
How to Kill Sin: John Owen’s
The Mortification of Sin
Paul  Rutherford  provides  an  overview  of  the  Puritan  John
Owen’s classic book The Mortification of Sin.

In my early twenties I confessed to a friend an ongoing battle
with  sin.  He  suggested  I  read  John  Owen’s  book,  The
Mortification of Sin{1}. I wish I had read it back then. It
would have saved me so much pain in my battle against sin.

So I want to help you in that same way by sharing
some of Owen’s key insights in the battle against
sin.

Let’s begin with the title. Mortification, what does that word
mean? Broadly speaking, it means to kill or put to death. The
Latin root from which this English word is derived, “mort-“ or
“mors” means death. Mortificare—to kill.{2} Other examples of
this root include mortuary, mortician, and mortgage.

Simply put, mortification means death, but note the dictionary
also lists “shame” and “humiliation” as definitions as well.
So mortification involves death. More to the point, Owen wants
you  to  kill  sin.  More  importantly,  he  makes  a  case  that
Scripture commands you to kill sin.

This message today is not for everyone. It’s only appropriate
if you believe in Jesus. Early in the work Owen gravely warns
those who would mortify sin, but do so without first believing
in Jesus.

I would warn you as well. Please don’t sit here and read
another minute if you have not put your faith in Jesus Christ
for your righteousness, for your salvation. If you’re reading
this right now and have never made a confession of faith, and
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you’re ready, please do so now. Just talk to God and tell him
you believe that Jesus is Lord, that He died for your sins,
was buried, and raised from the dead, and you are putting your
trust in Him. Then tell someone you know who already believes.
It will be the most important thing you do, ever.

If you’re still reading, then let’s press on. Owen discusses
at length what it means to kill sin, how to do it effectively,
and why you should do it.

But before we jump in, remember John Owen was a 17th century
English pastor and theologian. This is not his first book, and
at the time he composed it, he was Vice-Chancellor at the
University of Oxford. Owen has academic credentials. But this
book  is  more  devotional  than  academic.  Owen  draws  from
personal experience. It is not merely intellectual. He meant
for it to be practiced.

What is Mortification?
John Owen wrote The Mortification of Sin in England in 1656.
Mortification means death, or in this case to kill. . .sin.
That’s what we covered in the previous section. This matters
because your life is at stake here. In chapter two, Owen warns
us with this now famous quote, “Be killing sin or it will be
killing you.” That is probably the most famous quote from that
book.

Did you catch the significance of that quote? Sin will kill
you. That’s why this is a big deal. That’s why this matters.
That’s  also  why  sin’s  presence  requires  such  a  drastic
response. It must be killed. James tells us that “[S]in when
it is fully grown brings forth death.”{3}

Your  best  option—the  most  effective  option—your  only  real
option is to kill sin. Just like John Owen said. Kill it. Or
it will kill you. Because trust me. It will kill you—in every
way:  physically,  spiritually,  emotionally,



intellectually—every  way.

Owen quickly reminds us this is impossible in a complete,
ultimate,  or  perfect  sense,  until  Jesus  comes  back,  not
before.{4} So until then we mortify sin.{5}

Now let’s talk about mortification. Let’s talk about killing
sin. What exactly does that mean? Sin is an abstract thing,
not a biological organism. How do you kill an abstract thing?
Owen’s instruction is clear: “utterly destroy it” or, make it
cease to be.

Owen defines the process of mortification three ways: sin gets
weaker, you fight against it constantly, and you have full
success over it.{6}

So then mortification means to weaken sin, or drain it of its
power.  It  means  the  desire  to  sin  decreases  in  degree,
frequency, and quality. That comes as you “crucify the flesh
with its passions and desires,” as we read in Galatians 5:24.

Mortification also means to fight sin constantly. You have an
enemy. Employ any means necessary to destroy his work. The
contest will be vigorous and hazardous.

Finally, mortification is success against sin in any given
moment. This isn’t merely resisting temptation. Owen has more
in view here; it is recognizing temptation, bringing it before
Christ, pursuing sin to its root, and conquering it in Jesus’
strength.

Before we discuss how to do this, for clarity let’s talk about
how not to mortify sin.

How NOT to Mortify Sin
Mortification means to kill, and the point of John Owen’s book
The Mortification of Sin is to kill sin. Nothing short of your
life is at stake here since sin always leads to death.{7}



Sin is not to be trifled with. It cost Jesus His life.

Owen himself covers what mortification is NOT in the book,
before he defines what it is. So now we will follow his lead.

Mortification is commonly mistaken. It is tricky to identify
properly. Four things frequently masquerade as mortification,
when they are in fact not. These four are: faking it, having a
calm disposition, cross-addiction, and behavior modification.

Faking  it,  the  first  instance  of  false  mortification,  is
making yourself look good on the outside, instances where
outward  signs  of  sin  are  obvious—compulsive  spending,  for
example. You may choose not to buy something the next time
you’re tempted, but that outward choice is not the root of
sin. The root is inside. It goes deeper.

The root is the belief that material will fill that void
inside. Owen further points out hypocrisy as a real danger
here. Not only did you not mortify the sin, you are now making
it look as if you have.

Mortification is also not simply a calm disposition. Some sins
are obvious, visible, even violent in nature. In these cases
if you become more calm, more quiet, more gentle, it could
appear on the outside as if the sin is gone. In fact it is
not. Owen reminds us that mortification is more than a simple
change in disposition.

Mortification is also not replacing one vice for another. For
example, if the presenting sin is addiction to pornography,
keeping yourself from erotic material may appear as victory
unless  you  pick  up  the  bottle.  Now  you  simply  exchanged
pornography for alcohol. You exhibit a cross-addiction. This,
too, is not mortification.

Mortification is also not mere change in behavior. Surely you
have  made  a  big  change  before—created  a  new  habit,  lost
weight, something, even a New Year’s resolution. You can force



the behavior for a while—maybe even through February! You can
make yourself do what you’ve resolved. But eventually, that
old habit creeps back; unless some real changes are made, it’s
merely a shift in behavior. This also is not mortification.

What is mortification, then? How do you do it?

How to Mortify Sin
After all this preliminary discussion, you probably want to
know how you can kill sin, conquer it, and be victorious,
because if you don’t it will kill you, as Owen himself says in
the book.

Here’s the bad news, though. You can’t mortify your sin. You
will  have  no  victory  over  sin  by  employing  any  method  I
recommend to you. Now, don’t despair! This doesn’t mean you
can’t experience victory! God forbid. Rather, it is God’s will
for you to find victory over the curse of sin. What I mean
here is that mortification is not something you do. It is
instead something God does, namely the Holy Spirit.

Only the Holy Spirit can mortify sin, kill sin in the flesh.
Only He is strong enough to put to death the old man.

So what do you do, then? Here are Owen’s words. “Set faith at
work on Christ for the killing of thy sin. His blood is the
great sovereign remedy for sin-sick souls. Live in this, and
thou wilt die a conqueror. Yea, thou wilt, through the good
providence of God, live to see thy lust dead at thy feet.”{8}

The way to mortify sin is to set faith at work. Put your faith
to work. Believe in the work Jesus did on the cross. His
sacrifice is your remedy. That’s how you kill sin—you don’t.
You believe in the power of Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the
cross, and let Christ kill it for you.

It’s freeing really. Would you want the responsibility of
killing the broken flesh within you? I don’t. Owen goes on to



add two more points of substance. First “fill your soul” with
the  provision  of  Christ.  I  might  call  that  meditation.
Meditate on Christ. Fill your mind with His provision.

The second point is to expect relief in Christ. Owen reasons
that if Christ’s blood is enough to make you righteous—and if
the Spirit is strong enough to mortify your flesh, then expect
it’s going to happen. It may not be instantaneous. Anyone
who’s been walking with Christ for some time will affirm this.
It’s  a  slow  and  difficult,  often  painful  process,  but
definitely  a  good  one.

So that is how you mortify sin. You don’t. You let the Spirit
do it. Your job is to believe by faith.

Conclusion
What have we learned so far? If you are following in the
footsteps of Jesus, you need to mortify, or put to death, sin
in your life. If you don’t it will kill you.

This is not a popular message. I admit. Sin is not a fun
topic. But Scripture is clear. Sin must be put to death.
Owen’s book, while dating over three hundred years back, could
be neither more timely nor more appropriate for you today.

Owen admonishes the sincere believer to kill indwelling sin
without delay. He warns the unbeliever this is impossible
without Jesus Christ. Jesus is absolutely essential to the
success  and  continued  process  of  mortification.  To  do
otherwise is the “soul and substance of all false religion in
the world.”{9}

If you believe in Jesus and you are stuck in your sin, maybe
you’re trapped in addiction, this book is for you. Mortify
sin.

“Set faith at work on Christ for the killing of thy sin.”{10}
You believe in His Son for salvation. Believe Him now for the



deliverance of your soul from the power of indwelling sin.

It is not easy. You will struggle every day against sin. The
bad news here is that you carry the problem with you. Your
flesh is broken. It remains unregenerate until the day of
Christ. Your soul is secure eternally by the blood of Christ,
and one day you will receive a gloriously new body. But for
now, we struggle.

But consider Jesus’ promise in that struggle: “I have told you
all this so that you may have peace in me. Here on earth you
will have many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I
have overcome the world.”{11}

Mortification is not for the faint of heart. But it is good.
Your sin does not define you. God does. And he says you are
fearfully and wonderfully made.{12} He paid the price of your
sin. It was an awful lot. But he loves you that much.

Trust him today. Trust in his Word. And trust in the community
of saints He provided for you. Confess your sin to them today.
Do you want to fully live? Then kill sin.
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A Biblical View on Critical
Race Theory
Critical race theory has been in the news. What is it, and why
are so many people either defending it or opposing it? How is
it  being  introduced  in  the  schools,  businesses,  and  the
government?

Critical  race  theory  is  a  descendant  of  a  philosophical
tradition known as critical theory. It began at the University
of Frankfurt’s Institute for Social Research, which came to be
known as the “Frankfurt School.” The Frankfurt scholars fled
to Columbia University’s Teachers College in New York in 1934
to escape the Nazis.

Critical theory traces all social injustice to inequities in
power  that  are  based  unfairly  on  class,  race,  gender,  or
sexual orientation. In classical Marxism, the focus was on
class with the assumption that the working class would rise up
against the capitalist oppressors. That never really happened
the way Karl Marx predicted. Instead, these cultural Marxists
proposed a conflict that would develop based on race and some
of the other factors just mentioned.

Assumptions and Euphemisms
Critical race theory is based on several assumptions. First,
there  is  no  absolute  truth.  There  are  only  competing
narratives. Second, the economy is a zero-sum game. The gain
of  one  race  is  at  the  expense  of  another  race.  Third,
individuals  are  either  an  oppressor  or  a  victim.  Fourth,
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America is systemically racist and must be dismantled.

There is a great deal of rhetoric and euphemisms that are
deployed  by  practitioners  of  critical  race  theory.  This
includes  such  words  and  phrases  as  “equity”  and  “social
justice”  and  “diversity  and  inclusion”  and  “culturally
responsive teaching.” A word like equity might seem like a
synonym for equality, but that is not the case. Proponents use
the concept of equity to argue for suspending private property
rights (UCLA professor Cheryl Harris) and for setting up a
federal Department of Antiracism (Boston University professor
Ibram X. Kendi) that would have power to nullify, veto, or
abolish any law that does not provide racial equity.

