
The Enlightenment and Belief
in God
The skepticism and relativism seen in our society today didn’t
just pop up out of nowhere. They received new life during the
era of the Enlightenment. Rick Wade provides an overview of
this important period.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

We are often tempted to think of our own day as truly unique,
as presenting challenges that others have not known. Among
other challenges, Christians in the West today have to deal
with a foundational philosophical matter: namely, the question
of  the  possibility  of  knowing  truth.  The  mindset  in  our
society today is either one of skepticism or of relativism.
Skepticism  says  there  is  truth  but  we  can’t  know  it;
relativism says there is no fixed truth. These mindsets affect
all  claims  to  truth,  of  course,  but  they  are  especially
significant for Christians as we seek to proclaim the Gospel
to  others  and  hold  onto  it  ourselves  in  these  days  of
uncertainty.

Is the challenge of the loss of truth new? Not at all. There
have been periods of skepticism throughout the history of the
West. In this article we’ll take a look at the era known as
the Enlightenment, that period in the history of the West
extending from the late 17th through the 18th centuries. What
we’ll see is that the very issues we’re dealing with today
were problems three centuries ago. Of particular concern to us
will be the knowledge of God.{1}

Before looking at the Enlightenment itself, let’s take a brief
look at the mindset preceding this extraordinary era.

Prior to the Enlightenment, believing in God in the West was
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like believing in the sunrise; the answer to all the big
questions of life was God (whether a given individual was
inclined to obey God was another matter). The Bible was the
source of knowledge about Him, especially the Old Testament,
for there one could learn, among other things, the history of
humankind and the divine purposes. Even political questions
were to be solved by the Old Testament.

Everything was understood to work according to God’s plan. The
events of history were not chance occurrences, but events that
served to carry out God’s will. The universe was fairly young,
having been created by God about 4000 years before Christ, and
it was kept in operation through God’s immediate involvement.
The earth was at the physical center of the universe; since
man was the highest level of creation, clearly God’s purposes
were centered on him.

For  some  people  this  picture  of  the  world  made  for  a
comfortable home: nice and neat and orderly. However, the
world was a mysterious and sometimes frightening place. This,
along with the generally held belief in “that Last Judgment
where many would be called but few chosen,”{2}

produced in some a pessimistic outlook. “‘Certainly there is
no happiness within this circle of flesh,’ said Sir Thomas
Browne, ‘nor is it in the optics of these eyes to behold
felicity.'”{3}

Although the various major landmasses of the earth were known,
other  civilizations  were  not.  Europeans  knew  little  about
other cultures. It was easy to believe that theirs was the
highest civilization.

With  the  rise  of  science  and  the  discovery  of  other
civilizations came a new way of thinking about “God, man, and
the world.” Let’s look at these briefly.



A Shift in Thinking
Science

In the Renaissance era, the world started getting bigger for
Europeans. Knowledge increased rapidly, and from it followed
major changes in life. The various strands of change merged in
the Enlightenment, culminating in a new way of looking at the
world.

A major shift took place in the world of science with the
development  of  the  ideas  of  such  people  as  Francis  Bacon
(1561-1627).  Bacon,  an  English  philosopher  and  statesman,
abandoned the classical deductive way of understanding nature
handed  down  from  Aristotle,  championing  instead  an
experimental, inductive approach. He rejected the authority of
tradition, and provided “a method of experiment and induction
that seemed to offer an infallible means of distinguishing
truth and error.”{4}

Although science was later to become the source of confidence
for  people  in  the  West,  in  the  early  days  scientific
discoveries were unsettling. For example, the invention of the
telescope resulted in the overturning of Aristotle’s theory of
the universe in which the earth, and hence man himself, was
the center. Aristotle taught that the universe was a series of
concentric spheres, one outside the other. “Copernicus and his
successors  shattered  this  world,”  says  historian  James
Turner.{5}Now man was understood to live on a tiny planet
flung out into a space that had no center. It was a time of
great confusion. In the words of poet John Donne, “‘Tis all in
pieces, all cohaerence [sic] gone.'”{6}The discovery that we
aren’t at the center of the universe made people wonder if we
are truly significant at all.

More  disturbing  than  this,  however,  were  geological
discoveries.{7} It appeared that the earth was older than the
current understanding of the Old Testament, which seemed to



some to say the world was created about 4,000 years before
Christ. The Bible had long been the authority on such matters.
Could it be wrong? To question the Bible was to question
Christianity itself. Because Christianity provided Europeans’
their  basic  worldview,  such  questions  were  extremely
troubling.  Exploration

 

Voyages of discovery had a profound impact on Europeans’ view
of their place in the world and of their Christian beliefs.
Discoveries of other civilizations made Europeans wonder if
their Christian civilization was truly any better than any
others. China was a particular problem. It apparently predated
European civilization, and possibly even the Flood! Like the
Europeans, the Chinese saw themselves as the center of the
world. And China wasn’t Christian!

Other  more  primitive  societies  presented  their  own
difficulties. For example, reports of how gentle and loving
American Indians were made people wonder about the doctrine of
“original sin.” They wondered, too, if it could be that God
would destroy such people as these in a Flood.

Furthermore,  if  other  civilizations  were  able  to  function
without Christian beliefs, maybe Christianity itself wasn’t so
significant, at least on the cultural level. Maybe it was just
one religion among many.{8} Norman Hampson concludes that “The
intellectual challenge of non-European societies [were] a much
more direct and fundamental challenge to traditional Christian
beliefs  than  any  which  seemed  likely  to  come  from  the
scientists.”{9}

Thus,  the  discoveries  of  science  and  of  voyages  first
disrupted Europeans’ orderly world, and then made people doubt
the significance of their religion itself.



The New Cast of Mind
Shift  in  Knowledge  Let’s  look  more  closely  at  changes  in
thinking that developed during the Enlightenment.

In the early 17th century, French philosopher René Descartes
(1596-1650) formulated a very rationalistic philosophy. His
primary goal was to produce a logically certain argument for
the existence of God. To do so, he employed what has come to
be known as the method of doubt. Descartes believed we were to
doubt any idea that wasn’t “clear and distinct.” The only idea
he could hold in such a manner was that he himself existed.
Hence  the  phrase,  “I  think,  therefore  I  am.”  From  there
Descartes  developed  his  philosophy  in  a  logical,  rational
manner.  He  even  approached  nature  from  a  deductive,
rationalistic perspective. Beginning with general principles
and known facts of nature, Descartes would deduce what the
rest of nature should be like.

Although Descartes’ way of looking at the world was overthrown
by the experimental approach, his philosophy in general had a
profound impact. He is considered by some to be the first
modernist  philosopher,  for  he  looked  for  certainty  in
knowledge  within  the  individual,  not  from  an  outside
authority. Reason became more important than revelation.

Sir  Isaac  Newton  (1642-1727)  was  an  immensely  significant
figure in the developing world of science. His discovery of
the law of gravity showed that nature could be understood by
man. Man would no longer be at the mercy of an unknown world.
Newton’s work was so significant for understanding nature that
Alexander Pope was prompted to write, “Nature and Nature’s
laws lay hid in night, God said ‘Let Newton be!’ and all was
light.”{10}

John  Locke  (1632-1704)  was  another  major  thinker  in  the
Enlightenment era. Historian Norman Hampson says, “the new
currents of thought all seemed to flow together in [him]”.{11}



Locke believed that knowledge by experience is superior to
that which is accepted by belief and trust — “the floating of
other men’s opinions in our brains,” as he called it.{12} He
rejected  the  theory  of  innate  ideas  taught  by  Descartes,
believing instead that our minds begin as blank slates to
which is added knowledge by experience. Locke carried this
approach  into  the  realm  of  human  nature  and  morality.  He
believed that “moral values arose from sensations of pleasure
and pain, the mind calling ‘good’ what experience showed to be
productive of pleasure.”{13} Although Locke was a Christian,
he set the stage for a naturalistic understanding of morality.

New Optimism

This new way of looking at the world, of listening first to
experience rather than to tradition and the church, was a
major characteristic of the Enlightenment. James Turner calls
this  a  “new  cast  of  mind.”  No  longer  were  people  to  be
dependent upon the Church to tell them about their world. Now
they could learn about it in other ways.

In time the unsettling first wrought by scientific discovery
was  replaced  by  an  “unprecedented  optimism”  based  on  the
confidence in man’s ability to “shape his material and social
environment.”{14} There was “a gradual and complex shift in
the intellectual climate,” Norman Hampson says. “As science
seemed  to  establish  itself  on  an  impregnable  basis  of
experimentally verified fact, doubt and confusion eventually
gave way to self-confidence, the belief that the unknown was
merely  the  undiscovered,  and  the  general
assumption–unprecedented in the Christian era–that man was to
a great extent the master of his own destiny.”{15}

Secularization and the Church
The  findings  of  science  had  profound  effects  on  people’s
thinking  about  God  and  their  religion  during  the
Enlightenment. However, science wasn’t alone in this. Other



forces were at work pushing Europe into a new secularism.

The Beginnings of Secularization

As temporal rulers consolidated their power in Europe, the
political  power  of  the  Church  waned.  Fragmented  feudal
kingdoms  began  to  merge  together  into  nation-states  and
assumed more power over the people. The Reformation sped up
the  secularization  of  politics  as  governments  distanced
themselves from the warring churches to maintain peace.

Capitalism and technology furthered the separation as they
weakened the hold the Church had on the populace. Before the
printing press was invented, for instance, the Church heavily
influenced the flow of information in society. But now “the
printing  press  effectively  ended  church  regulation  of
learning.”{16} Other secular institutions arose taking up more
of people’s lives in areas not governed by the Church. Trade,
for example and all it involved– travel, the establishment of
businesses,  banks  and  stock  exchanges-  -added  more
institutions that were outside the control of the Church. As
James  Turner  says,  “The  church’s  words,  though  still
formidable, competed with a widening range of alluring voices
that . . . did not have the church’s vested commitment to
defend Christianity.”{17}

Secularization  didn’t  necessarily  undermine  Christianity,
however. People might actually have developed a firmer faith
as a result of being able to read about and discuss the faith.
It could be that “with worldly ambitions curtailed and legal
powers  short,  the  churches  exercised  deeper  spiritual
influence.”{18}  Nonetheless,  in  society  the  voice  of  the
Church grew weaker.

The Church

The new experimental cast of mind had profound effects on
religion and the Church. Religion now came under the same
scrutiny as other areas of thought. Doctrine drew greater



attention since it suited the new concern with rational and
orderly thought. Mystery was downplayed, and tradition lost
significance. The new intellectual mood called for individuals
to think matters through for themselves, and as a result,
people began to divide over doctrinal differences. If “clear
and distinct” ideas were what should be believed, as Descartes
taught,  then  the  individual  person  took  on  an  authority
previously held by tradition or the Church.

The  Protestant  Reformation  played  a  major  role  in  the
fracturing of the Church and its loss of power. According to
Norman  Hampson,  rival  claims  to  leadership  in  the  Church
contributed most to the decline of its intellectual authority
in society. If church leaders couldn’t agree on what was true,
who could? Although cutting edge thinkers were satisfied that
traditional  attitudes  and  assumptions  should  no  longer
prevail,  they  were  not  able  to  come  up  with  clear
alternatives.  “The  picture,”  says  Hampson,  “was  one  of  a
confused mêlée.”{19}

Church  leaders  began  “revising  belief  to  fit  the  new
intellectual style. . . . The very meanings of ‘religion’ and
‘belief’ began subtly to change . . . during the Middle Ages
religion involved not so much assent to doctrines . . . as
participation  in  devotion,  particularly  communal  ritual.
Religion was more a collective than an individual affair and
collectively it came closer to a system of practice than a
parcel of tenets, while individually it meant more a person’s
devoutness  than  his  adherence  to  a  creed.”{20}  In  the
Enlightenment, however, doctrines became more important than
practice for some, and the result of doctrinal debates was the
breakup of the Protestant Church into multiple denominations.

The Bible itself was subjected to the new way of thinking.
First, since all texts of antiquity were now open to question,
the Bible too became subject to rational scrutiny. Which parts
were  to  be  accepted  as  historically  accurate  and  which
rejected? Second, since scriptural teachings were no longer to



be accepted simply on the basis of authority, specific matters
were brought up for debate — for example, the matter of the
reality of hell.

Frenchman  Richard  Simon  (1638-1712)  subjected  the  Old
Testament to such scrutiny. His book, Critical History of the
Old  Testament,  was  the  first  to  examine  the  Bible  as  a
literary product. He treated “the Old Testament as a document
with a history, put together over time by a variety of authors
with  a  variety  of  motives  and  interests,  rather  than  a
divinely-revealed unity.”{21} Although his work was condemned
across many Christian denominations, the die was cast, and
others continued the same kind of analysis.

Political separation from the Church, new means of learning,
the loss of tradition, dissension in the churches, doubts
about Scripture–these things and more served to turn attention
more to the secular than to the sacred.

Belief in God
Nature and God

All of this — the findings of science and exploration and the
new experimental way of thinking, along with doubts about the
validity and significance of Church teaching — took its toll
on belief in God.

