’s
examine that question.

While the church has always looked for the second coming of
Christ,  it  was  the  dispensational  theology  of  the  modern
period that seemed to unlock many difficulties associated with
prophetic fulfillment. Dispensationalism makes a distinction
between Israel and the church, and anticipates the imminent
return  of  Christ  after  Isreal’s  restoration  as  a  nation.
Consequently with the re- establishment of the state of Israel
in 1948, many biblical interpreters became convinced that the
end was drawing near. Still, it was not until the 1970’s, with
the publication of Hal Lindsey’s Late Great Planet Earth, that
an easy to understand approach to biblical prophecy became
available. This book seemed to unlock the many mysteries of
the  book  of  Revelation,  and  went  on  to  sell  millions  of
copies. Lindsey’s work has remained popular, perhaps due to
his attempt to show how the events in the book of Revelation
are consistent with the contemporary world. For instance, the
Kings of the East with the army of 200 million is said to be
Communist China, while the King of the North is Soviet Russia.
Written like a Tom Clancy novel, it convinced many Christians
that we were truly living in the “last days.” This type of
interpretation led many to believe that the peace negotiations



which began in 1975 between Israel and Egypt was the very same
peace agreement that the Antichrist is said to break in Daniel
9:27. But once again, history has disproved that theory as
well.

Perhaps the most important lesson we can learn from this is
that  precise  interpretation  of  biblical  prophecy  is  risky
business. Just as those who advocate a hidden code in the
Bible only discover “predicted” events after the fact, so too
Christians need to demonstrate humility when attempting to
interpret apocalyptic images. A key to interpreting the book
of Revelation is understanding the purpose of the book. The
apostle John was writing to Christians who were suffering
persecution at the hands of the Roman Empire. Inspired by the
Holy Spirit, he wanted Christians to understand that severe
persecution  could  not  prevent  God’s  victory  over  satanic
forces.  The  Revelation  was  not  written  to  satisfy  our
curiosity about future events, but to assure believers that
God’s redemptive program will go forward.

Numerous times throughout church history, sincere people have
attempted to discern the details of prophetic Scripture only
to have their interpretation disproved by historical events.
This  often  brings  discredit  to  the  cause  of  Christ.  Even
Augustine, perhaps the greatest theologian in the history of
the church, misunderstood the details of biblical prophecy.
Like countless others, he failed to acknowledge the difference
between  the  clear  teaching  of  Scripture  and  end  time
speculations.  Consequently,  when  interpreting  prophetic
Scripture we should acknowledge the distinction between the
text and our own inferences, remembering to place primary
emphasis on the general aspects of the text.{8}

Signs of the Times?
As we are considering the possibility that the personal return
of Jesus Christ is somehow connected to the year 2000, it is
important to recognize that in fact many attempts have been



made to determine the approximate date of the Lord’s return
throughout  church  history.  Jonathan  Edwards,  considered  by
many to be the most eminent American theologian, believed the
1,260  days  of  Revelation  chapter  12  were  actually  years.
Assuming that the start of the 1,260 years began in 606 a.d.,
Edwards  concluded  that  Christ  would  return  in  1866.  John
Wesley, the founder of Methodism, believed that the Pope was
the Antichrist and would be overthrown in 1836.{9} This goes
to show once again that even the most brilliant minds have
been unable to correctly predict the chronology of the end
times.

One of the main problems when making predictions of Christ’s
return has been the emphasis placed on signs of the times.
Typically, predictions are based on signs that are assumed to
reflect events predicted in Scripture. But when the disciples
asked Jesus for the sign of His coming and of the end of the
age, Jesus replied in very general terms. He spoke of wars,
famines, earthquakes, persecution, apostasy, and the preaching
of the gospel in all the world. Scholars still debate whether
Jesus is speaking of the Tribulation period here, or of the
years leading up to the Tribulation. But it would appear that
these  signs  that  Jesus  gave  are  fairly  common  events
throughout church history. Only the proclamation of the gospel
in all the world remains to be fulfilled.

Another  aspect  of  interpreting  biblical  prophecy  is
maintaining the balance between the imminence and the delay of
Christ’s return. While many interpreters emphasize the “any
moment”  return  of  Christ,  especially  those  who  hold  to  a
pretribulation rapture, it is clear that Christ warned His
followers not to be disappointed if He failed to come when
they  expected  Him.  The  Parable  of  the  Ten  Maidens  (Matt.
25:1-13)  and  the  Parable  of  the  Faithful  and  Unfaithful
Servant  (Matt.  24:45-51)  both  emphasize  the  importance  of
remaining faithful, since the bridegroom and the master might
not come when expected. Along with Christ’s warning that only



His Heavenly Father knows the time of His return, it should be
obvious why it is impossible to come up with a date for
Christ’s return.