Because  critical  race  theory  has  its  roots  in  cultural
Marxism, proponents define people based on their group and
practice identity politics. They also look at the intersection
of victim groups and thus talk about intersectionality.

You are either in power or out of power. If you are in power,
you are automatically discredited. If you are underprivileged,
you are immune from criticism. This also means that the claims
of  critical  race  theory  are  unfalsifiable.  It  becomes
impervious to counter-evidence and thus cannot be rationally
defended.

This is no small issue because the underprivileged can make
demands,  but  do  not  need  to  make  rational  arguments.  The
assumption is that the whole system (including facts, counter-
arguments, and even basic rationality) is rigged against the
oppressed. This is why you often hear proponents of critical
race theory making statements without appealing to evidence
and why they reject anyone trying to present evidence that
might dispute their dogmatic statements.

In a recent article by James Lindsay, he argues that “For
Racial Healing, Reject Critical Race Theory.” He starts with a
thought experiment that shows how unpractical and confusing



this theory becomes in everyday life.

He says we should imagine we own a small shop (perhaps a
tailor  shop)  where  you  have  to  assist  each  customer
individually. You are the sole proprietor and can only serve
one customer at a time. Now imagine two people enter your
store at exactly the same time. One is white, and the other is
black. Which customer do you help first?

If you choose to serve the black person first, critical race
theory would argue that you did so because you don’t trust the
black person to be in your shop unattended while you help the
other customer. That means you are acting according to racist
stereotypes and chose poorly.

If you choose to serve the white person instead, then you are
also demonstrating your racist bias. Choosing to help the
white person shows that you favor white people and consider
them first-class citizens. Once again, you have chosen poorly.

Perhaps you can see the dilemma created by the philosophy of
critical race theory. It is a classic “heads I win, tails you
lose.” There is no right choice in this example. No matter
what you do, you will always be wrong and thus be condemned as
being racist. This illustration provides one more reason why
critical race theory will not promote racial healing.

Into the Schools and Government
How is critical race theory making its way into the schools?
Often  it  is  introduced  by  activists  in  the  local  school
district. But sometimes it even comes from government action.

Stanley  Kurtz  has  been  warning  that  the  Civics  Secures
Democracy Act (being considered by Congress) could be used by
activists and educators to promote critical race theory. The
Department of Education proposed a regulation that directs
grant  money  to  prioritize  applications  that  “support  the
development of culturally responsive teaching and learning.”



As  we  have  seen,  phrases  like  “equity”  and  “culturally
responsive” are key buzzwords for critical race theory.

Christopher Rufo has been documenting how critical race theory
is already arriving in the schools. A California elementary
school forced first-graders to deconstruct their racial and
sexual identities, and then rank themselves according to their
power  and  privilege.  A  middle  school  in  Missouri  forced
teachers to locate themselves on an “oppression matrix,” based
on the idea that white, Christian males were members of an
oppressor  class.  Although  he  is  just  one  investigative
journalist, he has already put together a database of more
than 1,000 stories.

He has also documented how critical race theory made its way
into  government.  The  FBI  has  been  holding  workshops  on
intersectionality.  The  Department  of  Homeland  Security  was
telling white employees that they have been “socialized into
oppressor roles.” That is why President Donald Trump issued an
executive  order  banning  critical  race  theory  training.
President Joe Biden rescinded that order on his first day in
office.

Speaking out against critical race theory can be costly. Until
recently,  Lt.  Col.  Matthew  Lohmeier  served  in  the  newly
created Space Force. He was relieved from his post because he
wrote a book denouncing critical race theory and Marxism in
the US military. He said it wasn’t his intent to engage in
partisan  politics.  But  he  wrote  the  book  because  of  the
Marxist ideology that he saw being taught.

A Liberal Critique
Some of the criticism of critical race theory has been coming
from  people  who  would  not  be  described  as  religious
conservatives. Andrew Sullivan is one of these commentators
sounding a warning that this perspective is “Removing the
Bedrock of Liberalism.”



He acknowledges that even trying to accurately define critical
race  theory  is  difficult  because  of  the  “sheer  volume  of
jargon words” that may be intended to “sow confusion.” He also
asks himself through his commentary whether he is accurately
portraying  the  theory  and  concludes  that  he  is  not
exaggerating its attack on liberal modernity. Proponents of
Critical  Race  Theory  admit  that  they  question  the  very
foundations of liberal society.

One example can be found in the book, Understanding Critical
Race Theory. It was written four years ago and is hardly the
most controversial book on the subject. That book explains
that “critical race theory questions the very foundations of
the liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning,
Enlightenment  rationalism,  and  neutral  principles  of
constitutional  law.”

He also notes that critical race theory denies any claim to
truth since “claims to truth are merely claims to power.”
Secular  liberals  and  Christians  may  disagree  about  many
things, but at least they agree that truth exists and can be
objectively discerned. He also critiques the idea that nothing
has changed.
In other words, “slavery, segregation, mass incarceration are
just different- words for the same experience of oppression.”
He adds that critical race theory can also be defined by what
it  is  not.  “It  is  not  an  open-ended  inquiry  into  buried
history.”

He also explains that critical race theory is the cuckoo in
the academic nest. It used to be one school of thought. Over
time, though, it has thrown out its competitors and does not
allow open debate.

Response to the Criticism
Educators and parents who criticize critical race theory will
quickly  encounter  push-back  and  accusations.  These  usually



come in different forms.

One  reaction  from  proponents  is  that  anyone  criticizing
critical race theory is ignorant and doesn’t understand it. A
Texas state board of education member wrote that critics “have
no idea what critical race theory is, what it does, who the
founders are. They’ve never read a book, much less a paragraph
on it.” From there she goes on to use language inappropriate
for an intelligent discussion.

Many commentators have even begun to argue that critical race
theory has become the latest conservative “boogeyman.” They
believe right-wing politics is out of ideas (not true) and
thus needs an enemy to attack. Many of the people speaking out
are familiar with critical race theory and understand its
potential for dividing America.

In several cases, parents have been able to find the syllabus
for school courses and put them online. They find that the
goal  is  to  “develop  awareness  about  social  justice  and
diversity issues” and learn – about “the intersectionality of
gender,  race,  class,  and  sexuality.”  Required  textbooks
usually include Ibram X. Kendi’s How to be an Antiracist and
Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility. Instead, we are being told
(as  one  commentator  put  it)  to  “pay  no  attention  to  the
curriculum behind the curtain.”

Another reaction is to suggest that anyone opposing critical
race theory wants to whitewash the past sins of America and
perpetuate  systemic  racism  in  the  future.  One  commentator
assumed  that  critics  didn’t  want  to  talk  about  racial
disparities because they want to normalize the behavior and
allow current patterns of behavior to continue. We should talk
about slavery and America’s racist past. But that doesn’t mean
we have to accept the idea that this country is more racist
today and riven with  systemic racism in every institution.

Professor John McWhorter believes we should “assume that when



politicos and parents decry critical race theory, what they
refer to is the idea of oppression and white perfidy treated
as the main meal of an entire school’s curriculum.” He adds
that young children should not be taught they are guilty if
white and oppressed if black. And they should not be taught
that “the American story is mainly (note I write mainly rather
than only, but mainly is just as awful here) one of oppression
and racism.”

A third reaction is to assure us that critical race theory is
merely a philosophical tool and does not pose any threat to
the social and political structures. That is not true. As one
commentator put it, “No longer simply an academic matter,
critical race theory has become a tool of political power.” It
is moving through our public institutions and “driving the
vast machinery of the state and society.”

One  of  the  standard  sources  (Understanding  Critical  Race
Theory) mentioned earlier “questions the very foundations of
the liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning,
Enlightenment  rationalism,  and  neutral  principles  of
constitutional law.” It then goes on to argue that “radical
measures are in order” because society is so racist. When it
was  written,  the  authors  may  not  have  meant  “radical”  to
involve riots, protests, and burning cities. But we have seen
the natural result of arguing that America is systemically
racist, full of white privilege, and in need of a social
revolution to overturn the existing order.

While we can applaud the boldness of some, there is still a
great deal of fear keeping many Americans from speaking out. A
recent Gallup poll found that 77 percent of conservatives are
afraid to share their political beliefs publicly. They rightly
fear they will lose their jobs or get mobbed by social media.
So they remain quiet.



Biblical Perspective
One of the foundational principles of critical race theory
(along  with  postmodernism  and  other  modern  philosophical
traditions) is a complete rejection of absolute truth. The
Bible teaches that truth exists and can be discerned (Proverbs
30:5, John 8:32, 2 Timothy 3:16).

We should acknowledge that different groups of people might
perceive Scripture differently, but that does not mean that
one race has special access to biblical truth. The argument
that our race (e.g., “whiteness”) colors our interpretation
suggests that we can all learn from each other in the body of
Christ.  But  the  real  impediment  to  proper  biblical
interpretation is our sin (John 3:19-20). Paul teaches (1
Corinthians 2) that spiritual truth can best be discovered
through the revelatory power of the Holy
Spirit.

The proponents of cri-tical race theory often reject rational
arguments that contradict their dogma statements about race
and society. By contrast, the Bible emphasizes the mind and
rational discussion.
Paul calls for Christians to “destroy arguments and every
proud obstacle raised up against the knowledge of God” because
we are to “take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2
Corinthians  10:4-5).  When  a  secular  philosophy  is  being
promoted in society, it is our responsibility to provide an
honest critique of it. Our goal should be to think biblically
and to “take every thought captive.”

Critical race theory also creates division between races that
is contrary to Scripture. Paul addressed the divisions in his
day that could have created division within the church. He
explains how Christ has
pulled down the wall of division between Jews and Gentiles
(Ephesians 2:14). He went further and taught that there is
“neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there



is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus”
(Galatians 3:28). There should be unity for believers and not
division.

Proponents of critical race theory also propose a type of
“guilt” on anyone who is identified as an oppressor merely
because of their racial background. And people of this race
will never really be forgiven because they will always be part
of that race. By contrast, the Bible teaches that we are
guilty because we are sinful (Romans 3:23, 6:23), not because
of our racial status. Also, we cannot earn salvation by good
works because salvation is a gift of grace (Ephesians 2:8-9).
We are redeemed through Jesus Christ (Romans 3:22-24).
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The Causes of War
Meic Pearse’s book The Gods of War gives great insight into
the charge that religion is the cause of most war. History
shows this is not true: the cause of most war is the sinful
human heart, even when religion is invoked as a reason.

The Accusation
Sam Harris, the popular author and atheist, says that “for
everyone  with  eyes  to  see,  there  can  be  no  doubt  that
religious  faith  remains  a  perpetual  source  of  human
conflict.”{1}  Writing  for  the  Freedom  from  Religion
Foundation, fellow atheist Richard Dawkins adds, “Only the
willfully blind could fail to implicate the divisive force of
religion in most, if not all, of the violent enmities in the
world today.”{2} Speaking more bluntly, one British government
official has said, “theocrats, religious leaders or fanatics
citing holy texts . . . constitutes the greatest threat to
world peace today.”{3}

War is the ultimate act of intolerance, and since
intolerance is seen as the only unforgivable sin in
our  postmodern  times,  it’s  not  surprising  that
those  hostile  to  religion  would  charge  people
holding religious convictions with the guilt for causing war.

