
Friendship with Jesus
Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on a work by Dr. Gail R. O’Day,
“Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,”{1} to explore the
perspective of Jesus Christ as a Friend.

What a Friend We Have in Jesus{2}
In his book, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis offers four
analogies of God’s love for humanity.{3} These include the
love of an artist for a great work of art, the love of a human
being for an animal, the love of a father for his son, and the
love of a man for a woman. Interestingly, he does not consider
the analogy of friendship, or love between friends. In one
sense  it’s  surprising,  for  Lewis  would  later  write  quite
perceptively about friendship in his book, The Four Loves.

Of course, at this time in his career, Lewis may not have even
thought  about  the  love  of  friendship  in  the  context  of
discussing analogies of God’s love for humanity. After all, on
the surface, the Bible appears to say little about friendship
between God and human beings. But saying little is not the
same as saying nothing, and the Bible does speak about the
possibility of enjoying friendship with God. In fact, the
Gospel of John offers a great illustration of this in the life
and teaching of Jesus, whom Christians regard as God the Son
incarnate. John presents Jesus as a true friend, one who is
willing to speak the truth to those He loves and to lay down
His life for their benefit.

Consider Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.
Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I
command  you.  No  longer  do  I  call  you  servants,  for  the
servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have
called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
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have made known to you” (vv. 12-15).

In  this  brief  passage,  Jesus  surfaces  several  important
elements  of  friendship  which  would  have  been  readily
recognized by people in the ancient world. We’ll carefully
consider each of these elements in this article. For now,
however, the key point to notice is that Jesus explicitly
refers to His disciples as “friends.” Moreover, He also holds
out to them the possibility of deepening their friendship with
both Him, and one another.

In what follows, we’ll unpack many of these ideas further.
First, however, we must get a better understanding of how
friendship was viewed in the ancient world.

Friendship in the Ancient World
Of course, John’s discussion of friendship in his gospel does
not occur in a cultural or historical vacuum. Indeed, he seems
to have been aware of other such discussions and even enters
into a dialogue (of sorts) with some of them. So how was
friendship understood in the ancient world?

The most important discussion of friendship in antiquity is
probably that found in Aristotle’s Ethics. As one philosopher
observes, “Aristotle’s treatise on friendship is comprehensive
and confident, as well as undeniably profound.”{4} Aristotle
views friendship as something like the glue of a community,
binding people together in relations of benevolence and love.
Such relations are indispensable for the community’s health
and well-being.{5}

Aristotle describes friendship as “reciprocated goodwill” and
claims that the highest form of friendship occurs between
“good people similar in virtue.” The primary virtue of real
friends is “loving” one another. And such love is expressed in
practical actions, for the virtuous person “labours for his
friends” and is even willing to “die for them” if necessary.



Finally,  the  ancients  also  viewed  “frank  speech”  and
“openness” as essential elements of friendship. According to
Plutarch,  “Frankness  of  speech  .  .  .  is  the  language  of
friendship . . . and . . . lack of frankness is unfriendly and
ignoble.”{6}  The  language  of  friendship  thus  involves
something like “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).
Friendship should allow, and even encourage, frank speech. And
yet, such speech should always be characterized by love and a
genuine desire for the friend’s best interest.

Putting this all together, we can see how Jesus’ remarks about
friendship correlate with the ancient ideals expressed in the
writings of men like Aristotle and Plutarch. Just as Aristotle
viewed friendship as the glue of a community, so also Jesus
seems to envision the formation of a community of friends, who
are bound together in love by their shared allegiance to Him.
As biblical scholar Dr. Gail O’Day observes, “The language of
friendship  provided  language  for  talking  about  the
construction of a community of like-minded people informed by
a particular set of teachings.”{7}

Below, we’ll consider how Jesus both models and encourages the
ancient ideals of friendship in His life and teaching.

The Language of Friendship
One  of  the  ways  in  which  John  shows  Jesus  demonstrating
friendship is through his frank and honest speech. We’ve seen
that in the ancient world, open and honest speech was regarded
as one of the hallmarks of friendship. And there are several
occasions in which such speech is attributed to Jesus in the
Gospel  of  John  (e.g.,  7:26;  10:24-30;  11:14;  16:25-33;
18:19-20).{8}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that everything Jesus had to say
was easy to understand. It wasn’t, and even his disciples
often misunderstood Him. Nor does it mean that Jesus never



taught  truths  about  God  by  using  parables  or  figurative
language. Indeed, He often did. What it does mean, however, is
that throughout his Gospel, John repeatedly portrays Jesus as
speaking and teaching the truth about God openly and honestly
to all who care to listen.

