
“What  Is  the  ‘Sin  Unto
Death’?” [Jimmy Williams]
I have always been puzzled with 1 John 5:16-17 and the meaning
of the “sin unto death.” Can you explain exactly what John is
referring to?

16 If any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto
death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life for them that
sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say
that he shall pray for it.
17 All unrighteousness is sin: and there is a sin not unto
death.

I would really appreciate any help you can give me on this.

Thank you for your e-mail and your concerns about “the sin
unto death” mentioned in 1 John 5:16-17.

Let me see if I can give you an acceptable answer to your
question. In doing so, we will first have to explore a number
of factors which come from the Bible. Let me begin with a
passage from Hebrews 12:

“My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord. .
. Nor faint when you are reproved by Him; for those whom the
Lord loves He disciplines, and scourges every son whom He
receives. It is for discipline that you endure; God deals
with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father
does not discipline? . . . “All discipline for the moment
seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have
been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit
of righteousness. Therefore, strengthen the hands that are
weak and the knees that are feeble, and make straight paths
for your feet. . .” (Heb. 12:5-13).
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Whether we are reading the Old Testament or the New, we find
that God is at work to create a family for His own pleasure, a
company of sons and daughters who will commune with and look
to Him for love, provision, guidance, and consolation. In the
Gospel of John, chapters 1 and 3 make it clear that when we
place our faith in Jesus Christ to be our Savior Who, through
His death, can make us presentable to God, we join the family
of God through a new spiritual birth and thus embark upon our
personal Christian pilgrimage which ends on the day we die.

As newborns in this family, we are admonished by the Word to
“Grow in grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Pet.
3:18), and “as newborn babes, long for the pure milk of the
Word, that by it you may grow in respect to salvation” (1 Pet.
2:2).

All children, physical and spiritual, undergo a process of
development which involves time. The theological term for this
process is “sanctification,” which means the Christian life.
Along the way, as we saw above in the Hebrews passage, we
observe  that  God,  like  any  good  father,  disciplines  us
appropriately  when  necessary.  The  goal  is  training,  not
punishment.  This  training  process  may  occur  through
circumstances we encounter, and which God allows, or it can
come through knowledge of the Bible:

“All Scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped
for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16,17).

We have a vivid example of this process in the Apostle Paul’s
life. He describes it this way:

“And because of the surpassing abundance of (my) revelations,
for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was
given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet
me–to  keep  me  from  exalting  myself….  Concerning  this  I



entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me.
And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for
power is perfected in weakness'” (2 Cor. 12:7-9).

We don’t have a clear picture what this “thorn” was. Most
believe it was a physical ailment. There is some indication
that it may have been an eye problem. But the point I make
here is that God may allow all kinds of circumstances into our
life which are designed for training purposes. This process is
the normal Christian Life.

Another good example comes from 1 Corinthians 11:21-31. Paul
writes this epistle to address several problems and/or abuses
occurring among the church members there. One abuse was that
when the believers came together to take communion, some of
the members showed up to enjoy the food and some came drunk!
Paul rebukes them saying, “Therefore when you meet together,
it is not to eat the Lord’s supper, for in your eating each
one takes his own supper first; and one is hungry, and another
is drunk. What! Do you not have houses in which to eat and
drink? Or do you despise the church of God and shame those who
have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? In
this I will not praise you. . . For he who eats and drinks,
eats and drinks judgment to himself, if he does not judge the
body rightly. For this reason many among you are weak and
sick, and a number sleep.”

This passage makes it clear to us that there are consequences
to  our  disobedience.  Some  of  these  Corinthian  believers
evidently are disciplined by God through both illness and even
death (“some of you sleep”). That is not to say that all
illness and death are divine judgments, but some are.

In  this  particular  instance,  some  of  the  disobedient
Corinthians experienced the “sin unto death.” (That is, some
of them died).

With this background, we come to the heart of your question.



The “sin unto death” is found throughout the Bible and seems
to be connected to new eras of biblical history.

Here are some examples where people experienced death through
disobedience:

Giving of the Law, Mount Sinai: Golden Calf (Exodus 32)
Institution  of  Levitical  Priesthood:  “Strange  Fire”
(Leviticus 10)
Conquest of the Land: Achan (Joshua 7)
Beginning of the Church: Ananias & Sapphira (Acts 5)
(See also Samson and Saul–God was longsuffering with
both)

Speaking  of  the  incident  in  Leviticus  10  where  Nadab  and
Abihu,  the  sons  of  Aaron,  offered  “strange  fire”  which
“consumed them, and they died before the Lord” (Lev. 10:2),
Rev. Ray Stedman of Palo Alto Bible Church says:

This was a sin of presumption, not a sin of ignorance. They
knew better and what incense they were supposed to burn. . .
they had been told emphatically that God would be offended if
they  offered  incense  other  than  that  which  he  had
prescribed.* Second, it was a sin dealt with severely because
it  distorted  God’s  revelation  of  Himself.  All  of  these
sacrifices and rituals were intended for us to learn what
kind of God He is. Third, God used it to set an example. God
is here teaching a lesson-to show how important it was for
the priests at the beginning of their priesthood to follow
explicitly what God commanded. And it only happened once.
Similarly, though the sin of Ananias and Sapphira (deception,
hypocrisy) was common among Christians of the early church
and common ever since, God never visited death like that
again. It is a manifestation of God’s love and concern. At
the outset, He is wanting to stop this kind of thing from
happening  again,  and  He  is  giving  fair  warning  of  the
eventual consequences to anyone presumptuous enough to sin



deliberately in this way.” That is the way we human beings
work.  Unless  an  issue  is  vividly,  dramatically,  openly,
symbolically made clear to us, we’ll go right on and do the
wrong thing. So God is stopping that, arresting it with his
judgment at this point. But he really wants us to learn to
refrain for the sake of his glory, not out of fear for our
lives.  *(Cf.  elaborate  instructions  on  incense,  Exodus
30:34-38, particularly v. 38).

Sin Unto Death (1 John 5)

Now let’s look at the passage you have questioned. The first
thing to note is the context. This major topic from 5:13-18 is
prayer.  We  are  given  in  verses  13-15  that  God  hears  and
responds to our prayers. The key word is “anything.” Then John
remembers there is an exception: praying for a disobedient,
sinning brother or sister in Christ. What to do? How do we
pray for that one? Here is the sequence we must keep in mind
for such a one as we pray.

First of all, the Apostle John tells us that there is a sin
not leading to death (physical). In verse 16, he tells us that
it  is  possible  for  Christians  to  fall  into  this  sin  not
leading to death. [See also 1 John 2:1,2–the ideal is to “sin
not.” But if anyone sins (and we will), we have an Advocate, a
defense attorney.]

When Christians observe disobedience in brothers and sisters,
they are to pray for him/her (16b); as a result of these
prayers,  God  may  choose  to  preserve,  prolong,  extend  the
person’s physical life (not eternal life, since that life is
determined by one’s personal faith decision).

This intercession is effective only in the case of sin not
leading to death (16c): that is, the person has not reached
the end limits of God’s patience and grace (His “last straw”).
See also v. 17 where John says, “All unrighteousness is sin,
but there is a sin which is not unto (physical) death.”



Secondly, there is a sin which results in physical death–the
sin unto death (v. 16d): This is the death of a believer
characterized by persistent, willful sinning in which “the
flesh is destroyed [physical death–1 Cor. 5:1-5] so that the
spirit might be saved.”

John tells us that this is a sin not to be prayed for, because
God’s  immutable  law  concerning  this  final,  “last  straw”
disobedience is involved and will be unaltered by intercessory
prayer (16e), and frankly, we do not know another’s heart
condition before the Lord. We are not encouraged to speculate
about  the  cause  of  any  believer’s  untimely  death.  In  our
prayer  life,  we  can  continue  to  intercede  for  a  wayward
brother or sister, but we are not to draw any conclusions
about  what  may,  should,  or  has  happened  in  regard  to  a
believer’s death.

Thirdly,  when  some  Christian  we  know  dies,  we  might  be
inclined to ask the question of ourselves, “Was this the sin
unto death or not?” John is telling us in this passage not to
speculate, because we just don’t know.

All  through  this  Epistle  (1  John)  the  Apostle  has  been
addressing sin in the life of the believer–yours and every
Christian  you  know.  It  is  fitting  that  John  portrays  the
remedy of habitual sin on the part of a believer in the
context of the new birth. The “black and white” contrast all
through 1 John concludes with the same idea, and one that is
also expressed in the book of James:

“Even so, faith, if it has no works is dead, being by itself.
But someone may say, ‘You have faith, and I have works; show
me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith
by my works.’ . . Are you willing to recognize, you foolish
fellow, that faith without works is useless? . . . For just
as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without
works is dead.” (James 2:17,18, 20, 26)



The New Testament clearly teaches that “Faith alone saves
(Ephesians  2:8,9;  Titus  3:5),  but  saving  faith  is  never
alone.”

This  leads  us  to  a  practical  application  in
observing/evaluating  another  believer’s  life  and
imperfections. This verse comes to mind: “The Spirit Himself
bears witness with our spirit that we are the children of God”
(Romans 8:16). What we learn from this verse is that we can
know about ourselves, (i.e. that we have the Spirit, that we
are born again), but ultimately we cannot know about another.
In other words, I can know about me, but I can’t know about
you. You can know about you, but you can’t know about me.

Practically speaking then, we should accept every person’s
testimony  who  claims  to  be  a  Christian.  Actual  Christian
behavior is on a spectrum which John describes by saying, “all
sin [big and little] is unrighteousness.” Only God can rightly
see the totality of a believer’s obedience and disobedience
over a lifetime, and rightly judge it. As a loving Father, He
may bring discipline to get us “back on track.” 1 John 1 and 2
speak to the way this may be accomplished–God’s grace through
the  Blood  of  Christ  providing  daily  cleansing  through
confession/acknowledgement  (1  John  1:9)  and  thus,  further
potential opportunity to serve.

Since we cannot see the heart of another, we can only inspect
the “fruit” (or lack thereof) we see in a life. The farther a
believer appears to wander away from God, the more “bad fruit”
we observe, and the more we wonder about the truthfulness of
that believer’s profession of faith. We cannot help being
tempted  to  ask  the  question:  “Is  this  person  really  a
Christian?” We are to go no farther in our evaluation or
conclusion; rather, we should continue our intercession for
him or her.

John 21: 20-22: “And looking around, Peter saw the disciple
whom Jesus loved (John the Apostle) following them. . .and



therefore seeing him said to Jesus, ‘Lord, what about this
man?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If I want him to remain until I
come, what is that to you? You follow me!” (Old Aramaic
Expression: “Stick to your knitting!” <smile>).

I hope this answers your question, ______.

Sincerely in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

“How Can I Know I’m Going to
Heaven?”
Some people know they’re going to heaven, and I would like to
be sure too. Can you help me?

Thank you for your e-mail requesting information about an
assurance of your salvation. I will try to lay out some things
which I hope will help. God wants us to have an assurance of
our salvation, and until we do, we live life in uncertainty.

1. First of all, I would point out that the very fact you are
concerned about this is an indication that you are in the
Family of God. Non-Christians don’t spend any time thinking
about this or being anxious about their spiritual condition.
That you are concerned, in my judgment is a “sign of life.”

2. Secondly, we have the clear teaching of Jesus in John 3 in
his dialogue wth Nicodemus, that salvation comes about by a
new, or spiritual birth. The analogy is very clear: Jesus
compares physical birth with spiritual birth. And with both,
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there must be a beginning, a birth before there can be life
and growth. In a number of passages we read of this new birth
which brings about a transformation when we fine ourself IN
CHRIST: “Therefore, if any man is IN Christ, he is a new
creature; old things pass away and behold, all things become
new.” (II Cor. 5:17).

Now Jesus did not say that we must be born again and again and
again. We are born into God’s family once by faith, claiming
Christ as our Saviour and Substitute, and we begin to trust in
Him, and Him alone, to make us presentable to God the Father
when we die. And Paul tells us in Ephesians 2:8-9 that this is
a result of God’s grace to us, and it is totally apart from
any good works that we could do to merit or attain heaven
apart from Him and what He did on our behalf.

3. One of the things Paul warns the Galatians about is that
they had originally understood salvation was by faith, but
they started adding various works to make sure that they were
saved. Paul asks, “You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched
you. . .Having begun in the Spirit (by unmerited grace through
faith), are you now being perfected by the flesh (works)?”
(Gal. 3:1-5)

This is exactly the question you are asking, ____. Do we begin
in faith + no works, but then have to keep on working in order
to stay saved?

4. There is a place for good works in the Christian life, but
it is very important where we position these good works. If we
put them before we exercise faith in Christ, then we are
working  our  way  to  heaven  just  like  every  other  religion
teaches. Good works become the means of achieving salvation.
And if we could get to heaven by our good works, then God made
a terrible mistake! He let His only Son come and die for our
sins. By choosing our good works as the means of our salvation
we negate, nullify what Christ accomplished on the Cross.



5. Where do good works have significance? After our new, or
spiritual birth. Good works are a sign of Christ’s life within
us. We do not perform them in order to remain in God’s family.
We do them out of grateful hearts because we find ourselves
“accepted in the Beloved.” (Ephesians 1:6).

If we take the Galatians approach, knowing that we were “saved
by grace,” but then turn right around and do our good works to
stay saved, then we are right back on the old treadmill.
Furthermore, the driving force/motivation to do good works
with this approach is FEAR. We keep trying because we are
afraid we will lose our relationship with God. We could never
say with the Apostle Paul that “to be absent from the body is
to be present with the Lord.” How could he say that? He wasn’t
perfect! He could say it because “I know whom I have believed,
and  am  persuaded  that  He  is  able  to  guard  what  I  have
entrusted to Him until that day.” (II Tim. 1:12)

If we take Paul’s approach, we are motivated, not out of Fear,
but out of LOVE. We want to serve God and glorify Him in our
lives. But there’s a problem.