This  view  is  held  by  many  others,  not  just  despisers  of
religion. A 2006 opinion poll taken in Great Britain found
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that 82% of adults “see religion as a cause of division and
tension between people. Only 16% disagree.”{4}

To be honest, religion has been, and remains, a source of
conflict in the world; but to what degree? Is it the only
source of war, as its critics argue? Is it even the primary
source? And if we agree that religion is a source of war, how
do we define what qualifies as a religion? This leads to
another question. Are all religions equally responsible for
war or are some more prone to instigate conflict than others?
Once these issues are decided, we are still left with one of
the most difficult questions: How does a religious person,
especially a Christian, respond to the question of war?

When confronted with the accusation that religion, and more
importantly, Christianity, has been the central cause of war
down through history, most Christians respond by ceding the
point. We will argue that the issue is far too complex to
merely blame war on religious strife. A more nuanced response
is needed. Religion is sometimes the direct cause of war, but
other times it plays a more ambiguous role. It can also be
argued, as Karl Marx did, that religion can actually restrain
the warring instinct.

In his provocative new book, The Gods of War, Meic Pearse
argues  that  modern  atheists  greatly  overstate  their  case
regarding religion as a cause for war, and that all religions
are not equal when it comes to the tendency to resort to
violence. He believes that the greatest source for conflict in
the world today is the universalizing tendencies of modern
secular nations that are pressing their materialism and moral
relativism on more traditional cultures.

The Connection Between Religion and War
When someone suggests a simple answer to something as complex
as war, it probably is too simple. History is usually more



complicated than we would like it to be.

How  then  should  Christians  respond  when  someone  claims
religion is the cause of all wars? First, we must admit that
religion can be and sometimes is the cause of war. Although it
can  be  difficult  to  separate  political,  cultural,  and
religious motivations, there have been instances when men went
off to war specifically because they believed that God wanted
them to. That being said, in the last one hundred years the
modern era with its secular ideologies has generated death and
destruction  on  a  scale  never  seen  before  in  history.  Not
during the Crusades, the Inquisition, nor even during the
Thirty Years War in Europe.

The total warfare of the twentieth century combined powerful
advances  in  war-making  technologies  with  highly  structured
societies to devastating effect. WWI cost close to eight and a
half million lives. The more geographically limited Russian
Civil  War  that  followed  the  Bolshevik  Revolution  in  1917
resulted  in  nine  million  deaths.  WWII  cost  sixty  million
deaths, as well as the destruction of whole cities by fire
bombing and nuclear devices.

Both Nazi fascism and communism rejected the Christian belief
that humanity holds a unique role in creation and replaced it
with the necessity of conflict and strife. By the end of the
nineteenth century, Darwin’s ideas regarding natural selection
and survival of the fittest had begun to affect philosophy,
the social sciences, and even theology. Darwin had left us
with a brutal universe devoid of meaning. The communist and
fascist  worldviews  were  both  firmly  grounded  in  Darwin’s
universe.

Hitler’s  obsession  with  violence  is  well  known,  but  the
communists were just as vocal about their attachment to it.
Russian revolution leader Leon Trotsky wrote, “We must put an
end once and for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the
sanctity of human life.” Lenin argued that the socialist state



was  to  be  “a  system  of  organized  violence  against  the
bourgeoisie” or middle class. While critics of the Russian
Tsar and his ties with the Orthodox Russian Church could point
to examples of oppression and cruelty, one historian has noted
that when the communists had come to power “more prisoners
were shot at just one soviet camp in a single year than had
been  executed  by  the  tsars  during  the  entire  nineteenth
century.”{5}

So, religion is not the primary cause of warfare and cruelty,
at least not during the last one hundred years. But what about
wars fought in the more distant past; surely most of them were
religiously motivated. Not really.

Meic Pearce argues that “most wars, even before the rise of
twentieth century’s secularist creeds, owed little or nothing
to religious causation.”{6} Considering the great empires of
antiquity, Pearce writes that “neither the Persians nor the
Greeks nor the Romans fought either to protect or to advance
the worship of their gods.”{7} Far more ordinary motives were
involved  like  the  desire  for  booty,  the  extension  of  the
empire, glory in battle, and the desire to create buffer zones
with their enemies. Each of these empires had their gods which
would be called upon for aid in battle, but the primary cause
of  these  military  endeavors  was  not  the  advancement  of
religious beliefs.

Invasions by the Goths, Huns, Franks, and others against the
Roman Empire, attacks by the Vikings in the North and the
Mongols in Asia were motivated by material gain as well and
not  religious  belief.  The  fourteenth  century  conquests  of
Timur  Leng  (or  Tamerlane)  in  the  Middle  East  and  India
resulted in the deaths of millions. He was a Muslim, but he
conquered Muslim and pagan alike. At one point he had seventy
thousand Muslims beheaded in Baghdad so that towers could be
built with their skulls.{8}



More recently, the Hundred Years War between the French and
English, the American Revolution, and the Napoleonic Wars were
secular conflicts. Religious beliefs might have been used to
wrap the conflicts with a Christian veneer, but promoting the
cause of Christ was not at the heart of the conflicts.

Pearce argues that down through the millennia, humanity has
gone to war for two main reasons: greed expressed by the
competition for limited resources, and the need for security
from  other  predatory  cultures.  The  use  of  religion  as  a
legitimating device for conflict has become a recent trend as
it became less likely that a single individual could take a
country to war without the broad support of the population.

It can be argued that religion was, without ambiguity, at the
center of armed conflict during two periods in history. The
first  was  during  the  birth  and  expansion  of  Islam  which
resulted in an ongoing struggle with Christianity, including
the Crusades during the Middle Ages. The second was the result
of the Reformation in Europe and was fought between Protestant
and Catholic states. Even here, political motivations were
part of the blend of causes that resulted in armed conflict.

Islam and Christianity
Do all religions have the same propensity to cause war? The
two  world  religions  with  the  largest  followings  are
Christianity and Islam. While it is true that people have used
both  belief  systems  to  justify  armed  conflict,  are  they
equally likely to cause war? Do their founder’s teachings,
their holy books, and examples from the earliest believers
encourage their followers to do violence against others?

Although  Christianity  has  been  used  to  justify  forced
conversions and violence against unbelievers, the connection
between what Christianity actually teaches and these acts of
violence has been ambiguous at best and often contradictory.



Nowhere  in  the  New  Testament  are  Christians  told  to  use
violence to further the Kingdom of God. Our model is Christ
who is the perfect picture of humility and servant leadership,
the one who came to lay down his life for others. Meic Pearce
writes,  “For  the  first  three  centuries  of  its  history,
Christianity  was  spread  exclusively  by  persuasion  and  was
persecuted for its pains, initially by the Jews but later,
from  63,  by  the  Romans.”{9}  It  wasn’t  until  Christianity
became the de facto state religion of the Roman Empire around
AD 400 that others were persecuted in the name of Christ.

The history of Islam is quite different. Warfare and conflict
are found at its very beginning and is embodied in Muhammad’s
actions and words. Islam was initially spread through military
conquest and maintained by threat of violence. As one pair of
scholars  puts  it,  there  can  be  no  doubt  that  “Islam  was
cradled in violence, and that Muhammad himself, through the
twenty-six  or  twenty-seven  raids  in  which  he  personally
participated, came to serve for some Muslims as a role model
for violence.”{10}

Much evidence can be corralled to make this point. Muhammad
himself spoke of the necessity of warfare on behalf of Allah.
He said to his followers, “I was ordered to fight all men
until they say, ‘There is no God but Allah.'”{11} Prior to
conquering Mecca, he supported his small band of believers by
raiding caravans and sharing the booty. Soon after Muhammad’s
death, a war broke out over the future of the religion. Three
civil wars were fought between Muslims during the first fifty
years of the religion’s history, and three of the four leaders
of Islam after Muhammad were assassinated by other Muslims.
The  Quran  and  Hadith,  the  two  most  important  writings  in
Islam, make explicit the expectation that all Muslim men will
fight to defend the faith. Perhaps the most telling aspect of
Islamic  belief  is  that  there  is  no  separation  between
religious and political authority in the Islamic world. A
threat to one is considered a threat to the other and almost



guarantees religiously motivated warfare.

Pacifism or Just Wars?
Although most Christians advocate either pacifism or a “just
war” view when it comes to warfare and violence, Pearse argues
that there are difficulties with both. Pacifism works at a
personal level, but “there cannot be a pacifist state, merely
a state that depends on others possessed of more force or of
the willingness to use it.”{12} Some pacifists argue that
humans  are  basically  good  and  that  violence  stems  from
misunderstandings  or  social  injustice.  This  is  hardly  a
traditional  Christian  teaching.  Pearse  argues  that  “a
repudiation  of  force  in  all  circumstances  .  .  .  is  an
abandonment  of  victims—real  people—to  their  fate.”{13}

Just war theory as advocated by Augustine in the early fifth
century teaches that war is moral if it is fought for a just
cause and carried out in a just fashion. A just cause bars
wars of aggression or revenge, and is fought only as a last
resort. It also must have a reasonable chance of success and
be fought under the direction of a ruler in an attitude of
love for the enemy. It seeks to reestablish peace, not total
destruction  of  the  vanquished,  and  to  insure  that
noncombatants  are  not  targeted.

However, even WWII, what many believe to be our most justified
use of force, failed to measure up to this standard. Massive
air raids against civilian populations by the Allies were just
one of many violations that disallow its qualification as a
just war. As Pearse argues, “war has an appalling dynamic of
its own: it drags down the participants . . . into ever more
savage actions.”{14}

How then are Christians to think about war and violence? Let’s
consider two examples. In the face of much violent opposition
in his battle for social justice, Martin Luther King said, “be



ye assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to
suffer. . . . We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience
that  we  shall  win  you  in  the  process.”{15}  Reform  was
achieved, although at the cost of his life, and many hearts
and minds have been changed.

However, another martyr, German minister Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
rejected pacifism and chose to participate in an attempt on
the life of Adolf Hitler, mainly because he despaired that an
appeal  to  the  hearts  and  minds  of  the  Nazis  would  be
effective.

Neither King nor Bonhoeffer were killed specifically for their
faith. They were killed for defending the weak from slaughter,
as Pearse puts it. Perhaps Pearse is correct when he argues,
“If Christians can . . . legitimately fight . . . , then that
fighting clearly cannot be for the faith. It can only be for
secular causes . . . faith in Christ is something for which we
can only die—not kill. . . . To fight under the delusion that
one is thereby promoting Christianity is to lose sight of what
Christianity is.”{16}
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C. S. Lewis and the Oxford
Socratic Club
Dr. Michael Gleghorn explains how C.S. Lewis’s pivotal role in
this debate club shaped his huge contribution to Christian
thought.