For example, Jesus is described as “speaking openly” while
teaching the people in the temple at the Feast of Booths (John
7:14, 26). Moreover, after His arrest, when Jesus is being
questioned by the High Priest, He frankly declares to those
present, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come
together. I have said nothing in secret” (John 18:20). Dr.
Gail O’Day observes that Jesus here claims that His entire
public ministry has “been characterized by freedom of speech
throughout its duration.” She writes, “Jesus has not held
anything back in His self-revelation but has spoken with the
freedom that marks a true friend.”{9}

Finally, we must not forget what Jesus says to His disciples
in John 15: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you
friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made
known to you” (v. 15). Here Jesus explicitly refers to His
disciples as “friends,” claiming that He has “made known” to
them everything that He has heard from the Father. Not only
does Jesus call His disciples “friends,” He also speaks to
them  in  the  language  of  friendship,  openly  and  honestly
revealing to them the heart and mind of the Father.

Judged by the criterion of “frank and honest speech,” Jesus
thus reveals Hmself to be a true friend to His disciples. And
as we’ll see next, He is willing to do much more than this,
for Jesus is willing to lay down His life for the benefit of
others.



The Ultimate Demonstration of Friendship
In John 15 Jesus declares, “Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (v. 13).
Earlier we saw that Aristotle, in his writings on friendship,
maintained that the true friend, actuated by genuine goodness,
would even be willing to “die” (if necessary) for the sake of
a friend.{10} Of course, as any reader of the Gospels knows,
Jesus  soon  does  this  very  thing,  thus  demonstrating  the
greatest possible love according to the ancient ideals of
friendship.  As  Dr.  O’Day  observes,  “Jesus  did  what  the
philosophers only talked about—He lay down his
life for His friends.”{11}

This event is foreshadowed by Jesus in His claim to be the
Good Shepherd in John 10. “I am the good shepherd,” He says.
“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11).
This claim is one of the seven “I Am” statements of Jesus in
the Gospel of John, and it likely involves an implicit claim
to deity, for as Edwin Blum has noted, “In the Old Testament,
God is called the Shepherd of His people (Psalm 23:1; 80:1-2;
Ecclesiastes 12:11; Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 31:10).”{12} One
thinks of the way in which David begins Psalm 23: “The Lord is
my shepherd; I shall not want” (v. 1). The Lord Jesus, as the
Good Shepherd of His people, is willing to lay down His life
for their benefit (John 10:11).

But Jesus goes further than this, for as Paul tells us, Jesus
not only gave His life for His “friends,” but even for His
“enemies.” “For while we were still weak,” writes Paul, “at
the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).
“While  we  were  still  sinners”  (Romans  5:8),  and  even
“enemies,” “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son”
(Romans  5:10).  If  dying  for  one’s  friends  epitomizes  the
ancient  ideal  of  friendship,  dying  for  one’s  enemies  far
transcends this ideal. It demonstrates the sacrificial love of
God for all humanity. While we were spiritually dead, mired in



sin and rebellion (Ephesians 2:1-3), God “sent his Son to be
the savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Aristotle referred to friendship as “reciprocated goodwill.”
Jesus demonstrated the greatest possible love and “goodwill”
of God by giving His life for the sins of the world (John
1:29). He commands His disciples to reciprocate His goodwill
by loving “one another” as He has loved us (John 15:12, 14).
By following His command, a community of friends is formed,
bound together in love for one another and a shared commitment
to Jesus.

A Community of Friends
Jesus calls His disciples “friends” and commands them to “love
one another” as He has loved them (John 15:12). Jesus wants
His followers to regard themselves not only as His friends,
but as friends of one another as well. He intends for them to
be a community of friends, bound together in their love for
one another because of their shared devotion to Him. The sort
of love to which Jesus calls them is a costly love, for He
desires that His people’s love for one another be an imitation
of the love that He has already demonstrated toward them. And
what sort of love is this? It’s the kind of love that is
willing to give one’s life for the benefit of others, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).

Now this, I think we can all agree, is a very high calling.
Indeed, if we’re honest, I think that we must all admit that,
humanly speaking, it is frankly impossible. If some degree of
discomfort  does  not  grip  our  hearts  in  considering  this
commandment, then we probably aren’t considering it in all due
seriousness. Very few of us will probably ever reach the level
of truly loving other believers just as Jesus has loved us,
and if any of us do reach it, we probably won’t be able to
consistently maintain such love in our daily practice. But
Jesus commands us to do it, and we must at least begin trying



to do so. But how?