6.  Sin  is  the  problem.  Christians  still  sin  after  their
conversion. You know, God could have dealt another way with
sinning Christians. When a person first heard and understood
the Gospel, and then became a believer, God could have zapped
him/her dead right on the spot! That would have taken care of
sin in a believer’s life!

But God chose not to do that. He chose rather to leave us
here, imperfect though we are, to be His ambassadors. And He
made  provision  for  cleansing  the  believer  by  means  of
acknowledging our sin to Him in confession and claiming the
forgiveness over it which Christ provided through the Cross.

Let me have you just focus on I John 2:1-3. There John says,
“My little children, I am writing these things to you — (he’s
just talked about confessing our sins [I John 1:9] with the



promise that God is faithful and just to forgive our sins and
cleanse us from all unrighteousness)– ” that you SIN NOT.”
(This is the ideal) “But if anyone does sin, we have an
Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and He
Himself is the propitiation (satisfaction) for our sins; and
not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world.”

God does not want us to sin. But if we do, here is the
provision  for  God’s  forgiveness.  We  have  an  Advocate,  a
defense attorney who pleads our case and we are cleansed. Now
I want you to just think about this for a moment. Does one
sin,  like  being  angry  at  your  spouse,  cause  a  loss  of
salvation? How about 10 times a week? Or 100 times a month?
How much gossip? Or coveting what others possess? Do you see
where I’m going with this? People who talk about being good
enough or having (in their own estimation) done enough to
retain their salvation in good standing really don’t have a
very accurate picture of how pervasive our problem is.

7. If one sin isn’t enough for us to lose our standing in
Christ, then how many and what kind of sins would be enough to
push us over the edge and out of the Family of God? No one has
answered that question to me satisfactorily We would never
know the answer to that question. Martin Luther addressed this
problem five hundred years ago. He, as a monk, had lived with
this uncertainty about his soul until he came to understand
that the “just shall live by faith.” The issue was not sins,
it was a lack of righteousness. Being born into God’s Family
means God has declared us righteousness through our identity
with and trust in Christ.

I am not saying that good works are not important. They are.
And people who know they have been dealt with in grace and are
forgiven have a strong motivation not to sin. I think it’s
kind of like the difference between a cat and a pig. A cat
might fall into a mud puddle, but it immediately gets out and
starts cleaning itself. That’s its nature. But a pig can lie
all day in the mud and it loves it because that’s its nature.



Another sign of “life” in a believer is that when we sin we
feel bad. It hurts us. We tend to be more sensitive to it. And
sometimes when we decide to stay in the mud, God has another
provision for us. We find it in Hebrews 12: “Whom the Lord
loves, He chastens” (vs. 5-14). Our sin becomes a “family”
matter when we have been born into the God’s family. Paul
tells us in I Cor. 11 that “if we would judge ourselves, we
would not be judged.” If we fail to get ourselves back in line
and out of the mud, choosing to ignore the “warning lights,”
our Father, though longsuffering, may have to take us to the
“divine woodshed” and discipline us. But it is the discipline
of a Father, not the punishment of a Judge. That is what Paul
meant  when  he  said  to  the  Corinthians,  “For  that  reason
(disobedience) some of you are weak and sickly. . .and some of
you sleep (have died under discipline.”

8. And that brings us to another problem connected to all of
this, and that is the fact that we disappoint God, our family,
and the body of Christ, and we see them disappointing us. We
rarely wonder how we could act in an un-Christian way, but we
sure do wonder about others! And then we begin to wonder if we
are really “in the Family,” and we wonder the same about
others.

Our problem here is that we, as the Bible says, “(man) looks
on the outward appearance, while God looks upon the heart.”
Paul says in Romans 8:16,17 “The Spirit Himself bears witness
with our spirit that we are the children of God.” This means
that You can know about you, and I can know about me, but we
can’t ultimately know by someone’s outward behaviour whether
they  are  God’s  children  or  not.  We  have  probably  made
misjudgments on both sides. There are some who appear godly,
upstanding, etc., who have been playing a clever charade.
There are others whom we might assume not to be Christians
that may well be. We can wonder. We can speculate. And if we
see little or no evidence of the fruits of the spirit, we can
wonder. But we cannot, should not judge. Because we just don’t



know.

But here is what we DO know. “The one who believes in the Son
of  God  has  the  witness  in  Himself.  The  one  who  has  not
believed God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed
in the witness that God has borne concerning His Son. He who
has the Son has the life. He who does not have the Son does
not have the life. These things I have written to you who
believe in the name of the Son of God, in order that you may
know (not think, hope, feel) that you have (present tense, not
future, present! We possess it now!) eternal life.” (I John
5:10-13)

_____, I hope some of this will help answer your question.
Someone has defined “faith” like this: “Faith is when you stop
saying please to God, and you start saying, Thank You.” If we
have asked Christ to be our Savior, and we have opened the
door to our heart and our life to Him and we are trusting only
in Him for our salvation, then we need to be saying “thank
You”  to  Him,  and  then  living  our  lives  in  a  way  which
demonstrates a genuine gratitude to the One who has forgiven
us. and prepared a way of access into God’s presence.

May God Bless you,

Jimmy Williams

Founder, Probe Ministries

“Why Did God Allow Animals to
be Eaten and Sacrificed?”
Why did God allow animals to be sacrificed and to eat other
animals if He loves His creation? They are innocent. (I am not
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an animal rights activist. I am a Christian.)

I think the answer must first be addressed in the reality with
which we find ourselves. The cosmos according to Christians
was created by God. In the early chapters of Genesis we find
that everything God created is expressed over and over as
being something GOOD.

The  Cosmos  is  made  up  of  minerals,  plants,  animals,  and
humans, the lower to the higher. We are told that only man was
created  in  God’s  image.  That  does  not  mean  the  rest  of
creation is of NO value, but there is a hierarchy involved. We
are told that all of the created order was intended for man.
And that he was to have dominion over it. This does not mean
the exploitation of everything for selfish purposes. But God
provided a food chain involving plants and animals for man.

We see in the Hindu culture a good example of what happens to
a culture when the food chain is distorted. Hindus, with their
doctrine of reincarnation, believe that animals are just as
valuable as human beings, and some, in a former life, may have
actually been human beings. Therefore, all devout Hindus are
vegetarians.

What makes this difficult is that now scientists are moving
toward the position that even PLANTS have consciousness! Does
God love the flora any less than the fauna He created? That
leaves us with a diet for our existence totally dependent upon
rocks!

Man  was  never  intended  to  “rape  the  resources.”  Having
“dominion” meant for man to be good stewards of the plant and
animal  world.  “The  Earth  is  the  Lord’s,  and  the  fullness
thereof,”  says  the  psalmist.  (Ps.  24:1)  We  don’t  own  the
earth; we are to be good stewards of it.

The scriptures are filled with indications of God’s love for
that which He created. Jesus notices the beautiful lilies of
the field. Men are not to abuse their animals, but rather care



for them with kindness, not with harshness. He takes notice of
every sparrow who falls to the ground in death. God explicitly
states that one purpose of plants and animals was to provide
food  for  man.  He  even  gave  some  instructions  about  which
animals we were to eat and which we should not.

Consider this verse: Look at the birds of the air, that they
do not sow, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns; and
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth much
more than they? (Matt. 6:27). Jesus goes on to say, “Do not be
anxious  saying,  ‘What  shall  we  eat?  Or  what  shall  we
drink?’…for…your heavenly Father knows that you have need for
all these things.” (Matt. 6:31-32).

Your question springs out of a matrix of thought which is very
popular in the modern world. . .that all life is sacred (I
agree). But the further notion held forth today is that the
life of a dolphin or a sea otter or a spotted owl is equal in
value to a human being.

The Bible does not teach this equality. Jesus didn’t teach it,
as we see above. All life is sacred because it came from the
hand of God. But it is not all equal in value. Man is set
apart as the recipient for which it was intended.

Those who would remove this distinction do not elevate man. If
there is nothing special about man (which appears to be true
in so many ways), then man is dragged down to the status of
beast  or  animal,  and  an  “open  season”  on  man  to  cure
overpopulation problems would make as much sense as an open
season on whitetail deer each fall here in Texas to thin out
the one half million which inhabit this state. My point here
is that once you remove this line, man is not special in any
sense and there is no reason we shouldn’t live like the rest
of  the  animals  on  the  planet:  “survival  of  the  fittest.”
Hitler understood this. . .and practiced it!

I don’t think you would agree that this is a solution to the



problem.

Does this help any?

Sincerely,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

“Why Did the Book of Jacob
Get Changed to the Book of
James?”
By what authority did the translators of the KJV (and other
translations) change the name of the book of YAAKOV (Jacob) to
JAMES?  The  original  Greek  states  this  author’s  name  as
“IAKOBOY”, or Jacob in English. Thank you.

You  are  correct  in  your  awareness  of  the  Old  Testament
designation  “Yaakov”  (Hebrew)  and  the  New  Testament
designation,  “Iakboy”  (Greek).

Tracing the etymology of a word is a fascinating endeavor. And
as it is translated from language to language, or even its
development  within  a  language,  spelling  and  pronunciation
often change. Beyond the Greek and the Hebrew, this word went
through several stages of the Latin language (i.e., Old Latin,
New Latin, Late Latin), and there were further influences of
the word through the barbarian tribes that overran Western
Europe in the fourth and fifth centuries. In England this
involved two distinct blending of languages–the first by the
Anglo-Saxons (Angles, Saxons, and Jutes), who overlaid their
language on top of the (1) Latin & (2) Celtic (two dialects:
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Brythonic and Goidelic) amalgamation as they conquered much of
England between the fifth and seventh centuries, and second,
by the Norman/Vikings, who overlaid their language upon all of
that during the eleventh and twelfth centuries!

One of the reasons the English Language is such a rich one is
because of the blending of these linguistic strains which
created  totally  different  words  for  identical  things:  for
example: lamb-mutton, brotherly-fraternal, etc.

The words Jacob and James come out of this matrix. Jacob
follows the French/Norman tradition (Jacobin, for example),
and James comes out of the Anglo-Saxon tradition.

The use of “James” in the King James Version was not something
they had to think about. It was already imbedded into their
language as the equivalent of “James” or “Jacob.” Since this
translation from Greek and Hebrew involved putting the text
into  readable  and  understandable  English,  they  chose  the
popular word already in circulation.

Actually, three common English names come out of this: James,
Jacob, and Jack.

Hope this answers your question.

Thanks for writing.

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

“How Should A Christian Think
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About Alcohol?”
There are people who I am close to that believe having an
occasional drink (keeping in mind that they aren’t drinking to
get drunk) is okay.

Personally, in the short amount of time I’ve been alive, I
have  seen  nothing  but  bad  things  produced  from  drinking
alcohol (whether the purpose is to get drunk or not). Which is
why I have made the decision to stay away from it. My fiance
has a different opinion. I know I can’t push my convictions on
others, but if we are to “become one” (which is what God has
communicated to us both) then how is it possible for one of us
to drink (just a little) and the other not drink?

Throughout the Bible it talks about wine; Jesus drank wine.
How is the wine from back then different from now (if it is
different)? Is it okay to drink alcohol upon occasion (New
Year’s, weddings, celebrations)? What do you believe about
people  that  are  called  into  the  ministry  that  drink  (on
occasion)? I would appreciate any advice or references that
you could send my way.

Let me give you some thoughts which hopefully are an accurate
assessment of the question from the Bible’s point of view.

First of all, the Bible never indicates that drinking wine (as
well as other liquids with alcoholic content) is a sin. You
have mentioned the fact that Jesus drank wine. In fact, He was
accused by His enemies of being a “wine-bibber,” or wine-
drinker; that is, He was habitually observed doing this. Jesus
admits that He has. When He compares His ministry lifestyle
with that of John the Baptist’s He says, “John came neither
eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon!’ The Son
of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Behold, a
gluttonous man and a wine-drinker, a friend of tax-collectors
and sinners!'” (Matthew 11:18,19).
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We actually have an account in John 2 where John describes the
wedding at Cana (which Jesus and the disciples attended) and
lays out in detail the fact that the hosts had run out of
wine. You know the story. At His mother’s request for Him to
help, Jesus ordered the servants to fill up seven huge clay
pots with water, which He turned into wine.

Was this grape juice, or wine? The context tells us which.
After this newly-created wine was served, the headwaiter came
to the bridegroom and complimented him: “Every man serves the
good wine first, and when men have drunk freely, then that
which is poorer; but you have kept the good wine until now!”
(John 2:10). Every bartender knows instantly what this man is
saying: “Serve the good wine first, and then, when people have
become affected by it, and their taste has been dulled, serve
them the cheap, inferior wine.”

Another instance which lets us know that these ancient wines
contained alcohol is confirmed from the lips of Peter on the
day of Pentecost. The Holy Spirit has just fallen upon the
believers and they were empowered miraculously to speak in
other languages. Since there were Jews present from all over
the  Mediterranean  world  (cf.  Acts  2:9-11)  all  of  these
different  people  who  spoke  different  languages  heard  the
gospel spoken in their own tongue. They are amazed at this and
some of those present suggest that these Christians are drunk
(2:13). But Peter comes to their rescue and says, “Men of
Judea,. . .let this be known to you, and give heed to my
words. For these men are not drunk as you suppose, for it is
only the third hour of the day!” The Jewish day begins at 6:00
A.M., so it is only 9:00 in the morning and Peter is reminding
them that it was too early for them, or any other men, to be
drunk yet.