Also, when we consider the fulfillment of many Old Testament
prophecies, we see that their fulfillment is not what many of
us  would  call  literal  interpretation.  For  instance,  the
prophecy of Malachi 4:5 that Elijah would return was fulfilled
in  John  the  Baptist.  In  Acts  15:16-18,  James  quoted  Amos
9:11-12 to conclude that the Old Testament prophecy of David’s
restored tabernacle was fulfilled by the Gentiles’ acceptance
of the gospel. And who would have ever thought that Hosea
11:1, which refers in the original context to God bringing
Israel out of their Egyptian captivity, would by applied by
Matthew to refer to Jesus’ brief sojourn in Egypt to escape
the persecution of Herod (Matt. 2:14-15)?

While this is not to suggest that we shouldn’t diligently
search  the  Scriptures  for  understanding  God’s  plan  for
history, it is at the same time a reminder that the details of
biblical prophecy are often difficult to ascertain. Acts 1:11
is one of many verses that affirms that Jesus Christ will
personally return, but in Acts 1:7 Jesus Himself tells the
disciples that instead of focusing on times and dates, they
were to focus on the proclamation of the gospel. Those are
good words for us today as well.

Our Prophetic Ministry
As we conclude this discussion on the interpretation of the
prophetic Scriptures, perhaps it would be valuable to consider
the purpose of prophecy. We frequently assume that prophecy is
only concerned with the distant future when in fact many Old
Testament prophecies were warnings by the prophet to his own
contemporaries  about  the  consequences  of  disobedience.
Similarly, the prophet was often called upon to deliver words
of  comfort  from  the  Lord.  Ultimately,  it  was  the
responsibility of the prophet to proclaim the Word of the



Lord. Today, the primary responsibility of the church is to
proclaim God’s Word, the Scriptures. What we have attempted to
show in this discussion is that, when interpreting prophecy,
we must make a distinction between the explicit teaching of
Scripture and inferences based on signs or current events.

Some  teachers  today  seem  to  be  suggesting  that  the  Y2K
computer bug will act as a trigger for a worldwide catastrophe
that will signal the end times. While we do not want to
suggest that any difficulties predicted for the Y2K computer
bug should be easily dismissed, we would do well to place Y2K
in proper perspective. Due to the prosperity enjoyed in much
of  the  Western  world,  it  is  easy  to  forget  the  horrific
suffering that Christians in other countries have experienced
this century. It has been stated that more Christians have
been martyred for their faith in the twentieth century than in
all  previous  centuries  combined.  It  would  be  myopic  for
Western Christians to interpret a downturn in the economy as a
signal for the second coming when our brothers and sisters in
Christ in other countries have been experiencing the type of
oppression and suffering most of us cannot even imagine.

However, this is not to discount the possibility that the year
2000 may bring with it a period of relative discomfort. It is
becoming increasingly clear that the Y2K computer bug will
probably have a significant impact. Some news reports indicate
that many smaller nations have failed to even begin addressing
the problem. And the United States is certainly not immune
from  any  computer  failures  either.  When  we  consider  how
important international trade has become to our economy, there
is  probably  going  to  be  some  kind  of  disruption  in  our
lifestyles; many say we should prepare for the worst.

While this may sound frightening to some, it also points to a
tremendous opportunity for the Christian to demonstrate the
love of Christ to the world. There will be many people who
will be caught unprepared for any disruption in society. Even
now there are ministries like Joseph Project 2000 that are



gearing up to meet the needs of Christians and non-Christians
alike should the situation arise. It is unfortunately true
that personal prosperity can often lead to a rejection of
God’s provision. Christians need to be willing to share their
resources and God’s love with others if in fact there is a
breakdown  in  society.  It  would  appear  that  the  Christian
church has a golden opportunity right now to exercise its
prophetic  ministry  of  proclaiming  God’s  Word  for  this
generation. All too often we seem to be waiting for a future
cataclysm where God Himself will act in a most direct way,
rather than acknowledging our responsibility to act as His
ambassadors to our contemporaries. This is why we must keep in
perspective  both  the  imminence  and  the  delay  of  Christ’s
return. Any delay in the Lord’s return is a reminder of God’s
great mercy and patience, who desires that none should perish
(2 Pet. 3:9).

Notes

1.  Millard  J.  Erickson,  Christian  Theology  (Grand  Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1985), 1206-07.

2. CNN.com, “Falwell says Antichrist probably is on Earth
now,” January 15, 1999.

3.  Steve  Rabey,  “Apocalyptic  Sales  Out  of  This  World.”
Christianity Today (March 1, 1999), 19.

4. M. E. Dieter, “Adventism,” in Evangelical Dictionary of
Theology,  ed.  Walter  A.  Elwell  (Grand  Rapids:  Baker  Book
House, 1984), 15-16.

5.  J.  Dwight  Pentecost,  Things  To  Come  (Grand  Rapids:
Zondervan  Publishing  House,  1958),  150-153.

6.  W.  A.  Hoffecker,  “Darby,  John  Nelson,”  in  Evangelical
Dictionary of Theology, 292-293.



7. The Go2Net Network, January 9, 1999.

8. Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible For
All It’s Worth (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1982), 211 (See
the  entire  chapter  on  ‘The  Revelation’  for  very  helpful
guidelines for the interpretation of apocalyptic literature.)

