
Why Study Church History?
James Detrich provides five reasons to study church history
and allow our knowledge to build our confidence in our faith.

When  I  was  in  college,  we  had  to  do  what  was  called
“evangelism night.” It was a night in which a group of us
would pile into someone’s old, broken-down car (we were all
poor  back  then)  and  skirt  downtown  to  the  city’s  walking
bridge,  a  large  half-mile  overpass  extending  over  the
Chattanooga River. We were always sure that plenty of people
would be there that needed our message. One night I began
talking to a man about Christ and he quickly cut me off, “I am
a Christian,” he exclaimed. “Great,” I replied. As we continue
talking, though, I soon discovered that he was a “different”
Christian than me. He said he believed in an expansive New
Testament that contained many more books than the twenty-seven
I was accustomed to, and he had six or seven Gospels, where I
only had four. When I told him that I didn’t think he was
right,  that  the  New  Testament  only  contained  twenty-seven
books and four Gospels, he asked me an important question,
“How do you know that there are only four Gospels? Maybe there
are more books to the Bible than you think!” I stood there,
knowing that he was wrong. But I didn’t know why he was wrong.
I had no idea of how to combat him—I didn’t know church
history well enough in order to provide, as 1 Peter 3:15 says,
an account of the assurance that lies within me.

This  is  one  of  the  great  reasons  why  we  as
Christians need to study church history. In this article I am
going  to  make  a  passionate  plea  for  the  study  of  church
history and give five reasons why I believe it is essential
for  every  follower  of  Christ.  Alister  McGrath  said  that
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“Studying church history . . . is like being at a Bible study
with  a  great  company  of  people  who  thought  about  those
questions  that  were  bothering  you  and  others.”{1}  These
bothering questions, much like the one I could not answer on
the  walking  bridge,  oftentimes  can  be  answered  through
learning the stories and lessons of history. It was Martin
Luther, the great reformer, who cried out: “History is the
mother of truth.” This is the first reason why Christians need
to study history, so that we can become better skilled to
answer the nagging questions that either critics ask or that
we  ourselves  are  wrestling  with.  It  would  have  been  a
tremendous help that day on the bridge to know that in the
second and third centuries, the time right after Jesus and the
apostles, that church pastors and theologians were exclaiming
and defending the truth that we only possess four Gospels:
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. If I had only known of this
rich tradition, if I had only known my church history, I would
have been able to give a reasonable account of that hope that
lies within me.

Church History Provides Comfort
The first reason why Christians should study church history is
that it helps Christians provide a more reasonable account of
what we believe. The second reason is that Christians, just
like any other people, go through many times of loneliness and
despair.  The  book  of  Psalms  reveals  multiple  times  where
various psalmists reveal that they feel as though God has left
them, that their enemies are closing in, and that no one,
including God, really cares. Suffice it to say that this often
leads to a crisis of faith. Many of us suffer that same crisis
from time to time, and the one thing that usually helps to be
encouraged is to get around God’s people. When we are with
others who believe as we do, it helps to stabilize, and to
build, our faith. There is a sense in those moments of being
with  other  Christians  that  our  faith  is  bigger  and  more



expansive—that it is communal, not merely individual.

Studying church history is about being with the community of
faith. Reading the stories, learning the truths, examining the
insights of these faithful men and women down through the
centuries gives to us the sense that our faith is not shallow,
but as the song used to say, it is “deep and wide.” Church
historian John Hannah claims that studying Christian heritage
“dispels the sense of loneliness and isolation in an era that
stresses the peripheral and sensational.”{2} It breaks us away
from this modern culture that emphasizes the glitz and the
glamour  of  the  here  and  now,  and  helps  us  to  establish
confidence in the faith by examining the beliefs central to
our faith that have been developed over a long period of time.
Christian theology does not invent beliefs; it finds beliefs
already among Christians and critically examines them. The
excavation site for Christian theology is not merely in the
pages of Scripture, though that is the starting point, but it
expands from there into the many centuries as we find the Holy
Spirit leading His church. For us today, it gives us the
ability to live each day absolutely sure that what we are
believing in actually is true; to know and understand that for
over 2000 years men and women have been worshipping, praising,
and glorifying the same God that we do today.