Fermentation is also implied in our Lord’s discussion about
not pouring new wine into an old wineskin (Matt. 9:17; Mark
2:22; Luke 5:37). The process is as follows: You kill a sheep
or a goat. You take the skin of say, the hind leg. You tie the



bottom tightly so it won’t leak, and you have a nice flask.
The skin is new and pliable, a “green skin.” You bring freshly
crushed grape juice from the winepress, and pour it into your
wineskin.  Then  you  tie  the  top.  Inside,  the  grape  juice
ferments  and  becomes  wine.  Since  the  skin  is  pliable,  it
expands and the pressure builds up inside. Then it is hung up
in a cool place, a cellar, just as wine is attended to today,
and  two  or  three  years  later,  you  drink  it.  During  that
storage time, the skin, in its expanded state hardens, and
becomes rigid.

Jesus’ point is that you would never take this old wine skin
after you have drunk all the wine in it and recycle the
wineskin with more new wine. The fermentation process would
burst it. The application Jesus is making alludes to the fact
that  what  He  is  proclaiming,  the  New  Covenant,  cannot  be
contained in the old “wineskin” of the Jewish Law system. The
book of Hebrews personifies this same vivid contrast between
the Old Mosaic Law system and its replacement with the Gospel
of Grace found in Christ Jesus.

I hope with the above, we have proven our point that the wine
in the days of Jesus did the same thing to those who drank it
as it does to those who drink too much wine today.

Some Christians who do not wish to believe that there is any
alcoholic  beverage  mentioned  in  the  Bible  and  seek  an
alternative have suggested that “new wine” (gleukos) actually
means “grape juice.” However, this is the exact word used in
Acts 2:13 associated with their accusation of “drunkeness.”

On the other hand, while drinking wine is not a sin in the
Bible,  getting  drunk  definitely  is.  There  is  an  extended
passage in the Proverbs warning people about the danger of
wine:

Who has woe? Who has sorrow?
Who has contentions? Who has complaining?



Who has wounds without cause?
Who has redness of eyes?
Those who linger long over wine,
Those who go to taste mixed wine.
Do not look on the wine when it is red,
When it sparkles in the cup,
When it goes down smoothly;
At the last it bites like a serpent,
And stings like a viper.
Your eyes will see strange things,
And your mind will utter perverse things.
And you will be like one who lies down in the middle of the
sea,
Or like the one who lies down on the top of a mast.
They struck me, but I did not become ill;
They beat me, but I did not know it.
When shall I awake?
I will seek another drink. (Proverbs 23:39-35)

Drunkenness  is  mentioned  many  times  in  both  Old  and  New
Testaments in a negative light. Get a concordance and look
under “drink” and “drunk.” You’ll see what I mean. Drunkenness
is also included in the list of the works of the flesh in
Galatians 5:19-21. It is also mentioned by Paul in the context
of  Christian  leadership  in  the  Church.  One  of  the
qualifications for elders is “not addicted to wine” (1 Timothy
3:3). This is repeated in Titus 1:7. I take it that there is a
distinction between drinking in moderation and addiction. I
don’t think Jesus was addicted to wine, do you? But He drank
wine. And here is where it gets “fuzzy.” When do you pass the
point when you qualify as either drunk or addicted? I think
the question that needs to be continually asked if one drinks
is “Do I have it, or does it have me?” And there is a danger
here, as we saw in the Proverbs passage above. We could ask
the same question about money, or television, or food, or
travel, or sports, or exercise, and on and on. The Bible seems



to call for moderation, for an awareness that things can gain
control over us which will be detrimental to our life, our
family, our ministry.

Most of us would like for the world to be black and white.
Clear-cut. No gray. But gray is a biblical color. All of these
things I have mentioned above fall not in a “yes/no” pattern,
but a “maybe/maybe not” pattern. We could place these into an
area we might call “doubtful things.” The signature passage on
this is Romans 14. And I think this passage speaks directly to
the communication you have described you are having with your
fiancé. Let’s look at some verses:

“Now accept the one who is weak in faith, but not for the
purpose of passing judgment on his opinions. One man has faith
that he may eat all things, but he who is weak eats vegetables
only. Let not him who eats regard with contempt him who does
not eat, and let not him who does not eat judge him who eats,
for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge another man’s
servant?” (14:1-4)

Use the word “wine” or “alcoholic beverage” and “drink” and
re-read the passage. Both parties have a responsibility. The
one who “eats” is not to look on the other with contempt. The
one who does not “eat” is not to judge the one who does. God
is able to bless both people though they do different things.

“One man regards one day above another, another regards every
day  alike.  Let  every  man  be  fully  convinced  in  his  own
mind“(v.5). It is okay to hold different positions on some of
these things, and neither should judge the other.

But Paul brings in another factor: “Therefore let us not judge
one another any more, but rather determine this—that no one is
to put an obstacle or a stumbling block in a brother’s way. I
know  and  am  convinced  in  the  Lord  Jesus  that  nothing  is
unclean  in  itself;  but  to  him  who  thinks  anything  to  be
unclean, to him it IS unclean” (13,14).



“For if because of food (or drink) your brother is hurt, you
are no longer walking according to love. Do not destroy with
your food him for whom Christ died. Therefore do not let what
is for you a good thing be spoken of as evil, for the kingdom
of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace
and joy in the Holy Spirit. . . So then let us pursue the
things  which  make  for  peace  and  the  building  up  of  one
another. Do not tear down the work of God for the sake of food
(or drink). All things indeed are clean, but they are evil for
the man who eats (drinks) and gives offense. It is good not to
eat meat or to drink wine, or to do anything by which your
brother stumbles. The faith which you have, have as your own
conviction  before  God.  Happy  is  he  who  does  not  condemn
himself in what he approves. But he who doubts is condemned if
he eats (drinks), because his eating (drinking) is not from
faith; and whatever is not from faith is sin. . . .Now we who
are  strong  ought  to  bear  the  weaknesses  of  those  without
strength and not just please ourselves. Let each of us please
his neighbor for his good, to his edification. For even Christ
did not please Himself” (14:15-15:3).

What we have in this wonderful passage gives both freedom and
restraint. God has provided many wonderful things for the
human race, including wine “to make glad the heart of man”
(Psalm 104:15). Yet we have additional responsibilities to
behave  in  such  a  way  that  we  might  not  offend  another’s
conscience. There is what we might call the “Law of Love”
which would make us careful not to exercise our freedom at the
expense of someone else’s expectation of us. A second law
might  be  called  the  “Law  of  Expediency.”  Paul  says,  “All
things  are  lawful,  but  not  all  things  are  expedient  (I
Corinthians 6:12)” In other words, if I have freedom to have a
glass of wine, I still have to look to the leading of the Holy
Spirit to help me decide whether it would be expedient in a
particular context for me to exercise my freedom.

So  ______,  I  would  suggest  that  you  and  your  fiancé  get



together and look at this material and have a good discussion
about it. I would not make this issue the pivot upon which
your shared life together will turn. If he wants a glass of
wine at a meal at home, you do not have to have one too, but
you also should not judge him for having one. If it becomes
something habitual, and seems to be gaining greater control, I
think you have a right to talk to him about it and express
your concern. “Becoming one” in a marriage is not something
based upon both people thinking the same things or doing the
same things. It is about being open to one another and sharing
your lives. It is possible for him to have a glass of wine and
you deciding not to.

The word “becoming” is most important. It is a process. It
takes many years for a couple to become one. Couples who have
“pulled in the harness” for thirty or forty years together are
the ones who best exhibit this “oneness,” since they know each
other so well, and have fought their “fights,” and made their
adjustments to each other, and there is a harmony between them
that has been hammered out over their married life.

You are just embarking on that great journey called marriage.
Realize that you both bring what you are to the relationship.
You will discover that you are very different people Sometimes
those differences will bring friction. You will rub on each
other.  This  is  part  of  the  process  of  any  meaningful
relationship.  Your  differences  should  not  be  considered  a
threat,  but  rather  a  union  which  should  be  viewed  as
complementary, rather than competitive. Someone has said that
marriage is like a tennis match. But it’s not singles; it’s
doubles! You are both on the same side of the net giving all
you’ve got—each of you, to make your relationship and your
marriage a winner.

I hope this helps answer your question, ______.

Warm regards in Christ,



Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

 

See Also:
• “Is It OK for Christians to Drink in Moderation? Didn’t

Jesus Drink?”
• “Jesus Contributed to Drunkenness!”

“You Are Gods”?
I have heard New Agers claim that even the Bible makes the
claim that we (people) are gods. They use the words of Jesus
in John 10:34. This verse has always puzzled me. What did
Jesus mean when he quoted this scripture?

Thank you for your question. Let me see if I can shed a little
light on it.

The contexts in both John 10 and the Old Testament Psalm which
Jesus quoted (Psalm 82:6) are very important in understanding
our Lord’s answer to the Jews which were about to stone Him.
As they pick up stones, Jesus says, “I’ve shown you many good
works from the Father; for which of them are you stoning me?”
They say, “For a good work we do not stone you, but for
blasphemy; and because you, being a man, make Yourself out to
be God.” (John 10:32-33).

Then Jesus refers to Psalm 82:6 and says, “Hasn’t it been
written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If He called them
gods, to whom the word of God came (and the Scripture cannot
be broken), do you say to Him whom the Father sanctified and
sent into the world, ‘You are blaspheming’; because I said, ‘I
am the Son of God’? If I do not do the works of my Father, do

http://www.probe.org/is-it-ok-for-christians-to-drink-in-moderation-didnt-jesus-drink/
http://www.probe.org/is-it-ok-for-christians-to-drink-in-moderation-didnt-jesus-drink/
http://www.probe.org/jesus-contributed-to-drunkenness/
https://probe.org/you-are-gods/


not believe Me…” (John 10:34-37)

Now let us look at Psalm 82 to determine its context and the
theme/purpose of the Psalm. The entire psalm is a scathing
rebuke aimed at unjust judges in contrast to the just Judge of
all the earth. In reality, Asaph, the author of the psalm, is
crying out for God to do something about the corrupt judges of
his day; they show partiality, they neglect caring for the
downtrodden, the weak, the afflicted, etc. Then in verse 6,
God Himself speaks, and says:

“I said, ‘You are gods (Elohim),
And all of you are the sons of the Most High.”

Some observations:

1. The words, “Elohim” (God),” and “Yahweh” (Lord), are the
two major names of God in the Old Testament. It is Elohim that
is used here in verse 6.

2. Its meaning in Psalm 82:6 does not imply that men are gods.
It  rather  refers  specifically  to  the  fact  that  God  has
appointed judges to act in a dignified, God-like manner in the
discharge of their God-appointed responsibilities.

3. Actually, the word “Elohim” is also used in verse 1 of both
God and men:

“Elohim (God) takes His stand in His own congregation; He
(God) judges in the midst of the Elohim (corrupt judges who
are acting like Gods–said in sarcasm).”

Notice in John 10 that Jesus reminds these accusers from the
first half of Psalm 82:6 that God is the one who appoints the
human judges with their awesome responsibility: “Ye are gods.”
He goes on in the second half of the verse to remind them that
sons are supposed to resemble their Fathers: “And all of you
are the sons of the Most High.” Neither the judges in the
psalm nor the Jewish leaders confront Him were reflecting



this.

4. In jurisprudence there are two types of authority: de facto
and de jure. The Most High God (Elohim Himself) has de facto
authority. It is an un-derived authority. He has it because He
is God. De jure authority, on the other hand, is derived, or
delegated  authority.  And  delegated  authority  makes  one
responsible to the one who did the delegating! The second half
of verse 6 is a solemn reminder that these judges are called
“Sons” of God, because they are to represent faithfully a
justice which reflects their “Father,” the Judge of all the
earth.

5. Now the words of Jesus in John 10 make a lot more sense. If
you or I had come to earth as the Messiah, we would probably
have been moving about and taking every opportunity possible
with people to verbally emphasize who we really were: Elohim.
But  Jesus  didn’t  do  that.  He  chose  rather  to  imply  His
identity through the miracles, through the Parables, through
His actions. It was as if He was careful that a person came to
the conclusion that He was Elohim solely of their own accord,
and with no pressure or persuasion on His part, though He was
eager for them to come to this very conclusion.

6. Notice that in the dialogue in John 10 with these angry
Jews,  Jesus  could  have  taken  the  “bait”  and  said,  “I  am
Elohim!” But He doesn’t. He claims identity with the second
half of Psalm 82:6, the one that models a relationship to His
Father exactly like what God is desiring from the judges in
Psalm 82. Even though Christ is Elohim, He functions during
the  Incarnation  in  a  de  jure  capacity  to  the  Father  and
faithfully carries forth His responsibilities to His Father:
accomplishing  His  mission  to  redeem  the  human  race  (John
3:16).

I hope this answers your question.

Jimmy Williams, Founder



Probe Ministries

Why A Moral Life Won’t Get Us
to Heaven
Will a good, moral life get me to heaven?’ The answer is no,
and Probe’s Jimmy Williams spells out why, including how we
CAN get to heaven.

Man: The Worshiping Animal
This essay is concerned with the often-asked question, “Won’t
a good, moral life get me to heaven?”

We begin first with the nature of man himself. One of the most
remarkable  things  about  humans  is  that  from  the  dawn  of
history, and no matter where we find them on this planet, they
are worshipping animals. In fact, humans are the only animals
in the world who worship. Homo Sapiens is incurably religious.
Why is man so inclined? What are the reasons, and how do they
bear on our question about having good morals and getting to
heaven?