The Origins of the Oxford Socratic Club

In our day C. S. Lewis is probably best known as
the author of The Chronicles of Narnia, as well as
several important popular-level works of Christian
apologetics. Yet he was also a formidable speaker
and  debater.  He  loved  the  dynamic  “back-and-forth”  of
intellectual  engagement  with  others  over  interesting  and
substantive issues. One of the most important outlets for this
aspect of Lewis’s personality was the Oxford Socratic Club.
For about thirteen years, from 1942 to 1954, Lewis served as
the first president of this club. The significance of Lewis’s
contribution to its success can scarcely be overestimated.
According to Christopher Mitchell, “no other activity that
Lewis engaged in has proven more beneficial and far-reaching
in its influence on Christianity than his participation in the
Socratic Club.”{1}

So what was the Oxford Socratic Club, why was it started, and

http://probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-oxford-socratic-club/
http://probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-oxford-socratic-club/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/cslewis-oxford.mp3


what role did Lewis play in it? According to Walter Hooper, it
was  in  late  1941  that  a  female  undergraduate  student  at
Somerville  College  in  Oxford  complained  to  Miss  Stella
Aldwinkle  about  the  lack  of  any  clubs  for  the  serious
discussion of “questions agnostics raised about God.”{2} Now
Miss  Aldwinkle  was  a  force  to  be  reckoned  with.  Having
recently joined the Oxford pastoral staff, she immediately
posted  a  notice  on  the  Somerville  college  notice-boards
inviting  “all  atheists,  agnostics,  and  those  disillusioned
about religion” to meet and discuss the issue.{3}

The meeting was well-attended, and many good questions were
asked. It was soon decided “that what was needed was an open
forum  for  the  discussion  of  the  intellectual  difficulties
connected with religion in general and with Christianity in
particular.”{4} The formation of an official university club,
however, would require a president. After much consideration,
Miss Aldwinkle wrote to C. S. Lewis about the issue. Lewis had
already published several well-received books by this time
and, according to Hooper, “was on the eve of becoming the most
popular  lay  theologian  in  England.”{5}  Upon  receiving  her
letter, Lewis immediately responded by return mail saying,
“This club is long overdue! Come to coffee in my rooms on
Tuesday, and we can talk it over.”{6}

After meeting with Miss Aldwinkle, Lewis accepted the position
as  president  and  the  Oxford  Socratic  Club  was  officially
founded  “shortly  before  Christmas  of  1941.”{7}  In  January
1942, the club held its first official meeting.

Lewis’s  Vision  for  the  Oxford  Socratic
Club
Imagine  for  a  moment  a  weekly  meeting  where  “atheists,
agnostics, and those disillusioned about religion”{8} could
come  together  with  intelligent  Christians  to  discuss  and
debate their concerns about the claims of Christianity. This,



it turns out, is largely what the Oxford Socratic Club became,
under the able leadership of C. S. Lewis and Stella Aldwinkle.
From its beginning in 1942, Lewis was excited about the club,
and in his Preface to the first edition of the Socratic Digest
he set forth his vision for the club’s purpose and goals.

According to Lewis, “Socrates had exhorted men to ‘follow the
argument wherever it led them’: the club came into existence
to apply his principle to one particular subject-matter—the
pros and cons of the Christian religion.”{9} Lewis noted the
uniqueness of the club, observing that, so far as he knew, no
other  society  “had  ever  before  been  formed  for  such  a
purpose.” He stressed the value of the club as a place where
people  could  hear  the  very  best  arguments  and  evidence
available, discussed in a civil manner by sincere advocates
for the various positions.

Making use of gladiatorial imagery, Lewis went on to describe
the club as an “arena” in which the contestants met to engage
in  intellectual  battle.  Indeed,  he  said,  “It  was  the
Christians  who  constructed  the  arena  and  issued  the
challenge.”{10} He admitted that those who founded the club
were not “neutral” about the great issues which they regularly
met  to  consider.  But  he  claimed  that  argument  itself  is
impartial: “It has a life of its own,” he noted. “No man can
tell where it will go.” And all who entered that arena met to
face  one  another  in  honest  (and  sometimes  passionate)
argument.

The  club’s  committee  did  their  best  to  find  intelligent
atheists, agnostics, and others to come and address the club.
According to Hooper, “it was the practice of the club to have
two speakers at each meeting.” The first speaker would read a
paper and the second would offer a reply. At that point, the
meeting  would  be  “thrown  open  to  general  discussion.”  An
effort was also made to keep everything fair, so if the first
speaker was a Christian, an atheist or agnostic would be asked
to respond (and vice-versa).{11} As one might expect, this



format regularly resulted in some “bang-up” discussions about
some of the most important issues of the day that had bearing
upon the Christian faith.

Lewis as Speaker at the Oxford Socratic
Club
By all accounts C. S. Lewis was a very gifted speaker. He had
a deep sonorous voice and an impressive ability to make even
the most difficult topics readily accessible. He is said to
have always had just the right word at his disposal, and his
ability to illustrate his points with nearly perfectly chosen
analogies and examples from everyday life and experience was
remarkable.{12}

The Oxford Socratic Club was originally founded near the end
of 1941 and began meeting early in 1942. Although Lewis had
accepted the position as president of the club, and although
he held this position for about thirteen years, Hooper notes
that Lewis was the primary speaker “on only eleven occasions”
during that time.{13}

But Lewis made much of those occasions, using his considerable
speaking  gifts  as  a  Christian  scholar  to  address  a  wide
variety  of  issues  during  his  tenure  as  president  of  the
Socratic Club. For example, he spoke on “Christianity and
Aesthetics,” which probably dealt, in some form or fashion,
with a Christian perspective on the nature of beauty, art and
literature. He also spoke about issues surrounding ethics and
Christian  doctrine,  science  and  miracles,  the  nature  of
argument,  theology  and  poetry,  the  doctrine  of  the
resurrection,  the  nature  of  reason,  the  importance  of
religious doctrine, the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre,
and the nature of faith and evidence.{14}

To offer just one example, on February 8, 1943, Lewis read a
paper with the title, “If We Have Christ’s Ethics, Does the



Rest  of  the  Christian  Faith  Matter?”{15}   Lewis  began  by
observing the great commonality in the moral values and duties
endorsed  by  virtually  all  civilizations  and   cultures
throughout history. The upshot of this is that “Christian
moral principles” are substantially the same as all other
“moral  principles.”  He  then  noted  that  in  spite  of  such
agreement about these principles, humanity is plagued by a
universal inability to consistently put them into practice. He
concluded by arguing that it is “the rest of the Christian
faith” that tells us how we might practice, rather than simply
discuss  and  debate,  the  moral  duties  we  all  recognize  as
objectively binding.

Clearly Lewis was a gifted speaker. But even when he was not
the primary speaker for the evening, he was still an important
participant at the Oxford Socratic Club.

Lewis  as  Participant  at  the  Oxford
Socratic Club
If you like a good debate, you would have loved the Oxford
Socratic Club. C. S. Lewis served as its first president from
1942 to 1954. Wanting to make room for others, he was the
primary speaker only eleven times during those years.{16} But
even when he was not the primary speaker, Lewis often played
an important role at the meetings. Indeed, as president, he
was often asked to offer the first response to whoever had
addressed the assembly that evening.

Lewis relished the opportunity to engage with others over the
intellectual  challenges  to  Christianity.  According  to
Christopher  Mitchell,  visiting  speakers  “typically  viewed
Lewis  as  a  fearless  and  formidable  opponent,  yet  equally
‘generous’ in argument. He was admired for the intellectual
rigor he brought to each topic . . . and was known both for
his ‘courage’ and ‘open-mindedness.’”{17}



By far the most famous encounter between Lewis and a visiting
speaker occurred in 1948, when Lewis squared off against the
young Catholic philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe. Anscombe read a
paper criticizing Lewis’s argument against Naturalism, which
had been published the previous year in his book, Miracles.
Lewis had argued that Naturalism could not possibly be true
because it claimed that human reason had arisen through a
purposeless  and  unguided  series  of  “irrational”  physical
causes. But if this were so, claimed Lewis, if reason was
really a product of “irrational causes,” then we could have no
good  reason  for  believing  its  conclusions  to  be  true—and
hence, no good reason for believing its conclusions about
Naturalism to be true.{18}

In response, Anscombe claimed that an important distinction
must be observed between the “grounds” or “reasons” for a
person’s belief, and the physical “causes” leading up to that
belief. She said that “if a man has reasons, and they are good
reasons, and they are genuinely his reasons, for thinking
something—then  his  thought  is  rational,  whatever  causal
statements we make about him.”{19} Although some took Lewis’s
side  in  the  debate  that  evening,  and  others  sided  with
Anscombe,  a  story  arose  that  Lewis  was  subsequently
discouraged  by  this  encounter.

Whatever the truth might be, Lewis later revised the chapter
in Miracles that Anscombe had criticized. And though she still
had criticisms of the chapter, she also thought it superior to
the  original  version  and  appreciated  Lewis’s  “honesty  and
seriousness” in so revising it.{20}

The  Importance  of  the  Oxford  Socratic
Club
Would you value a club whose purpose was to carefully consider
some  of  the  most  important  issues  of  the  day,  and  their
bearing upon the Christian faith? Under the leadership of C.



S. Lewis, this is what the Oxford Socratic Club purposed to
do. Although there were clubs “catering to practically every 
conceivable  interest,”  there  was  nothing  quite  like  the
Socratic Club.{21}

From its inception the club was intended to be a place where
students  could  gather  to  hear  scholars  from  various
disciplines debate a wide range of issues bearing (in one way
or another) upon the Christian faith. This was followed by an
opportunity  for  the  students  to  raise  questions  and
participate in robust discussion about these issues with all
who were present. Given Lewis’s formidable skills as a speaker
and debater, he was (from the first) a major attraction for
the students. As Christopher Mitchell observes, “At a time
when many had begun to believe Christianity was dying, if not
already dead, as a plausible system of belief, the Socratic
Club reasserted the intellectual vitality and integrity of the
Christian faith.”{22} As one can well imagine, this was a key
benefit for university students who were daily exposed to new
ideas about the world, the nature of humanity, and our place
in the universe.

Mitchell notes that after weekly meetings, some students would
gather together and “sit up, often until 2 in the morning,
going through all the discussions” from the evening.{23} The
students were often particularly interested in what Lewis had
said. “By retracing the points of Lewis’s argument, they began
to  detect  the  fallacies  of  current  objections”  to  the
Christian  faith.{24}  This  was  another  key  benefit  that
students received through regular participation in the club.
They learned to think carefully, honestly, and methodically
about the latest objections to Christianity.

By learning to reason their way through some of the most
common objections to the faith for themselves (in light of
Lewis’s helpful example, of course), students were helped to
see Christianity as a reasonable worldview that could offer
good answers to the hard questions put to it by skeptics. “By



breaking  down  the  intellectual  prejudices  to  Christianity,
Lewis freed many to reaffirm a faith they had lost confidence
in, and for some he made faith in Christianity plausible for
the first time.”{25} This, undoubtedly, was the most important
legacy of C. S. Lewis’s leadership of the Oxford Socratic
Club.
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Spiritual Abuse
Kerby Anderson provides an overview of what makes churches and
organizations  spiritually  and  emotionally  unhealthy  and
hurtful.