It’s similar to those grand, majestic churches, the cathedrals
that  overwhelm  you  with  the  sense  of  transcendence.  The
expansive ceilings, high walls, and stained glass leaves the
impression that our faith, our Christian heritage, is not
small but large. Entering into a contemplation of our faith’s
history is like going into one of those churches. It takes
away the loneliness, the isolation, and reminds us of the
greatness of our faith.

Church History Solidifies Our Faith
The third reason for studying church history takes us to the



task of theology. Have you ever wondered if something you
heard being preached in church was essential? Maybe you’ve
asked, Is this really so important to my faith? Understanding
and articulating what is most important to Christianity is one
of the crucial tasks that theology performs. This task is
developed from a historical viewpoint. It asks the question,
What has always been crucially important to Christians in each
stage  of  church  history?  Over  the  centuries,  Christian
theologians have developed three main categories for Christian
beliefs: dogma, doctrine, and opinion.{3} A belief considered
as dogma is deemed to be essential to the gospel; rejecting it
would  entail  apostasy  and  heresy.  Doctrines  are  developed
within a particular church or denomination that help to guide
that group in belief. What a church believes is found in its
doctrine.  Lastly,  beliefs  relegated  to  opinion  are  always
interesting, but they are not important in the overall faith
of the church. But dogma is important and history tells the
story of how the church receives these important truths. It
tells the story of how the church came to understand that God
is three and one, the received truth of the Trinity; or how
they came to understand that Jesus was both human and divine,
the received truth of the Person of Christ. In examining these
things, you begin to understand what is most essential and
what is less important.

This is the same question that was being asked in the early
fourth century. Some folks calling themselves Christians were
going around proclaiming that Jesus Christ was different from
God the Father, that even though He was deserving of worship,
there was a time when He was created by the Father. Other
Christians rose up and declared that to be heretical. They
claimed that the words and actions of Christ as recorded in
the Scripture clearly affirms Him to be equal with the Father.
The Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325 sided with the latter group,
claiming that Jesus was indeed equal with His Father. The
exact wording of the council’s conclusion is that Jesus is “of
the same substance” with His Father. That dogmatic decision is



reflected  in  the  church’s  doctrinal  beliefs  and  it
demonstrates  its  crucial  importance  for  Christianity.

History is indeed the treasure chest of truth. Open it up.
Discover the riches within it. Find out what is there and what
is not—what is important and what is not!

Church  History  Helps  Us  Interpret  the
Bible
Why should we study church history? The answers already given
are that it provides perspective in answering tough questions,
gives a sense that our faith has gravitas, delineates that
which is important; the fourth reason is that the study of
church history helps us to interpret the Bible. You might been
inclined to say, “We don’t need church history, all we need is
the Bible.” But we must remember that people interpret the
Bible in many and various ways. For instance, do you know that
the largest meeting in North America that discusses the Bible
is called the Society of Biblical Literature. It meets every
year and boasts of having thousands of members. Among those
within  the  society,  only  an  astonishing  30%  of  them  are
evangelicals, or people who would have a more conservative
interpretation of Scripture. People all over are reading the
Bible, but they are reading it in different ways.

So, how do we know how to interpret the Bible? We believe that
a certain interpretation or tradition of the text goes all the
way back to Jesus and His apostles. Thus, Scripture must be
interpreted in light of this tradition—the way that the early
community of believers read the various texts of Scripture as
they  recognized  its  authority  in  matters  of  faith  and
practice.  They  recognized  that  these  texts  supported,
explained, and gave evidence to the belief system that they
held dear. For us, going back and reading the early church
fathers is profitable for our understanding of the broader
cultural  and  theological  framework  so  that  we  can  better



understand  what  Scripture  is  saying.  For  instance,  as  we
discovered  above,  the  Trinity  is  a  crucial  dogma  of  the
church.  Therefore,  any  interpretation  of  the  Bible  that
contradicts that basic belief would be inadequate. History
helps to paint the lines that we must stay within and it helps
to construct the boundaries for a faithful reading of the
text. Examining what was important to the apostles, and the
generation that followed, and then the next generation, gives
a basic tradition, a framework, of values and beliefs, that
must guide our faith today. The study of church history helps
us to develop that basic framework.