Let’s look briefly at some foundational elements that appear
to be universals when it comes to human behavior. The first,
as we stated above, is simply that humans do worship. Ethnic
groups of all kinds and in all places, whether remote or close
to other peoples, have their own history, folklore, deities,
rituals,  particular  moral  system  and  life-customs.  All  of
these enable each culture to cope with the great issues of
life and its passages–from childhood to maturity to old age,
and to the ultimate passage through that dark gate, Death.
Christians tie this human inclination to worship directly to
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the fact that God says man, and only man, is created in His
divine image (imago dei).

Secondly, what is also curious is how and what humans worship.
The most prominent feature of human worship from earliest
beginnings has been a sacrifice of some sort, whether the
sheep, goats or bulls of the early Mediterranean world, or the
human  beings  hurled  into  the  mouths  of  volcanos  by  the
Polynesians, or the child sacrifices of the Canaanites, or the
ritual  slaughter  practiced  by  the  Aztecs,  the  Incas,  and
virtually all of the New World Indians. In all cases, it
appears some kind of blood must flow. We can also add to this
(in many cultures) the prominence of self-sacrifice through
flagellation, severe asceticism, or acts of personal penance.

The centrality of sacrifice in all human religious thinking
points to an unmistakable reality: that humans instinctively
know, or at least suspect, that there exists One to whom they
are accountable for their behavior. They also assume, or know,
that they have fallen short of what that higher being (or
beings) requires of them. There is a universal sense that “God
is not pleased with me.” So a third feature of worship is
universal guilt. People worship because they feel guilty. They
feel this guilt because they perceive they have fallen short
of the standard that God, others, and they themselves require.

The Great Global Heresy: Religion
“Good little boys go to heaven and bad little boys go to
hell!” Probably most of us, at one time or another, have
undergone the ordeal of having a parent or a teacher point a
finger at us (or a neighboring miscreant) and warn of the
ultimate outcome of unacceptable behavior.

This “Santa Claus” mentality suggests that God is “makin’ a
list and checkin’ it twice, gonna find out who’s naughty or
nice.”



Everywhere we turn, we hear people speak of this religion: it
is the most popular approach to God on the planet. We all know
about the good little angel sitting on one shoulder and the
bad little angel on the other. And we are very familiar with
jokes  about  what  happens  to  the  person  who  dies  and  is
immediately face to face with Saint Peter at the Golden Gates
of  Heaven.  Peter  stands  there  ready  to  evaluate  and  pass
judgement on whether we’ve been good enough to be admitted and
accepted inside. Saint Peter expects us to give moral account
of ourselves before we can go inside.

The general, world-wide assumption is that, when we die, our
good deeds and our bad deeds will be placed on the divine
scales and weighed to determine if we go “up” or “down.”
However,  from  Christianity’s  viewpoint,  this  is  a  great,
global heresy.

This is “religion,” but it is definitely not Christianity. In
fact,  Christianity  is  radically  opposed  to  such  an  idea,
teaching us that we are not to do something, but rather that
something has already been done on our behalf. This global
heresy,  which  we  call  “religion,”  actually  comes  from
Hinduism. It is the idea that God resides at the top of a
great mountain, and it makes little difference which path a
seeker chooses in his ascent up that mountain, since all paths
lead to the God on top. And it is up to you to climb if you
want to reach the summit–and God.

At the western end of the Forum in ancient Rome, there stood
the Millenarium Aureum, the Golden Milestone, a gilded bronze
column set up by Augustus Caesar to mark the junction and the
origin of the major Roman roads spreading out like the spokes
of a great wheel in every direction to distant destinations
throughout the Empire. On this column were inscribed the major
towns  and  their  distances  from  Rome.  From  this  came  the
popular saying, “All roads lead to Rome.”

This is what religionists believe about God. They say things



like, “Well, it really doesn’t matter what you believe. What’s
important is that you try to do your best and be sincere about
it. After all, we’re all trying to get to the same place; we
all worship the same God.”

But in the Genesis account of Adam and Eve, we encounter
something very different: in fact, we discover that there are
two possible approaches to God, but only one is acceptable.
After Adam and Eve had disobeyed God, they immediately hid in
the bushes, took out needle and thread, and began sewing fig
leaves together to cover themselves.

God came and found them in the bushes–flunking the first home
economics course ever offered! God looked at the clusters of
fig leaves they had hastily sewn together, and He was not
pleased. In fact, He scolded their efforts and their conduct.
Adam  and  Eve  not  only  had  to  admit  their  guilt  and
disobedience, they also had to acknowledge their inability to
make things right through their own efforts. They could not
cover, or atone, for what they had done. The account goes on
to say that God had to take the initiative to adequately
clothe them. He killed some animals and made garments from
their skins for a covering.

All  philosophy,  philanthropy,  asceticism,  religion,  ethics,
and all other systems which seek to gain the approval of God
through human self-effort are the “fig-leaf” approach. This
method is at the heart of what we call “religion,” man’s best
effort  to  reach  up  and  find  God.  But  the  problem  every
worshipper  encounters  when  climbing  the  mountain  is  an
impenetrable barrier which denies all further advance: it is
the  barrier  of  God’s  holiness  and  perfection.  Each
individual’s personal sin and imperfection prevents him or her
from coming any closer.

In his autobiography Mahatma Gandhi, a devout Hindu, speaks
eloquently of his own struggle with this when he says: “Oh
wretched man that I am. It is a constant source of torture to



me that I am so far from the one I know to be my very life and
being, and I know that it is my own sin and wretchedness that
hides Him from me.”

The Problem of Sin
When the word “sin” comes up in a conversation, most people
look as though someone just slipped them a mildewed fig! We do
a lot of it; we just don’t like to talk about it! Many people
do not know what sin or a sinner really is. What is sin? Sin
is a violation of the law, the standard God requires of every
human.  A  sinner  is  therefore  someone  who  has  broken  that
standard.

Do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that there is no good
at all in people. There is a great deal of good. Humans are
not as bad as they could be. The point is simply this: if our
premise is that to get to heaven one has to be good, then how
good is good enough?

The  Scriptures  are  quite  clear  about  this.  God  is  not
demanding “goodness.” We saw above that Adam and Eve’s best
efforts to cover themselves (fig leaves) were not enough. The
good  which  is  in  man,  all  his  moral  achievement,  is  not
acceptable to God–because God is not demanding goodness, He
demands perfection!

Many will say they try to live by the Ten Commandments or by
some other rule of life, such as the Golden Rule. And yet, if
we are honest, each of us discovers we have violated our own
standards at some point. This is what Paul meant when he said,
“All have sinned and come short of the glory of God” (Romans
3:23).

The Grand Canyon is 6 to 18 miles across, 276 miles long, and
one mile deep. The world’s record in the long jump, set by
Mike Powell at the 1991 World Championships in Tokyo is 29′ 4
1/2″. Yet the chances of a person jumping from one side of the



Grand Canyon to the other are greater than that of someone
attempting to establish fellowship with God through his own
efforts.

The standard man must meet is God’s perfection. Who can match
that? It is a goal so far away that no one could ever reach
it. To make matters worse, James tells us that “whoever keeps
the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become
guilty of all” (James 2:10). This means if someone breaks just
one of the commandments, he is as guilty as if he had broken
all ten!

The purpose of giving the Ten Commandments in the first place
was  not  because  God  knew  human  beings  would  keep  them
perfectly. The Bible tells us that these revealed standards
were intended to be to us what an X-ray machine is to a broken
arm. The machine reveals the condition of the arm, but it will
not set and knit the bones, nor will it put the arm in a cast.
By the same token, the Ten Commandments can only reveal to us
the condition of our lives; they cannot heal us or cover our
sin.

The Pharisees looked at the Law and then at their own lives
and said, “I’m pretty good, really good.” Jesus had wanted
them to come to the opposite conclusion. He even called them
hypocrites!  He  said  they  were  wrong  to  claim  they  were
righteous enough and that all was well between them and their
Maker. That is why he said, “Those who are well do not need a
physician” (Matthew 9:12). When you are well, you don’t seek a
doctor. The time to consult a physician is when you realize
you are sick. Jesus was urging the Pharisees to be honest
about themselves when He said, “I have not come to call the
righteous, but sinners to repentance” (v.13).

When my wife Carol and I travel, and I discover I’m lost, I
really hate for her to make her classic statement, “You’re
lost. Why don’t you ask for directions?” In my case, the issue
is always my male pride! With the Pharisees, it was religious



pride, as it is for all who would seek heaven on the basis of
their own merits.

A wise old Baptist preacher once said, “It isn’t difficult to
get people saved; it is difficult to get them lost!” This is
man’s dilemma: like the Pharisees, people cling to the old fig
leaves of self-effort instead of submitting to the covering
God Himself has provided for all (Christ’s sacrificial death,
the Cross). Each of us must choose one or the other (John
3:18, 36).

The Problem of Righteousness
While morality and human goodness are to be commended, God
makes it clear from the very outset that no one, through his
own efforts, possesses the ability to make himself presentable
before God. It was Charles Haddon Spurgeon who said, “Man is
basically a silkworm. A spinner and a weaver … trying to
clothe  himself  …  but  the  silkworm’s  activity  spins  it  a
shroud. So it is with man.” Adam and Eve are classic examples.

Our problem is not only that we have fallen short of God’s
standard (Romans 3:23), by sinning; we also lack something. We
not  only  need  the  removal  of  personal  sin  through  blood
sacrifice to satisfy divine justice; we need something further
to make us fit for heaven and the divine presence of God. In
other words, Christ’s death in our place will keep us out of
hell–but we still have the problem of getting into heaven.
Isaiah spoke of this when he said, “For all of us have become
like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are as
filthy rags.” (Isaiah 64:6). Not our sins, but our good deeds!
We  need  not  only  atonement  for  our  sins,  we  also  need
righteousness to enter heaven! But it has to be a certain kind
of righteousness.

The most righteous people of Jesus’ day were the Pharisees.
They  knew  the  Old  Testament  by  heart.  They  went  to  the
synagogue three times a day and prayed seven times a day. They



were  respected  in  the  community.  But  Jesus  looked  right
through  their  religious  veneer  and,  in  their  presence,
admonished  the  crowds  that  “Unless  your  righteousness
surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20).

The crowds responded by staring at each other in bewilderment.
“You  mean  the  Pharisees  aren’t  righteous  enough  to  go  to
heaven? If they can’t make it, who will?”

In the Garden of Eden we observe this conflict between two
kinds of righteousness–human righteousness, which is clearly
symbolized  by  the  fig  leaf  garments  Adam  and  Eve  sewed
together to make themselves presentable before God, and divine
righteousness, which is symbolized by the adequate covering of
the slain animals provided by God Himself. We find these two
kinds of righteousness marching and clashing with each other
all the way through both Testaments.

Paul referred to these same two righteousnesses when he said
of his Jewish brethren, “I bear them witness, that they have a
zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge. For not
knowing about God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish
their own, they did not submit themselves to the righteousness
of God” (Romans 10:1).

In the former Soviet Union, rubles are printed and circulated.
With those rubles you can buy your dinner, pay your hotel
bill, and purchase things in the shops. But if you brought
those rubles back to America and tried to do the same thing,
the rubles would not be honored. It would be futile to try to
do business with rubles in America.

Let’s  think  of  these  two  righteousnesses  in  mathematical
terms.  Let’s  call  God’s  righteousness  “+R”  and  human
righteousness “-R.” The first righteousness is absolute, while
the second is relative. Over a lifetme, a human being can
accumulate a huge pile of -R, but added up, it still totals -



R. To do business with God in heaven, we must deal with Him in
the only “currency” honored and accepted by Him, and that is
+R. It is futile to try to negotiate with God on the basis of
relative, human goodness. We need +R.

Where do we get such “currency?” It is given to us as a gift
if  we  will  accept  it–the  perfect  righteousness  of  Jesus
Christ. The yardstick God uses to measure everyone is His Son.
This +R righteousness is ours only in Christ: “Not by works of
righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy
He saved us, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by
the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5).

This gracious provision is a radical departure from all other
religious ideas humans have ever conceived or set forth. It is
so radical that human beings would never have thought of it.

The Uniqueness of Christian Grace
We have sought to arrive at a biblical answer to the question,
“Will a good, moral life get me to heaven?” We have examined
the bankruptcy of every attempt by people to reach that goal
through any and every means of self-effort. We have discovered
that the salvation offered by Christianity is uniquely opposed
to all human efforts to secure it by working one’s way into
God’s good graces. In fact, if God expected us to attain our
salvation  through  good  deeds,  then  God  made  a  terrible
mistake.  He  allowed  His  only-begotten  Son  to  come  to
earth–robed in human flesh–and die a horrible death on a cross
for our personal, eternal benefit. To choose a “good works”
path to God is to negate the total significance of Christ’s
death, making it meaningless and unnecessary.

What God has to offer is free. It is a gift that is not
deserved by any of us, nor could we ever repay what the gift
is worth. God has dealt with humankind in grace and love. The
only thing that God has asked us to do is to humbly admit that
we have broken His laws, acknowledge that He has indeed made



things right through His Son’s sacrificial death on the cross,
and accept His forgiveness by faith. We are invited to lay
aside our own “fig-leaf” costumes and freely submit to the
covering God has provided for us, the blood-stained garment of
His Son, the very righteousness of Christ.

This is what Jesus sought to communicate in Matthew 22:1-14,
the parable about the wedding feast that a king was preparing
to give his son: “So the servants went out into the highways,
and gathered together all, as many as they found, both good
and bad: and the wedding was furnished with guests. And when
the king came in to see the guests, he saw there a man who had
not on a wedding garment. And he said unto him, ‘Friend, how
came you here not having on a wedding garment?’ And he was
speechless. Then said the king to the servants, ‘Bind him hand
and foot, and take him away, and cast him into outer darkness;
there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth!'”