One concern was the relationship of God to nature. Newton
believed God had to be actively involved in nature because the
laws he discovered didn’t seem to work uniformly throughout
the universe. God had to keep things working properly.{22} For
those like Newton, the findings of science were exhilarating;
they saw them as God’s means of ordering His world. “Even
those few minds who had entirely given the universe over to
orderly natural law,” says Turner, “still needed to assume
God’s existence. For natural laws themselves presupposed a
divine Lawgiver.”{23}



Nonetheless, a distance developed between God and nature since
nature was now understood in terms of natural laws that were
comprehensible to men. René Descartes had believed that nature
was to be understood in terms of ultimate realities. Thus, he
kept  science,  theology,  and  metaphysics  together.  The  new
experimentalism of Bacon and Newton, however, separated them.
“The modern conception of the natural world, understood as
clearly distinguished from and even opposed to an impalpable
spiritual world, was being invented,” says Turner.{24} God was
withdrawn more and more “as nature came to be understood . . .
as governed by God through secondary causes.”{25} He didn’t
disappear;  He  just  adopted  a  new  mode  of  operation.  A
mechanistic  strain  in  science  suggested  a  more  impersonal
Deity. God began to be thought of as a “divine Engineer.”{26}
Thus,  scientists  stopped  concerning  themselves  with
metaphysical  answers.  They  looked  to  nature  to  explain
itself.{27}

Now that God didn’t seem to be necessary to the operation of
the world, some began to doubt His reality altogether. Prior
to the Enlightenment, atheism was a “bizarre aberration” for
well over a thousand years in the West. One writer said that,
“As  late  as  the  sixteenth  century,  disbelief  in  God  was
literally a cultural impossibility.”{28} One couldn’t explain
the  world  without  God.  Growing  vegetation,  intellectual
coherence, the orbits of the planets, the existence of life
itself, morality–these and other issues all found their roots
in God. With science now able to explain how the world worked,
however,  doubts  about  God  began  to  rise.  Belief  in  His
existence  now  rested  more  on  the  idea  of  Providence,  the
beneficial acts of God on our behalf. It was believed that the
earth was made for man’s happiness, that there was a morally
meaningful order to things, and there had to be a God to
explain this.

However, with time there developed a more pessimistic view of
nature,  which  lessened  the  force  of  Providence.  Nature



produced poisonous plants and dangerous animals as well as
good things. In the words of the poet William Blake:

Tiger! Tiger! Burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?{29}

While there was obviously no wholesale abandonment of belief
in God, the foundations for belief seemed to be eroding. And
when  God’s  existence  became  debatable,  says  Turner,  “the
center  fell  out  of  Western  intellectual  life.  If  divine
purpose did not undergird the cosmos, then whole structures of
meaning collapsed and new ones had to be built up, brick by
precarious brick.”{30}

Natural Religion–Deism

Norman Hampson notes that, with the splintering of the Church
in  the  Reformation,  and  with  the  pressure  of  looking  at
everything in terms of the new cast of mind, churches began
making concessions in their teachings. “When the churches were
prepared for so many concessions, and seemed encumbered rather
than sustained by such dogma as they retained, there was a
tendency  for  the  educated  to  drift  by  easy  stages  from
Christianity to natural religion.”{31} Natural religion, or
Deism, was religion divorced from the supposed “superstition”
of  revealed  religion  such  as  Christianity.  Human  reason
unaided by revelation, it was thought, could lead thinking men
to the truth of God. Deism was a very basic, not highly
elaborated theistic belief. God was “a kind of highest common
denominator of the revealed religions.” In fact, some thought
all the major religions worship the same God!{32} Natural
religion was the religion of all mankind. It was centered on
man, and it bound all men to a common moral law. Living right
counted more than right doctrine. As Pope said,

For Modes of Faith let graceless zealots fight;



He can’t be wrong whose life is in the right.{33}

Apologetics
The need to prove the truth of Christianity would scarcely
have crossed the mind of a medieval preacher.{34} “The known
unbelievers  of  Europe  and  America  before  the  French
Revolution,” says Turner, “numbered fewer than a dozen or
two.”{35} Now the possibility of an intellectually grounded
atheism was very real. Fear of unbelief prodded Christian
apologists into action.

There were four possible responses to problems created for
belief by the many new ideas: to be ignorant of them, to
firmly reject new ideas, to accept the new thinking but keep
religion autonomous, and to recast Christian beliefs in terms
of the new ideas. The latter was the route Deists and others
took. “Reason and observation gave always the most certain
knowledge of any reality that lay outside our minds,” says
Turner. “Belief for its own good must therefore be fitted to
the new cast of mind.”{36}

Some, like the Quakers, believed that belief in God eluded
rationality.  “On  the  contrary,  the  rationalizers  insisted,
belief in God was entirely reasonable and plausible,” says
Turner.  “And  they  trimmed  it  accordingly  where  its
reasonableness  seemed  shaky.  They  played  down  creeds  in
general and mysterious doctrines in particular. Truth could
not be obscure. They repudiated the metaphysical flights of
scholasticism,  both  Catholic  and  Protestant,  in  favor  of
common-sense  arguments  grounded  in  palpable  reality.  Truth
must be plain to see. . . . The use of science soon became a
phenomenally popular apologetic tool.”{37}

Morality assumed greater importance as a test of the truth of
the  faith.  As  secularization  pushed  religion  more  to  the
private  sphere,  “emphasis  fell  increasingly  on  inner
religiousness rather than externalities of ritual. Cultivation



of a clean conscience, then, seems to have become a more
common test of inward sanctity, a measure of how close one
stood  to  God.”{38}  Religion  grew  more  preoccupied  with
everyday behavior.

This  was  important  in  apologetics,  because  it  allowed  an
escape from concerns about divisive doctrinal concerns and the
uncertainties  of  new  philosophy.  It  had  universal  appeal.
Human nature and conscience worked like natural law: they
revealed the moral law in us as natural laws showed God’s
rational wisdom in nature. Turner comments:

Ethics and physics confuted the atheist and confirmed the
reasonableness  of  Christianity.  The  rational  man
demonstrated God and everything essential to religion . . .
through the marks that Deity had left in this world, ready
for  reason  and  observation  to  discover.  Only  the  fool
stumbled into the pit of atheism or the mumbo-jumbo of
mystery. . . . Good morals and a small clutch of plain,
rational beliefs kept the Christian safe from unbelief and
guided him to eternal reward.{39}

This attitude shaped the thinking of subsequent generations of
apologists. Perhaps they did stave off atheism for a while.
Turner tells us, “These believers . . . had come to terms with
modernity and had refitted belief to sail in its waters. With
much of the incomprehensibility and mysterious taken out of
it, belief in God was now based more solidly in morality and
rationality;  that  is,  in  tangible  human  experience  and
demonstrable  human  knowledge.  Confusion  and  uncertainty,
apologists might rationally hope, would now give way to a new
confidence in reasonable and moral religion.”{40}

Conclusion

In the Enlightenment, people were shaken by a new way of
thinking that challenged the simple acceptance of tradition
and religious authority, but their confidence was restored



through science and technology. Today, people are shaken by
the loss of this confidence. We are seeing now that putting
our confidence in our own ability to understand our world and
fix it provides a shaky foundation. The need today is for both
a reminder that truth can be known–ultimately through God’s
revelation in Christ- -and modesty in our knowledge, which
recognizes  that  we  do  not  now,  and  never  will,  know
everything.
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The Clash of Two Worldviews
November 4, 2001

The image of a plane slamming into the World Trade Center is
indelibly imprinted in our minds. It was more than just an
evil act–it was a horribly accurate illustration of the crash
of two worldviews.
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America works because it was built on the foundation of the
Christian worldview, and because we have been richly blessed
by God. But for the Arab world, much of it living a seventh-
century lifestyle, trying to enter the modern world hasn’t
worked. Importing the goodies of America’s prosperity—things
like jet planes, e-mail and McDonald’s—is easy. Importing what
it takes to produce these things isn’t. America is blessed
with things we take for granted—a free market, accountability
in our political systems, and the rule of law. These things
work because they are based on a Christian worldview.

The founding fathers embraced the Christian beliefs in both
the intrinsic value of the individual as God’s image-bearer
and the sinfulness of fallen man living in a fallen world. So
they wisely set up checks and balances that allowed self-
expression and self-government to flourish while at the same
time setting limits to restrain the sin nature. Our political
system  splits  power  between  the  executive,  judicial  and
legislative branches. Our free market system results in the
benefits  of  competition.  America’s  political  and  economic
systems work because they are based on a Christian worldview.
The Islamic worldview doesn’t see man as fallen and sinful,
just weak, misled and forgetful of God. There is no room for
individual freedom or expression, and we see this in the lack
of development of Islamic science or technology or creativity.

The rule of law is such a part of America that many of us
don’t know what it is. It means we are a nation of laws rather
than men; we are governed by laws rather than by individuals.
It means no man is above the law. This comes from a biblical
worldview that teaches all men are fallen creatures who cannot
be trusted to govern well unless they submit to a transcendent
authority. In an Islamic worldview, where there is no concept
of separation of church and state, political leaders can and
do demand submission to themselves. They ARE the law.

Many  Muslim  leaders  hate  the  West  because  the  decadent
pleasures of Western culture are luring the faithful away from



Islam. Of course, many Christians share this abhorrence for
the culture’s indulgence in immorality, pornography, sexual
perversion and divorce. But regardless of whether it’s the
positive  strengths  that  are  a  result  of  our  foundational
Christian worldview, or the negative worldly pleasures that
result from abandoning it, our current war on terrorism is the
result of a clash of worldviews. Which is why it won’t be
solved easily or anytime soon, and we need to keep our eyes
fixed on Jesus.
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The Empty Self
Christian philosopher J.P. Moreland claims that Christians are
not experiencing spiritual maturity because they are victims
of something he calls the Empty-Self Syndrome. Don Closson
examines his analysis and offers ways for Christians to avoid
its influence.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Christian philosopher Dr. J. P. Moreland is a man with a
mission.  He  claims  that  Christians  are  not  experiencing
spiritual maturity because they are victims of something he
calls  the  “Empty-Self  Syndrome.”{1}  This  lack  of  maturity
leaves believers without the necessary tools to impact their
culture for God’s kingdom or to experience what the Bible
calls the “mind of Christ.” According to Moreland, the purpose
of life for believers is to bring honor to God. This involves
finding one’s vocation and pursuing it for the good of both
believers  and  non-believers,  while  in  the  process,  being
changed  into  a  more  Christ-like  person.  Doing  this  well
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involves developing intellectual and moral virtues over long
periods of time and delaying the constant desire for immediate
gratification.

Unfortunately, our culture teaches an entirely different set
of  virtues.  It  emphasizes  a  self-centered,  consumption-
oriented lifestyle, which works directly against possessing a
mature Christian mind. It also places an unhealthy emphasis on
living within the moment, rather than committing to long-term
projects of personal discipline and learning.

To better understand his argument it helps to explain the
concept of necessary and sufficient causes. A necessary cause
for  Christian  maturity  is  salvation.  For  without  the  new
birth, a person is still spiritually dead and devoid of the
benefits  of  the  indwelling  Holy  Spirit.  However,  although
forgiveness of sin is necessary for Christian maturity, it is
not sufficient. We cooperate with the Spirit to reach maturity
by disciplining our will and intellect in the virtues outlined
in the New Testament.

Writing to Titus, the apostle Paul said that a leader in the
church  should  be  “self-controlled,  upright,  holy  and
disciplined. He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as
it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound
doctrine and refute those who oppose it.”{2} This admonition
assumes a number of complex skills and a life of dedication to
learning and teaching. Our leaders must be knowledgeable of
the Scriptures, but they must also be able to defend the
Christian worldview in the marketplace of ideas common to our
culture. The ability to give a response to those opposed to
Christianity, and to do so with gentleness and respect, as
Peter teaches (1 Peter 3:15), requires a confidence that comes
with a life of devotion and study. Herbert Schlossberg writes:

In their uncompromising determination to proclaim truth,
Christians must avoid the intellectual flabbiness of the
larger  society.  They  must  rally  against  the  prevailing



distrust of reason and the exaltation of the irrational.
Emotional self-indulgence and irrationalities have always
been the enemies of the gospel, and the apostles warned
their followers against them.{3}

In this article we will consider Moreland’s description of the
empty-self syndrome and offer ways for Christians to avoid its
influence.

Seven Traits of the Empty-Self
We are discussing a set of hindrances to Christian maturity
called the “Empty-Self Syndrome.” J.P Moreland, in his book
Love Your God With All Your Mind, lists seven traits common to
people who suffer from this self-inflicted malady. To some, it
might appear that Moreland is describing a typical teenager
and, in a sense, the analogy fits. The empty-self is best
summarized  by  a  lack  of  growth,  both  intellectually  and
spiritually, resulting in perpetual Christian adolescence.

Inordinate Individualism

The first trait of the empty-self is inordinate individualism.
Those  afflicted  rarely  define  themselves  as  part  of  a
community, or see their lives in the context of a larger
group.  This  sense  of  rugged  individualism  is  part  of  the
American tradition and has been magnified with the increased
mobility of the last century. People rarely feel a strong
attachment or commitment even to family members. The empty-
self derives life goals and values from within their own set
of personal needs and perceptions, allowing self-centeredness
to reign supreme. Rarely does the empty-self seek the good of
a broader community, such as the church, when deciding on a
course of action.

Infantilism

Many  observers  of  American  culture  note  that  adolescent
personality traits are staying with young people well into



what used to be considered adulthood. Stretching out a four-
year college degree to five or six years and delaying marriage
into the thirties are signs that commitment and hard work are
not highly valued. Some go even further, seeing an infantile
demand for pleasure pervading all of our culture. The result
is that boredom becomes the greatest evil. We are literally
entertaining ourselves to death with too much food, too little
exercise, and little to live for beyond personal pleasure.

Narcissism

The empty-self is also highly narcissistic. Narcissism is a
keenly  developed  sense  of  self-infatuation;  as  a  result,
personal fulfillment becomes the ultimate goal of life. It
also can result in the manipulation of relationships in order
to  feed  this  sense.  In  its  most  dangerous  form,  one’s
relationship with God can be shaped by this need. God is
dethroned in order to fit the individual’s quest for self-
actualization. This condition leaves people with the inability
to make long-standing commitments and leads to superficiality
and  aloofness.  Education  and  church  participation  are
evaluated on the basis of personal fulfillment. They are not
viewed as opportunities to use one’s gifts for the good of
others.

All  of  us  are  guilty  of  these  attitudes  occasionally.
Christian growth is the process of peeling away layers of
self-centered desires. The situation becomes serious when both
the culture and the church affirm a self-centered orientation,
rather than a God-centered one.