It  was  a  second-century  pastor  that  complained  that  the
heretics of his day read the same Bible as he did, yet they
twist it into something else. He equated it someone taking a
beautiful picture of a king constructed with precious jewels
and rearranging those jewels so that the picture now resembles
a dog.{4} We would contest ruining such a beautiful piece of
art! This is exactly what happens when the beauty of the Bible
is misinterpreted. To keep that from happening, we must study
church history and find out what the precious jewels actually
are that construct the beauty of the Bible.

Church History Demonstrates the Working
of God
We have listed four reasons to study church history: it helps
answering questions, it presents a faith that is deep and
wide, it delineates what is important, and it helps us to
interpret the Bible. The fifth reason why we should study
church history is that it demonstrates the working of God.
More specifically, it gives evidence that the Holy Spirit is
working through and among His people, the church of God. It is
the  same  Spirit  that  was  working  in  that  early  Christian
community that is still at work today in the community of
faith. In other words, history provides a further resource for



understanding the movement of God in the entire community of
faith. We affirm that there is continuity between the early
Christian community and the community today, because we serve
one God and are the one people of that God. Hence, every
sector of church history is valuable, because it is the same
Spirit moving through every stage of history. Church history
is  His  story  and  it  tells  of  God’s  faithfulness  to  the
community of believers as they have carried forth His truth
and have given animation to His character. Just as Christ is
the image of the invisible God, the church, through the Son
and by the Spirit, is also the image of the invisible God.
Church history is the story of how the community reflects that
invisible God.

This  is  the  concept  that  brings  all  the  others  into  a
connected whole. The reason why studying church history can
provide answers to crucial questions of faith is due to the
fact that the Spirit has been moving in the hearts of men and
women down throughout history, aiding them in their questions
of faith and the fruit of that work has been preserved for us
today. The reason why studying church history can show us what
is important to the faith is because the Spirit has been at
work guiding the church into truth. The reason why studying
church history can help us interpret the Bible is because the
Spirit has illuminated the path for understanding the Bible
for  centuries.  This  is  what  is  fascinating  about  church
history: it is a study of His Story. He is there, just as
Jesus said He would be. Remember it was Jesus who said that He
was going away, but that He would send a Comforter. And this
One would guide us in all truth. Church history is the story
of that illuminated path where the God of the church guides
His people into all truth. History is where He is.
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Are You a Marcion (Martian)
Christian?
James Detrich explores the wrong thinking many Christians hold
concerning  an  incorrect  split  between  the  Old  and  New
Testaments, as if there were different deities for each.

Marcion or Martian?
Are you a Marcion Christian? No, I don’t mean Martian as in
the space aliens. No, no, this will not be an article about
whether there are alien life forms on other planets. We cover
that question on the Probe website. This is, instead, about
Marcion, an early churchman who lived in the second century.

As the early church was trying to understand how
the Old Testament and New Testament worked together, Marcion
said that they are incompatible. He rejected the Old Testament
as being too Jewish, too concerned with things like the Law,
and  sacrifices,  and  old  timey  prophets.  He  claimed  the
Christian  church  should  have  nothing  to  do  with  the  Old
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Testament,  that  we  are  merely  New  Testament  believers.
Actually, now that I think about it, it is pretty neat that
his  name,  Marcion,  sounds  like  Martian  as  in  the  aliens.
Because  that  is  exactly  what  the  early  church  thought  of
Marcion’s ideas; they thought they were alien to the faith
that had been passed down from Jesus and his apostles. Because
the ideas were alien—or might we say, heretical—the earliest
Christians rejected them and kicked Marcion and his followers
out of the church.

The earliest Christians set up boundaries for right thinking,
for right praise, what we call “orthodoxy” today.{1} They
declared that it was wrong to believe that the Old Testament
was outdated and not essential to the faith, because they
understood something very important: how one views Scripture
very much depends upon how one views God. The two go hand-in-
hand. If you reject Scripture, whether it is the Old or New
Testament, then you will reject the God behind the book. Why?
Because the Bible reveals God; it is the complete revelation
of who He is and what He values.