The text does not tell us whether this person was one of the
“good” ones or the “bad” ones. Why? Because it is irrelevant
to what Jesus wants us to understand. The important issue was
proper attire for the occasion. God is telling us that the
only acceptable attire for heaven is the righteousness of
Christ.

As a gracious host, He stands holding out to humanity the most
expensive, costly garment in the universe, and He eagerly
desires to wrap us up in it–safe and warm and happy and
secure:

“I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my soul shall be joyful
in  my  God:  for  He  hath  clothed  me  with  the  garments  of
salvation, He hath covered me with the robe of righteousness,
as a bridegroom decketh himself with ornaments, and as a bride
adorns herself with her jewels.” (Isaiah 61:10).

So how does this apply to you and me? Simply this: Everything
that  needed  to  be  done  for  your  salvation  and  mine  was



accomplished the moment Christ died on the cross. The penalty
has been paid and God’s righteous demands satisfied. God is
now free to extend eternal life as a free gift. He declares,
“The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is
eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 6:23).
Gifts, of course, must be received. For that reason, Jesus
said,  “He  who  believes  has  eternal  life”  (John  6:47).
“Believe” means “to trust or depend on.” God is asking each
person to come to Him as a sinner, recognize that His Son died
on the cross of us, and trust His Son alone as our only hope
of heaven.

This was the message, the good news which the first Christians
took to the world: “Neither is there salvation in any other,
for there is no other name under heaven that has been given
among men, by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

In reality, every human being is just a prayer away from
receiving the grace and forgiveness of God and the promise of
heaven. But it has to be the right prayer, based on the right
facts: that Jesus Christ came into this world to save sinners,
not “Do-Gooders”: “I have not come to call the righteous to
repentance, but sinners” (Matthew 9:13). You can begin to
trust Christ for your salvation today instead of your own,
futile efforts of trying to be a fairly nice person all your
life. Obviously, your heart attitude, your sincerity, is what
really counts. God knows your heart. But if the following
suggested prayer will help to bring a sense of closure and
certainty to your decision to believe in, to trust Christ,
then please feel free to use it as a simple guide:

“Dear God, I admit that I am a sinner, and nothing I can do
will ever get me to heaven. But I believe Jesus Christ died
for me and rose from the grave to prove the validity of His
claim to be my Savior. He took my place and my punishment. So
right  now,  I  place  my  trust  in  Christ  alone  to  make  me
presentable and acceptable to you. Come into my life. I accept
the gift of your Son. Thank you that you are now within me,



not based upon my feelings, but upon your promise that if I
open the door of my life and invite you to come live within me
and be my Savior, you would (Rev. 3:20, John 1:12). Make me
the kind of person you want me to be. Begin to show me that
you really have entered my life and heart, and now give me the
guidance I need to live a new life in fellowship with you.
Amen.”

©1998 Probe Ministries.

The Jesus Seminar
Jimmy Williams provides analysis of the Jesus Seminar findings
in light of five critical
areas:  Identify  purpose  of   the  Jesus  Fellows,
Presuppositisms,  Canonical  Gospels,  Chronology  and
Christological  differences.

Introduction
• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that his death was a blood
sacrifice, that he was going to die for our sins.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was the messiah.
He certainly never suggested that he was the second person of
the trinity. In fact, he rarely referred to himself at all.”

• “Jesus did not call upon people to repent, or fast, or
observe the sabbath. He did not threaten with hell or promise
heaven.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he would be raised
from the dead.”

• “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was born of a
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virgin.”

• “Jesus did not regard scripture as infallible or even
inspired.”

So says Robert W. Funk, Architect and Founder of the Jesus
Seminar, in a Keynote Address to the Jesus Seminar Fellows in
the spring of 1994.(1) The Jesus Seminar has been receiving
extensive  coverage  lately  in  such  periodicals  as  Time,
Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report, as well as on network
television.

Biographical

The Jesus Seminar Fellows
The Jesus Seminar is a group of New Testament scholars who
have been meeting periodically since 1985. The initial two
hundred has now dwindled to about seventy-four active members.
They initially focused on the sayings of Jesus within the four
Gospels to determine the probability of His actually having
said the things attributed to Him in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John. Each scholar offered his/her opinion on each “Jesus”
statement by voting with different colored beads:

• Red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it.

• Pink: Jesus probably or might have said something like
this.

• Gray: Jesus did not say this, but the ideas are close to
His own.

• Black: Jesus did not say this; it represents a later
tradition.

Their  voting  conclusions:  Over  80%  of  the  statements
attributed to Jesus in the Gospels are, by voting consensus,



either gray or black. This means that only 20% of Jesus’
statements are likely to have been spoken by Him. The other
80% are most assuredly, they say, unlikely to have ever been
uttered by Jesus.

Their conclusions were published in 1993 in a book entitled
The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus.
The primary author of the book, Robert W. Funk, also the
Founder and Chair of the Jesus Seminar, crafted the results of
their  deliberations  in  a  slick,  color-coded  format  with
charts,  graphics,  appendices,  and  copious  footnotes.  (The
Gospel of Thomas is to be included with the traditional four
gospels, they say.)

Who are these scholars, and what are their credentials? Robert
W.  Funk,  former  professor  of  the  New  Testament  at  the
University of Montana is the most prominent leader. He is
joined by two other major contributors, John Dominic Crossan,
of DePaul University, Chicago, who has authored several books
including The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean
Jewish Peasant, The Essential Jesus, Jesus: A Revolutionary
Biography, and Marcus Borg of Oregon State University, also
the author of several books including: Jesus: A New Vision and
Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus
and the Heart of Contemporary Faith.

Of the remaining active participants, only fourteen are well-
known scholars in New Testament studies. Another twenty are
recognizable within the narrow confines of the discipline, but
they are not widely published beyond a few journal articles or
dissertations. The remaining forty are virtually unknowns, and
most of them are either at Harvard, Vanderbilt, or Claremont
College, three universities widely considered among the most
liberal in the field.

The public, exposed by the mass of publicity and attention
given to the Jesus Seminar by the media has been inclined to
assume  that  the  theories  of  these  scholars  represent  the



“cutting  edge,”  the  mainstream  of  current  New  Testament
thought. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Nearly  all  of  these  scholars  are  American.  European
scholarship is nearly non-existent and, that being the case,
it would be inaccurate, if not deceiving for the Jesus Seminar
participants  to  present  themselves,  their  work,  and  their
conclusions as a broad, representative consensus of worldwide
New Testament scholarship.

While the media and the general public may tend to be gullible
and  naive  about  the  authority  and  findings  of  the  Jesus
Seminar, Christians need not be intimidated.

Philosophical
Why is this movement important? Should Christians be concerned
with this? Haven’t the gospel traditions had their skeptics
and critics for centuries? What is different about the Jesus
Seminar?

Scholars since the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century
have questioned such things as the miracles, the prophecies,
and the extraordinary claims of Christ in the Gospels.

Beginning in Germany, a separation began to occur between the
“Jesus of History” and the “Christ of Faith”; that is, it came
to be popularly believed that a man named Jesus really lived,
but that fantastic myths grew up around Him and about His
powers and claims, and thus He became for many the “Christ of
Faith” in story, symbol, and worship. Scholars promoting this
separation  conclude  that  biblical  history  is  not  what  is
important; but rather, one’s personal experience, one’s search
for  meaning  and  timeless  truths.  Those  are  of  primary
importance  to  an  individual.

The Jesus Seminar stands in this tradition. But what is most
significant about their work is that it has widened the circle
of  awareness  (i.e.,  the  general  public)  to  New  Testament



studies and criticism, and a focus upon issues which up until
now have been primarily restricted to academic discussions
among New Testament scholars.

This group has brought into question the very authenticity and
validity  of  the  gospels  which  lie  at  the  center  of
Christianity’s credibility. If what the Jesus Seminar espouses
is  historically  accurate,  the  sooner  the  naive  Christian
community can be educated to these facts the better, according
to these scholars.

A major presupposition of the Jesus Seminar, therefore, is
philosophical  naturalistic  worldview  which  categorically
denies the supernatural. Therefore they say one must be wary
of the following in the Gospels:

• Prophetic statements. Predictions by Jesus of such things
as the destruction of the Temple, or of Jerusalem, or His own
resurrection are later literary additions or interpolations.
How do we know this? Because no one can predict the future.
So they MUST have been added later by zealous followers.

• Miracles. Since miracles are not possible, every recorded
miracle in the Gospels must be a later elaboration by an
admiring disciple or follower, or must be explained on the
basis of some physical or natural cause (i.e., the Feeding of
the 5,000: Jesus gave the signal, and all those present
reached beneath their cloaks, pulled out their own “sack
lunches,” and ate together!).

• Claims of Jesus. Christ claimed to be God, Savior, Messiah,
Judge, Forgiver of sin, sacrificial Lamb of God, etc. All of
these, say the Jesus Fellows, are the later work of His
devoted followers. The historical Jesus never claimed these
things for Himself, as Funk infers in his above-mentioned
statements. Reality isn’t like this. It couldn’t be true.

Therefore the Jesus Fellows assert that the Gospels could not



have been written by eyewitnesses in the mid-first century. On
the  basis  of  this  philosophical  presupposition,  the  Jesus
Seminar considers itself personally and collectively free to
select  or  discard  any  statement  of  the  Gospels  which  is
philosophically repugnant.

There is nothing new about this approach in New Testament
scholarship. Thomas Jefferson, a great American patriot and
president did the same thing in the late 1700s with almost
identical results. He admired Jesus as a moral man, but like
the  Jesus  Fellows,  he  assumed  all  supernatural  and
extraordinary  elements  in  the  Gospels  were  unreliable  and
could not be true. With scissors and paste, Jefferson cut out
of the Gospels any and everything which contravened the laws
of nature and his own reason.

When he had finished his project, only 82 columns of the four
Gospels out of his King James Bible remained from an original
700. The other nine-tenths lay on the cutting room floor.
Jefferson entitled his creation The Life and Morals of Jesus,
and his book ended with the words, “There laid they Jesus . .
. and rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulcher and
departed.”(2)

Jefferson and the Jesus Fellows, like all skeptics, prefer
their own reason and biases over the possibility that the
Gospels  are  accurate  in  what  they  say  about  miracles,
prophecy, and the claims of Christ. They are like the man who
visited the psychiatrist and informed him of a grave problem:
“I think I’m dead!” The psychiatrist said, “That is a serious
problem. May I ask you a question? Do you believe that dead
men bleed?” The man quickly answered, “Of course not. Dead men
don’t bleed.” The psychiatrist reached forward, and taking a
hat pin, he pricked the man’s finger. The man looked down at
his bleeding finger and exclaimed, “Well, what do you know!
Dead men bleed after all!”



Canonical
The Jesus Fellows, on the basis of their naturalistic bias,
conclude that at least the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark,
Luke) could not have been written at the time tradition and
many New Testament scholars assume they were. The “Priority of
Mark”  as  the  earliest  gospel  written  has  strong  (but  not
universal) support. And yet Mark 13 records Jesus’ prediction
of  the  destruction  of  the  temple,  something  that  did  not
actually occur until A.D. 70.

Since the Jesus Fellows do not believe prophecy is possible,
they judge Mark, the “earliest” of the Gospels, to have been
written after the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in
A.D. 70 by the Romans. If Mark was written in the early 70s,
still later dates are then required for Matthew and Luke, to
say nothing of the Book of Acts which must follow them with an
even later date.

Now, this gives the Jesus Scholars a “window” of about 40
years from the time of Jesus’ death (a A.D. 32.) to the fall
of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) to look for earlier sources devoid of
miracles and extraordinary claims. They think they have found
two such primary sources which fit their assumptions. The
first of these is the “Q” source, or “Quelle.”

Synoptics/Quelle
It has long been observed that Matthew, Mark, and Luke must
have had some kind of symbiotic relationship, as if they were
aware of one another, or used the same sources, or some of the
same sources. The prevailing theory is that Mark (the shortest
of the three) was written first, and was later substantially
incorporated into both Matthew and Luke. There is a high, but
not total agreement, in the parallel accounts of Matthew and
Luke where the two reflect the book of Mark.

But Matthew and Luke have additional material, some 250 verses
(i.e.,  the  Christmas  stories,  greater  elaboration  on  the



resurrection events, etc.). And there are some verses which
are common to both Matthew and Luke, but not found in Mark.
Thus many scholars conclude there was some other document or
source available to Matthew and Luke which explains why they
contain these additional 250 verses along with the corpus of
Mark. The scholars have designated this material as “Q,” or
“Quelle,” which is the German word for “Source.” Outside of
the Synoptic gospels, there is no written documentary evidence
to substantiate Quelle.

A number of New Testament scholars thus claim that Quelle must
have  been  an  early,  written  document  which  preceded  the
writing of the Synoptic gospels and was incorporated into
them. And they claim that in these 250 verses we only find a
very “normal, human” Jesus who is more likely to have been the
historical man.

The Gospel of Thomas
The second source given high priority and preference by the
Jesus Seminar Fellows is the Gospel of Thomas. In fact, they
value it so highly they have placed it alongside the four
traditional ones, giving it equal, if not superior, value and
historical authenticity.

A complete copy of The Gospel of Thomas was discovered in the
1940s  at  an  Egyptian  site  called  Nag  Hammadi,  where
archaeologists  found  an  entire  library  of  ancient  texts
including the Gospel of Thomas. It was dated around A.D. 400
and written in Coptic, the language of the ancient Egyptian
church. This astonishing cache consisted of early Christian
and Gnostic texts.