Dr. Gail O’Day, I think, strikes the right tone when she
comments: “The disciples begin with the explicit appellation,
‘friend,’ and the challenge for them is to enact and embody
friendship as Jesus has done. The disciples know how Jesus has
been a friend, and they are called to see what kind of friends
they can become. Jesus’ friendship is the model of friendship
for  the  disciples,  and  it  makes  any  subsequent  acts  of
friendship by them possible because the disciples themselves
are already the recipients of Jesus’ acts of friendship.”{13}

We must remember that Jesus is our friend, that He loves us
and provides all that we need to live a holy and God-honoring
life. Indeed, He has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell and
empower His people for just this purpose. As we trust in
Jesus, giving ourselves to Him (and one another) in genuine
love and friendship, we will find that we are increasingly
obeying His commands and bearing fruit that brings Him glory.
So let’s commit ourselves to friendship with Jesus, and to
those who compose His body, the church (1 Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:24).
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Body  and  Soul  in  the  New
Testament
Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on John Cooper’s book Body, Soul
and Life Everlasting to provide an overview of what the NT
teaches about the body-soul connection.

The Teaching of Jesus
What does the New Testament teach about the nature and destiny
of human beings? In a previous article, I discussed what the
Old Testament has to say about these issues, giving special
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attention to the human body and soul. In this article, we’ll
consider what the New Testament has to say.

About  400  years  separate  the  end  of  the  Old
Testament from the beginning of the New. During
this  so-called  “intertestamental”  period,  Jewish
biblical scholars, like the Pharisees, continued to
teach and write about what God had revealed in the
Hebrew Scriptures. According to John Cooper, the Pharisees
taught that when a person dies, the soul leaves the body to
continue  its  existence  “in  an  intermediate  state,  already
enjoying or lamenting the anticipated consequences of God’s
judgment.”{1} Interestingly, both Jesus and the Apostle Paul
also seem to have held this view.{2}

Consider, for example, some of the last words spoken by Jesus
just prior to His death on the cross. You may remember that
Jesus was crucified between two criminals. While one of these
men railed against Jesus, the other (aware of his guilt),
asked Jesus to “remember” him when He came into His kingdom
(Luke 23:39-42). Jesus responded by promising this man that he
would join Him “in Paradise” that very day (v. 43). Paradise,
in the Jewish thinking of the time, was understood to be a
pleasant and refreshing place where the souls of the righteous
continue their existence between the death and resurrection of
the body.{3}

The body, in other words, may die, but the soul, or person,
continues  to  exist  apart  from  their  body.  Although  this
criminal  had  only  hours  left  to  live,  his  elementary
confession of faith in Jesus resulted in Jesus promising him
that they would be together in Paradise that very day! This
ought to encourage all of us who have put our hope in Christ
for salvation. Our bodies may wear out and die. But when they
do, we shall go to be with Christ, awaiting the resurrection
of our bodies while enjoying the presence of the Lord!

But what about the other criminal, the one who mocked and
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insulted Jesus? Although we’re not told what happened to him,
we know from elsewhere in Scripture that the souls of the
unrepentant also continue to exist after the death of the
body. In the next section we’ll take a closer look at the fate
of the righteous and unrighteous dead.

The Rich Man and Lazarus
What happens to us when we die? Do we continue to exist in
some sense? Jesus’ story of the rich man and Lazarus appears
to offer some answers to these questions (see Luke 16:19-31).
The story concerns a rich man, who lacks for nothing, and a
poor beggar, named Lazarus, who is laid at the rich man’s gate
(v. 20). The story implies that the rich man could have helped
Lazarus, but never did so.

Eventually, both men died. Lazarus is said to be “carried by
the angels to Abraham’s side” (v. 22). Essentially, he is
depicted  as  being  with  the  Jewish  patriarch  Abraham  in
Paradise. Paradise, you’ll remember, was considered a place of
rest and refreshment for the righteous dead. By contrast, the
rich  man,  his  body  having  been  buried,  finds  himself  in
“torment”  in  Hades  (vv.  22-23).  Seeing  both  Abraham  and
Lazarus at a great distance, he pleads with them for help.
Abraham, however, tells him that this just isn’t possible (vv.
24-31).

What might this story teach us about the nature and destiny of
human  beings?  Though  we  should  perhaps  be  careful  about
reading the story too literally, it seems to teach that we
will each continue to exist (in some sense) even after the
death  of  our  body.  Moreover,  this  existence  will  be
experienced as either joyful or sorrowful, depending on our
relationship with God. Although the story seems to depict the
rich man and Lazarus as if they still have bodies of some
sort, John Cooper offers several reasons for believing that
the story is using figurative language to describe a time in



which these men exist apart from their bodies.{4} This would
be the period between the death and resurrection of the body.
What are some of the reasons that Cooper offers for this view?