The reason Marcion wanted to do away with the Old Testament
was his wrong belief that the God of the Old Testament was an
inferior god, who was full of wrath and justice. He was that
nasty  god  who  told  the  Israelites  to  execute  anyone  who
worshipped  another  god.  He  was  insecure,  jealous,  always
wanting love and affection. But the God of the New Testament,
taught Marcion, was completely the opposite: He, unlike that
malicious Old Testament god, was loving, gracious, peaceful,
and infinitely good. This was the true God revealed through
Jesus Christ when he came to earth with the good news.{2}

So, Marcion didn’t just have two Bibles, he also had two gods.
On the bad side were the Old Testament and the god the older
book revealed; on the good side were the New Testament and the
true God the new book revealed. Was Marcion right? Should we
as  Christians  throw  out  the  Old  Testament?  Is  the  Old
Testament God worthy of our worship? Or is Marcion’s view as



alien as a Martian living on planet Earth?

The Two-God Dualism
I settled in my overstuffed chair waiting for the contentious
TV interview. The atheist Richard Dawkins was going to be on
one of the conservative news shows. I thought to myself, this
should be good. Dawkins, of course, is not your usual atheist.
His rhetoric is a bit terse and brusque. He was the one who
called God a “vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser . . .
capriciously malevolent bully,” among other things.{3} Safe to
say, he is not too thrilled with God. But he was going to be
interviewed by a fairly conservative, Catholic talk-show host,
and so I figured it should be a good debate on religion. But
it  wasn’t.  It  was—how  to  say  this  nicely—completely  and
utterly awful. When confronted by Dawkins’ usual claims that
the  Old  Testament  God  is  a  bully  because  he  ordered  the
stoning  of  anyone  who  did  not  worship  him,  the  bombastic
interviewer basically said that the Old Testament was a bunch
of  myths  that  no  one  really  took  seriously.  He  soothed
Dawkins’ objections with the explanation that the stories in
the Old Testament were allegories—they were not historically
true. He went on to affirm that if Dawkins had a problem with
God, he needed to read the New Testament. It is there where
Jesus preaches the good news of faith, hope, and love. These
are virtues that are good for society. I’m sure he thought,
Dawkins can’t possibly argue against this. Every time Dawkins
attempted to move the conversation back to the Old Testament,
where  he  thought  his  argument  was  the  strongest,  the
interviewer kept the discussion on the New Testament. “How can
you have a problem with a God who teaches love?” the host
would ask.{4}

But  it  was  dualism  all  over  again;  the  interviewer  was
claiming that the Old Testament God was bad and the stories
were myths, and the New Testament God is the good, Christian
God. Basically, the interviewer affirmed the same things that



Marcion affirmed in the second century. It was the old Marcion
line that said, “If you want to know what Christianity is all
about, read the New Testament; don’t read the Old Testament.”

Well, it worked. The talk-show host got through the interview
unscathed. But at what price? I submit that the price is
losing Christianity itself. Because Christianity is not based
upon merely the New Testament. We don’t have two gods; we have
one God. We have one God that is revealed in both the Old and
New Testament. It is one book about one God.

But  if  this  is  true,  then  what  does  the  Old  Testament
contribute  to  our  understanding  of  God?  How  do  the  Old
Testament and the New work together? These are some of the
questions that we as the body of Christ need to prayerfully
think over, and in the next sections I will attempt to provide
some answers.

One Book, One Story
We have been discussing the unfortunate practice of separating
the Old Testament from the New. This was first done in the
second  century  by  Marcion  who  not  only  viewed  the  Old
Testament as inferior to the New, but taught that the god of
the Old Testament was inferior to the true God of the New
Testament. But we need to understand that this was not only a
problem in the second century, it is also a tendency in the
church  today.  It  is  a  rare  church  that  preaches  the  Old
Testament as often as the New. Bible studies are typically
journeys through New Testament books. When discussing God with
our friends, especially our lost friends, we often emphasize
what the New Testament says about Jesus and, at times, can
feel embarrassed about the demands in the Old Testament. We
love to exclaim the grace of God; we don’t equally love the
judgment,  jealousy,  and  wrathfulness  of  God  that  the  Old
Testament also presents.