According to Moreland, the couch potato is the poster child
for the empty-self. Rather than equipping oneself with the
tools  necessary  to  impact  the  culture  for  Christ  and  His
kingdom, many people choose to live vicariously through the
lives and actions of others. Moreland writes, ” . . . the
pastor studies the Bible for us, the news media does our
political thinking for us, and we let our favorite sports team



exercise, struggle, and win for us.”{4}

Passivity

The words we use to describe our free time support this notion
of  passivity.  What  was  once  referred  to  as  a  holiday  or
originally a holy day has become a vacation; what used to be a
special time of proactive celebration has become a time for
vacating. The goal seems to remain in a passive state while
someone else is paid to amuse you.

One  of  the  most  powerful  factors  contributing  to  this
passivity is the television. Watching TV encourages a passive
stance towards life. Its very popularity is built upon the
vicarious experiences it offers, from sports teams to soap
operas. It is hard to imagine how a person who watches an
average amount of TV, which is twenty five hours a week for
elementary  students,  could  have  enough  time  left  over  to
invest in the reading and study required to become a mature
believer and defender of the faith. Our celebrity-centered
culture encourages us to focus on the lives of a popular few
rather than live our own lives to the fullest for God.

Sensate Culture

It follows naturally that the empty-self syndrome encourages
the belief that the physical, sense-perceptible world is all
that there is. Although Christians, by definition, should be
immune from this attitude, they often act as if it were true.
The resulting sensate culture loses interest in arguments for
transcendent  truth  or  in  ideas  like  the  soul,  and  the
consequence is a closing of the mind, as described by Allen
Bloom in his best-selling book on university life in the late
1980s.{5} Students and the general public lose hope in the
possibility that truth can be found in books, so they stop
reading;  or  at  least  stop  reading  serious  books  about
worldview issues. Harvard sociologist Pitirim Sarokin wrote
that once a sensate culture takes over, a society has already



begun  to  disintegrate  due  to  the  lack  of  intellectual
resources  necessary  to  maintain  a  viable  community.{6}

Paul reminds us of the danger of the empty-self state of mind
when he writes, “Their destiny is destruction, their god is
their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind
is on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven. And we
eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ. . .
.”{7}

No Interior Life

Moreland  claims  that  in  the  last  few  decades  people  have
become far more concerned about external factors such as the
possession of consumer goods, celebrity status, image, and
power rather than the development of what he calls an interior
life. It wasn’t long ago that people were measured by the
internal traits of virtue and morality, and it was the person
who exhibited character and acted honorably who was held in
high esteem. This kind of life was built upon contemplation of
what might be called the “good life.” After long deliberation,
an individual then disciplined himself in those virtues most
valued. Peter describes such a process for believers when he
tells us to “add to your faith goodness; and to goodness,
knowledge;  and  to  knowledge,  self-control;  and  to  self-
control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to
godliness,  brotherly  kindness;  and  to  brotherly  kindness,
love.”{8} He adds that “if you possess these qualities in
increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective
and  unproductive  in  your  knowledge  of  our  Lord  Jesus
Christ.”{9} The Christian life begins with faith, but grows by
feeding the interior life in a disciplined manner.

Busy-ness

Almost everyone experiences the last trait of the empty-self
to some degree: the hurried, overly busy life. Although most
of us wouldn’t think of it this way, busy-ness can actually be



a form of idolatry. Anything that stands between a person and
their relationship with God becomes an idol. As Richard Keyes
puts it:

Idolatry may not involve explicit denials of God’s existence
or character. It may well come in the form of an over-
attachment to something that is, in itself, perfectly good.
The crucial warning is this: As soon as our loyalty to
anything leads us to disobey God, we are in danger of making
it an idol.{10}

Many pack their lives with endless activities in order to
block out the emotional emptiness and spiritual hunger that
fills their souls. Nothing but God Himself can meet that need.
David cried out to God saying, “Do not cast me from your
presence, or take your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the
joy  of  your  salvation  and  grant  me  a  willing  spirit,  to
sustain me.”{11} The empty-self attempts to replace God with
things God has created, a life that’s too busy for God is
missing out on life itself.

The  empty-self  is  highly  individualistic,  infantile,
narcissistic, passive, sensate, without an interior life, and
too busy.

Curing the Empty-Self Syndrome
Is there a vaccine for the Empty-Self Syndrome? In his book
Love Your God With All Your Mind, J. P. Moreland lists six
steps for avoiding the empty-self. Like all maladies, we must
first  admit  that  there  is  a  problem.  Christians  need  to
realize that faith and reason are not diametrically opposed to
one another and that intellectual cultivation honors God. We
need to begin talking about the role of the intellect and the
value of a disciplined Christian mind. The results of not
doing  this  will  be  a  church  with  shallow  theological
understanding,  little  evangelistic  confidence,  and  the
inability to challenge the ideas that are dominant in the



culture at-large. Christians will continue to be obsessed with
self-help books that merely soothe, comfort, and entertain the
reader.

Second,  we  need  to  choose  to  be  different.  We  must  be
different from the typical church attendee who rarely reads or
considers the questions and challenges of unbelievers, and
different from the self-centered general culture that seeks
knowledge only for power or financial gain.

Third, we might also need to change our routines. Believers
would benefit by turning off the TV and instead participating
in both physical exercise and quiet reflection. We need to get
out of our passive ruts and be more proactive about growing
spiritually and intellectually.

Fourth,  we  need  to  develop  patience  and  endurance.  The
intellectual life takes time and diligence. It is a long-term,
actually life-long, project and for some of us just sitting
down for fifteen minutes might be difficult at first. Our
newly developed patience is also needed for the fifth goal,
that of developing a good vocabulary. As is true of any area
of  study,  both  theology  and  philosophy  have  their  own
languages and it takes time and effort to become conversant in
them.

Finally, the last step is to establish intellectual goals.
This  is  often  best  accomplished  with  the  aid  of  a  study
partner or group. Setting out on a course of study and sharing
what you find with someone else can be exhilarating. Although
your study might begin in theology, it should eventually touch
on a broad spectrum of ideas. Even reading recognized critics
of Christianity is of value if you take the time to develop a
response to their criticisms.

We should also teach our children that their studies are an
important  way  to  honor  God.  We  are  not  advocating  the
development of the mind merely to collect information or to



advance one’s career. Our goal is to accomplish what Paul
demands in 2 Corinthians 10:5. It is to be able to demolish
any obstacle, or any pretension to the emancipating knowledge
of God. The picture Paul is painting is that of a military
operation in enemy territory.{12} It’s time to start training!
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Miracles: What Are They?
Have you noticed how often the word miracle is used these
days?  Skin  creams  that  make  us  look  younger;  computer
technology; the transition of a nation from oppression to
freedom; what a quarterback needs to pull off for his team to
have a winning season. All these are called miracles today.
Anything that takes extreme effort or which amazes people is
now a miracle. I’m still amazed that airplanes stay in the
air. But is that a miracle?

To begin our discussion we’ll first put forth a definition. To
clarify  the  nature  of  a  miracle  will  also  require  making
distinctions  in  God’s  activities  in  creation.  Then  we’ll
respond to objections to the possibility of miracles. Finally,
we’ll consider their apologetic use.

So, what is a miracle? In his book, All the Miracles of the
Bible,  Herbert  Lockyer  said  that  a  miracle  is  “some
extraordinary work of deity transcending the ordinary powers
of  nature  and  wrought  in  connection  with  the  ends  of
revelation.”{1}  Notice  the  three  elements:  miracles  are
supernatural, or the work of deity; they transcend or override
natural law; and they are part of God’s means of revealing His
nature and purposes to us.

In Acts. 2:22, Peter speaks of the “miracles and wonders and
signs which God performed through” Jesus. This reference to
miracles can also be translated power. Miracles demonstrate
the supernatural power of God over nature and evil forces.
This power was seen in Jesus’ healing the sick; calming the
storm; and raising people from the dead. Such events occurred
in opposition to the normal course of nature; they could only
be done by a supernatural power.

The word wonders refers to the response the miracles evoked in
the observers, a response of astonishment and fear. Observers
knew they had seen something out of the ordinary, something



that in its greatness could even be threatening to them.

Still a third word used by Peter in Acts 2:22 points to the
revelatory purpose of miracles. There, Peter referred to the
signs of Jesus. This word stresses that aspect of miracles
which draws attention to the significance of the event. Signs
point to or reveal something else.

First,  they  indicated  a  relationship  between  the  miracle
worker and God. In John 5:36 Jesus said that his works were
evidence that he had been sent by God. Second, they pointed to
a fuller activity of God still to come. As one writer said:
“The power Jesus exhibited was a foretaste of the power to be
revealed at the end of the age.”{2}

Also, miracles are revelatory themselves in that they reveal
the nature of God. Jesus came to reveal the Father to us. He
said he was the Savior, and he showed he was the Savior by
doing saving things. He healed diseases; he delivered the
demon-possessed; he saved from the fury of the storm.

So, miracles are from God; they override nature; and they
reveal God. They aren’t simply amazing events. When just about
anything  amazing  is  called  a  miracle  simply  because  it’s
amazing, real miracles lose their significance.

Miracles and Providence
The word miracle is used so often and to describe so many
things that it’s lost its power. One of the reasons events are
called miracles which shouldn’t be–at least by Christians–is
that we want to give due honor to God for His work in our
lives. This is how it should be. However, in order to give
miracles their due, we should distinguish the different kinds
of activity of God in this world.

We can think of God’s involvement in three categories. First,
what  we  call  providence,  which  is  God’s  ongoing  work  in
sustaining the universe He created and the people in it. He



keeps the stars in place; He provides for our physical needs;
and He is active in the governing of societies. People have
come to learn that things work a certain way, whether they are
believers  in  God  or  not.  No  explicit  belief  in  God  is
necessary to explain such things. Events on this level are not
miracles.

Second,  God  is  active  in  what  we  might  call  special
providence.  “Special  providences,”  said  theologian  Louis
Berkhof, “are special combinations in the order of events, as
in the answer to prayer, in deliverance out of trouble, and in
all  instances  in  which  grace  and  help  come  in  critical
circumstances.”{3}  God’s  hand  is  “visible”  in  a  sense  to
Christians who have watched all the pieces to one or more of
life’s puzzles fall into place in a very special way.

Our move to Texas to work with Probe is an example. When we
survey all the events that led up to our move, we recognize
that God had to have been involved. But that’s because we set
these events in the context of the thinking, the decisions,
and the prayers of people who sought God’s will. However,
people who aren’t inclined to see God working in our lives
would see nothing supernatural about such events. They might
simply see that we made a decision to move, the leadership of
Probe and our church concurred, and a bunch of other people
who support us agreed. Is this type of occurrence a miracle?
In my opinion it isn’t. Although God was involved in a special
way, the laws of nature weren’t transcended.

The third category of God’s involvement is miracles that we
defined earlier as events, which are supernatural in origin,
transcend or violate natural laws, and serve a revelatory
function in God’s redemptive work. Here the hand of God is
clearly visible to anyone who doesn’t deliberately refuse to
believe. The event is contrary to the normal course of nature;
no scientific explanation is possible. Of a purported miracle,
we might ask this question: Is it impossible that the event
could have taken place without God’s special intervention to



alter the inevitable course of nature?

These three categories are not rigidly divided. They form more
of a continuum. The distinguishing mark is the visibility of
God’s hand in a given event. Is He in the background, simply
maintaining His created order? Or has He manipulated certain
events to a certain end without making His presence clearly
seen by all? Or has He acted so powerfully in the realm of
nature that there is no other reasonable explanation?

The purpose of such considerations is that we might not use
the  word  miracle  too  lightly.  To  accomplish  their  role,
miracles  must  remain  distinct  from  that  which  is  simply
amazing.

Philosophical  Attacks:  Miracles  and
Natural Law
Miracles have come under attack for centuries now. In short,
objectors  seem  to  assume  that  our  lives’  experience  is
normative. With respect to environment, it is assumed that
what we see in nature is all there is or can be. With respect
to  time,  also,  critics  say  that  our  experience  today
determines what could have happened yesterday, or that our
limitations do not allow us to know what happened in the past.
Let’s consider first the question of nature, and then at the
problem of historical knowledge with respect to miracles.

Miracles came under heavy attack during the Enlightenment by
deists and atheists, and later by liberal churchmen. In the
heady days of the rise of science, many came to see miracles
as violations of natural law. To the rationalists of that day,
such  a  violation  was  an  impossibility.  David  Hume,  the
Scottish  philosopher,  put  it  this  way:  “A  miracle  is  a
violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable
experience has established these laws, the proof against a
miracle, . . . is as entire as any argument from experience
can possibly be imagined.”{4}



This raises two questions. First, are natural laws inviolable?
Second, how do we interpret the evidence?

First,  the  question  of  natural  law.  Some  critics  believe
simply that there is no power higher than nature and thus no
power  that  could  supersede  the  laws  of  nature.  This  is
naturalism, a philosophical belief that can’t itself be proved
by what is seen in nature. This is a philosophical assumption,
and we shouldn’t be put off by it. We believe that God exists,
and being the creator of the natural laws, He is above them
Himself and able to alter them. They don’t. To undermine the
possibility of miracles, naturalists must prove there is no
God to perform them. On the other hand, if we can show that
non-natural events did or have occurred, the naturalist will
have to find some explanation in his worldview for them.

Other critics may not argue from an atheistic standpoint, but
they hold that a universe in which natural laws can be broken
is inherently unstable. If miracles occurred, all would be
chaos. We answer that if God is powerful enough to create
nature and to override its laws, He is also powerful enough to
keep the rest of nature in order.

Thus, the reality of natural law is no deterrent to miracles.

Second, how do we weigh the evidence for and against miracles?
What  about  Hume’s  objection  that  there  is  more  evidence
against miracles than for them? First, the abundant evidence
of  order  at  most  suggests  that  miracles  are  the  rare
exception.  But  this  is  what  makes  them  so  significant!
Consider, too, that the proper use of evidences includes being
open to new evidences, including those of unusual occurrences.
Second, evidences should be weighed, not just counted. So, to
illustrate, we are more likely to accept the testimony of one
person known for honesty and integrity over the evidence of
five known liars. The quality of the evidence is what counts.