This Gospel of Thomas has now been studied for forty years,
and the overwhelming conclusion of scholars worldwide has been
that the document carries many of the identifying marks of a
Gnostic literary genre, from a sect prominent in Egypt and the
Nile Valley during the second, third, and fourth centuries.



It has been almost universally assumed that the parallels in
Thomas to the New Testament Gospels and epistles were copied
or paraphrased (not the reverse, as the Jesus Fellows claim)
to suit Gnostic purposes, teachings which were opposed to all
ideas about a supernatural God in the flesh Who could perform
miracles,  forgive  sin,  and  rise  from  the  dead.  The  Jesus
Seminar Scholars have fit Thomas nicely together with “Q” to
frame an historical portrait of Jesus based primarily upon
these two sources.

The Jesus Scholars have declared that the Gospel of Thomas and
the  Q  Source  were  written  within  the  forty  years  between
Jesus’ death and the fall of Jerusalem, pushing forward the
writing of the four canonical gospels (a necessity on their
part  to  uphold  their  theory)  to  very  late  in  the  first
century.

Chronological
Apart  from  completely  ignoring  Paul’s  epistles  which  were
written between A.D. 45 and his martyrdom at the hands of Nero
in A.D. 68, the Jesus Fellows have a critical problem in
fitting their theory into first century chronology.

In the last chapter of the Book of Acts (28), Luke leaves us
with the impression that Paul is in Rome, and still alive.
Tradition tells us he died in A.D. 68. In Acts, Luke shows
keen awareness of people, places and contemporary events, both
within and without the church. And he records the martyrdoms
of both Stephen and James. It is highly unlikely, if the
deaths of Paul and Peter and the fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70)
had already occurred when Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles,
that  he  would  have  failed  to  record  these  most  important
events.

New Testament scholars are in strong agreement that whoever
wrote Acts also wrote the Gospel of Luke two volumes by one
author, both addressed to a man named “Theophilus.” And since



Luke is supposed to have incorporated Mark and the Q Source
material into the writing of his own Gospel, and Acts was
written after Luke, but before Paul’s death (A.D. 68) and the
fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70), then Mark and Quelle must have
been written by the mid 60s. The same difficulty in Luke
exists with Mark, who is said to have written his gospel with
Peter as his source, Peter having been martyred in Rome about
the same time as Paul.

It is highly unlikely that these two obscure sources, Quelle
and  the  Gospel  of  Thomas,  could  have  been  circulating
throughout the Christian community and having such impact that
they overshadowed what Paul was at the very same time saying
about Jesus in all of his epistles.

Real church history is not kind to the Jesus Fellows at this
point. The church did not first flourish in the Nile Valley
and spread elsewhere. The clear pattern of expansion from both
biblical and the earliest patristic writings is from Jerusalem
to Antioch, Asia Minor, Greece, and finally Rome. Ironically,
the earliest of the Church Fathers, Clement of Rome (ca. A.D.
30 to ca. A.D. 100) writes from Rome at the end of the first
century an epistle to the Corinthians (1 Clement) which is
considered to be the oldest extant letter after the writings
of the Apostles. It had such stature in the early church that
it was initially considered by some to be a part of the Canon.
All the other early church fathers (2nd century) are scattered
around in cities within the areas mentioned above, with the
exception of Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 150 to c. A.D.
215) who reflects some Gnostic ideas in his teachings.

The more traditional and accepted chronology for the documents
under consideration is as follows:

Dating/chronology of First Century Authorship
(All dates are A.D.)

Uncontested:



End of First Century: 100
Fall of Jerusalem: 70
Martyrdom of Paul and Peter: 68
Epistles of Paul: 45-68
Some Oral Tradition: 32-70
Crucifixion of Jesus: 32

Traditional:(3)
Clement of Rome: 96
Revelation (John): 96
Epistles of John: 90-94
Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 66-68
Matthew & Luke: 64-66
Gospel of Mark: 64-65

Jesus Seminar:(4)
Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 80-100
Gospel of Luke: 80-100
Gospel of Matthew: 80-90
Gospel of Mark: 70-80
Gospel of Thomas: 70-100

In comparing the two chronologies, it appears there simply is
not enough time for the simple Jesus of history to evolve into
the Christ of faith. Myths and legends need time to develop.
There is none available in the first century to accommodate
the Jesus Seminar’s theory.

Christological
On the basis of the Gospel of Thomas and Quelle, the Jesus
Fellows believe the historical Jesus was simply a sage, a
spinner of one- liners, a teller of parables, an effective
preacher. This is what He was historically according to these
scholars. The “high Christology” (supernatural phenomena, the
messianic claims, the miracles, the substitutionary atonement,



the resurrection) all came as a result of a persecuted church
community which needed a more powerful God for encouragement
and worship. His suffering, ardent followers are responsible
for these embellishments which created the “Christ of Faith.”
The real Jesus was a winsome, bright, articulate peasant, sort
of like Will Rogers.

Various other portraits of Jesus have proliferated among the
Jesus Fellows, suggesting that he was a religious genius, a
social revolutionary, an eschatological prophet. He was all of
these things, we would say, but offer that He was something
more.

The Jesus Seminar assumes a “low christology” (Jesus as a
peasant sage) preceded the “high christology” created later by
the church. Is there anything that would suggest otherwise?

The Epistles of Paul
The  Apostle  Paul  conducted  his  church-planting  ministry
between approximately 40 to the time of his death, A.D. 68. It
was also during this time that he wrote all of his epistles.
While some New Testament scholars question the authenticity of
Paul’s authorship of a number of these epistles, virtually
all,  even  the  most  liberal,  will  accept  Romans,  1  and  2
Corinthians, and Galatians as genuinely Pauline.

What kind of “Christology” do we find in these epistles? A
high christology. The Jesus Seminar is asking us to believe
that at the very same time the Gospel of Thomas and the Q
source were alleged to have been written portraying Jesus as a
wise, peasant sage, Paul was planting churches across the
Mediterranean  world  and  ascribing  to  Jesus  the  same  high
christology found later in the four gospels!

The Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15 clearly indicates
that Paul was aware of and connected to Jerusalem and its
church leadership (Peter and James). After the Council Paul
and  Barnabas  were  given  the  express  task  of  taking  and



distributing  to  the  churches  a  written  document  of  the
Council’s  instructions  about  how  Gentiles  were  to  be
incorporated  into  the  church.

The Jesus Seminar simply chooses to ignore this mass of clear,
Pauline evidence almost universally accepted by New Testament
scholars. The notion that a high christology (the Gospels and
the epistles) evolved from a low christology (the Gospel of
Thomas, Quelle) is unsupportable.

Jesus the Sage
If we accept the Jesus Seminar notion that the historical
Jesus was a simple peasant later revered and deified, with
what are we left? Jesus is so stripped down that He becomes
the  “Christian  dummy”  of  the  first  century  church!  The
community is more brilliant than the leader! Even Renan, the
French skeptic said, “It would take a Jesus to forge a Jesus.”
Further,  if  Jesus  was  such  a  “regular  guy,”  why  was  He
crucified?  Crucifixion  by  the  Romans  was  used  only  for
deviants,  malcontents,  and  political  revolutionaries  (like
Barabbas). What did this simple peasant do to create such a
stir that He would suffer such a death?

The Jesus Seminar portrayal of Jesus simply cannot explain the
explosion of Christianity in the first and second centuries.
With  their  view  of  Christ,  they  cannot  create  a  cause
monumental  enough  to  explain  the  documented,  historical
effects that even they must accept.
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Apologetics and Evangelism
Probe’s  founder  Jimmy  Williams,  a  master  in  classical
apologetics, explores the use of apologetics in sharing the
gospel.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Today as never before, Christians are being called upon to
give reasons for the hope that is within them. Often in the
evangelistic  context  seekers  raise  questions  about  the
validity  of  the  gospel  message.  Removing  intellectual
objections will not make one a Christian; a change of heart
wrought  by  the  Spirit  is  also  necessary.  But  though
intellectual  activity  is  insufficient  to  bring  another  to
Christ, it does not follow that it is also unnecessary. In
this  essay  we  will  examine  the  place  and  purpose  of
apologetics  in  the  sharing  of  our  faith  with  others.

The word “apologetics” never actually appears in the Bible.
But there is a verse which contains its meaning:

But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and be ready always
to give an answer to every man who asketh you the reason for
the hope that is within you with meekness and fear (1 Peter
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3:15).

The  Greek  word  apologia  means  “answer,”  or  “reasonable
defense.” It does not mean to apologize, nor does it mean just
to  engage  in  intellectual  dialogue.  It  means  to  provide
reasonable  answers  to  honest  questions  and  to  do  it  with
humility, respect, and reverence.

The verse thus suggests that the manner in which one does
apologetics is as important as the words expressed. And Peter
tells us in this passage that Christians are to be ready
always with answers for those who inquire of us concerning our
faith. Most Christians have a great deal of study ahead of
them before this verse will be a practical reality in their
evangelistic efforts.

Another question that often comes up in a discussion about the
merits and place of apologetics is, “What is the relationship
of the mind to evangelism?” “Does the mind play any part in
the process?” “What about the effects of the fall?” “Isn’t man
dead in trespasses and sins?” “Doesn’t the Bible say we are to
know nothing among men except Jesus Christ and Him crucified?”
“Why do we have to get involved at all in apologetics if the
Spirit is the One Who actually brings about the New Birth?”

I think you will agree that today there are many Christians
who  are  firmly  convinced  that  answering  the  intellectual
questions of unbelievers is an ineffectual waste of time. They
feel  that  any  involvement  of  the  mind  in  the  gospel
interchange smacks too much of human effort and really just
dilutes the Spirit’s work.

But Christianity thrives on intelligence, not ignorance. If a
real Reformation is to accompany the revival for which many of
us pray, it must be something of the mind as well as the
heart. It was Jesus who said, “Come and see.” He invites our
scrutiny and investigation both before and after conversion.

We are to love God with the mind as well as the heart and the



soul. In fact, the early church was powerful and successful
because it out-thought and out-loved the ancient world. We are
not doing either very well today.

Reasoning and Persuading
Most Christians today seem to prefer experiencing Christianity
to thinking about or explaining it. But consider these verses:

Matthew 13:23: “But he who received the seed on the good
ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit.” They all heard it, but only the “good soil”
comprehended it.

Acts 8:30: “When the Spirit prompted Philip to join himself to
the chariot of the Ethiopian eunuch (who was reading Isaiah
53), he asked, `Do you understand what you are reading?’ The
eunuch replied, `How can I except some man should guide me?'”

Acts 18:4: Paul at Corinth was “reasoning in the synagogue
every sabbath and trying to persuade the Jews and Greeks.”

Acts  19:8:  Paul  at  Ephesus  “entered  the  synagogue  and
continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and
persuading them about the kingdom of God.”

Romans 10:17: “So then faith comes by hearing and hearing by
the  word  of  God.”  Again  the  emphasis  is  on  hearing  with
perception.

2  Corinthians  5:11:  “We  persuade  men,”  says  Paul.  Vine’s
Expository Dictionary describes this Greek word like this: “to
apply persuasion, to prevail upon or win over, bringing about
a  change  of  mind  by  the  influence  of  reason  or  moral
considerations.”

All of these words–persuasion, dialogue, discourse, dispute,
argue,  present  evidence,  reason  with–are  vehicles  of
communication  and  are  at  the  heart  of  Paul’s  classical



evangelistic  model.  Can  there  be  saving  faith  without
understanding? Can there be understanding without reasoning?
The Bible would appear to say no. Paul urges believers in 2
Timothy 2:15 to study to show ourselves approved unto God,
workmen that need not to be ashamed.

J.  Gresham  Machen,  a  great  Christian  scholar,  said  the
following words in 1912 to a group of young men at Princeton
Seminary:

It would be a great mistake to suppose that all men are
equally well-prepared to receive the gospel. It is true that
the decisive thing is the regenerative power in connection
with  certain  prior  conditions  for  the  reception  of  the
Gospel. . . . I do not mean that the removal of intellectual
objections will make a man a Christian. No conversion was
ever  wrought  by  argument.  A  change  of  heart  is  also
necessary  .  .  .  but  because  the  intellectual  labor  is
insufficient, it does not follow that it is unnecessary. God
may, it is true, overcome all intellectual obstacles by an
immediate exercise of His regenerative power. Sometimes He
does. But He does so very seldom. Usually He exerts His
power in connections with certain conditions of the human
mind. Usually He does not bring into the kingdom, entirely
without  preparation,  those  whose  mind  and  fancy  are
completely contaminated by ideas which make the acceptance
of the Gospel logically impossible.

If these words were true in 1912, how much more are they
needed today?

Individual Responses
People respond to the gospel for various reasons—some out of
pain or a crisis, others out of some emotional need such as
loneliness, guilt, insecurity, etc. Some do so out of a fear
of divine judgment. And coming to know Christ brings a process
of healing and hope to the human experience. To know Christ is



to find comfort for pain, acceptance for insecurity and low
self-esteem, forgiveness for sin and guilt.

And others seem to have intellectual questions which block
their openness to accept the credibility of the Christian
message. These finally find in Christ the answers to their
intellectual doubts and questions.

Those today who are actively involved in evangelism readily
recognize the need for this kind of information to witness to
certain people, and there are many more doubters and skeptics
out there today than there were even twenty years ago.

We can see more clearly where we are as a culture by taking a
good look at Paul’s world in the first century. Christianity’s
early beginnings flourished in a Graeco-Roman culture more X-
rated and brutal than our own. And we find Paul adapting his
approach from group to group.

For instance, he expected certain things to be in place when
he approached the Jewish communities and synagogues from town
to town. He knew he would find a group which already had
certain beliefs which were not in contradiction to the gospel
he preached. They were monotheists. They believed in one God.
They  also  believed  this  God  had  spoken  to  them  in  their
Scriptures and had given them absolute moral guidelines for
behavior (the Ten Commandments).