9.  G.  E.  Ladd,  The  Blessed  Hope  (Grand  Rapids:  Eerdmans,
1956), 33-34.

© 1999 Probe Ministries International

The Moral Fallout of the ’98
Elections
Now that the November elections have passed, it is time to
apply a little 20/20 hindsight to the results. An initial
observation is that even the experts were surprised by the
outcome, as Democrats gained five seats against the Republican
majority in the House, while drawing even in the Senate. Less
than a month before the elections, the political director of
the Democratic National Committee stated that losing less than
twenty-six House seats and less than six Senate seats would be
a  victory  for  Democrats.  Even  moderate  political  analysts
believed that Republicans would secure net gains of eight
House seats, three Senate seats, and three governorships. Yet,
this election was the first one since the presidency of FDR in
which the party of the president did not lose seats in a
congressional election. It would seem that these elections
deserve special consideration.

The reason why so many had expected poor election results for
the Democrats was obviously the scandal that has enveloped the
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Clinton presidency in the last year. Many Republican leaders
seemed  to  regard  the  election  as  a  referendum  on  the
President, discounting polls which suggested otherwise. The
question is, How could so many “experts” have so misread this
election?

Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of this year’s
results has to do with the vote of religious conservatives. By
comparing this year’s vote with the elections of 1994, when
Republicans regained control of the House after years of a
Democratic majority, we notice a major shift in the voting
activity  of  the  so-called  “religious  right.”  In  1994,  67
percent  of  self-described  religious  conservatives  voted
Republican  for  Congress,  while  only  20  percent  voted  for
Democrats.  In  the  1998  elections,  however,  54  percent  of
religious conservatives voted Republican, and 31 percent voted
for Democrats, a significant 24 percent swing.

This,  in  itself,  helps  explain  the  strong  showing  of
Democrats,  but  prompts  the  question,  Why  did  religious
conservatives have such a dramatic shift in voting patterns?
Several attempts will be made here to answer this question.

Earlier this year, James Dobson of Focus on the Family issued
a  kind  of  ultimatum  to  the  Republican  Party  leadership.
Expressing frustration at the failure of Republicans to pass
significant  legislation  in  areas  such  as  abortion,  he
threatened to take as many of his radio listeners as he could
away from the Republican Party if they did not make more of an
effort to focus on social issues important to evangelicals.
Immediately after that threat, there was a sudden emphasis by
Republican leaders on abortion and homosexuality, and once
again the ban on partial-birth abortions was brought to a
vote. However, it was again vetoed by President Clinton. Even
though, in that respect, Republicans have made an effort to
reflect the social concerns of evangelical Christians, their
failure to make any progress even with a majority may have
left many supporters alienated.



Another factor may have been the failure of Republicans to
stand  up  to  President  Clinton  in  the  last-minute  budget
negotiations in October. Instead of pressing for their own
agenda months earlier, when Mr. Clinton was at his weakest,
Republicans  were  pressed  into  a  corner  by  the  threat  of
another government shutdown. Their failure to acknowledge that
their  constituents  were  concerned  with  more  than  just
President  Clinton’s  behavior  ultimately  seems  to  have
backfired. The main message this year was that conservatives
themselves sent a message to Republicans that they can no
longer be counted on to simply vote anti-Democrat. As Steve
Forbes has said, “A party that loses sight of its values and
principles loses its base.”

Presidential  Scandal  and  the  ’98
Elections
Republicans and Democrats alike had anticipated major gains
for  the  Republicans  in  the  House,  mainly  because  of  the
scandal  involving  President  Clinton.  House  Speaker  Newt
Gingrich had predicted a gain of as many as thirty seats. Yet
when the votes were tallied, Democrats had actually gained
five seats, and Newt Gingrich has now resigned his position as
Speaker of the House. Does this mean that voters rejected an
agenda favorable to religious conservatives?

Many Christians have been dismayed by the apparent lack of
voters who were willing to punish Mr. Clinton for his actions.
Of course, Mr. Clinton himself was not running for office, but
it was thought that, by voting against Democrats, voters would
signal  their  disapproval  of  President  Clinton’s  behavior.
Instead, it appears that voters voted for candidates on their
own merits; it would seem that voters were in most respects
voting  for  candidates  and  issues,  not  just  against  Mr.
Clinton.

Some,  associating  the  Democratic  Party  with  the  Lewinski



scandal, have suggested that the positive gains of Democrats
indicates that Americans are less and less concerned about the
morality of their political leaders. Several factors have to
be considered before making that judgment. In the first place,
no  single  party  has  a  monopoly  on  morality.  This  became
especially evident when it was revealed in recent months that
several  prominent  Republicans  had  been  involved  in  sexual
affairs in the past. And even though the current legal issue
against  Mr.  Clinton  is  all  about  perjury  under  oath  and
suborning  of  perjury,  as  well  as  possible  obstruction  of
justice,  it  is  impossible  to  separate  these  issues  from
President  Clinton’s  involvement  with  Ms.  Lewinski.
Consequently, the emphasis in the press on the sexual nature
of the scandal has led many to conclude that Mr. Clinton’s
behavior is not unique.