As I noted earlier, arguments against miracles based upon the



workings of nature typically reveal an underlying philosophy
of  naturalism.  But  there  is  another  kind  of  objection  to
miracles.  That  is,  that  history  can’t  bear  the  weight  of
proving  miracles  occurred  in  the  past.  We’ll  turn  our
attention  to  that  objection  next.

Philosophical  Attacks:  Miracles  and
History
We  have  looked  briefly  at  David  Hume’s  argument  against
miracles based on natural law. On the surface, Hume’s argument
was against proving a miracle, not against the reality of
miracles per se. His main point was that we can’t know whether
a  miracle  occurred  because  our  knowledge  is  gleaned  from
evidences, and the preponderance of evidence is always for
natural law and against miracles. He believed that it would be
more likely, that, for example, all the witnesses lied than
that a person was raised from the dead. How was Hume so sure
of this? “Because,” he said, ‘that has never been observed in
any age or country.”{5} So, when someone said they saw a
miracle, Hume said they were deluded or were lying because no
one’s ever seen a miracle! It seems clear that Hume’s argument
against knowing whether a miracle occurred was based upon his
prior conviction that miracles don’t occur.

Of  course,  if  no  evidence  could  be  sufficient  to  prove
miracles in the present, records of miracles in history were
surely faulty. If we don’t experience miracles today, Hume
thought, there’s no reason to think others did in the past.

Anthony Flew, a contemporary philosopher, has built on Hume’s
argument. He says there must be uniformity between the present
(the time of the historian) and the past (when the event took
place) to make any reasonable interpretation of the past. This
is called the rule of analogy. The regularities of nature are
part of our present experience, and we must assume they were
the experience of people in the past.



This argument presupposes that there are no miracles occurring
now. How do critics know this? Either they must be omniscient,
or they must begin with a naturalistic worldview which by
definition precludes miracles. One also wonders how Flew could
accept any unique, singular event in history, such as the
origins  of  the  universe  and  of  life,  if  regularity  is  a
requirement for historical knowledge.

Other critics say the problem is with the study of history per
se. They argue that historical knowledge is too subjective for
us to know what really happened in the past. Our own values,
worldviews  and  prejudices  color  our  understanding  so  that
there aren’t any historically objective facts. But if this is
so, the critic’s own judgment about historical knowledge is
too colored by his own values, etc., to be taken as objective
fact. As philosopher Frances Beckwith notes, this also means
that no interpretation of history can be considered bad, and
that there is no reason to revise history (except perhaps for
the historian’s amusement).{6}

It  would  seem  that  those  who  deny  miracles  are  typically
predisposed against them. If this is the case, is there any
apologetic use for miracles? Let’s look at this next.

The Apologetic Use of Miracles
“Miracle was once the foundation of all apologetics, then it
became an apologetic crutch, and today it is not infrequently
regarded as a cross for apologetics to bear.” So said a German
theologian in the early part of this century.{7} While it’s
true that evidential apologetics emphasizes the miracle of the
resurrection of Jesus, miracles in general play little role in
apologetics today.

What’s the proper role of miracles in apologetics? First, of
course, Christians need to answer the charge that miracles
can’t  happen,  and  that  the  Bible,  therefore,  isn’t  true.
Miracles are an integral part of Christianity; to side-step



objections to them by downplaying their role is to abandon the
cause.

But what about persuasion? In Scripture, were miracles used as
evidence to persuade unbelievers?

We  see  in  the  New  Testament  that  miracles  did  serve  as
evidence and they brought some people to belief. When Jesus
raised Lazarus “many of the Jews . . . put their faith in Him”
(Jn.11:45; see also Acts 2:22-41; 5:12-16; 6:7,8; 8:6-8; Rom.
15:18,19). But note that some went to the Pharisees and ratted
on Jesus.At other times Jesus chastised the Pharisees because
they believed neither His words nor His works (Jn.10:22-32;
15:24). Not everyone believed in response to miracles (cf.
Acts 14:3,4).

Remember that Jesus didn’t do miracles for people who had no
faith-such as the people in His hometown (Matt. 13:58)–or for
those who insisted that He prove Himself to them-such as the
Jewish  leaders  (Matt.  16:1-4).  When  He  ministered  in  His
hometown,  for  instance,  people  took  offense  at  Him,  and
Matthew says, “He did not do many miracles there because of
their lack of faith”. Matthew also reports that Jesus refused
the Jewish leaders when they came to Him “and tested Him by
asking Him to show them a sign from heaven” (16:1-4)

No, Jesus’ miracles were done in response to faith. But this
wasn’t necessarily explicit faith in Jesus as Savior. It could
have  been  simply  the  openness  to  God  of  people  who  were
willing to hear. By doing miracles, Jesus identified himself
as  the  Messiah  who  had  been  prophesied.{8}  People  either
recognized the fulfillment of prophecy or simply recognized
the hand of God, or both.

Someone might ask, even if people won’t accept miracles, might
they  not  respond  to  the  simple  preaching  of  the  cross?
Remember that miracles were part of God’s revelation of His
redemptive  activity.  They  were  set  in  the  context  of  the



spoken message of Jesus. People who refused the spoken word
also refused to accept the evidence of miracles. As Abraham
said to the rich man in Jesus’ parable, “If they do not listen
to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if
someone rises from the dead.” (Lk.16:31)

Thus, in answer to the question whether miracles can bring
people  to  belief  in  Christ,  they  can  if  the  deep-down
knowledge of God that Paul said we all have (Rom.1:20) is
first awakened. But for those who have deliberately shut God
out of their lives and their worldview, miracles won’t do any
more to convince them than hearing Scripture will.

Miracles, then, provide evidence for the identity of Jesus and
for the truth of the message He proclaimed especially when
paired  with  prophecy.  They  should  thus  be  a  part  of  the
package of evidences we employ. We will not convince everyone
of the truth of Jesus Christ. But if God chose miracles as
confirming evidence, we should not shun them.
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Did  Moses  Write  the
Pentateuch?

Introduction
Most Christians have been taught in Sunday school that Moses
wrote the first five books of the Bible. These books: Genesis,
Exodus,  Leviticus,  Numbers,  and  Deuteronomy,  are  often
referred to as the Pentateuch or Torah. However, outside of
the more conservative seminaries and churches, it is commonly
held that Moses did not write these books, that they are a
compilation of works by numerous writers over an extended
period of time.

Religious studies courses at most universities teach that the
Pentateuch is a composite work consisting of four literary
strands. The four strands have been assigned the letters J, E,
D, and P; each representing a different document or source
that was woven into the fabric of the Bible. This set of
assumptions  has  gone  by  a  number  of  names  including  the
documentary theory and the Graf-Wellhausen theory. According
to this view, the letter “J” stands for the Yahwist (“J” from
the German Jahweh) narrative, coming from the period of the
early  Jewish  monarchy,  about  950  B.C.  “E”  stands  for  the
Elohist narrative from the region of the Northern Kingdom
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dating from about 750 B.C. “D” is best represented by the book
of Deuteronomy and is said to have originated in the Southern
Kingdom about 650 B.C. or later. And finally, “P” is the
priestly document that comes from the period after the fall of
Israel in 587 B.C. According to the theory, the Pentateuch
reached its current form around the time of Ezra or about 400
B.C.

Why is the issue of Mosaic authority an important one? Those
who accept the documentary or Graf-Wellhausen theory argue
that the content of these books should be seen as a mixture of
credible historical events and religious poetry sparked by
man’s religious imagination. For example, regarding Moses and
God on Mount Sinai, one author of an Old Testament survey
writes  that,  “It  would  be  foolish,  for  instance,  to
rationalize  the  burning  bush,  as  though  this  vision  were
something that could have been seen with the objective eye of
a  camera.”{1}  Holders  of  this  view  reject  the  notion  of
supernatural revelation and regard much of the Pentateuch as
folklore and Hebrew storytelling.

On  the  other  hand,  the  conservative  view  holds  to  Mosaic
authorship and treats the books as a literary unit. This does
not mean that Moses didn’t use other documents to write his
books. He obviously did. But since other Old Testament authors
affirm Mosaic authorship, as do numerous New Testament writers
and the early church fathers, the veracity of the Bible as a
whole begins to crumble if Moses is not the author of the
Pentateuch.

In this article we will take a closer look at the source of
the documentary theory regarding Mosaic authorship and offer a
response that argues for the integrity of the Bible.

Origins Of The Documentary Hypothesis
For  almost  two  thousand  years  Christians  accepted  Mosaic
authorship of the first five books of the Bible. That’s not to



say that some didn’t acknowledge problems with the text. Many
had noted what seemed to be two separate creation stories in
Genesis, as well as the problem of Moses recording his own
death in Deuteronomy 34.

In 1753, a French physician named Jean Astruc began the modern
study of source or literary analysis by writing a commentary
on the book of Genesis.{2} He noted that the first chapter of
Genesis refers to God as Elohim, while the second chapter uses
mostly Jehovah or Yahweh. Astruc believed that Moses must have
used two different sources in writing Genesis, each having
different names for God, and that the Elohim source was the
older. This established the first principle of what would
become known as the documentary hypothesis, the assumption
that different divine names must mean different authors or
sources. In 1780 Johann Eichhorn took this theory and ran with
it. He applied the idea of two sources to the rest of Genesis,
Exodus, and finally to most of the Pentateuch. He eventually
gave up on the view of Mosaic authorship as well.

The next step came in 1805, when Wilhem De Wette argued that
none  of  the  Pentateuch  was  written  before  David.  He
established the “D” document standing for Deuteronomy, which
he believed was written as propaganda to support political and
religious unification in Jerusalem during the reign of king
Josiah around 621 B.C. We now have three source documents: J,
E, and D. Although others in the late 1700’s and early 1800’s
found as many as thirty-nine fragments in Genesis alone, the
final, “P” or Priestly document of the current theory was
added by Hermann Hupfeld in 1853. He believed that the E
source should be split in two, the later becoming the new P
document.

The name most associated with the documentary hypothesis is
Julius Wellhausen. His publications in the late 1870’s didn’t
add much new information to the theory, but rather argued for
it from a Darwinistic perspective. Wellhausen claimed that the
J, E, D, P sequence followed the development from primitive



animism towards the more sophisticated monotheism that would
be expected as the Jewish culture and religion evolved. The
impact of this connection was immediate and powerful.

Even though both liberal and conservative scholars removed
much of the foundation of the documentary hypothesis in the
twentieth century, the idea remains entrenched. As Gleason
Archer states, “For want of a better theory . . . most non-
conservative institutions continue to teach the Wellhausian
theory, at least in its general outlines, as if nothing had
happened in Old Testament scholarship since the year 1880.”{3}

Problems With The Documentary Hypothesis
Let’s now look at the problems with this theory.

First, it should be mentioned that conservative experts did
not sit idly by as this theory developed and spread. In the
late 1800’s Princeton Seminary scholars Joseph Alexander and
William  Green  “subjected  the  documentarian  school  to
devastating  criticism  which  has  never  been  successfully
rebutted by those of liberal persuasion,” according to Gleason
Archer.{4} In Germany, Ernst Wilhem Hengstenberg ably defended
the Mosaic authorship of all five books of the Pentateuch. His
1847  book  The  Genuineness  of  the  Pentateuch  did  much  to
encourage conservative thinking.

It should also be noted that the Wellhausen theory found what
it was looking for. The theory grew out of a movement to find
rationalistic,  natural  explanations  for  the  biblical  text.
Once one assumes that supernatural revelation cannot occur any
other explanation must take precedent. The late dates and
various  authors  assigned  to  the  books  allow  for  purely
naturalistic sources. This is a textbook case of question
begging. The underlying premise, that there can be no such
thing as supernatural revelation, resulted in the conclusion
that the Bible is not a supernaturally revealed document.{5}



Another  problem  with  the  theory  is  that  it  assumes  that
“Hebrew authors differ from any other writers known in the
history of literature in that they alone were incapable of
using more than one name for God,” or for that matter, more
than  one  style  of  writing.{6}  It  is  interesting  that  the
Qur’an (Koran) uses multiple names for God, but few question
that  Muhammad  was  its  sole  author.  Regarding  the  various
writing styles, it would be like arguing that C. S. Lewis
could not possibly have written children’s stories, literary
critiques,  science  fiction,  and  allegorical  satire;  and
insisting  that  numerous  sources  must  have  been  involved.
Educated as an Egyptian prince, Moses would have been exposed
to many writing styles that were available during that period.

Another bias is evident in how critics regard the biblical
data as unreliable and suspect, despite its old age even by
their own dating methods. The tendency is to disregard the
biblical  content  immediately  when  a  non-biblical  source
disagrees with it, even when the biblical document is older.
In the words of one conservative Old Testament scholar:

It makes no difference how many biblical notices, rejected as
unhistorical  by  nineteenth-century  pundits,  have  been
confirmed  by  later  archaeological  evidence  (such  as  the
historicity of Belshazzar, the Hittites, and the Horites),
the same attitude of skeptical prejudice toward the Bible has
persisted, without any justification.{7}

In  the  next  section  we  will  continue  to  offer  arguments
against  the  documentary  hypothesis  and  for  the  Mosaic
authorship  of  the  first  five  books  of  the  Bible.

A Conservative Approach
Despite what Gleason Archer calls “The overwhelming contrary
evidence from Genesis to Malachi,” advocates of the Wellhausen
theory  cling  to  its  most  fundamental  principle:  that  the



religion of the Jews evolved from primitive animism to a more
sophisticated monotheism.{8}

But their unsupported assumptions don’t stop there. Modern
scholars assume that Hebrew writers never used the repetition
of ideas or occurrences even though authors in other ancient
Semitic  languages  did  so.  They  also  assume  that  they  can
scientifically date the texts, even though they have no other
ancient  Hebrew  writings  to  compare  them  with.  Documentary
scholars have felt free to amend the text by substituting more
common  words  for  rare  or  unusual  words  that  they  do  not
understand or do not expect to see in a given context.{9}
Although  it  claims  to  be  scientific,  the  documentary
hypothesis  is  anything  but  neutral.