In some ways, this article on spiritual abuse is an update on
a previous article on Abusive Churches. However, this article
also provides a biblical perspective on the broader issue of
spiritual abuse occurring in our country today.
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Many church leaders became aware of the prevalence
of abusive churches more than four decades ago when
Professor  Ronald  Enroth  wrote  his  best-selling
book, Churches That Abuse. A few years later he
followed  up  with  a  book  on  Recovering  from  Churches  that
Abuse.

More than three decades ago, Dr. Pat Zukeran wrote a week of
Probe radio programs based on the first book by Ronald Enroth.
The transcript of that program is still one of the top ten
most popular articles based on the number of Internet searches
that land on them each year.

That response to this important subject isn’t unique. For
example, thousands have also purchased the book by Stephen
Arterburn Toxic Faith. The same is true of Ken Blue’s book
Spiritual Abuse and Philip Keller’s book Predators in Our
Pulpits. June Hunt with Hope for the Heart has also written a
helpful booklet on Spiritual Abuse.

Jesus addressed the issue of spiritual abuse many times when
he confronted the Pharisees. In Matthew 23, he proclaims seven
woes to the Scribes and Pharisees. He concludes with: “You
serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being
sentenced to hell?” He describes them this way in John 8:44,
“You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your
father’s desires.”

Paul also addresses various aspects of spiritual abuse and
legalism within the church. He warns us about legalism by
teaching that no works of the law can justify us (Romans
3:20). Instead, the “law of the Spirit of life has set you
free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death” (Romans
8:2).

Spiritual abuse can occur when someone is in a position of
spiritual  authority  misuses  that  authority  to  control  or
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manipulate another Christian. It may take the form of using
religious works to control. It may involve misusing Scripture
or  twisting  biblical  concepts.  Churches  or  Christian
organizations may be guilty of teaching false doctrine. Even
churches that teach sound doctrine may be guilty allowing
worship  leaders  to  bring  music  into  the  church  with  bad
theology.

Spiritual abuse can also occur when someone in a position of
spiritual authority fails to act. Many of the recent church
scandals took place because church leaders or denominational
leaders  failed  to  act  on  or  report  incidents  of  sexual
harassment or sexual abuse.

Characteristics of Abusive Churches
The book, Churches That Abuse, lists eight characteristics of
abusive churches. You might compare that list to your own
church and to other churches you know.

1.  Abusive  churches  have  a  control-oriented  style  of
leadership.  The  leader  may  be  arrogant  and  dogmatic.  The
leader often is portrayed as more in tune spiritually with
God. Thus, these leaders often are not accountable to anyone.

2.  Second,  the  leader  of  an  abusive  church  often  uses
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
These  tactics  may  involve  guilt,  peer  pressure,  and
intimidation. The leader may even suggest that divine judgment
from God will result if you question them.

3. There is a rigid, legalistic lifestyle involving numerous
requirements and minute details for daily life. Members are
pressured to give a certain amount of time and money to the
church. Often members drop out of school, quit working, or
neglect their families to meet a church-designated quota.

4. Abusive churches tend to change their names, especially



once they are exposed by the media. Often this is done because
the  church  received  bad  publicity  or  was  involved  in  a
significant scandal.

5.  Abusive  churches  are  often  denouncing  other  churches
because they see themselves as superior to all other churches.
The church leadership sees itself as the spiritual elite and
the “faithful remnant.” They are the only ones “faithful to
the true gospel.”

6.  Abusive  churches  have  a  persecution  complex  and  view
themselves as being persecuted by the world, the media, and
other Christian churches. Because they see themselves as a
spiritual elite, they also expect persecution from the world
and even feed on it.

7. Abusive churches specifically target young adults between
eighteen and twenty-five years of age. Often, they target
youth  who  are  less  experienced  but  looking  for  a  cause.
Sometimes an abusive church becomes surrogate parents to these
young adults.

8. Members of abusive churches have a great difficulty leaving
and often involves social, psychological, or emotional pain.
Church  members  are  often  afraid  to  leave  because  of
intimidation and social pressure. If they leave, they may be
stalked and harassed by members of the abusive church.

Leaving an Abusive Church
For many of the reasons previously discussed, it is difficult
for members to leave an abusive church. There is significant
emotional and spiritual damage that results. Often, former
members of an abusive church not only leave the church, but
they leave God.

The emotional damage is significant. One author suggested that
victims of church abuse or other forms of spiritual abuse
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suffer  PTSD(post-traumatic  stress  disorder).  They  find  it
difficult to trust others, whether leaders in a church or
other leaders in their life.

Victims of abusive churches also find it difficult to find the
right church. That is why Ronald Enroth in his second book and
Ken Blue in his book talk about discerning good from abusive.
Here are a few questions worth considering.

1. Does the church leadership invite dialogue and solicit
advice from others in the church who are not part of the elite
group  of  leaders?  Dogmatic  and  authoritarian  pastors  are
threatened by diverse opinions whether from members or from
people outside the church.

2. Is there a system of accountability or is all the power
located in one person? Dogmatic and authoritarian pastors are
not accountable to anyone. They may have a board of elders who
merely “rubber stamp” any decisions.

3.  Does  the  church  encourage  independent  thinking  and
encourage  members  to  develop  discernment?  Abusive  church
leaders attempt to get all its members to conform. There is a
very low tolerance (sometimes no tolerance) for alternative
perspectives  even  about  insignificant  programs  and  minor
policies about how to run the church.

4. Is family commitment strengthened? Many churches (not just
abusive churches) often demand so much of members that they
begin to neglect their families. If parents are made to feel
guilty for going to their children’s school events when it
might conflict with a routine church meeting or activity,
something is wrong.

5. Is the individual church member growing spiritually or on
the edge of burnout? If you have to constantly attend a myriad
of church meetings and meet a quota (time, talent, treasure)
in order to be given church approval, something is wrong.



When someone leaves an abusive situation, it becomes difficult
to trust others. That is also true when leaving an abusive
church. Going to a different church or study group can be
difficult and even frightening. But these questions help in
choosing a church or organization that will help you grow
spiritually.

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
– Part 1
There are no perfect churches because there are no perfect
people. Sometimes I will hear someone say they are looking for
the perfect church. A good response I have heard is: “If you
find the perfect church, don’t join it because you will ruin
it. You aren’t perfect.”

Every church has its problems, and pastors have a sin nature. 
But it does seem that we are also guilty of enabling behavior
inside the church that isn’t healthy. Here are just a few
statements I have gleaned from various sources.

Christians today often enable spiritual abuse from leaders
because we value charisma over character. A pastor or leader
is often given a platform not because of character but because
he is a dynamic preacher.

Jesus warned His disciples (Matthew 20:25-28) that leaders
should not exercise authority over people. Instead, whoever
wants to become great must lower himself to be a servant. Paul
even warns (2 Timothy 4:3) there will be a time when followers
“will not endure sound doctrine.” Instead, they will want “to
have their ears tickled” by eloquent speakers, who may not
even have sound doctrine.

Paul reminds Timothy (1 Timothy 3:2-3) that a leader in the
church should be “must be above reproach . . . sober-minded,
self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a



drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover
of money.”

Peter (1 Peter 5:2-3) instructs the church that leadership
should  “shepherd  the  flock  of  God  that  is  among  you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as
God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not
domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to
the flock.”

Christians today also enable spiritual abuse when they value
the institution over individuals. We have seen this in our
numerous radio
programs  involving  church  sexual  abuse.  Churches  and
denominations have been too quick to cover up sexual abuse
scandals and intimidate victims. Time and
again we hear them worrying about their reputations or the
reputation of the church or denomination.

Christians  today  enable  spiritual  abuse  when  they  value
division over unity. Pastors and Christian leaders who are
denouncing other churches or denominations can make us feel
good about our church and denomination. But it doesn’t bring
unity. Paul teaches in Ephesians 4:3-6 to “Make every effort
to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to
one  hope  when  you  were  called;  one  Lord,  one  faith,  one
baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all.”

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
– Part 2
Christians  today  enable  spiritual  abuse  when  they  value
performance  over  character.  Churches  are  often  quicker  to
remove a pastor teaching heresy than to remove a pastor with
character deficits. We should address heresy. Peter warns (2



Peter  2:1)  that  there  will  be  “false  prophets  among  the
people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They
will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the
sovereign Lord who bought them, bringing swift destruction on
themselves.”

But some churches or denominations may have pastors or church
leaders who have good theology but poor character. One example
in the New Testament can be found in a man named Diotrephes (3
John 9-12). John plans to confront him because he is self-
willed (likes to put himself first) and rebellious (does not
acknowledge  authority)  and  a  slanderer  (talking  wicked
gossip). Some commentators have called him the first “church
boss”  because  he  uses  power  for  ungodly  ends  within  the
church.

But  notice  that  John  says  nothing  about  him  having  bad
theology. In his previous letters (1 John and 2 John), he does
call out the unbiblical teaching of the false teachers. The
problem with Diotrephes was not theology but psychology. For
all we know, he might have been a good Bible teacher, but his
behavior is the problem. How many churches have turned a blind
eye to character problems with a pastor because he was a good
preacher and brought people into the church?

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value anger
and  outrage  over  grace  and  meekness.  Too  often  we  reward
candidates who raise their voice and point their fingers by
electing them to office. We may enjoy a pastor who pounds the
pulpit and condemns society, but is that what is required of a
church leader?

Christians should not be enabling this behavior, they should
be  confronting  this  behavior  and  even  condemning  this
behavior. This first step should be to follow the instructions
of  Jesus  (Matthew  18:15-17)  to  go  directly  to  a  person
engaging in spiritual abuse (after prayer and reflection). If
he listens to you, “you have won your brother over. But if he



will not listen, take one or two others along.” If this is
happening in society, we should speak out against spiritual
abuse and abusive churches.

An important response to spiritual abuse is biblical truth. As
believers we should proclaim the truth. Truth means freedom,
not bondage. Jesus said, “You shall know the truth and the
truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Additional Resources

Stephen  Arterburn,  Toxic  Faith,  Nashville,  Tenn.:  Oliver
Nelson Publishing, 1991.

Ken  Blue,  Healing  Spiritual  Abuse,  Downers  Grove,  Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 1993.

Ronald  Enroth,  Churches  that  Abuse,  Grand  Rapids,  Mich.:
Zondervan Publishing, 1992.
Ronald  Enroth,  Recovering  from  Churches  that  Abuse,  Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Publishing, 1994.

June Hunt, Spiritual Abuse: Religion at Its Worst, Dallas:
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5  Biblical  Ways  to  Defend
Your  Mental  Health  Against
Ongoing World Conflicts
As mental health issues continue to spread throughout our
society and the world, Terrence Harris shares 5 important and
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practical  Biblical  insights  to  help  protect  your  mental
health, considering the ongoing wars and conflicts we see
today.