Another key factor in how the American people have reacted to
the Lewinski scandal is a simple psychological response to the
long period between President Clinton’s denial of an affair
and his eventual admission of an “inappropriate relationship.”
In the eight months between those two speeches, most Americans
had gradually become convinced that the President lied in his
initial denial. Consequently, when President Clinton admitted
he had misled the public, the shock factor was absent–many
people had already concluded that he wasn’t telling the truth.
And  the  constant  emphasis  in  the  news  about  the  story
eventually led many to conclude that our elected officials
were obsessed with the scandal. Though it has been suggested
that  the  reluctance  to  condemn  Mr.  Clinton’s  actions  is
indicative of a nation that has lost its moral compass, it
could be that it also points to a sense of morality that is
repulsed by publicly discussing private matters.

Exit polls indicate that over half of all voters did not
consider President Clinton an issue in the election. Some
candidates and issues which he supported won, and some lost.
It seems what was most significant was that Republicans in



this session of Congress failed to establish an agenda of
their own that emphasized traditional conservatism. As we will
see in the next section, it is evident that voters did not
reject the social and moral concerns of Christians, but rather
the failure of some Republicans to make a principled stand on
the issues.

Major  Victories  for  Christian
Conservatives
The mainstream press has attempted to portray the lack-luster
performance of Republicans at the national level as a major
blow to the religious right, yet exit polls indicate that the
major difference this year was that it was the religious right
itself that shifted its allegiance away from the Republican
Party. The clear message is that Republicans cannot expect
religious  conservatives  to  slavishly  vote  Republican  every
time. Voters seem much more willing to look at each individual
candidate  on  his  or  her  own  merit,  rather  than  simply
following a party line. It would appear that some of its
strongest supporters are attempting to send Republican Party
leaders a message.

Christians and other religious conservatives who are concerned
that  the  elections  indicate  a  major  shift  away  from
traditional morality may be focusing too strongly on their
reaction to the Clinton scandal. Whereas 20 percent of voters
went to the voting booth with the clear intent of voting
against Mr. Clinton, another 20 percent voted with support of
the President in mind. Those two groups thus canceled each
other out. The other 60 percent of voters maintained that they
voted with no thought of President Clinton. And since many
Democrats  attempted  to  distance  themselves  from  President
Clinton  during  their  campaigns,  it  would  be  a  stretch  to
suggest that those who voted Democrat were voting for the
President. And when we consider the issues which were voted on
this  past  November,  we  can’t  help  but  notice  that  major



victories were won in areas important to Christians.

Perhaps one of the most defining moments of these elections
was  the  banning  of  same-sex  marriage  in  both  Hawaii  and
Alaska. Of course, the silence from the major media has been
deafening, especially when it had been suggested just two
years  ago  by  gay  activists  that  Hawaii  would  open  the
floodgates  for  same-sex  marriage.  Even  though  homosexual
activists poured considerable amounts of money and energy into
their  campaigns,  nearly  70  percent  of  both  Alaskan  and
Hawaiian voters affirmed marriage as being between one man and
one woman. In a related issue, Republicans had high hopes that
Matt  Fong  would  defeat  liberal  Senator  Barbara  Boxer  in
California, but Fong shocked many conservative supporters late
in the campaign by making concessions to the gay and lesbian
community.  Needless  to  say,  Fong  lost,  mainly  due  to  his
failure to take a principled stand.

Also, another major issue for Christians has been the emphasis
on the sanctity of life. In the home state of Jack Kevorkian,
Michigan voters defeated doctor-assisted suicide by a wide
margin. Colorado voters also placed a limitation on abortion
by requiring parental consent for teenagers seeking abortion.
Unfortunately, Colorado and Washington both refused to outlaw
partial-birth abortions, although the votes were very close.

In sum, while conservatives seem to be laying all their bets
on the Republican Party, and because Republicans didn’t do as
well  as  expected,  there  has  been  a  tendency  to  say
conservatism, and especially religious conservatism, was a big
loser on election day. But when we look at the results of
particular  races,  we  see  that  only  a  handful  of  true
conservatives lost at the national level, and many referendums
were won. Any attempt to view the elections as an outright
rejection  of  a  conservative  religious  worldview  cannot  be
supported by the facts.



Moral Judgment and the Sexual Revolution
As we have examined the November elections, we have concluded
that the attitude of most Americans toward President Clinton
was left out of the ballot box. President Clinton was not
running for office, and the major shift in voting patterns was
demonstrated by religious conservatives, who appear to have
punished Republicans for failing to act like the majority in
Congress. Probably the best way to gauge how Americans view
the President is to recall the polls that have been taken
since the Lewinski matter erupted in January of 1998.