What are the arguments for Mosaic authorship? First, there are
numerous passages in Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy that
point to Moses as author. For instance, Exodus 34:27 says,
“Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Write down these words, for in
accordance with these words I have made a covenant with you
and with Israel.'” In fact, there are references throughout
the  Old  Testament  (Joshua,  1  &  2  Kings,  Ezra,  Nehemiah,
Daniel,  and  Malachi)  that  claim  that  Moses  wrote  the
Pentateuch.

New Testament writers assumed that Moses wrote the first five
books of the Bible as well. In Matthew 19:8 Jesus refers to
laws regarding marriage in Deuteronomy and credits Moses with
writing them. In John 5:46 Jesus says, “If you believed Moses,
you would believe me, for he wrote about me.” (See 7:19 also.)
In Romans 10:5 Paul states that Moses wrote the law. It would
be hard not to attribute either deception or error to Christ
and the apostles if Moses did not write the Pentateuch.

There are many other internal evidences that point to Mosaic
authorship. The writer of Exodus gives eyewitness details of
the event that only a participant would know about. The author
of Genesis and Exodus also portrays remarkable knowledge of



Egyptian names and places. This knowledge is evident even in
the style of writing used. One scholar has noted that the
writer used “a large number of idioms and terms of speech,
which are characteristically Egyptian in origin, even though
translated into Hebrew.”{10}

Having received training in the most advanced literate culture
of  the  day  as  well  as  having  access  to  the  Jewish  oral
tradition make Moses a remarkably able and likely candidate
for God to use in documenting the founding of the Jewish
nation.

Summary
Now let’s consider the current state of Old Testament studies.

Since  1670,  when  the  Jewish  philosopher  Baruch  Spinoza
(1631-1677)  suggested  that  Ezra  might  have  authored  the
Pentateuch, source criticism has grown to such an extent that
it has successfully removed serious consideration of Mosaic
authorship for many scholars. However, the twentieth century
has seen the pillars supporting the Wellhausen theory, also
known as the documentary hypothesis, weakened or removed. The
result has been the uncomfortable reliance by many scholars on
a system of literary criticism that no longer has a firm
foundation. As one Old Testament scholar has written:

Wellhausen’s arguments complemented each other nicely, and
offered what seemed to be a solid foundation upon which to
build the house of biblical criticism. Since then, however,
both the evidence and the arguments supporting the structure
have been called into question and, to some extent, even
rejected. Yet biblical scholarship, while admitting that the
grounds have crumbled away, nevertheless continues to adhere
to the conclusions.{11}

Beginning at the turn of the century, scholars have challenged
the divine-names criterion for determining authorship. W. F.



Albright, who remained within the documentary camp, called the
minute analysis of the Pentateuch after Wellhausen “absurd”
and “irrational.”{12} Hermann Gunkel, who introduced a new
type  of  criticism  called  form  criticism,  came  to  the
conclusion that “we really know nothing for certain about
these  hypothetical  documents  of  the  Graf-Wellhausen
hypothesis.”{13} In other words, he refused to accept the
numerous authors for the Pentateuch, particularly the J, E,
and P sources, that had been speculated about by scholars for
decades. There are too many critics to mention by name, but
the cumulative effect has been substantial.

Where does this leave us today? In one sense it has left the
scholarly community in search for new foundations. But even
for  those  who  reject  the  possibility  of  supernatural
revelation, the evidence from archeology, the Dead Sea scrolls
found at Qumran, and information about the languages of the
ancient orient are making dependence on the Wellhausen theory
inexcusable.

There is a trend among scholars to view the Pentateuch as a
literary unit again. Scholars are admitting that the way the
books use common words, phrases and motifs, parallel narrative
structure, and deliberate theological arrangement of literary
units for teaching and memorization support viewing the five
books as a literary whole.{14} If this becomes the accepted
view, Mosaic authorship can again be entertained.
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Worldproofing  Our  Kids
(commentary)
A mother camel and her baby camel are talking one day when the
baby camel asks, “Mom, why do I have these huge three-toed
feet?” The mother camel answers, “So when we trek through the
desert your toes will help you stay on top of the soft sand.”
A few minutes later the baby camel asks, “Mom, why do I have
these great big long eyelashes?” The mother camel says, “To
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keep the sand out of your eyes on trips through the desert.”
After a little while he says, “Mom? Why do I have these big
old humps on my back?” “To help us store water for our long
treks across the desert, so we can go without drinking for
long periods.” The baby camel answers, “That’s great, Mom. So
we have huge feet to stop us from sinking in the sand, and
long eyelashes to keep the sand out of our eyes, and these big
humps to store water, but Mom?” “What?” “What are we doing in
the San Diego zoo?”

We parents have a similar challenge in today’s culture. Our
kids come equipped for an eternal, supernatural, transcendent
kind of life–but they live in a world that doesn’t recognize
it.  We  have  the  important  task  of  worldproofing  our
kids–preparing them to be in the world but not of it, helping
them avoid being squeezed into the world’s mold.

One way is to raise some basic questions that Lael Arrington
suggests in her book Worldproofing Your Kids. One question is,
Who makes the rules? We need to help our kids understand that
there are only two answers to that question. Either God makes
the rules, or man makes the rules. We can point out the
orderliness  of  traffic  patterns  because  someone  else  has
decided that red means stop and green means go. We can talk
about what it would be like if everybody made up their own
traffic rules. We can watch videos together like Alice in
Wonderland and Lord of the Flies that show what happens when
anybody and everybody can make the rules.

Another important question is, Where Did We Come From? This
isn’t  about  sex  and  the  stork,  but  about  creation  and
evolution. Either God made us because He loves us, or we are
nothing more than an accident in an uncaring universe. My
pastor has a routine with his kids. He asks, “How EVER did I
get so blessed to be your daddy and get you for a son? His
kids answer, “Because God gave me to you!” Jeff’s kids know
God made them, and that they are God’s gift to their father.



A third question to talk about with our kids is, Why am I
here? We have the awesome privilege of casting a vision for
them for their part in the larger story of life, one that
involves a planning and purpose for their lives, a calling
from God to play their specially designed and gifted part. We
can tell our kids that there isn’t anybody quite like them in
the whole world, and God has a part for them that will bring
joy  and  fulfillment  because  they’re  doing  what  they  were
created for.

Our privilege as parents is to teach our kids that they were
created for God and for heaven, not for this world. Just like
camels were created for the desert and not the zoo.

© 2001 Probe Ministries.

Christ’s Inner Circle – The
Primary Apostles of Jesus
Don Closson examines the ministry and role of the four most
prominent apostles, Peter, Andrew, John and James. He shows
how these primary apostles were changed from fishermen into
true fishers of men through the power of the Lord.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Matthew 10:2-4 records:

These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon
(who is called Peter) and his brother Andrew; James son of
Zebedee,  and  his  brother  John;  Philip  and  Bartholomew;
Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus,
and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who
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betrayed him.

Christians  hold  in  high  esteem  (excluding  Judas  Iscariot)
those who were personally called by Jesus and who walked with
Him during His ministry on Earth. That is especially true of
the twelve Apostles. The Greek words used for apostle convey
both the notions of sending or dispatching (apostolos) as well
as the idea of commissioning someone with divine authorization
(apostello). The idea of apostleship might be traced back to
the Hebrew notion of an envoy. This Jewish institution would
have been familiar to Jesus and is well documented in the
rabbinic  writings  where  it  refers  to  “one  who  has  been
authorized  to  carry  out  certain  functions  on  behalf  of
another.” A well-known Jewish adage is “a man’s envoy is as
himself.”

It is interesting to note that Jesus called to Himself those
whom He wished (Mark 3:13-14). There were no volunteers. They
were to travel, share food, and live with Jesus, experiencing
firsthand His life and ministry. They were then sent out to
proclaim that the Kingdom of heaven was at hand, and that they
had been commissioned to act as Jesus’ representatives with
His authority.

Lists of the Twelve are found in four places in the New
Testament, and comparisons of the lists can reveal important
information  about  the  apostles.  Peter  is  always  mentioned
first and Judas Iscariot last. The twelve are also listed in
three  groups  of  four,  the  first  four  always  being  Peter,
Andrew, James, and John. This group of four apostles had a
special relationship with Christ and will be the focus of this
article.

Another interesting insight into the make-up of the group can
be found in the process used to replace Judas Iscariot after
his  death.  The  first  chapter  of  Acts  states  that  Judas’
replacement  must  have  accompanied  the  apostles  from  the
beginning. In other words, he must have been present at John’s



baptism of Christ and still around to see Jesus’ ascension
into heaven. It was also noted that he must have been an
eyewitness to the resurrection. The apostles were eyewitnesses
to the life, teachings, miracles, and finally the death and
resurrection of our Lord. This was essential for them to have
a clear and accurate testimony of the Messiah.

In this article we will look at the inner circle of Christ’s
apostles: Peter, Andrew, James and John. We will see how God
changed the lives of these ordinary men forever.

The Apostle Peter
In every one of the four lists of the Apostles found in the
New Testament, Peter is always mentioned first. Peter is often
called the primus inter pares or the first among equals. It is
obvious  that  he  plays  a  leadership  role  among  his  fellow
apostles and is recognized by Christ as a foundation of the
church. Although we might debate what this leadership role is,
we cannot deny its existence.

The New Testament gives Peter four names. His Hebrew name was
Symeon,  which  in  Greek  is  Simon.  Peter  was  probably  a
bilingual  Jew  who  was  influenced  by  the  Greek  culture  in
Galilee at the time. John records that Jesus gave him the
Aramaic name Cephas which translates as Peter in Greek and
means “a rock.” This new name given by Jesus is an indication
of how Peter would change while under the Lord’s influence.
Peter’s early impetuousness would be transformed into that of
a stable, charismatic witness for Christ.

Unlike many of the other Apostles, the New Testament gives us
some background information about Peter’s family life. His
father’s name was Jonah or John and we know that he was
married. Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law (Matt. 8:14), and
Paul mentions that Peter took his wife with him on journeys to
various churches (1 Cor. 9:5). Peter probably lived with his
brother, Andrew, in Bethsaida and later moved to Capernaum as



he followed Jesus in ministry.

Peter became a disciple in the very early days of Jesus’
ministry. John mentions an early encounter with Jesus after
Andrew  introduces  the  two.  Later,  perhaps  a  year  or  so,
Matthew  and  Mark  record  Jesus  calling  Peter  to  full-time
ministry as a fisher of men.

As  an  apostle,  Peter  plays  a  significant  role  among  the
Twelve. Peter is often singled out and the rest are mentioned
as a group with him (Mark 1:36). He also acts as a spokesman
for the group. In Luke 12 he asks Jesus about the meaning of a
parable. In Matthew 16 he affirms Jesus as the Messiah, and
then in chapter 19 he reminds Jesus of the sacrifices made by
the apostles as a group. He is often the first to act as well.
Matthew 14 records Peter’s attempt to meet Jesus on the water,
even though he loses heart midway.

Peter’s leadership role lends added significance to a number
of events in the Bible. For instance, the detail given of
Peter’s denial of Jesus has its impact precisely because of
Peter’s prominence in the group. Also, the account in John
chapter 21 of Jesus questioning Peter’s love and admonishing
him to “feed my sheep” takes on poignancy.

The Apostle Peter and His Brother Andrew
The Roman Catholic Church has long used Matthew 16:17-19 as
justification for the office of the Pope and the succession of
popes starting with Peter. Protestants have reacted by tending
to  downplay  Peter’s  significance  as  a  leader  among  the
apostles and any special office that he might hold in the body
of  Christ.  As  I  mentioned  previously,  Peter  is  clearly
represented as the leader of the apostles. However, the use of
this passage in Matthew to justify the modern office of the
Pope reads too much into the Scriptures.

For  instance,  Matthew  16  says  nothing  about  Peter’s



successors, their infallibility, or their authority. Part of
the  problem  with  ascribing  these  attributes  to  Peter’s
successor is that he would have had authority over a still
living apostle, John. Peter is the first to make a formal
confession of faith (Matt. 16:16), but he continues on as a
very fallible part of the team Christ has assembled. He is
sent, along with John, by the apostles to Samaria, when word
had come that some had accepted the word of God there. In Acts
11 the church in Jerusalem took issue with Peter’s entering a
gentile’s  home.  Although  they  eventually  agreed  with  his
explanation, they still had the authority to question Peter’s
actions. In Galatians, Paul writes that he rebuked Peter to
his  face  for  separating  himself  from  the  Gentiles  when
accompanied by Jews from Jerusalem (Galatians 2:11). The New
Testament  allows  us  to  claim  Peter  as  the  leader  of  the
apostles, but not the first in a line of infallible popes.

Where Peter is outspoken and prominent, his brother Andrew was
happy  to  play  a  background  role  among  the  Twelve.  Andrew
worked  in  his  father’s  fishing  business  with  Peter  in
Bethsaida and probably shared a home with Peter until Peter’s
marriage.

Although Andrew is listed as one of the inner circle closest
to Jesus, we do not have a lot of information about his
ministry. He is first mentioned as a follower of John the
Baptist. When John directs his followers towards Jesus, Andrew
is quick to seek time with the Lord. After listening to Jesus
for a few hours, Andrew is convinced that Jesus is the messiah
and  immediately  begins  to  tell  others,  starting  with  his
brother Peter.

Andrew  has  been  called  “the  apostle  who  shared  Christ
personally.” Andrew was recorded as one who brought people to
Christ. First he brings Peter to the Lord, then at Passover he
introduces searching Greek Gentiles to Jesus. When food is
needed to feed the multitude, Andrew brings a child with bread
and fish.



Andrew  may  not  have  had  the  leadership  qualities  of  his
brother Peter. He is never noted for his eloquent speech or
his bold actions. However, one can imagine Andrew’s heart when
his brother, whom he introduced to the Lord, preached in the
power of the Spirit in Jerusalem, resulting in thousands of
new believers. Andrew may have played a background role among
the inner circle of Christ’s followers, but it was a vital
role just the same.