First, at the time Jesus tells this story, He regarded the
resurrection as a still future event (see Luke 20:34-36). It
is thus unlikely that the story here concerns some sort of
literal bodily existence. Second, the story locates the rich
man in “Hades”—and this term appears only to be used of the
intermediate state, between the death and resurrection of the
body.{5} The story thus appears to depict the rich man and
Lazarus as consciously existing persons between the death and
resurrection of their bodies. And if this is so, then we are
more than just our bodies (as we’ll see more fully in the next
section).

Paul’s Heavenly Vision
Do you view yourself as more than just your body? Might you
also have a soul? We’ve previously considered evidence for the
human soul in the teachings of Jesus. In this section, we’ll
consider further evidence from the writings of the Apostle
Paul. In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul recounts
an  extraordinary  experience  which  he  had  fourteen  years
earlier (see 2 Corinthians 12:1-4, 7). He describes being
“caught up . . . into paradise” and hearing “things that
cannot be told, which man may not utter” (vv. 2-4).

For  our  purposes,  the  most  important  element  of  this
experience concerns a peculiar detail mentioned twice by the
apostle. According to Paul, he was unsure whether he had this
experience while “in the body or out of the body” (vv. 2-3).
That is, Paul was unsure whether he had been “caught up into
Paradise” (v. 3) in his body, or out of it. But why is this
important? Because it shows that Paul regarded the “out of
body” option as a genuine possibility.{6}



You see, many scholars have argued that Paul did not believe
in any sort of conscious existence apart from the body. The
great New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce claimed that Paul
“could not conceive” of a situation in which he might exist
and have experiences apart from his body.{7} Now you might be
thinking, “Well wait just a minute. Didn’t you say that Paul
was unsure whether this experience had occurred while in the
body or out of it? Maybe he remained in his body and the
experience was just a vision of Paradise, occurring while he
was in some sort of trance-like state on earth.”{8}

Yes, you’re right. That is possible (although it doesn’t seem
consistent with what Paul actually says).{9} And here’s the
thing:  the  very  fact  that  Paul  was  unsure  whether  this
experience occurred while he was in (or out of) his body,
tells us that he regarded the “out of body” explanation as a
genuine possibility. And if this is so, then contrary to what
some scholars have said, Paul most certainly could conceive of
conscious existence apart from his body. Indeed, he thought he
may have had just such an experience himself.

But we can take this argument further. For as we’ll see in the
next section, Paul (like the Pharisees and Jesus), seemed to
think  that  we’ll  continue  to  exist  and  have  experiences
between the death and resurrection of our bodies.

Our Heavenly Dwelling
When I was a child, our family would occasionally go camping.
Although we usually went in a camper, with air-conditioning
and beds, I’ve also spent a few nights camping out in a tent.
Most  of  us  have  probably  had  such  an  experience  (though
whether we enjoyed it or not is another matter). A tent is
basically a portable structure that provides a temporary place
to stay while we’re away from our permanent home.

In  2  Corinthians  5  the  Apostle  Paul  has  a  fascinating



discussion  that  touches  on  some  of  these  issues  (see  vv.
1-10). The discussion is challenging, but if we consider it
step by step, I think we can get a handle on what the apostle
is saying. He begins, “For we know that if the tent that is
our earthly home is destroyed, we have a building from God, a
house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens” (v. 1).

When Paul writes of “the tent that is our earthly home,” he is
referring to our physical bodies here and now. If our body is
“destroyed,” and we die physically, “we have,” says Paul, “a
building from God . . . eternal in the heavens” awaiting us.
According to John Cooper, this “building” can plausibly refer
to  one  of  two  things.{10}  It  might  refer  to  our  future
resurrection body. However, it may also refer simply to “being
‘with Christ’.” If the second option is meant, then Paul is
speaking about going to be “with Christ” at the time of death,
in which we are (as he later puts it), “at home with the Lord”
(2 Corinthians 5:8; see also Philippians 1:23).

Paul  characterizes  our  present  “earthly”  state  as  one  of
groaning, “longing to put on our heavenly dwelling” that “we
may not be found naked” (1 Corinthians 5:2-3). Although these
verses  are  difficult  to  interpret,  it  is  probable  that
“nakedness” refers to temporarily existing without a body when
we die. If so, then Paul is saying that when we die, we go
immediately to be “with Christ.” There we are “at home with
the Lord,” awaiting that day in which we will “put on our
heavenly  dwelling”  (v.  2).  This  likely  refers  to  our
resurrection body. At the time of the resurrection, our souls
will be united with a glorious new body, so that we might
eternally enjoy life with Christ ad fellow believers in the
new heaven and new earth. We will consider these issues more
fully in the next section.