1. Mental Health Needs God’s Truth

God’s  truth  demands  obedience,  even  against  personal
preference. Repentance and faith in Jesus Christ gives us new
life  and  compels  us  to  joyfully  obey  God’s  truth.  Christ
offers salvation to those who receive Him as Lord and Savior.
Some think they can save the world by their own actions. Many
hope to make the world a better place through charity or a
perverted version of peace, love and unity. Any vision of
peace that denies the return of Christ rejects the truth and
ultimately collapses.

World conflicts aren’t just a political issue—they are the
result of humanity rejecting God’s truth and replacing it with
deception.  The  Bible  speaks  of  a  humanity  that  desires
everything they see, physical pleasures, and the pride of
life. All of these come from a sinful world that refuses to
obey  and  submit  to  the  Living  God  (1  John  2:16,  17).
Consequently, we live in a decaying world (2 Peter 3:10, 1
Corinthians 7:31) of which no human can control or stop.

Anxiety, another symptom of humanity’s brokenness, exists as a
major issue within the mental health crisis today. Anxiety can
express  itself  through  a  sensation  of  “being  choked”  and
suffocating. Those who suffer from anxiety, like I once did,
tend to also experience the sensation of “falling.” Without
anchoring ourselves in God’s truth, our emotions begin to
interpret reality instead of responding to it.

Medication helped during my struggle with anxiety and mental
health issues, but I improved when I relied less on my truth
and more on God’s truth. He has full authority over heaven and
earth.  Humanity  assumes  absolute  control  over  our  lives
because we take God’s grace for granted. This illusion of



control contradicts the truth that God alone has authority
over heaven and earth. When we align our lives with God’s
truth, we can experience freedom from the pressure to hold
everything together on our own. This reduces and even frees us
from undue stress and worry.

2. When Community Grows, Mental Health Improves

Some people serve in the military overseas, have loved ones
fighting, or worry about the war’s impact on American soil.
Navigating  war’s  presence  and  uncertainty  is  challenging.
While war and violence exist, God doesn’t want us to bear
these challenges alone. Sometimes, a kind reminder that fear
doesn’t come from God (2 Timothy 1:7) is needed. If fear
arises, remember God’s love and care through others (Galatians
6:2,  Hebrews  10:24-25).  Having  a  solid  group  of  family,
friends, and trusted people is wise (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12).
Helping each other through hard times keeps our mental health
from
deteriorating because God created humanity for connection. The
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have distinct functions but exist
as one. Togetherness and community are essential to the Living
God.  Created  in  His  image,  humanity  must  imitate  God’s
likeness,  seeking  and  building  meaningful,  God-honoring
relationships, unity, and community in Christ.

3. Solitude: Where Mental Health Speaks

Jesus sought solitude to spend time with the Father (Mark
1:35, Luke 5:16, Mark 14:23).

Solitude  differs  from  isolation.  The  Bible  says  isolating
oneself  is  foolish  and  contrary  to  God’s  standard  for
community. Biblical solitude seeks intimacy with God, hearing
His  voice,  experiencing  His  presence,  and  minimizing
distractions.  Finding  sacred  time  to  enjoy  God’s  company
improves mental health. This connects our hearts to the Father
who made us and our interests. Ask God for solutions to mental



health and navigating the world’s brokenness.

4. Fasting: A Secret Weapon Against Mental Oppression

Jesus said, “When you fast and pray . . .” His words sound
like a command, not an option.

Christians tend to focus on the physical benefits of fasting
rather than the supernatural benefits. Queen Esther called for
the Jews to fast on her behalf before entering her king’s
throne room uninvited—which could have resulted in her death
(Esther 4:15-17). All the people of Ninevah (Jonah 3:5-10)
fasted and repented for sinning after hearing Jonah preach,
turning  God’s  coming  judgment  away  from  the  city.  Daniel
fasted while mourning and for understanding (Daniel 10:2). In
Mark 9:29 (in some manuscripts), Jesus tells His disciples
that  prayer  and  fasting  invites  supernatural  authority  in
deliverance  from  demonic  oppression.  Fasting  exchanges  the
natural  pleasures  of  food  for  a  complete  focus  on  God.
Sometimes, our mental health needs relief from anxiety or
comfort from life’s hardships—especially in times of world
conflicts. Other times, we may need God’s mercy, favor, or His
supernatural  strength  to  overcome  the  challenges  of  an
immaterial nature. Scripture has shown how fasting can turn
the tides of worldly conflicts and challenging circumstances.
Incorporating a fast that Yahweh commands and respects could
be the spiritual discipline necessary for life’s journey.

5. Enjoying Life: A Gift for Mental Health

No matter the difficulties we face in life, we can still trust
and believe that God gave us life to appreciate and enjoy, as
well as experiences to enjoy along with it. In Ecclesiastes
5:18–21, we can discover a desirable pattern, one blessed by
Yahweh that most Christians may overlook. One of the best
things you can do for your mental health is to enjoy the work
you  do,  developing  the  ability  to  enjoy  the  wealth  it
produces, and using the resources to create wonderful and



exciting memories and experiences for yourself, your family,
and others.

Unstable circumstances cannot sustain mental health in a world
marked by ongoing conflict, uncertainty, and moral confusion.
The  wars  and  tensions  we  see  around  us  reveal  a  deeper
reality—humanity’s rejection of God’s truth. When we try to
carry the weight of a broken world or place our hope in human
solutions, mental health issues such as anxiety increase, and
peace fades. But God has not left us without help. When we
anchor our minds in His truth, walk in community, seek Him in
solitude, practice spiritual discipline through fasting, and
choose to enjoy the life He has given, we begin to experience
stability in our mental health that the world cannot offer.
True peace exists outside of trying to control outcomes, but
in trusting the God who is already in control. As we align our
lives with His truth, we protect our minds, strengthen our
faith, and learn to live with confidence—even in the midst of
a world at war.

©2026 Probe Ministries

The  Self-Understanding  of
Jesus
Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars
You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
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to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1} But if
that’s the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them  there!  The  actual  Jesus  of  history  never  made  such
exalted  claims  for  himself.  It  was  the  early  church  that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in—and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that  there  is  only  one  God.  And  yet,  shortly  after  his
crucifixion,  they  began  worshiping  Jesus  as  God!  As  Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there is
only one God.

But  there’s  another  issue  that  needs  to  be  considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made  such  radical  personal  claims,  nevertheless,  they  do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
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Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be—Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve
Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably
chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources . .
.”{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding  of  Jesus?  Does  his  choice  of  twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about
himself?

Let’s  begin  with  a  little  background  information.  E.  P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future  would  have  included  the  restoration  of  the  twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God’s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic  figure  who  is  clearly  a  human  being  (e.g.  Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why is this important? And what does it



have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many  New  Testament  scholars  view  Jesus’  choice  of  twelve
disciples  as  symbolic  of  the  promised  restoration  of  the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that  Jesus  intended  the  restoration  of  Israel  was  his
appointment  of  the  Twelve.”{6}  But  if  one  of  Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After  all,  the  Old  Testament  prophets  attribute  this
restoration  either  to  the  Lord  or  to  a  Messianic  figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some
scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting  question:  “If  the  Twelve  represent  a  renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He’s not one of the Twelve.
“He’s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he’s forming the group—just as God in the Old Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington  argues  that  this  is  an  important  clue  in
uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then
Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law
What  was  Jesus’  attitude  toward  the  Law  of  Moses?  Some
scholars  say  that  Jesus  was  a  law-abiding  Jew  who  “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.”{8}  Others  say  the  issue  is  more  complex.  Ben
Witherington  observes  that  Jesus  related  to  the  Law  in  a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times  he  went  beyond  Moses  and  intensified  some  of  the



commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell  you  that  anyone  who  looks  at  a  woman  lustfully  has
already  committed  adultery  with  her  in  his  heart”  (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this.  The  prohibition  against  adultery  is  one  of  the  Ten
Commandments.  By  wording  the  statement  as  he  did,  Jesus
apparently  “equated  his  own  authority  with  that  of  the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot
accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles
forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that  these  dietary  laws  had  been  given  to  Israel  by  God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus  seems  to  assume  an  authority  over  Torah  that  no
Pharisee or Old Testament prophet assumed—the authority to set
it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief  requires  faithful  Jews  to  enter  a  dissent  at  the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’s  commandments?  Although  it  may  trouble  some  critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!



Jesus and the Demons
One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do  not.  But  they  do  think  there  is  persuasive  historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most  scholars  are  convinced  that  the  historical  Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it
would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you.” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus



intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming  that  in  himself  the  kingdom  of  God  had  already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical  scholars,  Jesus  still  seems  to  unquestionably
communicate his divinity!

Jesus and the Father
In  one  of  the  most  astonishing  declarations  of  Jesus  in
Matthew’s Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding  verses.  It’s  clear  from  the  context  that  the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this
section by saying, “I praise Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying



comes  from  the  hypothetical  Q  source,  a  source  that  both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater  likelihood  of  actually  going  back  to  Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably  the  language  most  often  used  by  Jesus  and  his
disciples.  After  discussing  this  saying  in  some  detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases
for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I’ve attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic  by  a  majority  of  scholars,  Jesus  still  makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “. . .
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan  or  a  madman,  neither  of  which  is  plausible.
Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?”{20}
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The  Scandal  of  Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
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and Cross-Talk, Christian?”
The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection raises accusations
that  Christianity  is  obsessed  with  blood.  Many  believers
struggle with this too. Byron Barlowe explores the biblical
reasons for the focus on Christ’s blood and why its shedding
was necessary.

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle
Easter  season  is  all  about  the  death  and
resurrection of Christ—which centers on the blood
sacrifice  He  endured.  Christianity  is  called  a
bloody religion, focusing on the execution of Jesus
Christ on a cross. Why is this true and what does
it mean when we say His blood atones for our sin?

Millions of Americans—and billions of Christians around the
world—celebrated the death and Resurrection of Christ during
Passion Week and Easter Sunday. The topic was everywhere from
sermons to a CNN docudrama titled Finding Jesus: Faith, Fact,
Forgery.

You may have questions about all the talk of “the blood of
Christ” and songs saying things like “Jesus’s blood washed
away my sins.” This bloody theme does raise understandable
concerns that are shared by believers, seekers and skeptics
alike.

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book  you  will  discover  the  crazy  background  to  this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}
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In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old  Testament  animal  sacrifice  and  the  belief  in  Jesus’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.

So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

•  reconciling man to God,

•  ransoming humans from slavery to sin and well-deserved
death and

•   justly  recompensing  God  for  the  horrific  offense  of
rebellion and disobedience to Him.

Thankfully, the gospel (or good news) is simple. The Bible
claims, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for
the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.”{2}

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death
came the hope of eternal life—and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for  staying  with  the  cosmic  rebellion  that  started  in  a
perfect Garden long ago.

Yet, this blood-centered good news is a scandal to both those
who believe and those who deny it. In fact, the Greek root
word skandalon is used for Christ Himself.{3} You see, Jews
denied Christ as the Promised One and Gentiles thought it was
all nonsense. Nothing has changed for mankind: the choices are



either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die
Why  did  anybody  have  to  die?  God’s  justice  and  holiness
demands a death penalty for the sinner.