Certainly one of the most curious aspects of this political
year has been the consistently high job approval ratings the
President has enjoyed, while at the same time he is considered
a poor role model by a majority. The very fact that people
have made a moral judgment of the President is once again a
positive  indication  that  American  society  is  not  simply
concerned with pragmatism. But on the other hand, the majority
of Americans seem to be willing to forgive Mr. Clinton and
simply want the issue to go away. In this respect, Americans
seem perfectly content to ignore the scandal as long as there
is peace abroad and economic prosperity at home. Besides, it
is the opinion of many that the scandal is “just about sex.”
If  anything,  it  is  that  small  phrase  which  should  be  of
concern for society, since it seems to imply that sexuality is
of little importance. A biblical worldview is entirely opposed
to such a notion.

According to Genesis 2, God’s desire is that one man and one
women  should  become  “one  flesh”  in  the  act  of  marriage–a
euphemism for sexual union. But since the beginning of time,
humanity has rejected God’s plan, and the consequences have
been  devastating.  In  the  United  States,  there  has  been  a
concerted  effort  since  the  1960’s  to  overcome  any  social
restrictions against sex outside of marriage, all in the name
of  personal  freedom.  But  in  fact,  many  of  the  social



pathologies in this country can be traced to a distorted view
of sexuality. When men and women reject the sacredness of
sexuality and view sex as simply recreational, the natural
results are obvious: unwanted pregnancies, abortion, sexually
transmitted  diseases,  AIDS,  divorce,  single-motherhood,  and
poverty. Not so obvious is another related issue. When young
men grow up without fathers, they typically learn conceptions
of manhood from other youth, rather than learning from their
fathers. Violent gangs are often the only families that some
young men ever identify with. Thus, to speak of sexuality as
though it is of little import is a tragic mistake.

Of  course,  because  the  sexual  revolution  has  had  such  a
powerful grip on society, it is easy to see why so many are
able to separate President Clinton’s personal life from his
public duties. When any society loosens its attitude toward a
particular activity, the members of that society will feel
less ashamed for engaging in that activity. As a consequence,
those who engage in that activity will be much less likely to
condemn anyone who does the same thing, since to do so would
necessarily be a condemnation of themselves. More than likely,
the willingness for many to simply ignore the Lewinski matter
is a residue of a casual view of sexuality. However, the
American people must remember that the issue before them is
not only a sexual scandal, but a question of the rule of law.
That issue has broader implications for us all.

The Case for the Common Good
As we have been considering the recent national elections and
the  suprising  results,  we  have  considered  the  possible
connection between the results and the public’s reaction to
President Clinton and the Lewinski scandal. We have noted that
exit polls indicate that candidates were typically judged on
their own merits. Thus, overall results cannot be said to
reflect favorably or negatively on Mr. Clinton. We also noted
that  the  sexual  revolution  has  lessened  the  tendency  of



Americans to judge anyone for sexual indiscretions. But, what
must now be emphasized is that the President’s impeachment
hearings are based on allegations of perjury and obstruction
of justice. That many Americans are willing to dismiss such an
offense should be of concern to all of us.

Perhaps the first thing that should be acknowledged by all is
that  President  Clinton  is  well-liked  by  many  Americans.
Consequently, this case is similar to the O.J. Simpson trial,
where a well-known and well-liked celebrity won a trial of
public opinion. In this situation, millions of Americans are
sympathetic  toward  the  President.  Unfortunately,  many
Americans have construed their affection for the President as
being admissible as evidence in a court of law. In reality,
juries are not simply allowed to determine a person’s fate by
majority rule. And contrary to what has been stated recently
by media friends of President Clinton such as Geraldo Rivera,
perjury  is  a  criminal  offense.  To  simply  ignore  its
possibility in this case would be devastating for our legal
system.

When we consider that this country’s government is founded on
an intricate system of checks and balances, we must ultimately
recognize that the rule of law is essential to a just society.
When  people  are  discriminated  against,  or  granted  special
favors in the legal system, the result is injustice. President
Clinton  himself  recognizes  this,  as  he  is  the  top  law
enforcement officer in the land. In addition, the following
statement is found in the Justice Department’s manual for
federal prosecutors: “Because false declarations affect the
integrity of the judicial fact-finding process, all offenders
should be vigorously prosecuted.”

Unfortunately, contemporary society tends to denigrate public
service, and place a premium on the comforts of private and
family life. Consequently, many people are willing to ignore
the legal case against President Clinton since they assume it
does not directly concern them. But, as Alexis de Tocqueville



reminded us over 150 years ago in his great work Democracy in
America,  one  of  the  dangers  of  democracy  is  that  it  can
flatten people’s personalities, making them “creatures of mass
opinion and enslaving them to the drive for material security,
comfort and equality.” But if the American people are willing
to forfeit the integrity of the law out of a desire for
convenience or prosperity, it demonstrates not so much the
lack of a moral compass as it indicates that many Americans no
longer recognize the concept of the common good.