The Resurrection of the Body
The Bible envisions a future time in which all who have died



will be raised from the dead into some sort of physical,
bodily existence. The New Testament writers refer to this as
“the  resurrection  of  the  dead”  and  it  will  include  both
believers and unbelievers. Hence Jesus, referring to His own
unique role in executing divine judgment, claims that “an hour
is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear His voice
and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of
life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of
judgment” (John 5:28-29). Although evidence elsewhere in the
New Testament suggests that different groups of people may be
raised at different times, the key point here is that this
event has not yet taken place. It’s still in the future.

Paul says much the same thing in several of his letters. To
cite just one example, he tells the Philippians that “we await
a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly
body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables
Him  even  to  subject  all  things  to  Himself”  (Philippians
3:20-21). Elsewhere Paul tells us that our resurrection bodies
will  be  “imperishable,”  “powerful,”  and  glorious  (1
Corinthians 15:42-43). It’s incredibly exciting to contemplate
the fact that the Lord intends to give his people marvelous
new bodies, patterned after his own resurrection body, so that
we might enjoy eternal life with him forever. When that day
dawns, our joy will truly be complete!

So how might we attempt to summarize our discussion in this
article? First, both Jesus and Paul seem to have taught that
human beings are (in some sense) composed of both a body and a
soul. John Cooper describes the relationship of soul and body
as one of “functional holism.” Our body and soul function as a
thoroughly integrated whole during our present earthly lives.
But when our body dies, our soul continues to exist, awaiting
the resurrection of our body at some future time.{11}

On that day, our soul will be united with our resurrection
body, either to enjoy eternal life with Jesus, or face eternal
judgment in hell. This, it seems to me, is what the New



Testament has to say about the nature and destiny of humanity.
In Christ we are offered a sure and steadfast hope for both
our soul—and our body!
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Reasonable  Faith  –  Why
Biblical  Christianity  Rings
True
Dr. Michael Gleghorn briefly examines some of the reasons why
noted Christian philosopher William Lane Craig believes that
Christianity is an eminently reasonable faith.

Reasonable Faith
One of the finest Christian philosophers of our day is William
Lane Craig. Although he ha�s become very well known for his
debates  with  atheists  and  skeptics,  he’s  also  a  prolific
writer. To date, he has authored or edited over thirty books
and more than a hundred scholarly articles.{1} His published
work explores such fascinating topics as the evidence for the
existence of God, the historical evidence for the resurrection
of Jesus, divine foreknowledge and human freedom, and God’s
relationship  to  time.  In  2007  he  started  a  web-based
apologetics  ministry  called  Reasonable  Faith
(www.reasonablefaith.org).  The  site  features  both  scholarly
and  popular  articles  written  by  Craig,  audio  and  video
recordings of some of his debates, lectures, and interviews,
answers to questions from his readers, and much more.

But before he launched the Reasonable Faith Web
site, Craig had also authored a book by the same
title. One of the best apologetics books on the
market, a revised and updated third edition was
recently released. His friend and colleague, the
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philosopher J. P. Moreland, endorsed Craig’s ministry with
these words:

It is hard to overstate the impact that William Lane Craig
has had for the cause of Christ. He is simply the finest
Christian  apologist  of  the  last  half  century,  and  his
academic  work  justifies  ranking  him  among  the  top  one
percent of practicing philosophers in the Western world.
Besides that, he is a winsome ambassador for Christ, an
exceptional  debater,  and  a  man  with  the  heart  of  an
evangelist. . . . I do not know of a single thinker who has
done more to raise the bar of Christian scholarship in our
generation than Craig. He is one of a kind, and I thank God
for his life and work.{2}

Although the book has been described as “an admirable defense
of  basic  Christian  faith,”{3}  many  readers  will  find  the
content quite advanced. According to Craig, “Reasonable Faith
is intended primarily to serve as a textbook for seminary
level courses on Christian apologetics.”{4} For those without
much prior training in philosophy, theology, and apologetics,
this book will make for some very demanding reading in places.
But for those who want to seriously grapple with an informed
and compelling case for the truth of Christianity, this book
will richly repay one’s careful and patient study.

Although we cannot possibly do it justice, in the remainder of
this article we will briefly consider at least some of the
reasons why Craig believes that biblical Christianity is an
eminently reasonable faith.