The Sons of Zebedee
James and John make up the other pair of brothers who were
part of Christ’s inner circle. Like Peter and Andrew, they
were also from Bethsaida and worked together with them in the
fishing industry. They were known as the “sons of thunder”
because of their fiery temperaments, which would occasionally
give rise to some awkward moments (Mark 3:17). Their father,
Zebedee,  and  mother,  Salome,  were  probably  well  off
materially. The family is mentioned to have had servants (Mark
1:20)  and  Salome  ministered  to  Jesus  with  her  resources
(Matthew 27:55-56). John implies that Salome is Mary’s sister,
making James and John cousins to Jesus (John 19:25).

Both James and John are members of the first group of four
apostles, always mentioned first in lists of the Twelve. But
they are also part of what might be called the inner three,
those into whom Christ poured special time and teachings.

It is widely recognized that the designation “the disciple
whom Jesus loved” refers to the apostle John. John stands out
among the apostles as being the only one to have witnessed the
crucifixion and afterwards, took Jesus’ mother home to live
with him (John 19:25-27). He was also the first of the twelve
to see the empty tomb.

John was first a follower of John the Baptist. That meant that
he was seriously seeking God prior to meeting Jesus and was
primed to make a commitment to the Messiah. He and Andrew had



an  early  encounter  with  Jesus  before  becoming  full  time
disciples.  Both  had  spent  time  listening  to  the  Lord  and
becoming  convinced  of  His  authenticity.  While  with  Jesus,
their temperaments became evident on a number of occasions.
Luke describes an incident in which John asks Jesus if they
should call down fire on a Samaritan village that had refused
them  hospitality  (Luke  9:54).  Having  just  experienced  the
transfiguration of Jesus, John was indignant at the lack of
proper respect for his Lord.

There is also the well-known incident when Salome asks Jesus
to place one of her sons at His right hand when He establishes
His kingdom (Matthew 20:21). Jesus responds sharply to the
request by telling them that they do not know what they are
asking. He asks them, “Can you drink the cup I am going to
drink?”  (Matthew  20:22)  With  their  typical  bravado,  they
answer, “We can.” They were still hoping that Jesus was about
to  establish  a  political  kingdom  in  Israel.  They  did  not
realize that His kingdom would begin with His sacrificial,
atoning death on the cross. It is somewhat fitting that James
becomes  the  first  martyr  from  among  the  Twelve.  Acts  12
records that Herod Agrippa had James put to death by the sword
probably around 42 A.D. (Acts 12:2)

The apostle John was an interesting combination: the disciple
Jesus loved, and yet one who could be intolerant and self-
seeking. James would be the first to die a martyr, and yet his
brother would live the longest of all the apostles. Next we
will look at the legacy left by the inner circle of Jesus and
what we can learn from their lives.

The Legacy of Those Closest to Jesus
John writes in Revelation 21:10, 14:

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and
high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down
out of heaven from God. . . . The wall of the city had



twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve
apostles of the Lamb.

Whether this verse refers to an actual city as many argue, or
to the church or body of Christ, as others hold, it portrays
the remarkable honor allotted to the Twelve Apostles. And
among the Twelve, Jesus poured His life into an inner circle
that had a key role in establishing the church. Peter, Andrew,
James and John were privileged to be with Jesus when He healed
Jairus’ daughter (Mark 5:37), and at the Transfiguration of
Christ  (Mark  9:2).  They  were  the  audience  at  the  Olivet
Discourse (Mark 13:3) and were with Jesus during His time of
agony in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:37).

These four men left quite a legacy. Peter is credited with
providing  the  material  for  the  book  of  Mark  and  the  two
epistles given his name. He was the leader of the church in
Jerusalem  during  the  first  15  years  covered  in  the  first
twelve books of Acts, after which James, the brother of Jesus,
took over. Peter then became a missionary to the Jews and to a
lesser degree, the Gentiles. Although tradition gives Peter
credit for leading the church at Rome, it is unlikely. Yet he
did  go  there  near  the  end  of  his  ministry  and  probably
suffered martyrdom there.

The last mention we have of Andrew is in the upper room with
Jesus. The book of Acts is silent regarding him. Tradition has
Andrew  traveling  as  a  missionary  to  Russia  and  meeting
martyrdom by crucifixion at Patras in Greece around 60 A.D.

We know that James was the first of the Twelve to be put to
death. Thus he left no writings. Tradition has it that the
officer guarding James was so taken by his testimony that he
repented and was beheaded with the apostle.

Finally,  we  have  the  apostle  John.  Along  with  internal
evidence from the book of John, early church fathers Irenaeus
and Polycrates identify the apostle John as the “disciple



Jesus loved.” Having lived the life of an apostle the longest,
John  wrote  the  fourth  gospel,  the  remarkable  book  of
Revelation, and three epistles to the church. Of all Christ’s
followers,  John  conveys  the  majesty  of  Christ  the  most
clearly. According to tradition, John spent his last days in
Ephesus, traveling there after the death of Domitian (who had
exiled him to the Isle of Patmos). John’s followers, Polycarp,
Papias, and Ignatius, would become pillars in Christ’s church,
just as John had been.

Ordinary fishermen, these four men are a testimony to the life
changing  impact  that  walking  with  our  Savior  can  have  on
anyone who chooses to be His disciple.

©2001 Probe Ministries.

Jesus:  Political  Martyr  or
Atoning God?

Introduction
Every  Easter  season  journalists  feel  obliged  to  write
something relating to Jesus and the passion narratives. This
year our paper covered the current struggle many are having
over the meaning of Christ’s death on the cross. The paper
quotes a seminary professor in Atlanta who has observed that
more and more of his students are rejecting the traditional
view of why Christ died and what His death accomplished. The
professor says, “They don’t consider Jesus a ransom for sin.
They shudder at hymns glorifying the ‘power of the blood.’
They cringe at calling the day Jesus died Good Friday.”{1} Yet
even more serious is their rejection of a God who required a
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human sacrifice in order to forgive people. This version of
God simply does not mesh with their views of how a God who “is
love” would behave.

Although disturbing, we shouldn’t be surprised. Our culture
has been moving away from a biblical view of truth and toward
the acknowledgment of just one moral duty or virtue, that
is–tolerance. This new absolute requires that we be tolerant
of every possible faith assumption and moral system except, it
seems, the traditional Christian view of God and salvation.
It’s not that we have new information about the life of Jesus
or the reason for His death. As a society we no longer want to
hear about a God who is holy and requires satisfaction when
His moral order is violated. This view applies the notion “I’m
OK, you’re OK to God.” Maybe if we tolerate Him, even with His
outdated  notions  of  holiness,  He  will  tolerate  us  in  our
fallenness.

Was  Jesus  just  a  political  martyr,  or  was  his  death  an
atonement for sin? What is remarkable is that some individuals
who  claim  to  be  Christian,  who  desire  seminary  training,
reject what the Bible teaches about the nature of God and the
salvation He has provided in Christ. When cut-off from the
Bible, our perception of God can become a mere reflection of
our  culture’s  likes  and  dislikes.  Even  when  the  Bible  is
consulted,  it  is  often  interpreted  through  the  lens  of
absolute  tolerance.  However,  if  the  necessity  of  Christ’s
death for our sins is denied, the Gospel is no longer Good
News and Christianity’s message of grace is abandoned, leaving
us with an ethical system with no basis for forgiveness or
reconciliation with God.

Unfortunately, the Bible contains a lot of bad news. It says
that because of the Fall we are in bondage to sin and the
kingdom  of  Satan,  and  that  without  Christ  everyone  is
separated from God and under His wrath. As a result, we all
deserve death and eternal punishment. Why then do we call the
biblical message Gospel or good news? How does the death of



Christ relate to mankind’s precarious condition? How has the
church  attempted  to  explain  what  the  death  of  Christ
accomplished? Lets take a deeper look at what theologians call
the atonement.

What Did Jesus’ Death Accomplish?
As we mentioned earlier, the notion of God requiring a blood
sacrifice  for  sin  is  becoming  less  and  less  palatable  to
modern tastes. It is not surprising then that many question
the idea that the death of Christ was an atoning sacrifice for
humanity’s sins.

What did the death of Jesus accomplish? As we investigate this
issue, we should keep in mind that the answer depends on what
one believes to be true concerning the kind of person God the
Father is, who Jesus Christ is, and the current condition of
mankind. For instance, if God the Father is not all that upset
by sin, or if Jesus was just a good man and no more, the death
of Christ might be seen as an encouragement or example to
mankind, not as a payment for sin. This, in fact, is the first
view of the atonement we will consider.

In  the  sixteenth  century  Laelius  Socinus  taught  that  the
obedience and death of Jesus were part of a perfect life that
was pleasing to God and should be seen primarily as an example
for the rest of humanity. Socinians rejected the idea of Jesus
being a payment for sin. To support this view they point to 1
Peter 2:21 which says “For to this you have been called,
because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example,
that you should follow in His steps.” As mentioned earlier,
one’s view of the atonement depends on his or her view of God
and humanity. The Socinians taught that mankind is capable of
living  in  a  manner  pleasing  to  God,  both  morally  and
spiritually. They accepted the teachings of Pelagius, a 4th
century theologian who argued that mankind is able to take the
initial steps toward salvation independent of God’s help. This
Socinian  tenet  became  the  foundation  of  Unitarian  thought



which rejects the notion of the Trinity as well.

There are a number of passages in the Bible that make the
Socinian perspective untenable. Even the passage in 1 Peter 2
works against their view. Jesus was an example for us, but
verse 24 adds that, “He Himself bore our sins in His body on
the  tree,  so  that  we  might  die  to  sins  and  live  for
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” The entire
sacrificial system of the Old Testament taught the Jews the
need for atonement, a way for God’s people to return to a
harmonious  relationship  with  God.  The  annual  “Day  of
Atonement” sacrifice was instituted to cleanse Israel from all
of her sins, thus removing God’s wrath from the nation. The
book of Hebrews teaches that Jesus was the perfect high priest
as well as the perfect sacrifice, making the final atonement
for the sins of the people (Hebrews 2:17). Yes, Jesus was an
example of a sinless human life, but He was so much more than
that.

Views of the Atonement
 

Many modern day theologians argue that Jesus did no more than
die a martyr’s death on behalf of the poor and marginalized
people of the world. His death was more a political act than a
spiritual one. As one scholar writes, “The salvation he brings
is a transformation of the social order. . .”{2} According to
this view, Jesus is to be seen as a political figure who
challenged  the  power  structures  of  His  day  and  offered
salvation  through  class  warfare  and  the  redistribution  of
wealth. Needless to say, this has not been the position held
by the church for the last two thousand years.

In light of the Socinian theory, that the death of Jesus was
merely an example and that salvation comes by living like
Jesus lived, a response quickly followed by a man named Hugo
Grotius (1583-1645). Where Socinus taught that we were only



required  to  do  our  best  and  respond  to  God’s  love  for
salvation, Grotius pictured God differently. Grotius focused
on the holiness and righteousness of God, and the fact that
this holy God has established a universe governed by moral
laws. Sin is defined as a violation of these laws. Sin is not
necessarily an attack on the person of God but on the office
of ruler that God holds. As ruler, God has the right, but not
necessarily the obligation, to punish sin. God can forgive sin
and remove humanity’s guilt if He so chooses. Grotius held
that God did indeed choose to be gracious and yet acted in a
manner that teaches the severity of sin. As one theologian has
written:

It was in the best interest of humankind for Christ to die.
Forgiveness of their sins, if too freely given, would have
resulted  in  undermining  the  law’s  authority  and
effectiveness. It was necessary to have an atonement which
would  provide  grounds  for  forgiveness  and  simultaneously
retain the structure of moral government.{3}

Often called the “governmental theory” of the atonement, it
argues that the death of Christ was a real offering to God,
enabling Him to deal mercifully with mankind. The chief impact
of the act was on man, not on God. God didn’t need to have His
wrath satisfied by blood atonement, but humanity did need to
be  taught  the  severity  of  sin  and  only  an  act  of  great
magnitude could accomplish this lesson.

Although this is an interesting approach, it lacks scriptural
confirmation.  As  one  critic  notes,  “We  search  in  vain  in
Grotius for specific biblical texts setting forth his major
point.”  Being  a  lawyer,  Grotius  was  attracted  to  the  Old
Testament idea expressed in Isaiah 42:21 which says that God
will magnify His law and make it glorious. Fortunately, the
New Testament reveals that God had a plan to both maintain His
law and provide a gracious plan of substitutional atonement in
Christ.



Views of the Atonement
Modern theologians like Dr. Marcus Borg, who teaches at Oregon
State University, doubt that Jesus understood His death to be
an atonement for sin. He teaches that Jesus was only aware of
the political and religious implications of His actions.{4}
How  does  this  compare  with  teaching  on  this  subject  down
through the centuries?

So far we have considered the historical views of Socinus and
Grotius regarding the atonement. Both taught that the death of
Christ primarily affected humanity. Socinus argued that Christ
gave us a model to follow: a blueprint for living a good life.
Grotius taught that Christ’s death served to give humanity an
accurate picture of the devastating impact of sin.

One of the earliest views of the atonement was quite different
from  both  of  these  perspectives.  Often  called  the  ransom
theory, this teaching was developed by the Church Fathers
Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. It was probably the way Augustine
thought about the atonement as well, and it was popular until
the time of Anselm in the eleventh century (1033-1109).

Origen held that the Bible teaches believers “were bought at a
price” (1 Cor. 6:20), and that Jesus told His followers that
He was a ransom for many and that His death has delivered us
from the dominion of darkness (Mk. 10:45, Col. 1:13). From
this he surmised that Christ’s death actually was a payment to
Satan, buying, if you will, those held hostage by the fallen
angel.  Origen  argued  the  death  of  Christ  mostly  impacted
Satan, paying him off in order to gain the release of his
captives. While it is true that we were bought at a price and
have been delivered from darkness, the Bible never mentions
that sinners owe anything to Satan.