Please, don’t get me wrong, I am not saying that we should not
preach a grace-filled God. I attend a seminary that has a
strong tradition of preaching unapologetically the grace of
God. But what I am saying is that our view of God must be
imbibed from the totality of Scripture, including the Old
Testament. This is the great benefit of preaching, teaching,
and meditating upon the older book; it provides us with a more
complete  revelation  of  God.  These  two  testaments  are  not
contrary to one another; they do not set up two different gods
or two different or competing views of God. They are, rather,
complementary.  They  disclose  one  God  who  is  eternal,
infinitely  good,  and  infinitely  jealous  of  his  creatures’
worship with a holy jealousy borne out of love, because He
made us for Himself.

Not only do they reveal one God, but they are also one book,
one story. Think for a moment about the nature of story. For a
story to work, there must be a conflict. At times, there will
be numerous sub-conflicts, but there is always at least one
big, overriding conflict that gives the narrative meaning and
purpose. The other thing about storytelling is that you are
either building toward the resolution of the conflict or you
are falling in action because the conflict has already been
resolved. Therefore, stories are not straight lines of action;
they follow a building | climax | falling structure. The Bible
is  no  different.  As  a  story  itself  it  follows  the  same
structure. From Genesis to Revelation, Holy Scripture tells
one story about a conflict that has to be resolved. The action
rises as the conflict increases, and after the conflict is
resolved, the action then falls. This makes the Old Testament
just as important as the New; they may be two testaments, but
they are one unified story.

The Big Story of the Bible
Having completely rejected Marcion’s view of the Old Testament
and seeing it as valuable to be read and taught, we moved



forward to examine how the Old Testament and the New work
together. We affirmed that both testaments tell one unified
story. So, how is this done? At the center of the biblical
story is conflict—the clash between God and sin. The question
throughout the entire story is, How can a holy, righteous God
still have fellowship and communion with His creation given
the fact that sin has now been introduced into the creative
order? Genesis 1-11 provides the background to the story.
Those chapters are like the black screen that comes up at the
beginning of a movie like Star Wars, providing the backstory
so the audience can understand the setting and characters, and
where the story is going. Those background chapters in Genesis
tell us about God’s creation and the fall of that creation,
and  then  provide  details  of  the  extent  of  the  fall
demonstrating through the stories of Noah and Babel that man
really is sinful and we need redemption.

But the biblical story really gets going in Genesis chapter
12. It is there that God establishes a covenant with Abraham
to provide redemption for humanity. This is not to say that
God was not at work before Abraham. He was. But not in a
programmatic, systematic manner. Now God comes to mankind; He
comes  to  Abraham  to  begin  a  new  people  to  establish  His
reputation in order to bring all humanity to redemption. He
works with Abraham, and then Isaac, and then Jacob, and then
all of Jacob’s sons. Carefully, God works His divine plan in
spite of the willful disobedience and, at times, just sheer
stupidity of these men and their respective families.

As Exodus opens, this new nation is enslaved and the plan of
God appears to be in jeopardy. But through the miracles of the
plagues, God brings His people out of slavery. He brings them
to Mount Sinai and gives them the Law which is a revelation of
who He is and what He expects. If this new nation is to
establish the reputation of the one true God, then they must
be holy and pure. That is the reason why the Old Testament
demands and commands, even with the consequence of death, that



the people only worship God and Him alone. He is jealous, like
a husband who demands his wife only have one lover—himself.
Since God is the only source of life and goodness, He knows
that loving and worshiping any false gods leads to disaster
and  death.  All  of  this,  though,  is  the  building  of  the
plot—the increase of the conflict—because God’s workings with
Israel never provided a full and complete answer to sin. That
full and complete answer was yet to come.

The Point of It All: Jesus
In this article we have been discussing the value of the Old
Testament.  We  have  rejected  Marcion’s  view  that  the  Old
Testament  god  is  different  from  and  inferior  to  the  New
Testament  God.  And  we  have  explored  how  the  Old  and  New
Testaments  work  together  to  tell  one  unified  story.  In
providing the details of how God worked with the children of
Israel, all the way from Genesis to the prophets, the Old
Testament builds the action and the conflict that reaches a
climax and a resolution in the Gospels. For centuries, the
people of Israel cried out for a final and complete answer to
sin; they desired a Messiah. Just like a movie that builds
conflict  scene  after  scene  and  then  finally  resolves  the
conflict,  the  biblical  story  spends  multiple  books  and
numerous chapters building conflict. And then Jesus appears.
The Gospels tell the dramatic story of John the Baptizer, the
last  of  the  Old  Testament  prophets,  stepping  forth  to
proclaim, “Behold, the Kingdom of God is at hand.” And it is
through Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension that
resolution is finally brought to the story.