When a government becomes too powerful, de Toqueville warns,
its citizens are willing to sacrifice freedom for comfort.
Should  contemporary  society  assume  that  President  Clinton
should not have to be held accountable for perjury, it would
establish a legal precedent that would call into question the
rule  of  law  in  our  society.  To  that  extent  our  elected
congressional  leaders  must  remember  that  their  first
responsibility is to the laws which they as a body have sworn
to defend. While the spectacle of impeachment hearings is a
sad prospect, even more tragic would be the cynicism that
would be the result of ignoring this case for reasons of
political expediency.
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Faith and Reason
Are faith and reason friends or foes? Does faith in Christ
require checking your brain at the door? This essay presents 3
positions on faith and reason, from Tertullian, Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas.
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Friends or Foes?
One of the more intriguing aspects of the Indiana Jones film
trilogy  is  its  focus  on  religious  themes.  In  the  third
installment,  Indiana  Jones  and  the  Last  Crusade,  Indy  is
involved in a search for the Holy Grail, the cup from which
Christ drank at the Last Supper. As the film reaches its
climax, Indy must go through three tests in order to reach the
Grail. After overcoming the first two obstacles, the final
test required Indy to “step out” in faith, even though he was
on one side of a cavern that appeared to be thirty feet
across,  without  any  visible  way  to  reach  the  other  side.
Following  the  instructions  from  his  father’s  diary,  Indy
stepped into the void, and to his amazement, his foot came
down on solid ground. It turned out that there was a bridge
across the cavern but because the rocky texture of the bridge
perfectly matched the facing wall of the cavern, the bridge
was invisible from Indy’s perspective.

According to this scene, and enforced by general opinion,
religious faith and human reason are opposites. Indiana Jones
simply could not understand how it was possible to reach the
Grail without any visible means to do so; the implication is
that  his  decision  to  step  out  was  a  forfeiture  of  his
intellect. This idea that Christian faith is a surrender of
our  reasoning  abilities  is  a  common  one  in  contemporary
culture.

For many Christians, the scene that we’ve been discussing is a
disturbing one. On the one hand, it is a moment of triumph. It
seems to lend credence to the importance of religious faith.
Then again, it portrays faith as being a mindless exercise.
Indiana Jones is an intellectual college professor who is
interested in the Grail primarily as an historical artifact.
His leap of faith goes against everything he stands for. This
reveals  a  tension  that  has  existed  in  the  church  for
centuries. Is faith in Christ a surrender of the intellect? Is



godly wisdom in complete opposition to what Scripture calls
“worldly wisdom”? There are many who question whether the
Christian should even expose himself to teaching that is not
consistent  with  the  Word  of  God.  For  example,  it  is  a
frightening prospect for many Christian parents to consider
sending their children off to a secular college where the
Christian faith is often ridiculed or condemned. Still others
want their children to be challenged by a secular education.
They consider it part of the Christian’s missionary mandate to
confront secular culture with their very presence. In their
mind, the tendency of Christians to separate themselves from
secular environments leads to an isolationist mentality that
fails to reach the lost for Christ.

As we examine the relationship of faith and reason for the
Christian in this discussion, there are several questions to
keep in mind. Is there such a thing as Christian philosophy,
or  is  philosophy  primarily  opposed  to  theology?  Should
believers read literature that is not explicitly religious, or
should we only read Christian literature? What about secular
music or films? How we view the relationship between faith and
reason will reveal itself in how we answer these questions. We
will try to shed light on these issues as we examine three
distinctive  positions  that  have  been  prominent  throughout
church history.

Earlier, we mentioned that in the popular film, Indiana Jones
and the Last Crusade, Indy had to make a literal leap of
faith. When he stepped into the “void” in order to reach the
Grail, he was unable to see the pathway to the Grail, but his
“blind faith” was rewarded when it turned out that the pathway
was hidden by an optical illusion. He did what most people
would  consider  suicidal.  But  is  this  a  true  picture  of
religious faith? Is faith or religious belief irrational? In
the next section we will look at the answer of Tertullian, a
Christian apologist from the early church who has been accused
of saying this very thing.



Tertullian’s Dilemma
Tertullian  was  a  lawyer  who  converted  to  Christ  sometime
around the year A.D. 197. It was he who asked the famous
questions, “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem? What
have  heretics  to  do  with  Christians?”  Tertullian’s  major
distinction  was  to  create  a  metaphorical  contrast  between
Athens, the home of pagan Greek philosophy, and Jerusalem, the
central locale of divine revelation. Tertullian was convinced
that  the  Christian  faith  and  human  wisdom  were  polar
opposites. It was his conviction that God had revealed His
plan of salvation in Scripture alone; to mix Scripture with
the philosophy of pagans could only distort God’s message. But
does this mean that Tertullian believed that human wisdom is
irrational? Let’s look at the evidence.

Contemporary theologians who deny the rationality of Christian
belief often quote Tertullian’s statement that the crucifixion
should be believed because it is absurd. He also said the fact
of the Resurrection is certain because it is impossible. But
these  statements  must  be  understood  from  the  context  of
Tertullian’s own life and work. He himself utilized elements
of  Greek  philosophy  and  logic  that  he  believed  to  be
compatible with Christian belief. The major emphasis in his
writings was to contrast the coherence of Christianity with
the inconsistency of his heretical opponents. When he does
speak of the absurdity of Christian belief, he is actually
referring  to  the  unlikelihood  that  any  human  mind  could
conceive of God’s redemptive plan. Like C. S. Lewis, he was
convinced of the truth of the gospel by the very fact that no
human  being  could  possibly  concoct  such  a  story  as  is
presented in Scripture. Certainly the Jews could not; the
claim of Christ that He was God in the flesh was blasphemous
to many of them. Nor could the Greeks create such a story; for
them, the material world was inferior to the divine realm. God
could not possibly assume human flesh in their philosophical
reasoning. But for Tertullian, this was compelling evidence



that  the  gospel  is  true!  The  religious  and  philosophical
systems contemporary with the advent of Christianity would
have  prevented  any  human  from  simply  making  up  such  a
fantastic tale. He concluded that the gospel had to originate
in the mind of God himself.