The Absurdity of Life Without God
Imagine for a moment that there is no God. What implications
would this have for human life? Science tells us that the
universe is not eternal, but that it rather had a beginning.
But if there is no God, then the universe must have come into



being, uncaused, out of nothing! What’s more, the origin of
life is nothing more than an unintended by-product of matter,
plus time, plus chance.{5} No one planned or purposed for life
to arise, for if there is no God, there was no one to plan or
purpose it. And human beings? We are just the unpredictable
result of a long evolutionary process that never had us in
mind. In fact, if one were to rewind the history of life to
its beginning, and allow the evolutionary process to start
anew, it’s virtually certain that none of us would be here to
think  about  it!  After  all,  without  an  intelligent  Agent
guiding this long and complicated process, the chances that
our  species  would  accidentally  emerge  a  second  time  is
practically zero.{6}

Depressing as it is, this little thought experiment provides
the  appropriate  backdrop  for  Craig’s  discussion  of  the
absurdity of life without God. In his view, if God does not
exist, then human life is ultimately without meaning, value,
or  purpose.  After  all,  if  human  beings  are  merely  the
accidental by-products of the unintended forces of nature,
then what possible meaning could human life have? If there is
no God, then we were not created for a purpose; we were merely
“coughed” into existence by mindless material processes.

Of course, some might wonder why we couldn’t just create some
meaning for our lives, or give the universe a meaning of our
own. But as Craig observes, “the universe does not really
acquire meaning just because I happen to give it one . . . .
for suppose I give the universe one meaning, and you give it
another. Who is right? The answer, of course, is neither one.
For the universe without God remains objectively meaningless,
no matter how we regard it.”{7}

Like it or not, if God does not exist, then the universe�and
our  very  lives�are  ultimately  meaningless  and  absurd.  The
difficulty  is,  however,  that  no  one  can  really  live
consistently and happily with such a view.{8} Although merely
recognizing this fact does absolutely nothing to show that God



actually exists, it should at least motivate us to sincerely
investigate the matter with an open heart and an open mind. So
let’s now briefly consider some of the reasons for believing
that there really is a God.

The Existence of God
In the latest edition of Reasonable Faith, Craig offers a
number of persuasive arguments for believing that God does, in
fact, exist. Unfortunately, we can only skim the surface of
these arguments here. But if you want to go deeper, his book
is a great place to start.

After a brief historical survey of some of the major kinds of
arguments that scholars have offered for believing that God
exists, Craig offers his own defense for each of them. He
begins with a defense of what is often called the cosmological
argument. This argument takes its name from the Greek word
kosmos, which means “world.” It essentially argues from the
existence of the cosmos, or world, to the existence of a First
Cause or Sufficient Reason for the world’s existence.{9} Next
he defends a teleological, or design, argument. The name for
this argument comes from the Greek word telos, which means
“end.” According to Craig, this argument attempts to infer “an
intelligent designer of the universe, just as we infer an
intelligent  designer  for  any  product  in  which  we  discern
evidence  of  purposeful  adaptation  of  means  to  some  end
(telos).”{10} After the design argument, he offers a defense
of the moral argument. This argument “implies the existence of
a Being that is the embodiment of the ultimate Good,” as well
as “the source of the objective moral values we experience in
the  world.”{11}  Finally,  he  defends  what  is  known  as  the
ontological argument. Ontology is the study of being, and this
much-debated argument “attempts to prove from the very concept
of God that God exists.”{12}

Taken together, these arguments provide a powerful case for



the existence of God. As Craig presents them, the cosmological
argument  implies  the  existence  of  an  eternal,  immaterial,
unimaginably powerful, personal Creator of the universe. The
design argument reveals an intelligent designer of the cosmos.
The moral argument reveals a Being who is the transcendent
source and standard of moral goodness. And the ontological
argument shows that if God’s existence is even possible, then
He must exist!

But suppose we grant that all of these arguments are sound.
Why  think  that  Christianity  is  true?  Many  non-Christian
religions believe in God. Why think that Christianity is the
one that got it right? In order to answer this question we
must now confront the central figure of Christianity: Jesus of
Nazareth.

The Son of Man
When the previous edition of Reasonable Faith was published in
1994, most New Testament scholars thought that Jesus had never
really claimed to be the Messiah, or Lord, or Son of God. But
a lot has happened in the intervening fourteen years, and “the
balance of scholarly opinion on Jesus’ use of Christological
titles  may  have  actually  tipped  in  the  opposite
direction.”{13}

For example, we have excellent grounds for believing that
Jesus  often  referred  to  himself  as  “the  Son  of  Man.”{14}
Although  some  believe  that  in  using  this  title  Jesus  was
merely referring to himself as a human being, the evidence
suggests that he actually meant much more than that. Note, for
example, that “Jesus did not refer to himself as ‘a son of
man,’ but as ‘the Son of Man.'”{15} His use of the definite
article is a crucially important observation, especially in
light of Daniel 7:13-14.

In this passage Daniel describes a vision in which “one like a



son of man” comes before God with the clouds of heaven. God
gives this person an everlasting kingdom and we are told that
“all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him”
(Dan. 7:14). It’s clear that Daniel’s “son of man” is much
more than a human being, for he’s viewed as an appropriate
object of worship. Since no one is worthy of worship but God
alone  (see  Luke  4:8),  the  “son  of  man”  must  actually  be
divine, as well as human.