But when Paul went to the Gentile community, he had no such
expectations. There he knew he would be faced with a culture
that was polytheistic (many gods), biblically ignorant, and
living all kinds of perverted, wicked lifestyles. And on Mars
Hill in Athens when he preached the gospel, he did somewhat
modify his approach.

He spoke of God more in terms of His presence and power, and
he even quoted truth from a Greek poet in order to connect
with these “pagans” and get his point across: “We are God’s
offspring” (Acts 17:28).



One hundred years ago, the vast majority of Americans pretty
much reflected the Jewish mentality, believing in God, having
a basic respect for the Bible, and strong convictions about
what was right and what was wrong.

That kind of American can still be found today in the 90s, but
George Gallup says they aren’t having much of an impact on the
pagan, or Gentile community, which today holds few beliefs
compatible with historic Christianity.

To evangelize such people, we have our work cut out for us.
And we will have to use both our minds and our hearts to
“become all things to all men in order to save some.”

A Variety of Approaches
As we’re considering how we as Christians can have an impact
on our increasingly fragmented society, we need to keep in
mind that many do not share our Christian view of the world,
and some are openly hostile to it.

In fact, a college professor recently commented that he felt
the greatest impediment to social progress right now was what
he called the bigoted, dogmatic Christian community. That’s
you and me, folks.

If we could just “loosen up a little,” and compromise on some
issues, America would be a happier place. What is meant by
this is not just a demand for tolerance . . . but wholesale
acceptance of any person’s lifestyle and personal choices!

But the Bible calls us to be “salt and light” in our world.
How can we be that effectively?I don’t have a total answer,
but I’ll tell you after 30+ years of active ministry what
isn’t working. And by my observation, far too many Christians
are trying to address the horrendous issues of our day with
one of three very ineffective approaches.

Defensive Approach — Many Christians out there are mainly



asking the question, “How strong are our defenses?” “How
high are our walls?” This barricade mentality has produced
much of the Christian subculture. We have our own language,
literature, heroes, music, customs, and educational systems.
Of course, we need places of support and fellowship. But
when Paul describes spiritual warfare in 2 Corinthians 10,
he actually reverses the picture. It is the enemy who is
behind walls, inside strongholds of error and evil. And Paul
depicts  the  Christians  as  those  who  should  be  mounting
offensives at these walls to tear down the high things which
have exalted themselves above the knowledge of God. We are
to be taking ground, not just holding it.

Defeatist Approach — Other Christians have already given up.
Things are so bad, they say, that my puny efforts won’t
change anything. “After all, we are living in the last days,
and Jesus said that things would just get worse and worse.”
This may be true, but it may not be. Jesus said no man knows
the day or the hour of His coming. Martin Luther had the
right idea when he said, “If Jesus were to come tomorrow,
I’d plant a tree today and pay my debts.” The Lord may well
be near, He could also tarry awhile. Since we don’t know for
sure, we should be seeking to prepare ourselves and our
children to live for Him in the microchip world of the 21st
century.

Devotional Approach — Other Christians are trying to say
something about their faith, but sadly, they can only share
their personal religious experience. It is true that Paul
speaks of us as “epistles known and read” by all men. Our
life/experience with Christ is a valid witness. But there
are others out there in the culture with “changed” lives . .
. and Jesus didn’t do the changing! Evangelism today must be
something more than “swapping” experiences. We must learn
how to ground our faith in the facts of history and the
claims of Christ. We must have others grapple with Jesus
Christ, nor just our experience.



Apologetics and Evangelism
I  want  to  conclude  this  essay  with  some  very  important
principles to keep in mind if we want to be effective in
seeing  others  come  to  know  Christ  through  our  individual
witness.

1. Go to people. The heart of evangelism is Christians taking
the initiative to actually go out and “fish for men.” Acts
17:17 describes for us how Paul was effective in his day and
time: “Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews
and with the gentile worshippers, and in the marketplace daily
with those who happened to be there.”

2. Communicate with people. Engage them. Sharing the Gospel
involves communication. People must be focused upon and then
understand  the  Gospel  to  respond  to  it.  It  is  our
responsibility as Christians to make it as clear as possible
for all who will listen. “Knowing, therefore, the terror of
the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).

3. Relate to people. Effective witness involves not only the
transmission  of  biblical  information;  it  also  includes
establishing a relationship with the other person. Hearts, as
well as heads, must meet. “So, affectionately longing for
you,” said Paul to the Thessalonians, “we were well pleased to
import to you not only the good news of God, but also our own
lives, because you have become dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:8).

4. Remove barriers. Part of our responsibility involves having
the skills to eliminate obstacles, real or imagined, which
keep  an  individual  from  taking  the  Christian  message
seriously. When God sent the prophet Jeremiah forth, He said,
“Behold, I have put my words in your mouth . . . and I have
ordained you to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to
overthrow, to build and to plant.” Sometimes our task as well
is one of “spiritual demolition,” of removing the false so the
seeds of truth can take root. Apologetics sometimes serves in



that capacity, of preparing a highway for God in someone’s
life.

5. Explain the gospel to others. We need an army of Christians
today who can consistently and clearly present the message to
as many people as possible. Luke says of Lydia, “The Lord
opened her heart so that she heeded the things which were
spoken  by  Paul”  (Acts  16:14).  Four  essential  elements  in
sharing the gospel:

• someone talking (Paul)
• things spoken (gospel)
• someone listening (Lydia)
• the Lord opening the heart.

6.  Invite  others  to  receive  Christ.  We  can  be  clear  of
presentation, but ineffective because we fail to give someone
the opportunity and encouragement to take that first major
step of faith. “Therefore we are ambassadors for Christ, as
though God were pleading through us: we beg you in Christ’s
behalf, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).

7. Make every effort by every means to establish them in the
faith. Stay with them, ground them in the Scripture, help them
gain assurance of their salvation, and get them active in a
vital fellowship/church.

©1994 Probe Ministries

Jesus:  The  Divine  Xerox  –
Reasons to Believe
Probe’s founder Jimmy Williams provides a compelling set of
reasons to believe that Jesus is in fact the Son of God.  By
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asking questions one would expect of God on this earth, we see
that Jesus is the only one who fulfills them all. Jesus’
characteristics are His own apologetic.

You know, today when you walk across the campus and begin to
talk about the New Testament, the claims of Christ, and how He
is relevant to high school or college life, often you get this
expression of amazement, as if you have committed intellectual
suicide, because you actually believe His claims. Some tell us
that becoming a Christian involves a blind leap with little or
no evidence to support it. In fact, the blinder the leap and
the more lacking the evidence, the more noble the faith. It is
certainly true that any philosophy or belief cannot be proved;
I would not try and insult anyone’s intellect by saying I
could prove to him that Jesus Christ is God. However, I think
when we look into the history of this unique person, we see
some things that have to grasp the mind of any thinking man
and impress upon him the strong consideration that Jesus may
be who He claimed to be…namely, God incarnate in human flesh.

Now whatever we may say about Jesus Christ, most everyone
would agree that in the person of Christ we view one of the
most unique personalities of all the centuries—whether He is
God  or  not.  The  unbeliever,  atheist,  Moslem,  Hindu  and
Buddhist alike all generally agree on this one central fact,
that Jesus Christ is indeed a unique personality.

“Here was a man born of a peasant woman in an obscure
village. He grew up in another obscure military camp town
where He worked as a carpenter’s son. He never wrote a book;
He possessed neither wealth nor influence. He never ran for
political office; He never went more than 200 miles from His
home town; He never even entered a big city. In infancy He
startled a king; in childhood He puzzled doctors; in manhood
He ruled the course of nature and hushed the sea to sleep.
During  the  last  three  years  of  His  life  He  became  an
itinerant preacher, roaming the land of His birth, healing
the sick and comforting the poor. At the end of this three



years of ministry the tide of public opinion began to turn
against Him. He was betrayed by one of His closest friends
and arrested for disturbing the status quo. All of His
followers deserted Him; one denied Him three times. He went
through  six  trials,  each  of  which  was  a  mockery  of
jurisprudence. Prior to one of the trials He was beaten to
the point of death with leather strips imbedded with studs
of iron. A crown of thorns was then rammed down upon His
head, tearing the flesh so that blood poured down the side
of His face. The Roman procurator officiating at His trial
was nervous. The uniqueness of this man made Pilate want to
wash his hands of the whole affair. But the crowds cried for
His death.

“As the Roman procurator brought this insignificant, now
mutilated and beaten carpenter’s son before the crowds, he
hurled a challenge to them which has resounded across twenty
centuries: he said, “Behold the man.” Pilate was impressed.
He  had  never  before  seen  such  quiet  dignity,  intrepid
courage, noble majesty. Never had any other who had stood
before his bar carried himself as this One. The Roman was
deeply impressed, and avowed his captor’s uniqueness. But
the mob shouted, ‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the
gates of the city and nailed to a cross to die the death of
a common criminal.

“Yet the story doesn’t end here. For something happened
after that strange, dark day that has changed the entire
course of human history. He came forth from the tomb in
resurrection power. His greatness has never been paralleled.
He never wrote a book, yet all the libraries of the country
could not hold the books that have been written about Him.
He never wrote a song, and yet He has furnished the theme
for more songs that all the songwriters combined. He never
founded a college, but all the schools put together cannot
boast of having as many students. Every seventh day the
wheels of commerce cease their turning and multitudes wind



their way to worshiping assemblies to pay homage and respect
to Him. The names of the past proud statesmen of Greece and
Rome have come and gone. The names of the past scientists,
philosophers, and theologians have come and gone, but the
name of this man abounds more and more. Though over 1900
years lie between the people of this generation and the time
of His crucifixion, He still lives. Herod could not destroy
Him, and the grave could not hold Him. He stands forth upon
the highest pinnacle of heavenly glory.

“Never had any other who had stood before his bar carried
himself as this One. The Roman was deeply impressed, and
avowed  his  captor’s  uniqueness.  But  the  mob  shouted,
‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the gates of the city
and nailed to a cross to die the death of a common criminal.
Still today He is the cornerstone of history, the center of
human progress. I would be well within the mark when I say
that all the armies that have ever marched, all the navies
that have ever sailed, all the parliaments that have ever
sat, and all of the kings that have ever reigned, put
together, have not influenced the course of man’s life on
this earth as powerfully as has that one solitary life,
Jesus of Nazareth. History has been called His story. He
split time: B.C., before Christ; A.D., Anno Domini, in the
year of our Lord.{1}

When, some 20 centuries ago, Pontius Pilate said, “Behold the
man,” I doubt that he had any idea of who it was that stood
before  him.  He  certainly  wouldn’t  have  dreamed  that  this
humble peasant would launch a movement (indeed, already had)
that would change the course of Western civilization. In view
of the claims that He made and the impact He had upon history,
it behooves us to “Behold the man.” Who was He? Those who knew
Him best were convinced that He was God. What do you say? I am
convinced that the only reasonable conclusion that can be
drawn from a fair examination of the evidence is that He was
and is, indeed, God, the Saviour of the world. Let’s consider



some of these evidences together.

I would like to consider several lines of historical evidence
that suggest that Jesus Christ is God. The first line of
evidence is:

Because the Hypothesis Fits the Facts.
Now what I would like to do in terms of presenting the first
line of evidence for His claim that He is God is to ask the
question, “What would God be like, if God became a man?” If
the facts about Jesus Christ fit the answers to the above
question—pre-eminently so, uniquely so, we will have offered
evidence, that He may be who He claimed to be. So I would like
to suggest four things that I think we would all agree would
characterize God if God became a man.

If God were a man, we would expect His words to be the
greatest words ever spoken.

What is great literature or great oratory? The masterpieces of
one generation often appear stilted and artificial to another.
The words which endure are the words which have something to
say about that which is universal in human experience, that
which doesn’t change with time.

Statistically  speaking,  the  Gospels  are  the  greatest
literature ever written. They are read by more people, quoted
by more authors, translated into more tongues, represented in
more art, set to more music, than any other book or books
written by any man in any century in any land. But the words
of Christ are not great on the grounds that they have such a
statistical edge over anybody else’s words. They are read
more, quoted more, loved more, believed more, and translated
more because they are the greatest words ever spoken. And
where is their greatness? Their greatness lies in the pure,
lucid  spirituality  in  dealing  clearly,  definitively,  and
authoritatively with the greatest problems that throb in the



human breast; namely, Who is God? Does history have meaning?
Does He love me? Does He care for me? What should I do to
please Him? How does He look at my sin? How can I be forgiven?
Where will I go when I die? How must I treat others?

This amazing purity of the words of Christ became more real to
me in a forceful way while I was studying the Greek language
in graduate school. The New Testament is written in Greek. I
was taking a course called Rapid Greek Reading in which we did
nothing but read the Greek New Testament and recite in class.
We read about eight pages of Greek a week or about the equi-
valent timewise of 600 pages of English. We struggled night
and day while reading the Gospels in order to be able to read
them out loud in class directly from the Greek text to our
professor.  It  was  sometimes  humorous  to  hear  one  another
struggle with the text of Matthew or Luke. The interesting
thing was that when reading one of the Gospels aloud, we would
stumble and toil with the sections where Matthew was simply
recounting narrative, but as soon as Matthew began to quote
the words of Christ the struggle ceased. His words were the
easiest to translate. They were so simple and yet profound. To
labor with the narrative portions and then come to the words
of Christ was like moving from the intensity of the hurricane
to the calm serenity of the eye of the storm. It was the
difference between sailing on rough tempestuous seas and on a
glassy lake at eventide.