To conclude, let’s put Tertullian in the shoes of Indiana
Jones. What would Tertullian do if faced with the prospect of
crossing over the invisible bridge? My guess is that he would
see such a step as consistent with God’s way of directing His
people. The key to understanding Tertullian’s view of faith
and reason is to consider what the unbeliever would think.
Since most unbelievers would consider what Indiana Jones did
as unreasonable, he would probably consider such an attitude
as compelling proof that the person of faith must take such a
step.

Tertullian, the early church apologist, was convinced that
belief in the Scripture was the basis for the Christian life.
He also considered Greek philosophy to be the basis for heresy
in the Church. Unfortunately, he seemed to assume that all
Christians intuitively understood Scripture in the same way.
His motto might have been “God said it, I believe it, that
settles it.” But it is one thing to believe; it is another
thing to understand what we believe. Next, we will consider
the ideas of Augustine, who is known by the phrase “faith
seeking understanding.”

Augustine’s Solution
Augustine, who died in the year A.D. 430, recounts in his
famous  Confessions  how  as  a  young  man  he  was  constantly
seeking for a philosophy that would be consistent and guide
him to truth. At one point he abandoned any hope in his search
and became a skeptic. But at the age of 33, Augustine came to
accept  the  truth  of  the  gospel.  He  recognized  that  the
speculation of Greek philosophy was incapable in itself of
bringing him to salvation. But, on the other hand, he could



see that it had prepared him to distinguish between truth and
falsehood, and laid the groundwork by which he came to accept
the claims of Christ. Augustine believed that the Scripture
was  the  authoritative  Word  of  God,  but  in  interpreting
difficult scriptural concepts such as the Trinity, he found it
necessary to utilize his own philosophical training to explain
the teaching of Scripture.

Whereas Tertullian considered faith in Christ’s revelation of
himself  to  be  the  only  thing  worth  knowing,  Augustine
emphasized both the priority of faith and its incompleteness
without the help of reason. One of his great insights is that
faith is the foundation for all knowledge. Christians are
often  ridiculed  for  their  faith,  as  if  “faith”  and
“gullibility” were synonyms. But Augustine reminds us that
each of us must trust some authority when making any truth
claim, and that “faith” and “trust” are synonyms.

Consider a few examples: Christians and non-Christians alike
agree that water freezes at zero degrees centigrade. However,
I myself have never performed that experiment; I simply trust
what reliable scientific studies have confirmed. Likewise, no
one living today was present at the signing of the Declaration
of  Independence,  but  all  Americans  celebrate  that  day  as
having been July 4, 1776. We trust the witness of those who
were actually there. In other words, our knowledge begins with
faith in some authority, just as Augustine emphasized.

But  Augustine  distinguished  himself  from  Tertullian  by
acknowledging that philosophy does have a role in how the
Christian understands God’s revelation. Because humanity is
made in the image of God, we are all capable of knowing truth.
Augustine found in pagan philosophy helpful ideas that enabled
him to elaborate God’s Word. But it must be emphasized that
his interest in pagan philosophy was not an end it itself, but
rather a tool by which to grasp more deeply the meaning of
Scripture.



What would Augustine have done if he had faced the choice of
Indiana Jones? First, he would have needed scriptural support
for such a choice. Secondly, he would have considered the
logic of such a decision. Whereas Tertullian considered God’s
mind to be contrary to the philosophies of man, Augustine
believed God created us to think His thoughts after Him. His
was  a  reasonable  faith.  This  is  why  his  motto  has  been
described as “faith seeking understanding.”

The Synthesis of Thomas Aquinas
Now we turn to look at the teaching of the twelfth-century
scholar Thomas Aquinas, whose own slogan has been called, “I
understand in order to believe.”

A  good  way  to  get  a  handle  on  Thomas’s  position  is  to
recognize that his own motto is a reversal of Augustine’s
faith  seeking  understanding.  It  was  Augustine  who  first
explained the concept of original sin, which states that we
are alienated from God at birth because we have inherited a
sin nature from Adam. Thomas agreed that our moral conformity
to  God  had  been  lost,  but  he  believed  that  sin  had  not
completely  corrupted  our  intellect.  Thomas  believed,
therefore, that we could come to a basic knowledge of God
without any special revelation. This is not to say that Thomas
did  not  hold  a  high  view  of  Scripture.  Scripture  was
authoritative for Thomas. But he seemed to believe that divine
revelation is a fuller explanation of what we are able to know
about God on our own. For example, his attempts to prove the
existence  of  God  were  based  on  the  aftereffects  of  God’s
action in the world, such as the creation, rather than in the
sure  Word  of  Scripture.  In  contrast  to  Tertullian  and
Augustine, who placed faith in God’s revelation of Christ as
the foundation for knowledge, Thomas started with human reason
and philosophy. His hope was to show that even people who
reject the Scripture could come to believe in God through the
use of their intellects. But the Scriptures were necessary



since the human mind cannot even conceive of concepts such as
the Trinity.