Then, the rest of the story is the creation of this new
organism called the church that preaches and teaches Jesus to
the entire known world. This part of the story is the falling
action; now that the conflict has been resolved, these are the
outworkings of the story.



Looking  at  the  Bible  this  way  allows  for  several  things.
First, it keeps the story unified with Jesus at the very
center  and  the  point  of  the  story.  The  Old  Testament
anticipates this Messiah, and the New Testament reflects upon
Him by preaching Him to the world. Second, it shows us why the
Old  Testament  is  valuable  and  essential  to  the  Christian
faith. It is not a byproduct, not something that can just be
discarded or ignored. No, it is indeed essential! It reveals
God’s character, and it is the “gateway” for the coming of
Jesus, the Christ. Third, it unabashedly demonstrates that the
entire  biblical  story  discloses  one  God,  not  two  gods  as
Marcion believed. This God is the one true God whose sovereign
control of history is beautifully displayed in the pages of
Scripture as He redeems humanity from sin and provides the way
for Himself and us to be reconciled to relationship. It is one
story—a story of love. We hope you will embrace this view of
the Bible and not be a “Martian/Marcion” Christian!

Notes
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What the Heck, Mr. Beck?
America  has  recently  been  abuzz  about  Glenn  Beck  and  his
rather large contingent of followers. Ever since somewhere
between 90,000 and a billion people showed up at his Restoring
Honor  rally  to  hear  the  Fox  News  host  and  radio–talker
prophesy from on high, fans and foes have heaped adulation,
disgust, cheer, hatred, exuberance, and all sorts of emotions
on the man himself. The response depends on whom you ask and
what  sort  of  political  worldview  they  hold.  Those  on  the
political right tend to like him and see where he is coming
from; however, those on the opposite side of the political
divide generally show antipathy toward Beck and his event.

Adding to the Left’s (and some others’) angst was the fact
that he conducted his rally at the stoop of the civil rights
movement—the  Lincoln  Memorial—on  the  very  spot  where  Dr.
Martin  Luther  King,  Jr.,  on  the  same  day  47  years  ago,
delivered one of America’s defining speeches. Would Mr. Beck
live up to that august standard? Would he dare use this sacred
place and auspicious moment as an occasion to butcher the
Obama administration and, in his view, their evil conspiracy
to bring America to the hard left?

In fact, no. He did something out of character. Departing from
his  usual  message,  diverging  from  the  political  path—he
instead spoke of God. He opined about honor. He sounded more
like a religious, pulpit–pounder than the partisan, chalkboard
artist that he usually is. He declared that “something beyond
imagination is happening. America today begins to turn back to
God.”{1}  Wow!  How  awesome  is  that?  Someone  in  our  nation
standing up for God. Or is he?
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Who is God?
When we dig deeper, having already donned our distinctively
Christian worldview lenses, Beck’s message may not be what it
seems. Is he really trying to turn America back to God? The
God that we as evangelical Christians believe in—the one in
the Old Testament as well as in the New? The God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob? The Triune God—you know, the Father, Son,
and  Holy  Spirit?  In  fact,  as  you  listen  to  Mr.  Beck’s
rhetoric, you might notice that he never defines which God he
is actually referring to. How can you say that America is
turning back to God and never define the God that you are
talking about—unless you are taking one for granted? Is this
the god of civic religion we hear invoked so often within the
halls of power? Maybe America is seeking a god who is not
really there—because it doesn’t exist. Or maybe America wants
to fashion, shape, and mold a god of its own—a god who is not
true yet makes people feel a little better.