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck
under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer.  History  sadly  records  the  habitual  and  continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

Now for a reality check: no moral order, either in a family, a
company,  military  unit  or  society  survives  ambiguity  or
failure to enforce laws. Just ask the victims of unpunished
criminals set loose to perpetrate again. If the Creator were
to simply wink at sin or let people off scot-free, where would
justice be? What kind of God would He be?

God is holy and He called Himself the Truth. There is no way
God would be true to Himself and the moral order He created
and yet fail to punish sin. Such impunity would mock justice.
As one theologian puts it, “Pardon without atonement nullifies
justice . . . A law without penalty is morally unserious, even
dangerous.”

Ok,  but  penalties  have  levels  of  harshness.  Why  is  death
necessary?  Scripture  spells  out  clearly  the  decree  that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God’s justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be



shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

Ok,  so  what  does  a  just  and  holy  God  do  with  impure,
treasonous creatures He made to bear His image? God was in a
quandary, if you will.

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent
down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

Thomas Oden writes, “God’s holiness made a penalty for sin
necessary . . . Love was the divine motive; holiness [was] the
divine requirement. [Romans 5:8 reads] ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’. [And as Romans 8 teaches,] This love was so
great that God ‘did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for
us all’ (Romans 8:32).”{5}

Christ’s  Death  and  Resurrection  Was
Unlike  Other  Religious  Stories:  It  Was
All for Love
God’s morally just demand for a death-payment is not the same
as pagan gods, who maliciously demanded sacrifices. True for
one big reason:

Isn’t this crucifixion thing simply about a grouchy god acting
all bloodthirsty, as some atheists like popular author Richard
Dawkins  say?  Should  good  people  find  this  repugnant?  One
unbelieving critic wrote,

“Unfortunately, much of Christian art consists of depicting
the  sufferings  and  agony  of  Jesus  on  the  Cross.  This
reflects the obsession of Christianity with the Crucifixion
. . . “Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed



away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this is an
obsession  of  millions  of  people  it  becomes  ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

Wow! Did you know that you, if you are a believer, are part of
an insane global crowd? This vividly illustrates the scandal
of  the  cross:  “which  is  to  them  that  are  perishing
foolishness”  as  the  Apostle  Paul  described  it.{7}

No, biblical sacrifice is not a bloodfest, but the way to deal
with a sad reality. Put it this way: If God said, “Nah, don’t
worry about rebelling against your Creator,” would that be a
just and righteous God? Would a deity who fails to punish
wrongdoing be worth following? Would His laws mean anything?
Yet, we are unable to keep laws, so He steps in to pay that
penalty. With His lifeblood. This storyline is utterly unique
in the long human history of religions. And the resurrection
Christians celebrate shows its truth in actual time and on
this dirty earth.

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people—the
Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

God’s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment
and allowance of His Son’s execution was actually a beautiful
thing. Francis of Assisi wrote that “love and faithfulness
meet together [at the cross]; righteousness and peace kiss
each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and
righteousness looks down from heaven.”{9}



But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?
I get that death was demanded of someone to pay for sin. So
why  a  bloody  suffering  and  execution?  Why  the  constant
shedding of blood?

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004  to  mixed  reviews.  It  earned  its  R-rating  for  gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.
Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians  and  high-minded  unbelievers.  But  this  vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

When it came to saving mankind, why the shedding of blood?
Could God not have found another way? Church Father Athanasius
believed that, if there were a better way to preserve human
free will and still reconcile rebellious man to a holy God, He
would have used it. Apparently, Christ’s suffering and death
was the only solution.

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians  2:8).  At  the  cross,  “human  hate  did  all  the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the
realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.



The Apostle Peter wrote, “For Christ also died for sins once
for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to
God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in
the spirit.”{12} Justice, fairness, reality itself demanded a
bloodguilt payment for sin. Christ paid it.

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s  dealings  with  His  people,  agreements  were  blood
covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.“{13}

One theologian plainly said, “Through this sacrificial system,
the people of Israel were being prepared for the incomparable
act of sacrifice that was to come in Jesus Christ.”{14}

His  suffering,  death  and  resurrection  conquered  sin  and
neutered the fear of death. Only blood could clean sin; only
God’s Son’s blood could do it perfectly and forever.

Here’s the scandal we spoke of: only a perfect sacrifice would
do for washing mankind’s sins away and reconciling us back to
God.

Beautiful  Obsession:  God  Was  Glad  to
Allow This Brutality for Us!
God said it was His pleasure to pay the death penalty with His
own self, in the Person of His son. Christianity’s so-called
blood-obsession is a beautiful picture of perfect divine love.

Theologian  Thomas  Oden  summarized  well  our  discussion  of
Christ’s  blood  atonement.  He  wrote,  “Love  was  the  divine
motive; holiness the divine requirement. ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’ (Romans 5:8).”



Such claims trump the understandable disgust of doubters. But
the red blood leads to clean white.

Chick-fil-A  restaurant  employees  are  trained  to  say,  “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him . . .
having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has
now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death . .
.”{15}

God was glad to stand in as the essential scapegoat to restore
us  to  right  relations  with  Himself,  to  buy  us  back  from
slavery to sin, fear and death, and to abolish sin and its
effects. This doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty tyrannical
deity demanding a whipping boy or abusing his own child, as
some acidly accuse. “My pleasure” brings in new dimensions of
lovingkindness and servant-heartedness.

But wait, there’s more! Scripture lists lots of wonderful
effects  created  by  the  blood  of  Christ.  These  include
forgiveness, propitiation or satisfaction of God’s righteous
wrath, justification or being made right, reconciliation with
God,  cleansing,  sanctification,  freedom  from  sin,  and  the
conquest of Satan.

Yes, you could say that Christianity is blood-obsessed. As
accused, even its hymns often focus on the benefits bought at
the highest of prices: the life of the God-Man Himself. One
famous hymn goes:

For my pardon, this I see,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
For my cleansing this my plea,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This  beautiful  blood  obsession  finds  its  highest  hope  in
Revelation.  The  following  is  a  prophecy  about  persecuted



believers:

“These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb . . . For the Lamb in the midst of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”{16}

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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Jesus  Is  God:  5  Powerful
Indicators  That  Reveal  His
Divine H.A.N.D.S
Don Closson explains the five lines of evidence that Jesus is
God from the book Putting Jesus in His Place.

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God
 Defending the deity of Christ can be a source of
anxiety for some believers. Perhaps it is because
our defense often consists only of a couple of
proof  texts,  which  are  quickly  challenged  by
Jehovah’s Witnesses and others. Even worse, some
Christians themselves are troubled by passages that seem to
teach  that  Jesus  is  something  less  than  God,  that  He  is
inferior to the Father in some significant way. They are fine
with Jesus being the suffering servant, the Messiah who died
for our sins, but less sure of His role in creation or as a
member of the triune everlasting “I Am” of the Old Testament.

A  recent  book  by  Robert  Bowman  and  Ed
Komoszewski titled Putting Jesus in His Place
is  a  great  confidence  builder  for  those
wrestling  with  this  key  doctrine.  The  book
offers five lines of evidence with deep roots
in the biblical material. The book is organized
around the acronym H.A.N.D.S. It argues that
the New Testament teaches that Jesus deserves

the honors only due to God, He shares the attributes that only
God possesses, He is given names that can only be given to
God, He performs deeds that only God can perform, and finally,
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He possesses a seat on the throne of God.

Let’s look at the first line of evidence for the deity of
Christ: Jesus deserves the honor that should only be given to
God. To honor someone is to acknowledge “their place in the
scheme of things—to speak about them and to behave toward them
in a manner appropriate to their status and position.”{1} As
creator of the universe, God deserves the highest level of
honor and glory, since nothing can claim a higher degree of
status or position. As a result, the Old Testament teaches
that only God deserves the honor and glory that is part of
human worship, and He will not share this honor with anything
else. In Isaiah 42, God declares that “I am the LORD; that is
my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to
idols” (Isaiah 42:8).

So how does Jesus fit into this picture? In John 5, Jesus
declares that the Father has entrusted judgment to the Son so
that “all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father.” He
adds that “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the
Father” (John 5:22, 23). Referring to his pre-existence with
the Father before creation, Jesus says, “And now, Father,
glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you
before the world began” (John 17:5). In these passages, Jesus
is claiming the right to receive the same honor and glory due
to the Father; in effect, He is claiming to be God in the same
way that the Father is God.

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God
If Jesus is honored in the New Testament in a manner reserved
only for God, it follows that one who is given the honor and
glory reserved for God is also worthy of worship. So it’s not
surprising that the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus is to
be worshipped by the angels or that in Matthew’s Gospel the
apostles worshipped him when he came to them walking on water
(Hebrews 1:6; Matthew 14:33). Perhaps the most stirring image
of  Jesus  being  worshipped  is  in  Revelation  where  every



creature in heaven and on earth sing praises to the Father and
to the Lamb, giving them both honor and glory and reporting
that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

The  New  Testament  also  teaches  that  Jesus  shares  divine
attributes that only God possesses. When this claim is made,
Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others protest by pointing
out that Jesus exhibited the very human attributes of hunger,
fatigue, and pain. This valid observation does not conflict
with the traditional Christian teaching that Jesus possessed
two essential natures—one divine and one human. There is no
reason to assume that one set of attributes cancels out the
other. It should be added that although Jesus shares a divine
nature with the Father, He does not share the same properties
within the Godhead or trinity. The Father sent Jesus into the
world; Jesus died on the cross and assumed the role of our
permanent high priest.

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the
Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes  to  great  lengths  to  argue  that  all  of  God’s  divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the
fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

Jesus  shares  the  Father’s  attribute  of  pre-existing  the
created  universe  and  His  own  physical  incarnation.  John’s
Gospel  tells  us  that  Jesus  was  with  the  Father  in  the
beginning when the universe was created, and Paul adds that
Jesus is before all things (John 1:1-3; Colossians 1:16-18).
In other words, Jesus has always existed and is unchanging. He
has  been  given  all  authority  on  heaven  and  earth  (Matt.



28:18). He deserves the honor, praise, glory, and worship of
all creation.

Jesus Shares the Names Given to God
Those who question the deity of Christ complain that the New
Testament just doesn’t teach it, that it doesn’t come right
out and say that Jesus is God. Is this really the case?

The New Testament uses two key words for God: theos, the
general Greek word for deity, and kurios, usually translated
as “lord.” Theos is the word most often used to designate God
the Father and is also used a number of times in direct
reference to Jesus, especially in the Gospel of John. John
begins his book with the familiar proclamation that Jesus, the
Word, was with God (theos) in the beginning, and that the Word
(Jesus) was God (theos). Later in the chapter, John adds that
“No one has ever seen God, but God (theos) the One and Only,
who at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18).
Jesus, the Word, is described by John as being with God in
verse one, and at the Father’s side in verse eighteen, and in
both cases is given the title theos or God.

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus is his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by
writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.’”

Paul uses theos in reference to Jesus a number of times. In
Romans 9:5 he describes Jesus as “Christ, who is God (theos)
over all.” And in Titus he writes that we are waiting for our
“blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God (theos)
and Savior, Jesus Christ (2:13).” Peter portrays himself as a
servant of Christ who is writing to those through whom “the
righteousness of our God (theos) and Savior Jesus Christ have
received a faith as precious as ours (2 Peter1:1).”