Certainly, no mere man could impregnate such simple words with
such sublime thoughts. Consider the volumes of truth stored up
in the phrase, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you”{2}, and “Whosoever would find his life, must lose it”{3}.
Libraries could be filled with works which simply develop
those concepts.

No other man’s words have the appeal of Jesus’ words. They are
the kind of words we would expect God to utter if God were a
man.



The second line of evidence is:

If God were a man, we would expect Him to exert a profound
power over human personality.

One of the greatest impacts among human beings is the impact
of personality upon personality. Most human beings are rather
ordinary in their impact upon other human beings. I can’t
think of anyone in my life whose personality has made an
impact  upon  me;  strong  influence,  yes,  but  impact,  no.
Periodically in history a Churchill, Hitler, or a Caesar comes
along and impact is made. Certainly, if God were a man, His
personality would be so dynamic it would have unprecedented
impact on His contemporaries. Is this the case with Jesus of
Nazareth? We find most emphatically that it is. Whether Jesus
be man or God, whether the Gospels be mainly fiction or fancy,
certainly a historic person named Jesus made such an impact on
a small band of men as to be unequaled by far in the entire
annals of the human race. Consider for a moment the historic
nucleus from which Christianity sprang: Peter, a weak-willed
fisherman; John, a gentle dreamer; Thomas, who had a question
mark for a brain; Matthew, a tax collector; a few peasants and
a  small  cluster  of  emotional  women.  Now  I  don’t  want  to
minimize the character of these men, but seriously, does this
rather  heterogeneous  group  of  simple  folk  look  like  the
driving force that could turn the Roman Empire upside down, so
that by 312 A.D., Christianity was the official religion of
the Empire? Frankly they do not. The impact of the personality
of Christ upon these people turned them into flaming revolu-
tionaries who launched a movement that has changed the history
of Western Civilization.

The amazing thing is that these men were the very ones who ate
with Him, slept with Him, and lived with Him for over three
years and still concluded that He was God. How could a person
live with someone for that period of time and come to that
conclusion unless it were a valid conclusion? You could spend
less than an hour with the greatest saint mankind has ever



produced and be thoroughly convinced that he was not God. How
could  you  spend  three  years  with  a  mere  man  and  become
absolutely convinced that He was God, in fact, be so convinced
that you would be willing to die a martyr’s death to punctuate
your belief? Listen for a moment to the traditional deaths of
the apostles: Matthew, martyred by the sword in Ethiopia;
Mark, dragged through the streets of Alexandria until dead;
Luke, hanged on an olive tree in Greece; John, put in a
caldron of boiling oil but escaped death and died in exile on
the island of Patmos; Peter, crucified upside down (he said he
wasn’t worthy to be crucified in the same manner as His Lord);
James, beheaded in Jerusalem; Philip, hanged against a pillar
in Phrygia; James the Less, thrown from the pinnacle of the
temple and beaten to death down below; Bartholomew, flayed
alive; Andrew, bound to a cross where he preached to his
persecutors till he died; Thomas, run through by a spear in
India; Jude, shot to death with arrows; Barnabas, stoned to
death by Jews in Salonica; and Paul, beheaded at Rome by Nero.
Even more incredible is the fact that James and Jude, our
Lord’s own brothers, believed that He was God. You may for a
time, be able to pull the wool over the eyes of those outside
your own family, but certainly your own brothers would not
swallow  such  an  unbelievable  claim  unless  there  were
unimpeachable  reasons  to  do  so.

Christ’s personality had a tremendous impact upon these men.
And after nearly two thousand years the impact is not at all
spent.  Daily  there  are  people  who  have  tremendous
revolutionary  experiences  which  they  attribute  to  personal
encounters with Jesus Christ.

The personality of Jesus, then, is without parallel. It is
unique and incomparable. Wherever He is, He is the Master.
When surrounded by hungry multitudes or by hating Pharisees,
when questioned by clever theologians or besought by stricken
sinners, whether examined by stupid disciples or by a Roman
governor, He is the Master.



If God were robed in human flesh, then He would possess a
personality  that  would  have  revolutionary  impact,  indeed,
unique impact, upon His contemporaries. Like no other man in
history, Jesus made that kind of unique and revolutionary
impact.

If God were a man, we would expect supernatural acts.

If God were a man, not only would we expect His words to be
the greatest ever spoken, and the impact of His personality to
be unique, but we would also expect that His life would be
characterized by wonderful deeds. We would expect Him to do
the things that only God could do. Now obviously the very act
of God becoming a man involves something supernatural. But if
God became a man, it makes sense that He was going to convince
men that He was indeed who He claimed to be, that men deserved
to see Him do things that only God could do—namely miracles,
suspensions of natural law. Everything about the life of Jesus
Christ confronts us with the miraculous. At the outset of His
ministry He appeared at a wedding feast and turned water into
wine. He demonstrated His power over disease by healing the
nobleman’s son and the lame man at the pool of Bethsaida and
many more. He fed 5000 people and said, “I am the bread of
life.” He walked on the water. He claimed to be the light of
the world; then He healed a man who had been blind since
birth. Once of His most startling claims was made to the
despondent sister of Lazarus (Lazarus had been dead for four
days) when He said, “I am the resurrection and the life.” Then
He said, “Lazarus, come forth,” and the dead man came out of
the tomb. Someone has noted it was a good thing Jesus called
Lazarus by name or all the dead since the dawn of time would
have come forth. When Christ made these astounding claims,
more than ordinary means were necessary to impress men with
their truthfulness.

Now there’s a funny kind of thinking going on today concerning
miracles. It all started with a fellow by the name of Hume.
Paradoxically, this may surprise you, Hume was an orthodox



Christian. But, Hume said some things about miracles that have
been used as an attack on miracles. Hume argued that miracles
are  the  most  improbable  of  all  events.  Ever  since  Hume’s
essay, it has been believed that historical statements about
miracles  are  the  most  intrinsically  improbable  of  all
historical  statements.  Now,  what  then  is  the  basis  of
probability? What makes a miracle a more probable or a less
probable event? Hume says, and so do other secular critics
today, that probability rests upon what may be called the
majority vote of our past experiences. The more often a thing
is known to happen, the more probable it is that it should
happen again; and the less often, the less probable. He goes
on to say, the majority vote of our past experience is firmly
against  miracles.  There  is  in  fact,  “uniform  experience”
against miracles. A miracle is, therefore, the most improbable
of all events. It is always more probable that the witnesses
were lying or mistaken than that a miracle occurred.

Now here is the foolishness in Hume’s whole argument. We must
agree  with  Hume  that  if  there  is  absolutely  “uniform
experience” against miracles, if they have never occurred,
then there is no such thing as a miracle. But, that is exactly
the point in question. Is there absolute uniform experience
against miracles? We only know that the majority vote of past
experience is against miracles if we know that all reports of
miracles are false. And, we can know all the reports to be
false  only  if  we  know  already  that  miracles  have  never
occurred. This is a circular argument. Let me repeat it again.
The critic of miracles today says with Hume, “We know that all
historical  reports  of  miracles  are  false  because  miracles
never happen, and we know that miracles never happen because
all historical reports of them are false.” Get that? We know
that  miracles  have  never  happened,  because  all  reported
instances of them are false, and we know that all reported in-
stances of them are false (such as the Bible) because we know
that miracles never happen.



Very  frequently  today  we  hear  or  get  the  impression  that
brilliant scholars, after examining all the evidence, have
scientifically  proven  that  miracles  never  happen.  This  is
totally untrue. The rejection of the miraculous is not their
conclusion; it is their starting point, their presupposition.
It’s interesting to note that as you study the literature of
the first and second century, even some of the literature of
the critics of Christianity grant the miracles. In fact, it
was not until the 19th century that the major attacks against
the miracles began when the omniscient modern critics got on
the scene and began to look back 2,000 years and say miracles
never  happened.  But,  the  attackers  of  the  first  century
generally grant them. In Jesus and His Story by Ethelbert
Stauffer, a professor of New Testament at the University of
Erlangen—and not an evangelical scholar—cites the following:
“In 95 A.D. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus of Lydda speaks of
Jesus’  magic  arts.”{4}  “In  100  A.D.—Jewish  ritual
denunciation—’Jesus  practiced  magic  and  led  Israel
astray.”‘{5}

In the second century (according to F. F. Bruce) Celsus, a
philosophic critic of Christianity, acknowledged his miracles
but attributed them to sorcery.{6}

Josephus, a first century Jewish historian, also acknowledges
the fact that Jesus performed miracles in his Antiquities of
the Jews. A basic principle of evaluation of evidence states
that when enemies agree on a common point, it may be regarded
as  certain  that  the  point  is  commonly  accepted.  Stauffer
states this with clarity in Jesus and His Story:

The sharper the clash, the wider the gulf, the more vital
does  this  alteration  of  testimony  and  counter-testimony
become to the historical investigator. For if a confron-
tation of witnesses yields statements that agree on some
points, then these points must represent facts accepted by
both sides.{7}



In addition to the testimony of the secular historians, we
have in the four gospel documents themselves, the personal
testimony of hundreds of eyewitnesses that the miracles of
Christ are true events. All of the evidence we have indicates
that He is indeed God manifest in the flesh.

If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably holy and divine.

Here lies, perhaps, one of the most convincing evidences for
the deity of Christ. No man has ever lived such a noble, pure,
and sinless life. Those who knew Him for three years, said “He
was without sin.”{8} The Roman centurion commented as Christ
hung on the cross, “Surely, this was the Son of God.”{9} Paul,
the brilliant intellect of the first century, perceived, “He
knew no sin.”{10} Pilate called Him, “that just man,” and
said, “I find no fault in Him.”{11} He Himself claimed to be
sinless and challenged the religious leaders of His day to
find fault in Him.{12}

There is no comparison between the person of Christ and the
most  saintly  of  the  saints  of  the  human  race.  To  them
confession  of  sin  and  painfully  laborious  efforts  toward
saintliness were daily fare. In fact, the closer they came to
God,  the  more  vivid  became  their  consciousness  of  their
sinfulness.

But Jesus never appears to us as One who struggled to obtain
saintliness. He never felt the need to confess a sin, and yet
He pointed out the sin in others and urged them to confess.
Christ never admitted a need of repentance. We can’t even
imagine Him dying the death of saintly Augustine of daily
confession and repentance. Jesus possessed perfect sinlessness
and  purity,  not  by  struggle,  privation,  asceticism,  or
pilgrimage. It was by His birth and nature.

The greatest saints of other religions are not even in the
same  category  as  Christ.  Mohammed,  for  instance,  was



apparently a neurotic. Gandhi, whom many have acclaimed as the
most saintly man of the century, does not even compare with
Jesus Christ. Gandhi himself claimed that he didn’t even know
God and that the reason for it was his own sinfulness. He
said, “It is a constant source of sorrow to me that I am so
far separated from the one whom I know to be my very life and
being; and it is my own wretchedness and sin that separates me
from him.”{13} How different this is from the words of Jesus,
“I and the Father are one,”{14} or “He who has seen me has
seen the Father,”{15} or even more direct, “All men should
honour me, even as they honour the Father. He that does not
honour me does not honour the Father which sent me.”{16} Can
you even imagine Calvin, Luther, Paul, or any other great
saint making a claim such as this? Frankly, I cannot.

Jesus  Christ  is  not  a  great  man  among  great  men.  He  is
uniquely the greatest man of all history. His divine quality
of  life  can  be  verified  from  the  mouth  of  the  atheist,
infidel, and unbeliever, not to mention the enormous testimony
from the Christian Church. Thinking men the world over who
have  examined  the  evidence  will  all  agree  that  Jesus  of
Nazareth is the greatest personality of the centuries. He is
the greatest teacher, leader, and influence for good in the
history of the human race.

Rousseau, the French Deist said of him,

If the life and death of Socrates were those of a sage, the
life and death of Jesus were those of a God. Shall we say
the Gospel history is mere invention. My friend, it is not
such that men invent. And the facts concerning Socrates, of
which no one entertains any doubt, are less attested than
those concerning Jesus Christ.{17}

He goes on to say a little later that “the facts concerning
Jesus of Nazareth are so striking, so amazing, so utterly
inimitable,  that  the  invention  of  them  would  be  more
astonishing  than  the  hero.”{18}



Byron, the profligate poet, whose philosophy of life was eat,
drink, and be merry said, “If ever a man were God, or God were
man, Jesus was both.”{19}

Renan, the skeptic, Who wrote a classic life of Christ in
which he tried to prove the myth of the Gospels, nevertheless
concluded with this last line: “Whatever surprises the future
may  bring,  one  thing  is  certain,  Jesus  will  never  be
surpassed.”{20}

When exiled on the lonely isle of St. Helena, the emperor
Napoleon was once discussing Christ with General Bertrand, a
faithful officer who had followed him into banishment and who
did not believe in the deity of Jesus. Napoleon said,

I know men, and I tell you that Jesus Christ is not a man.
Superficial minds see a resemblance between Christ and the
founders of empires and the gods of other religions. That
resemblance does not exist. There is between Christianity
and whatever other religions, the distance of infinity.
Everything in Christ astonishes me. His spirit overawes me,
and His will confounds me. Between Him and whoever else in
the world, there is no possible term of comparison. He is
truly a being by Himself.{21}

If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably Holy and Divine. We see that the hypothesis fits
the facts of the life of Jesus Christ. Should we now conclude
something other than Jesus is God? The Apostle John said, “No
man has ever seen God, but the only begotten Son, who is at
the  Father’s  side,  has  made  Him  known.”{22}  Jesus  is  the
Divine Xerox of the invisible God. The Original is invisible,
but His earthly Reproduction is visible for all to behold in
the unprecedented life of Jesus of Nazareth.
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