This god that is being fashioned here by Mr. Beck’s verbiage
seems to be a god called the Enlightenment, a deity of Reason.
Now, please do not get me wrong, I believe that Mr. Beck has
the best of intentions. I believe that he sincerely thinks
that God is the answer for America. I also believe that Mr.
Beck is not alone—there are many Americans, and yes, plenty of
Christians, who believe that God is the answer for America and
then proceed to form that god into whatever pleases them most.
This is the reason why Mr. Beck’s rally was a hit for some
many people, and many among them, sadly, are church leaders.
Yet, Scripture will not allow us to remake God into our own
image—this is what He is supposed to be doing to us.

But, I digress. Back to Mr. Beck and the god called the
Enlightenment. I believe he is basically trying to foster a
moral, ethical movement that stands for things like honesty,
integrity, truth, and nobility—you know, good, ol’ fashioned
morals—hoping  that  this  will  save  America  from  its



de–evolution.  Essentially,  he  seems  to  promote  morality
without the bothersome requirement of bowing down to the One
True God of the Bible.

This  kind  of  a  cart–before–the–horse  thinking  was  rampant
during the era of the Enlightenment. During the 18th and 19th
centuries, the concept of God was altered. Instead of looking
to the classical Biblical definition of God, these Enlightened
thinkers deemed the task of defining who God is, practically
unnecessary.

One of the products of the Enlightenment, which seems to be
carried over and promoted by Mr. Beck, is stripping morality
from  the  worship  of  God.  Immanuel  Kant,  one  the  chief
proponents of such Enlightened thinking in the 18th century,
reverses the traditional order that morality only flows from a
true concept of God. He, instead, believed that you could
acquire morality without God, because morality is rooted in
reason. “It is reason, by means of its moral principles, that
can first produce the concept of God.”{2} Did you get it? Kant
is claiming that morality establishes the concept of God.
Additionally, Kant here is not referring to the One True God
of the Bible; rather, it is a god that he has fashioned in his
own mind. Basically, God is morality; and you can get morality
by being sensible, rationale, reasonable, by looking within
yourself.

Mr. Beck’s gathering was a pep–rally encouraging people to
look  within  themselves.  Don’t  look  to  someone  else,  he
proclaimed, we must “look inside ourselves.”{3} He eloquently
spoke of the “power of the individual” and the difference that
you can make when “you look inside yourself.”{4} Morality is
attainable—not  by  worship  of  and  communion  with  a  holy,
righteous God—but by examining your reasonable self. I believe
that Mr. Beck’s libertarian political philosophy is not merely
the way he sees politics—it is the way he sees all of life.

But  we  see  Scripture  providing  an  altogether  different



viewpoint—or might I say, worldview. It tells us that men’s
hearts are deceitful, in fact, so much so that not even the
individual himself or herself can know it. It tells us that
the belief and worship of God is directly tied to how we live.
Wrong beliefs lead to wrong living, overall. The Bible tells
us not to look within ourselves for the solution, but to look
to the cross: to look to the true God and his guilt–sacrifice
on  our  behalf.  And  then  it  tells  us  to  look  toward  the
community—the church of God—in order to live a holy, moral,
ethical life; not so that we can become good patriots, but so
that we can become good children of God, and thus more fully
human. The end result will be virtuous people living together
in harmony.

The bottom line is that faith counts. Looking to God for
morality is both Biblical and essential. But many within the
Christian community seem to ignore this important fact when
they are presented with a celebrity that seems to give voice
to their political and moral values. Two leading evangelicals,
when commenting about Mr. Beck’s gathering to Christianity
Today, ignore the ultimacy of faith. “Glenn Beck’s Mormon
faith is irrelevant,”{5} cried one; while the other proclaimed
that Mr. Beck will be seen by evangelicals “as a moral voice,
not necessarily a spiritual voice.”{6} But I ask once again:
can morality and spirituality be divorced from one another? Is
faith really irrelevant? No, and no.

What is Honor?
But another question regarding Mr. Beck’s gospel is, What does
it  mean  to  be  honorable?  His  rally  was  called  “Restoring
Honor” and he obviously lauds the idea of honor, but he never
defines it. He joked at the rally that America’s shape was
much like his weight and then added, “That ain’t good.”{7} So,
if America is in such bad condition morally, and if America
needs to be restored, what does it need to be restored to?
These are all questions he leaves unanswered, yet I believe



they are crucial questions from a Christian perspective.