Gregory of Nyssa held that God actually tricked Satan to gain
our release. Satan thought he was getting a perfect man to
replace the many already in his grasp. Instead God tricked him



by wrapping Christ’s humanity around His deity. However, the
notion that Jesus was offered primarily as a sacrifice to
Satan didn’t fit well with Scripture.

Instead, the Bible often speaks of the need to appease the
wrath of God. Romans 3:25 tells us that God presented Jesus as
a sacrifice of atonement or a propitiation. The Greek word
used here carries that meaning of “a sacrifice that turns away
the  wrath  of  God–and  thereby  makes  God  propitious  (or
favorable)  towards  us.”{5}  Hebrews  2:17  states:  “For  this
reason he (Jesus) had to be made like his brothers in every
way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful
high  priest  in  service  to  God,  and  that  he  might  make
atonement for the sins of the people.” 1 John 2:1-2 adds that
Jesus  “Speaks  to  the  Father  in  our  defense”  and  “is  the
atoning sacrifice for our sins.” The impact of the atonement
is not on Satan, but on God the Father.

The Satisfaction Theory
Did he die as a political martyr, having no notion that His
death might accomplish something eternally significant? Or did
Jesus and His followers assume that his death fulfilled a
divine purpose? It is common for modern thinkers to discount
the supernatural elements in their explanations of his death.
For instance, historian Paula Fredriksen, professor at Boston
University, argues that both his arrest and the events that
followed probably shocked Jesus.{6} She implies that the death
of Jesus and the birth of Christianity are to be thought of
and analyzed only at the political or sociological level: that
nothing  miraculous  occurred.  This  is  obviously  not  the
traditional view of the church.

Most evangelical Christians hold to an Anselmic view of the
atonement. Anselm (1033-1109) was the archbishop of Canterbury
in the twelfth century. He constructed a logical argument that
God must, and did, become a man in the person of Jesus Christ
because  of  the  necessity  of  the  atonement.  According  to



Anselm, when mankind sinned it took something from God. By
rebelling against God’s holiness and failing to recognize the
authority that God has to rule, humanity failed to render God
His due. Not only have we taken from God what is His, we have
injured His reputation and owe compensation.

God must act in a manner consistent with His role of creator
and  ruler  of  the  cosmos.  He  cannot  arbitrarily  choose  to
ignore a challenge to His authority. We cannot merely pay back
or make reparations for our personal sin. Compensation is
necessary for the damage done to all creation since the Fall,
and this compensation is greater than what our deaths alone
would repay: thus the necessity of both the incarnation and
the atonement.

The Anselmic view carries with it some important implications.

First, it holds that humanity is unable to satisfy the harm
done by sin. God had to act on our behalf or salvation would
be impossible.

Second, God’s actions show that He is both holy and just, and
at the same time a remarkably loving God.

Third,  this  view  highlights  the  centrality  of  grace  in
Christian theology. Each person must accept the infinitely
valuable and gracious gift of God’s provision for sin because
our own efforts to please God will always fall short.

The  Anselmic  perspective  gives  believers  a  great  deal  of
security.  We  know  that  it  is  not  our  works  that  earn
salvation, but Christ’s sacrificial death that paid the price
for sin even before we committed our first transgression.

Finally, Christ’s death on the cross highlights the horrible
price for sin. With this knowledge we should be eternally
grateful for what God has done on our behalf.{7}
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Was Jesus Really Born of a
Virgin?

Aren’t Miracles Impossible?
Of the four canonical gospels, there are two, Matthew and
Luke,  that  provide  details  about  the  birth  of  Jesus.  The
accounts may reflect the unique perspectives of both Joseph
(in Matthew’s gospel) and Mary (in Luke’s), for there are many
differences between the two.{1} However, of the things they
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share in common, one cannot be missed. They both declare that
Jesus  was  miraculously  conceived  through  the  supernatural
intervention of the Holy Spirit in the womb of a young virgin
named Mary.{2} Today, some scholars regard the doctrine of
Jesus’ virgin birth as simply a legendary development of the
early church. The story is said to be myth–not history.{3} But
if we ask why they think this, we may notice something very
interesting. For the virgin birth is usually not rejected on
grounds of insufficient historical evidence. Rather, it is
more often rejected on the presupposition that miracles are
simply impossible.{4} This is quite revealing. For if such
scholars really believe that miracles are impossible, then no
amount of evidence can convince them that one has actually
occurred. Their minds are made up before they examine the
evidence. In theory, they view miracle claims as guilty until
proven innocent. In actual practice, however, they never reach
a verdict of “Not Guilty”!

The belief that miracles are impossible often arises from a
naturalistic worldview. Strict naturalism completely rejects
any notion of the supernatural.{5} All that exists are atoms
and the void.{6} If naturalists are right, it follows that
miracles are indeed impossible. While strange things that we
do not fully understand may sometimes occur, there must, in
principle, be a naturalistic explanation for every event in
the universe.

But are such naturalists right? Since my aim in this article
is to explore the historicity of Jesus’ virgin birth, I will
not attempt now to refute naturalism. Instead, I will simply
point out that if a personal Creator God exists (and there is
good evidence to believe that One does), then miracles are at
least  possible.  For  clearly,  such  a  God  might  choose  to
intervene in His creation to bring about an effect for which
there was no prior natural cause. And that is at least one way
of describing a miracle.

Thus, if a personal Creator God exists, miracles are possible.



And if miracles are possible, then Jesus’ virginal conception
and birth are possible. And if the virgin birth is possible,
then the only way we can determine if it actually occurred is
by carefully examining the evidence both for and against it.
Next we will continue our inquiry by looking at an ancient
prophecy that some think actually foretold Christ’s virgin
birth!

Didn’t Matthew Misread Isaiah?
Matthew’s gospel tells us that Jesus was conceived through the
supernatural agency of the Holy Spirit while Mary was still a
virgin.{7} He then goes further, however, by declaring that
this miraculous event fulfilled an Old Testament prophecy in
the book of Isaiah. He writes:

Now all this took place that what was spoken by the Lord
through the prophet might be fulfilled, saying, “Behold, the
virgin shall be with child, and shall bear a son, and they
shall  call  his  name  Immanuel,”  which….  means,  “God  with
us.”{8}

Some scholars are unimpressed with Matthew’s interpretation of
Isaiah.  John  Dominic  Crossan  unequivocally  states,  “The
prophecy in Isaiah says nothing whatsoever about a virginal
conception.”{9} Did Matthew misread Isaiah?

Let’s  acknowledge  that  the  original  context  of  Isaiah’s
prophecy may not be exclusively about the virginal conception
of Jesus. The year is 734 B.C. and King Ahaz of Judah is
terrified  to  learn  that  Aram  and  Israel  have  formed  an
alliance against him. Isaiah is sent to reassure Ahaz that God
is in control and that the aims of the alliance will not
succeed. Ahaz is told to request a sign from the Lord, a means
of  confirming  the  truth  of  Isaiah’s  message.  But  he
refuses!{10}  Annoyed  at  the  king’s  stubbornness,  Isaiah
declares that the Lord will give a sign anyway: an almah (a



maiden of marriageable age) will conceive a son and call his
name Immanuel. He will eat curds and honey upon reaching an
age of moral discernment. But before this happens, the land of
the  two  dreaded  kings  will  be  forsaken.{11}  Should  this
prophecy be understood to refer exclusively to Jesus’ virginal
conception? If so, how does it relate to the promise that the
Aram-Israel alliance would soon be broken and their lands
forsaken (a promise fulfilled within twelve years time)?{12}

It’s  quite  possible  that  Isaiah’s  prophecy  had  a  dual
fulfillment:{13} initially, in Isaiah’s day; and ultimately,
at the birth of Jesus. In this view the almah, or young maiden
of Isaiah’s prophecy, is a type of the virgin Mary, who later
conceived Jesus through the miraculous intervention of the
Holy Spirit.{14} So although a young woman in Isaiah’s day
bore a child named Immanuel, Jesus is later recognized by
Matthew to also be Immanuel, “God with us” in a new and
unprecedented way. Thus, Matthew didn’t misread Isaiah. And if
this is so, we must continue to consider this prophecy in
weighing the evidence for Jesus’ virgin birth.

But  even  if  we’ve  correctly  explained  Matthew’s  use  of
Isaiah’s  prophecy,  we  must  still  consider  the  alleged
contradictions in the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke.
We will address this issue in the next section.

Don’t  Matthew  and  Luke  Contradict  Each
Other?
{15} Some scholars see the infancy narratives in Matthew and
Luke as contradictory. If so, their historical reliability is
in doubt, along with their accounts of Jesus’ virgin birth.
But are these narratives really contradictory? Let’s take a
closer look.

First, some think Matthew implies that Mary and Joseph resided
permanently in Bethlehem before Jesus’ birth, whereas Luke
says they lived in Nazareth and only came to Bethlehem for the



census.{16} But Matthew never actually tells us the couple’s
residence before Jesus’ birth. He simply says that Jesus was
born in Bethlehem, just like Luke.{17}

But if Mary and Joseph resided in Nazareth prior to Jesus’
birth, then why, after their flight into Egypt, does Matthew
seem to suggest that they intended to return to Judea rather
than their home in Nazareth?{18} It’s helpful to recall that
Jesus was “the promised king of David’s line.”{19} Might not
his parents, then, have wished to raise Him in His ancestral
home?{20} This is actually quite probable. But regardless of
their original intention, let’s not forget that Matthew goes
on to write that Joseph, being warned in a dream not to settle
in Judea, did take his family back to Nazareth after all.{21}

Finally,  some  think  Luke’s  narrative  leaves  no  room  for
Matthew’s account about the visit of the magi and sojourn in
Egypt. These events could only have occurred after Jesus’
presentation in the Temple, forty days after His birth.{22}
But Luke 2:39, which concludes this presentation, says that
when Jesus’ parents “had performed everything according to the
Law of the Lord, they returned to . . . Nazareth.” This raises
a question. Does Luke’s statement prohibit an initial return
to Bethlehem, thus casting doubt on Matthew’s account of the
magi and flight into Egypt?

It’s important to notice the emphasis in Luke 2:39. It’s not
so much on when Mary and Joseph returned to Nazareth, but
rather that they did not return until after they had fulfilled
the requirements of the Law.{23} Strictly speaking, Luke 2:39
does not disallow the events recorded by Matthew. Luke may not
have known of the visit of the magi and flight into Egypt, or
he  may  have  chosen  to  omit  this  information.  Either  way,
however,  “the  silence  of  one  narrative  regarding  events
recorded in another is quite a different thing from actual
contradiction.”{24} Thus, the virgin birth cannot be dismissed
on  the  grounds  that  the  infancy  narratives  are
contradictory–they’re  not.



But aren’t we forgetting the most obvious hypothesis of all?
Is the story of Jesus’ virgin birth simply a myth, comparable
to other such stories from the ancient world? We’ll examine
this question in the next section.

Wasn’t  the  Virgin  Birth  Story  Derived
from Pagan Myths?
Not  long  after  Matthew  and  Luke  finished  writing  their
gospels, some scholars began contending that the story of
Jesus’  virgin  birth  was  derived  from  pagan  myths.
Unfortunately, such ideas continue to haunt the Church even
today.  John  Dominic  Crossan  cites  parallels  between  the
deification of Octavius by the Roman Senate and that of Jesus
by  the  early  church.{25}  In  each  case,  says  Crossan,  the
decision to deify their leader was closely connected with the
invention of a divine birth story. The official biography of
Octavius  claimed  the  god  Apollo  in  the  form  of  a  snake
impregnated  his  mother.{26}  Jesus’  biographers  claimed  the
Holy Spirit in the womb of the virgin Mary conceived Him. In
Crossan’s  view,  neither  story  is  historically  true:  “The
divine origins of Jesus are…just as…mythological as those of
Octavius.”{27} The stories simply help explain why these men
received divine honors.

Is  Crossan’s  hypothesis  plausible?  One  can  certainly  find
scholars who embrace such ideas. But a careful comparison of
the biblical accounts of Jesus’ birth with the many miraculous
birth stories in pagan literature reveals several important
differences.

First, the accounts of Jesus’ virgin birth show none “of the
standard literary marks of the myth genre.”{28} Matthew and
Luke  are  written  as  history–not  mythology.  They  mention
places, people, and events that can be verified through normal
methods  of  historical  and  archaeological  inquiry.  The
beginning of Luke’s gospel “reads very much like prefaces to



other generally trusted historical and biographical works of
antiquity.”{29} Thus, there is a clear difference in genre
between the gospels and pagan myths.

Another difference can be seen in the religious atmosphere of
these stories. The pagan myths are polytheistic; the gospels,
monotheistic. The miraculous birth stories in pagan literature
usually focus on a god’s lust for some mortal woman.{30} Since
this lust is typically gratified through sexual intercourse,
the resulting conception and birth are hardly virginal. We are
thus  far  removed  from  the  description  of  Jesus’  virginal
conception in the gospels. There we find no hint that God’s
love for Mary in any way parallels the lust of Apollo for the
mother of Octavius.

These are just two of many differences between the gospel
accounts of Jesus’ birth and the miraculous birth stories in
pagan literature. But even these differences make the theory
of pagan derivation unlikely. Remember, this theory requires
us to believe that strict moral monotheists, who claimed to be
writing history, borrowed some of the crudest elements from
polytheistic myths to tell the story of Jesus’ birth! Frankly,
it’s incredible. But could a theory of Jewish derivation still
work? We’ll conclude with this question.

Wasn’t  the  Virgin  Birth  Story  Derived
from Jewish Thought?
Some scholars have speculated that the story of Jesus’ virgin
birth  may  have  been  derived  from  an  imaginative  Jewish
interpretation of the Old Testament.{31} The story is not
historical;  it  is  a  literary  fiction  of  early  Jewish
Christians. It may have resulted from reflection on Isaiah
7:14, which says in part, “Behold, a virgin will be with
child.” What could be more natural than this verse becoming
the  source  of  inspiration  for  a  legendary  tale  about  the
virgin birth of the Messiah?{32}



But would this really have been natural? There’s actually no
clear evidence that pre-Christian Judaism understood Isaiah
7:14 as a prophecy of the Messiah at all, much less his
virginal conception.{33} Indeed, many contend that the Hebrew
text  of  Isaiah  says  nothing  whatever  about  a  virginal
conception and birth.{34} But if that is so, it would seem
quite unlikely for early Jewish Christians to have read the
verse in such a way!