All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert
prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the Old Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do
It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God  created  the  heavens  and  the  earth  (Genesis  1:1;  cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that  no  one  misunderstands  his  point,  he  adds  that  “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things,  and  in  him  all  things  hold  together”  (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.

While  Jesus’  role  in  creation  is  enough  to  establish  his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during  His  ministry  on  earth.  Unlike  the  Old  Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent  divine  power  to  accomplish  his  will.  Other  than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
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8:46).

Jesus not only healed and cast out demons, but also had direct
power over nature. When the disciples were frightened on a
boat,  He  “rebuked  the  winds  and  the  waves,  and  it  was
completely calm” (Matthew 8:26). When thousands were following
him without food, He fed them miraculously (Matthew 14:20-21).

The New Testament teaching that salvation is possible through
Jesus Christ alone would also have serious implications for
Jewish readers. The Old Testament teaches that God is the only
source of salvation. For instance, Psalm 62 teaches that “My
soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from Him. He
alone is my rock and my salvation.” How then does one explain
the numerous references claiming Jesus to be the source of
salvation? Matthew points out that Mary will call her son
Jesus because he will save his people from their sins (Matthew
1:21). Jesus declares of himself that “God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world
through Him (Jn. 3:17).” There are also instances where Jesus
directly forgives the sins of individuals, thus attracting
hostile attention from the Jews (Luke 7:47-49; Mark 2:5-7).

The Psalmist writes that it is the Lord God “who will redeem
Israel from all its iniquities” and that “Salvation belongs to
the Lord.” John summarizes nicely when he writes, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the
Lamb!”

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne
Our last line of argument for the deity of Jesus Christ refers
to his claim to have a place on the very throne of God. From
this throne, Jesus rules over creation and will judge all of
humanity. He literally possesses all authority to rule.

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,



“Are  you  the  Christ,  the  Son  of  the  Blessed  One?”  (Mark
14:61). If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great
opportunity  for  Him  to  clear  up  any  misconceptions.  But
instead of denying His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting
to being God’s unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see
the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and
coming  on  the  clouds  of  heaven”  (Mark  14:62).  The  high
priest’s  response  was  dramatic;  he  tore  his  clothes  and
declared that those present had heard blasphemy from the lips
of Jesus. They understood that Jesus was making a direct claim
to being God, for only God could sit on the throne of the
mighty one.

In His response to the high priest, Jesus draws from a number
of Old Testament passages. The book of Daniel describes this
“Son of Man” as having an everlasting dominion that will never
be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14). The passage adds that the Son
of Man has been given authority to rule over all people and
nations, and that men of every language will worship him. He
is also described as coming with the clouds of heaven, imagery
that  is  used  a  number  of  times  in  the  Old  Testament  to
indicate divine presence. Exodus describes a pillar of cloud
that designated God’s proximity to the Jews, while the book of
Psalms  and  the  prophet  Isaiah  both  picture  God  riding  on
clouds in the heavens (Psalm 104:3; Isaiah 19:1). The point
here is that Jesus is connecting Himself to this “Son of Man”
who will sit at the right hand of the Father, have everlasting
dominion and authority, and will be worshipped by all men.
This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

The New Testament makes it clear that there is nothing not
under the authority and power of Jesus. John writes that the
Father put all things under His power (John 13:3). Paul adds
that the Father seated Jesus at His right hand in the heavenly
realms,  far  above  all  rule  and  authority  and  power  and
dominion  and  above  every  name  that  is  named  (Ephesians
1:20-21). Jesus sits on the judgment seat, He sent the Holy



Spirit, He forgives sinners, and is our perfect eternal high
priest (2 Corinthians 5:10; Acts 2:33; 7:59-60; Hebrews 7-10).

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the
triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

1. Robert M. Bowman and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus In
His Place (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 31.
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Middle East? What can we learn about the
Iran and Israel conflict?
Many Americans might wonder why the president has focused so
much attention on Iran. After all, it is a country 6,000 miles
away in the Middle East. Some may also conclude that military
action against Iranian leadership might not be warranted since
the  previous  administration  did  not  deploy  troops  or
significant  military  hardware  to  the  region.

Two years ago, however, the Biden administration considered
action after more than 160 attacks on U.S. troops took place
in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan. There were also about 40 clashes
with the Houthis in the Red Sea. Iran funded many of these
attacks, either directly or indirectly. They were part of a
mounting proxy battle between the U.S. and Iran.

At the time, reporters asked what President Biden would do.
Some argued that the U.S. and Iran have essentially been at
war  for  decades.  Even  the  Pentagon  press  secretary
acknowledged that this was true if one considers the larger
conflict.  To  understand  why  reporters  were  asking  this
question, we need to review some history.

Modern History of Iran
The conflict between Iran and the United States can be traced
back to 1953, when the U.S. cooperated in overthrowing Iranian
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh. Afterward, the Shah of Iran
(Mohammad Reza Pahlavi) was placed in power.

The U.S. viewed the Shah as a key ally and a pillar of
security  in  the  Middle  East.  His  pro-Western  government
advanced  Western  interests  and  served  as  a  Cold  War
counterbalance  to  Soviet  influence.  The  United  States
supported  Iran  through  significant  arms  sales  and  strong
economic ties, despite concerns about the Shah’s authoritarian



rule.

The turning point came in 1979 when the Shah was overthrown by
radical Islamic clerics led by Ayatollah Khomeini. The Iranian
Revolution transformed the U.S. from an ally into “The Great
Satan” in the eyes of the new regime.

This hostility became clear when the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard seized the U.S. Embassy and took 52 American diplomats
hostage. They were not released until President Reagan was
sworn in on January 20, 1981. This crisis marked the beginning
of what many view as a half-century-long undeclared conflict
between Iran and the United States.

The U.S. strategy had been to promote stability in the Middle
East. That effort became increasingly difficult because of
Iran’s growing influence. Complicating matters further, Saudi
Arabia supported anti-Western Islamic movements such as the
Muslim Brotherhood, while Turkey—though a NATO member—began
positioning itself as a leader of a renewed Islamic political
vision in the region.

Iran has engaged in a proxy war against the U.S. for decades.
In April 1983, Iranian-backed Hezbollah forces bombed the U.S.
Embassy  in  Beirut,  killing  63  people.  Later  that  year,
Hezbollah bombed the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, killing
241 service members.

Despite  these  attacks,  decisive  retaliation  never  fully
materialized. Iranian influence continued to expand through
proxy groups across the region.

During the Iraq War following 9/11, evidence showed that Iran
was supplying weapons and support that contributed to American
casualties. While the U.S. was focused on Iraq as the primary
enemy, Iranian operatives and Iranian-manufactured munitions
were also responsible for attacks on U.S. troops.

Iran is often described as the chief sponsor of terrorism in



the Middle East. It funds groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and
the Houthis, which regularly target Israel and U.S. interests.
Israeli  and  American  responses  to  these  groups  are  now
reshaping the balance of power in the region.

Missiles and Nuclear Weapons
Iran possesses the largest stockpile of ballistic missiles in
the Middle East. Many of these missiles have a range of up to
2,000 kilometers, allowing them to strike Israel and other
countries throughout the region.

Iran has also demonstrated its long-term intentions toward
Western nations. Earlier this century, it launched ballistic
missiles from ships in the Caspian Sea. Although the test
missile did not carry a nuclear warhead, it demonstrated how
such a weapon could be deployed.

A missile detonated high in the atmosphere could create an
electromagnetic pulse (EMP), potentially destroying the U.S.
electrical grid and causing catastrophic damage.

If Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons, it would destabilize
the Middle East and surrounding regions. However, the latest
assessment  from  Tulsi  Gabbard  suggests  that  Iran  is  not
currently  building  a  nuclear  weapon  and  that  its  supreme
leader  has  not  authorized  such  a  program  since  it  was
suspended  in  2003.  Some  officials,  however,  dispute  this
assessment.

The Donald Trump administration resumed talks with Iran after
withdrawing from the nuclear accord several years earlier.
Initial negotiations produced few concrete results. Meanwhile,
a United Nations nuclear watchdog reported that Iran violated
nuclear nonproliferation agreements.

Iran maintains that its nuclear development is intended for
civilian  energy.  However,  the  discovery  of  secret  nuclear



sites has raised concerns that the program may have military
ambitions.

Tensions  escalated  when  Iran  launched  a  massive  ballistic
missile attack on Israel following Israeli strikes on Iranian
targets.

In June 2025, Israel launched Operation Rising Lion, targeting
key nuclear and military facilities, including an enrichment
site. The strike lacked the bunker-busting capability needed
to fully destroy the facility.

Soon afterward, the United States launched Operation Midnight
Hammer,  striking  several  Iranian  nuclear  locations.  The
administration  announced  that  the  sites  had  been
“obliterated.” Yet satellite imagery later suggested Iran had
begun rebuilding portions of its nuclear infrastructure.

Diplomatic  talks  between  the  United  States  and  Iran  have
produced few breakthroughs. Negotiations aim to limit uranium
enrichment, restrict missile development, and address human
rights concerns within Iran.

Since  diplomacy  failed,  the  Trump  administration  began
military endeavors. However, many Americans remain wary of
another prolonged conflict in the Middle East. Limited strikes
might damage nuclear facilities, but meaningful regime change
would likely require a large-scale ground invasion.

Religious Component
Another reason Iran’s nuclear ambitions raise concern is the
religious worldview of its leadership.

Most  Iranians  are  Shia  Muslims,  and  a  significant  branch
follows  the  tradition  known  as  the  “Twelvers.”  This  sect
recognizes twelve divinely appointed leaders known as Imams.
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According  to  their  belief  system,  the  twelfth  Imam—often
called the Mahdi or messianic figure—is currently in hiding
and will return during a time of global conflict.

Just as Christianity has an eschatology, or doctrine of the
end times, Shia Islam also holds an apocalyptic worldview.
However, its narrative is essentially the reverse of what
Christians read in the book of Revelation.

Twelver theology teaches that global conflict may precede the
arrival  of  the  Mahdi.  Some  analysts  fear  that  extremist
interpretations  of  this  belief  could  view  large-scale
conflict—including potential attacks on Israel or the United
States—as a way to usher in that messianic era.

During the Cold War, the United States relied on the doctrine
of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) to deter nuclear war.
The Soviet Union would not launch nuclear weapons because
retaliation would guarantee its destruction.

Critics  argue  that  radical  religious  interpretations  might
weaken this deterrence model. Some Twelver believers might
assume  divine  intervention  would  protect  them  from
destruction.

Author  Joel  C.  Rosenberg  explored  this  scenario  in  his
political thriller The Twelfth Imam.

Yet there is another side to this story. Reports indicate that
Christianity is growing rapidly in Iran, with some describing
the Iranian church as the fastest-growing Christian movement
in the world.

Christians should continue praying for Iranian believers who
often face persecution. We should also pray for U.S. leaders
and their allies as they navigate these complex challenges.

The Persian people are an ancient civilization that deserves
peace and freedom. Unfortunately, many Iranians suffer under



economic sanctions and harsh authoritarian leadership.

They deserve both our prayers and our compassion.
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