But we may have more answers than we think. The one thing we
do know is that Mr. Beck is a political animal. He has made a
very  nice  living  in  talk  radio  as  well  as  on  television
opining his political views. He is an unabashedly libertarian
thinker,  believing  that  small  government  is  the  best
government, and that citizens deserve the highest amounts of
freedom which they lose if government is too large. Thus, weak
government equals strong individual freedom.

This,  of  course,  is  a  legitimate  political  philosophy—one
which many Americans believe in. Yet, Mr. Beck promotes his
ideology with the fiercest possible rhetoric. He once queried
about murdering Michael Moore: “I’m wondering if I could kill
him myself, or if I would need to hire somebody to do it….I’ve
lost all sense of right and wrong now. I used to be able to
say, ‘Yeah, I’d kill Michael Moore,’ and then I’d see the
little [arm]band: What Would Jesus Do? And then I’d realize,
‘Oh, you wouldn’t kill Michael Moore. Or at least you wouldn’t
choke him to death.’ And you know, well, I’m not sure.”{8} His
résumé also contains insults of the 9/11 victims’ families
wanting them to just “shut up,”{9} calling Katrina victims
“scumbags,”{10} and probably most infamously, claiming that
President  Obama  had  “a  deep–seated  hatred  for  white
people.”{11}

So, what is honor? Is honor standing up for what you believe
using the most hateful kinds of attacks to do it? Would Mr.
Beck be able to call President Obama honorable? Or liberal
filmmaker  Michael  Moore?  Or  oppositional  political  pundit
Keith  Olbermann?  Does  honor  only  reside  on  the  political
right? It seems that honor for Mr. Beck is not something that
transcends politics, but something that is very political,
quite partisan. I may be wrong; Mr. Beck’s message about honor
may be apolitical. But if that is the case, the messenger was
flawed. The self–styled prophet who showed up that day at the
Lincoln Memorial is a man whose public persona is so filled



with partisan, vitriolic attacks upon people who disagree with
him politically that it seems clear: “restoring honor” means
ascribing to certain political views—his personal views. Yet
honor is not about a political view; it transcends politics
and  should  never  be  abused  by  being  politicized.
Unfortunately,  Mr.  Beck’s  message  did  just  that.

Contrast that with the other folks who have been discussing,
and yes, preaching about honor for thousands of years. Their
message is pure; it is not hogtied to a political context, not
confined to the simple, temporal issues of politics—rather,
this  message  is  concerned  with  the  eternal.  They  are  the
countless preachers, teachers, pastors, church leaders who for
centuries have been passing down a true message about honor.
It is the Christian concept of honor. Yes, there is honor
outside the Christian domain, but never does honor shine more
than when it is a part of a Christian worldview. Our faith
defines honor and it defines to whom honor is due.

Paul does just that in his letter to Galatia when he writes:
“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness,  goodness,  faithfulness,  gentleness,
self–control.”{12} The very next verse ties what honor is to
whom honor is due: “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have
crucified the flesh with its passion and desires” [emphasis
mine].{13} This is honor in its brightest colors. Living a
life of worship to the true God—a life that is characterized
by love and its eight subsequent characteristics: joy, peace,
patience,  kindness,  goodness,  faithfulness,  gentleness,  and
self–control.

I believe that all of this can be summed up nicely by Paul’s
words in the same letter when he writes, “if we live by the
Spirit, let us walk by the Spirit.”{14} Whether it is morality
or honor, we must realize that this kind of walking can only
be done when we are living by the Spirit. The moral, ethical
system that Mr. Beck is looking for is located in the pages of
Holy Scripture. It is not found by looking inside oneself; it



is about looking at God’s rich Word. If you choose the first
option, you will remain confused in sin; if you practice the
second, you will accurately know what morality and honor is.
You will indeed have the moral and spiritual power to live it
out. That is the only hope for our country, as it is the only
hope for any person or country. Maybe I am wrong about Mr.
Beck—but until the Beckian revolution can tell us what honor
is and what God we are supposed to turn toward—we should, from
afar, keep shouting: “What the heck, Mr. Beck?”
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