Others believe the translation of Isaiah from Hebrew to Greek,
known as the Septuagint, may have provided the initial impulse
for such a reading. The Greek text of Isaiah 7:14 translates
the Hebrew term almah, meaning “a young woman of marriageable
age,” with the Greek term parthenos, meaning “virgin”. Could
this translation have led some Jewish Christians to conclude
that Isaiah was prophesying the virgin birth of the Messiah?
And if so, might they have invented the story of Jesus’ virgin
birth as the alleged “fulfillment” of Isaiah’s prediction?

While one can claim that they might have done so, there’s no
evidence  that  they  actually  did.  But  if  not,  what  could
account for early Christianity’s understanding of Isaiah 7:14
as  a  prophecy  of  the  Messiah’s  virgin  birth?  Well,  the
historical reality of Jesus’ virgin birth could have done so!
After  all,  it’s  one  thing  to  think  that  early  Jewish
Christians, without any precedent in Jewish thought, would
invent the story of Jesus’ virgin birth from an imaginative
interpretation of Isaiah’s prophecy. But it’s another thing
entirely  to  think  that  by  beginning  with  a  historically
reliable  account  of  Jesus’  virgin  birth,  they  eventually
concluded that Isaiah had indeed prophesied such an event.{35}

Only  the  latter  hypothesis  is  supported  by  evidence.
Particularly  important  in  this  regard  are  the  gospels  of
Matthew and Luke. These sources have been shown to be quite
historically reliable. Their accounts of Jesus’ birth, though
apparently written independently of one another, are free of
contradiction. Indeed, apart from an unproven bias against the



supernatural, there is little reason to doubt the accuracy of
their reports. Thus, there do appear to be adequate grounds
for believing that Jesus really was born of a virgin!
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Christian Rumors

Madalyn Murray O’Hair
No doubt you’ve heard them and wondered if they were true.
Stories  about  Madalyn  Murray  O’Hair’s  campaign  against
Christian radio, Janet Reno’s definition of a cult or Charles
Darwin’s supposed deathbed conversion. Are they true or not?

Believe me–I see more than my share of these myths and rumors.
Because of my public visibility and presence on various web
pages, I probably get a lot more e-mail messages than most
people do. So I probably see a higher percentage of myths and
rumors than most. Yet, I am amazed at the number of rumors
flying around the Internet.

And we get lots of phone calls at Probe from people wondering
if various stories they have heard are true. Others forward e-
mail messages they receive and ask if they are true, before
they forward them to others.

Many of these messages are relatively harmless ones like the
promise that you will get free M&Ms if you forward an e-mail
message  to  someone.  This  apparently  has  mutated  into  the
belief that IBM will send you a free computer if you forward a
particular e-mail. Supposedly IBM is doing this because of a
recent  merger  between  Hewlett-Packard  and  Gateway.  As  my
teenage daughter likes to say, “Yeah right!” Oh, and don’t
forget  about  the  GAP  offering  free  clothing  because  of  a
supposed merger with Abercrombie and Fitch.

Some other rumors are harmful to companies. One example would
be the false rumor that an executive with Proctor and Gamble
announced he was a Satanist on the Sally Jesse Raphael Show.
The original rumor had this happening on The Donahue Show. And
then there’s the rumor that the designer Liz Claiborne told
the Oprah audience that she donates profits to the Church of

http://probe.org/christian-rumors/


Satan. None of these rumors are true, yet these e-mails still
show up in Probe’s inbox on a fairly regular basis.

In this article I want to address what I consider to be the
major  myths  and  rumors  that  are  spread  by  the  Christian
community. With so many, I had to be selective; so I tried to
focus on those persistent myths spread by Christians and some
of the rumors which seem to nearly have a life of their own.

The most persistent rumor in the Christian community over the
last few decades is the mistaken belief that atheist Madalyn
Murray O’Hair has been trying to ban religious broadcasting
through petition RM 2493. Back in December 1974, there was a
petition by Jeremy Lanaman and Lorenzo Milam to investigate
radio stations with non-commercial educational licenses. The
FCC unanimously rejected the petition in August 1975. But
somehow  the  original  information  mutated  into  the  current
rumor  that  Madalyn  Murray  O’Hair  was  trying  to  remove
Christian radio stations from the airwaves. The rumor wasn’t
true  when  she  was  alive,  and  certainly  isn’t  true  now.
Nevertheless, the FCC has received millions and millions of
bogus petitions. Let me state once again, the rumor isn’t true
and all of us should do what we can to stop the rumor.

Janet Reno, Enemy of Christians
I am trying to address what I consider to be the major myths
and rumors that are spread by the Christian community. Many of
these  show  up  in  e-mails,  while  others  are  repeated  by
Christian speakers and believed to be true, even though they
are false.

One persistent rumor has been attributed to former Attorney
General  Janet  Reno,  who  supposedly  defines  Christians  as
belonging to a cult. Let me quote from one variation of the e-
mail.

Are  you  a  cultist,  ACCORDING  TO  JANET  RENO??  .  .  .  I



certainly HOPE SO!! Attorney General Janet Reno, “A cultist
is one who has a strong belief in the Bible and the Second
Coming of Christ; who frequently attends Bible studies; who
has a high level of financial giving to a Christian cause;
who home schools their children; who has accumulated survival
foods and has a strong belief in the Second Amendment; and
who distrusts big government. Any of these may qualify a
person as a cultist but certainly more than one of these
would cause us to look at this person as a threat, and his
family  as  being  in  a  risk  situation  that  qualified  for
government interference.” Janet Reno, Attorney General, USA
Interview on 60 Minutes, June 26, 1994 Do you qualify? Are
you (as defined by the U.S. Attorney General) a threat? If
any of these apply to you then you are!! This worries me.
Does it worry you? Let’s impeach her too!!! Everyone in this
country “The land of the free” with computer access should
copy this and send to every man, woman and child who can
read.

The quote is a hoax, but that didn’t stop many Christians from
trying to send this e-mail to nearly everyone they knew that
had access to the Internet. Even now that Janet Reno is no
longer Attorney General, this e-mail still circulates on a
fairly regular basis.

Here are the facts. According to CBS, Janet Reno did not
appear on 60 Minutes in 1994. And it is doubtful that she
would ever say something so inflammatory on this program or
any other program. If she had, certainly it would have made
front-page news to define millions of Christians as “cultists”
and a “threat” to society.

The Office of Legislative Affairs in the Justice Department
says they believe the quote first appeared in the August 1993
edition  of  the  “Paul  Revere  Newsletter”  published  by  the
Christian Defense League in Flora, Illinois. The group has
been described by some as a “far right hate group” holding to



racist and anti-Semitic views. The newsletter subsequently ran
a retraction.

This  is  the  unfortunate  origin  of  this  persistent  e-mail
message. Unknowingly, Christians circulated a rumor started by
a group bent on attacking the Attorney General. They did so
because Christians were attacked as being cultists, thus they
spread a rumor that was not true.

Joshua’s Long Day
One story that has been around for quite a long time is the
myth of NASA discovering Joshua’s long day. As the story goes,
computers at the space agency discovered that as they went
back in time the calculations did not work. Scientists doing
orbital mechanics calculations to determine the positions of
the planets in the future realized that they were off by a
day. A biblical scholar in the group supposedly solved the
question when he remembered the passage in Joshua 10:13 which
says that “the sun stood still, and the moon stopped” for
about a whole day.

Attempts to verify the story through the NASA Spaceflight
Center in Maryland never materialized. But that didn’t stop
the spreading of the story that NASA found computer evidence
of a missing day, which thereby verified the story of Joshua’s
long day.

As it turns out, the apparent origin of this story precedes
NASA by many years. Harry Rimmer wrote about astronomical
calculations  recorded  by  Professor  C.A.  Totten  of  Yale
University  in  his  1936  book  The  Harmony  of  Science  and
Scripture.{1}  He  quotes  professor  Totten,  who  said,  “[A]
fellow professor, an accomplished astronomer, made the strange
discovery  that  the  earth  was  twenty-  four  hours  out  of
schedule!” He says that Professor Totten challenged this man
to investigate the question of the inspiration of the Bible.
Some time later, his colleague replied: “In the tenth chapter



of Joshua, I found the missing twenty-four hours accounted
for. Then I went back and checked up on my figures, and found
that at the time of Joshua there were only 23 hours and 20
minutes lost.”

Researchers have gone back to Professor Totten’s book Joshua’s
Long Day and the Dial of Ahaz (published in 1890) and have not
been able to find the story of the astronomer. Instead they
find his argument for the lost day based upon the chronology
of Jesus Christ. He believed that Christ must have been born
at  the  fall  equinox  and  that  the  world  was  created  four
thousand years before Christ was born. He therefore calculates
that the world was created on September 22, 4000 b.c. This day
must be a Sunday, but using a calendar we find that this date
was a Monday. Therefore, argues Professor Totten, Joshua’s
long day accounts for this “missing day.”

As you can see, there is no story about NASA scientists, nor
are there even skeptical astronomers. He makes a number of
very questionable assumptions in order to supposedly “prove”
Joshua’s long day.

The story of NASA verifying Joshua’s long day is a myth that
has  been  passed  down  for  decades  and  apparently  has  its
origins from stories recorded even before NASA existed. The
story is false.

Darwin’s Deathbed Conversion
One of the most persistent stories is the supposed conversion
of Charles Darwin and his supposed rejection of evolution on
his deathbed. Christian speakers and writers retell this story
with great regularity even though there is good evidence that
Darwin remained an agnostic and an evolutionist to the day of
his death. And even if the story was true (and it is not), its
retelling is irrelevant to whether the theory of evolution is
true. Darwin did not recant, and scientists would continue to
teach the theory even if he had changed his mind.



The origin of this story can be traced to one “Lady Hope” who
started the story after the death of Charles Darwin. On one
occasion, Lady Hope spoke to a group of young men and women at
the  school  founded  by  the  evangelist  D.  L.  Moody  at
Northfield, Massachusetts. According to her, Darwin had been
reading the book of Hebrews on his deathbed. She said he asked
for the local Sunday school to sing in a summerhouse on the
grounds, and had confessed: “How I wish I had not expressed my
theory of evolution as I have done.” She even said he would
like her to gather a congregation since he “would like to
speak to them of Christ Jesus and His salvation, being in a
state where he was eagerly savouring the heavenly anticipation
of bliss.”{2}

D. L. Moody encouraged Lady Hope to publish her story, and it
was printed in the Boston Watchman Examiner. The story spread,
and the claims have been republished and restated ever since.

The claims were refuted at the time and were subsequently
addressed by Darwin’s son and daughter when they were revived
years  later.  In  1918,  Francis  Darwin  made  this  public
statement:

Lady Hope’s account of my father’s views on religion is quite
untrue. I have publicly accused her of falsehood, but have
not seen any reply. My father’s agnostic point of view is
given in my Life and Letters of Charles Darwin, Vol. I., pp.
304-317. You are at liberty to publish the above statement.
Indeed, I shall be glad if you will do so.

Darwin’s daughter, Henrietta, writing in the Christian for
February  23,  1922,  said  she  was  present  at  her  father’s
deathbed. “Lady Hope was not present during his last illness,
or any illness. I believe he never even saw her, but in any
case  she  had  no  influence  over  him  in  any  department  of
thought or belief. He never recanted any of his scientific
views, either then or earlier. We think the story of his



conversion was fabricated in the U.S.A.” She concluded by
saying, “The whole story has no foundation whatever.”

So  that  is  the  history  of  the  story  of  Charles  Darwin’s
deathbed conversion. It simply is not true.

Satanic Affiliations
Now I would like to conclude by looking at rumors linking
various individuals and groups to Satan.

One individual linked to Satan is J. K. Rowling, the author of
the best-selling Harry Potter series. Although we at Probe
have expressed some concern over the books, we believe some of
the criticism concerning her has been unfair. One purported
quotation making the rounds comes from a satirical publication
known  as  The  Onion.  Supposedly  she  says,  “I  think  it’s
absolute rubbish to protest children’s books on the grounds
that  they  are  luring  children  to  Satan.  People  should  be
praising  them  for  that!  These  books  guide  children  to  an
understanding that the weak, idiotic Son of God is a living
hoax who will be humiliated when the rain of fire comes.” The
quote goes on to use pornographic language.

Editors at The Onion made up the quote along with just about
everything  else  in  the  article.  The  fictitious  article
includes  mock  quotes  from  blaspheming  children  planning
satanic rituals. It claimed that fourteen million American
children have joined the Church of Satan because of the Harry
Potter  series.  Unfortunately,  many  Christians  did  not
understand that the magazine is a blatantly satirical tabloid
attempting to lampoon Christians concerned about the Harry
Potter series.

A similar rumor surfaced in the 1980s when chain letters and
petitions  supposedly  documented  that  the  Procter  &  Gamble
symbol was really a satanic symbol. According to the story,
the company’s historic “man in the moon” symbol was the devil.



And Procter & Gamble executives supposedly appeared on a TV
talk show (Phil Donahue or Sally Jesse Raphael) to boast that
their company gave some of their profits to the Church of
Satan.

I think the lesson this week is that Christians should be more
discerning.  If  you  receive  a  letter  or  e-mail  full  of
sensational information, you should ask yourself why this is
the first you have heard about it. If Janet Reno or J.K.
Rowling or an executive with Procter & Gamble said the things
they allegedly said, wouldn’t you have heard about it long
before you received this letter or e- mail? If it sounds
incredible, maybe that’s because it isn’t credible. If you
have questions, feel free to write us or call us at Probe or
check out the numerous Web sites dedicated to debunking myths,
rumors, and urban legends. In the meantime, we should all
learn to be more discerning.
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