Thomas lived at a time when most of Aristotle’s philosophy was
first being introduced into the Latin language. This created
quite a stir in the universities of the day. Up until that
time,  Augustine’s  emphasis  on  an  education  centered  on
Scripture was the dominant view. Thomas himself was educated
in  the  tradition  of  Augustine,  but  he  appreciated  the
philosophy of Aristotle as a witness to the truth. He found
Aristotle to be more balanced in his approach to philosophy
than  Augustine  had  been.  Whereas  Augustine  emphasized  the
eternal realm in his own philosophy, Aristotle’s philosophy
confirmed the importance of the natural world as well and
assisted  Thomas  in  his  effort  to  create  a  comprehensive
Christian philosophy which recognized that the material world
was important because it had been created by God and was the
arena in which His redemptive plan was to be fulfilled. Prior
to Thomas, the tendency had been to downplay the physical
world as greatly inferior to the spiritual world.

If we were to place Thomas in the shoes of Indiana Jones, it
is likely that he would have stepped out as well. But he would
have  arrived  at  the  decision  for  different  reasons  than
Tertullian  or  Augustine.  Because  of  his  emphasis  on  the
thinking  ability  of  the  human  race  and  his  emphasis  on
physical reality, he might have knelt down on the ground and
felt for the hidden pathway before actually stepping out.
Since  he  leaned  toward  utilizing  reason  and  his  own
understanding  to  discover  the  bridge,  he  would  not  have
depended solely on revelation to cross over like the others.

We will conclude our series as we evaluate the implications of
the three different views of faith and reason that we have
been examining in this discussion.



Implications
We have been examining three distinctive positions on the
question  of  faith  and  reason.  Basically,  we  have  been
attempting  to  discern  whether  or  not  human  reason,  as
expressed in pagan philosophy, is a help or a hindrance to
Christian theology.

The first position we addressed was that of Tertullian, who
viewed  the  combination  of  divine  revelation  and  Greek
philosophy as the root of all false teaching in the church. We
then showed that even though Augustine agreed with Tertullian
that faith in divine revelation is primary for the Christian,
they differed in that Tertullian emphasized belief in the
Scriptures, while Augustine focused on the understanding of
what one believes. That is why he was willing to incorporate
pagan  philosophy  to  help  further  his  understanding  of
Christian theology. He was delighted to find pagans whose
philosophy, though not Christian in and of itself, was in some
way compatible with Christianity.

The third and final position we examined was that of Thomas
Aquinas,  who  believed  that  all  people  could  have  a  basic
knowledge of God purely through natural reason. He did not
agree with Augustine that the human mind had been totally
corrupted by sin at the Fall. This belief led to his elevation
of the power of the mind and his appreciation of philosophy.
Theology is the higher form of wisdom, but it needs the tools
of science and philosophy in order to practice its own trade.
Theology learns from philosophy, because ultimately theology
is a human task.

How we view the relationship between faith and reason can have
powerful implications for how the Christian engages society
with the gospel. One of the problems with the apologetics of
Tertullian is that he seemed to view all that opposed him to
be enemies of the gospel, rather than as potential converts.
This is in stark contrast to the behavior of the Apostle Paul



in Acts 17, when he proclaimed the gospel among the Greeks at
Mars Hill. He did not condemn them for their initial failure
to accept the Resurrection. Instead, he attempted to reach
common  ground  with  them  by  quoting  some  of  their  own
philosophers,  picking  out  isolated  statements  from  pagan
thinkers which were consistent with Scripture, while still
maintaining the absolute truth of Scripture as his foundation.
In this way, he was able to gain a hearing with some of his
listeners. But this presupposes some familiarity with pagan
thought. This familiarity made Paul a more effective witness
to his audience.

Paul’s attitude toward pagan philosophy seems to be consistent
with those of Augustine and Aquinas. All three felt it was
beneficial to know what the non-believer thought in order to
communicate the gospel. How then can believers apply this
attitude today without compromising their values? Perhaps it
involves Christian parents listening with their children to
the music they enjoy, and then constructively discussing its
message. After all, many contemporary musicians utilize their
music to proclaim their own philosophies of life. Or maybe it
will mean watching a popular movie that has taken the country
by storm, with the goal of discerning its importance to the
average  viewer.  Rather  than  criticizing  literature,
philosophy, film, or music that is not explicitly Christian,
we may find that by attempting to appreciate their value or
worth, no matter how meager, we may be better able to dialogue
with, and confront, our post-Christian culture with the claims
of Christ.
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