According to Mark, at Jesus’ trial the high priest pointedly
asked him if he was the Christ (or Messiah), “the Son of the
Blessed One.” Jesus’ response is astonishing. “I am,” he said,
“And you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of
the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mark
14:61-62). Here Jesus not only affirms that he is the Messiah
and Son of God, he also explicitly identifies himself with the
coming Son of Man prophesied by Daniel.{16} Since we have
excellent reasons for believing that Jesus actually made this
radical claim at his trial, we’re once again confronted with
that old trilemma: if Jesus really claimed to be divine, then
he must have been either a lunatic, a liar, or the divine Son
of Man!

Now most people would probably agree that Jesus was not a liar
or a lunatic, but they might still find it difficult to accept
his claim to divinity. They might wonder if we have any good
reasons,  independent  of  Jesus’  claims,  for  believing  his
claims to be true. As a matter of fact we do!

The Resurrection of Jesus
Shortly after Jesus’ crucifixion, on the day of Pentecost, the
apostle Peter stood before a large crowd of people gathered in
Jerusalem and made a truly astonishing claim: God had raised
Jesus from the dead, thereby vindicating his radical personal
claims to be both Lord and Messiah (see Acts 2:32-36). The
reason this claim was so incredible was that the “Jews had no



conception  of  a  Messiah  who,  instead  of  triumphing  over
Israel’s enemies, would be shamefully executed by them as a
criminal.”{17} Indeed, according to the Old Testament book of
Deuteronomy, “anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s
curse” (21:22-23). So how could a man who had been crucified
as a criminal possibly be the promised Messiah? If we reject
the explanation of the New Testament, that God raised Jesus
from  the  dead,  it’s  very  difficult  to  see  how  early
Christianity could have ever gotten started. So are there good
reasons to believe that Jesus really was raised from the dead?

According to Craig, the case for Jesus’ resurrection rests
“upon the evidence for three great, independently established
facts: the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the
origin of the Christian faith.”{18} He marshals an extensive
array of arguments and evidence in support of each fact, as
well as critiquing the various naturalistic theories which
have been proposed to avoid the resurrection. He concludes by
noting that since God exists, miracles are possible. And once
one  acknowledges  this,  “it’s  hard  to  deny  that  the
resurrection  of  Jesus  is  the  best  explanation  of  the
facts.”{19}

This brings us to the significance of this event. According to
the German theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg:

The resurrection of Jesus acquires such decisive meaning,
not merely because someone
. . . has been raised from the dead, but because it is Jesus
of Nazareth, whose execution was instigated by the Jews
because he had blasphemed against God. If this man was
raised from the dead, then . . . God . . . has committed
himself  to  him.  .  .  .  The  resurrection  can  only  be
understood as the divine vindication of the man whom the
Jews had rejected as a blasphemer.{20}

In other words, by raising Jesus from the dead, God has put
His seal of approval (as it were) on Jesus’ radical personal



claims to be the Messiah, the Son of God, and the divine Son
of Man! This forces each of us to answer the same haunting
question Jesus once asked his disciples, “Who do you say I
am?” (Matt. 16:15).
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Christ  and  the  Human
Condition
Dr. Michael Gleghorn looks at how God has acted in Christ to
address those things which ail us most: sin, suffering, death,
and our broken relationship with God.

Early in the book of Job, Eliphaz the Temanite
declares that “man is born for trouble, as sparks fly upward”
(5:7).  Whether  it’s  the  trouble  that  befalls  us  as  we’re
simply minding our own business or the trouble we bring upon
others (or even ourselves), difficulties, sin, and suffering
seem to plague us wherever we turn. Just think for a moment
about some of the natural evils which afflict the human race.
This  class  of  evils  includes  both  natural  disasters  like
hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, and earthquakes, and diseases
like  cancer,  leukemia,  Alzheimer’s  and  ALS.  While  natural
evils are bad enough, they are only part of the problem. In
addition to these, we must also consider all the moral evils
which  human  beings  commit  against  God,  one  another,  and
themselves. This second class of evils includes things like
hatred, blasphemy, murder, rape, child abuse, terrorism, and
suicide. Taken together, the scope and magnitude of human sin
and suffering in the world are truly mind-boggling. What does
God have to say about issues such as these? Even better, what
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(if anything) has He done about them?

The Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga has written

As the Christian sees things, God does not stand idly by,
cooly observing the suffering of His creatures. He enters
into and shares our suffering. He endures the anguish of
seeing his son, the second person of the Trinity, consigned
to the bitterly cruel and shameful death of the cross. Some
theologians claim that God cannot suffer. I believe they are
wrong.  God’s  capacity  for  suffering,  I  believe,  is
proportional to his greatness; it exceeds our capacity for
suffering in the same measure as his capacity for knowledge
exceeds ours. Christ was prepared to endure the agonies of
hell itself; and God, the Lord of the universe, was prepared
to  endure  the  suffering  consequent  upon  his  son’s
humiliation  and  death.  He  was  prepared  to  accept  this
suffering in order to overcome sin, and death, and the evils
that afflict our world, and to confer on us a life more
glorious than we can imagine.{1}

According  to  Plantinga,  then,  God  has  acted,  and  acted
decisively through His Son, to address those things which ail
us most—sin, suffering, death, and our broken relationship
with God. In what follows, we will briefly examine each of
these ailments. More importantly, however, we will also see
how God has acted in Christ to heal our bleak condition,
thereby giving us encouragement, strength and hope, both now
and forevermore.

Moral Evil
When Adam and Eve first sinned in the garden (Gen. 3:6), they
could hardly have imagined all the tragic consequences that
would follow this single act of disobedience. Through this
act, sin and death entered the world and the human condition
was radically altered (Rom. 5:12-19). Human nature had become



defiled with sin and this sinful nature was bequeathed to all
mankind. The human race was now morally corrupt, alienated
from God and one another, subject to physical death, and under
the wrath of God. The entire creation, originally pronounced
“very good” by God (Gen. 1:31), was negatively affected by
this first act of rebellion. Like the ripples that radiate
outward when a stone is thrown into a calm body of water, the
consequences of that first sin have rippled through history,
bringing  evil,  pain,  and  suffering  in  their  wake.  As  the
Christian  philosopher  William  Lane  Craig  has  noted,  “The
terrible  human  evils  in  the  world  are  testimony  to  man’s
depravity in his state of spiritual alienation from God.”{2}
Indeed, we are so hopelessly entangled in this web of sin and
disobedience  that  we  cannot  possibly  extricate  ourselves.
This, according to the Bible, is the sorry plight in which all
men naturally find themselves.

Fortunately for us, however, God has acted to free us from our
enslavement to sin, to disentangle us from the web that holds
us captive, and to reconcile us to Himself. He did this by
sending His Son to so thoroughly identify with us in our
painful predicament that He actually became one of us. By
identifying Himself with sinners who were under the wrath of
God, He was able to take our sins upon Himself and endure
God’s wrath in our place, so that we might be reconciled to
God by placing our trust in Him. The apostle Paul put it this
way: God made Christ “who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf,
that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor.
5:21).

In the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy, we’re told that
anyone hanged on a tree because of their sins is “accursed of
God” (21:23). In the New Testament, Paul picks up on this idea
and says that through His substitutionary death on the cross,
Christ became “a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). We should not lose
sight  of  the  significance  of  these  words.  By  identifying
Himself with the guilty human race, and becoming a curse for



us, He has opened the way for us to be freed from our sins and
reconciled to God as we are identified with Him through faith.
This is just one of the ways in which Christ has met the
desperate needs of the human condition.

Natural Evil
Another reason why we suffer arises from what philosophers and
theologians call natural evil. Natural evil refers to all the
causes of human pain and suffering which are not brought about
by morally-responsible agents. This would include the pain and
suffering  arising  from  natural  disasters  like  earthquakes,
famines, and storms, as well as diseases like cancer and ALS.

Now the question I want to pose is this: Is there a sense in
which Christ is also a solution to the problem of natural
evil? And if so, then how should we understand this? When we
examine the life and ministry of Jesus as it’s recorded in the
Gospels, we can hardly help but be struck by the number of
miracles He performs. He walks on water, calms raging storms,
feeds thousands of people with a few loaves and fish, cleanses
lepers, heals the sick, restores sight to the blind, and even
raises  the  dead!  Although  some  might  demur  at  all  these
accounts  of  miracles,  Craig  has  noted  that  “the  miracle
stories are so widely represented in all strata of the Gospel
traditions that it would be fatuous to regard them as not
rooted in the life of Jesus.”{3}

So what is the significance of Jesus’ miracles? According to
New Testament scholar Ben Witherington, Jesus’ miracles show
him  to  be  God’s  special  agent  of  blessing,  healing,
liberation, and salvation, as well as the “one who brings
about the conditions associated with the final . . . dominion
of God.”{4} Since the kingdom of God is portrayed in Scripture
as  a  reign  of  peace,  prosperity,  health,  well-being  and
blessing,  Jesus’  miracles  of  healing,  as  well  as  his
demonstrations  of  power  over  nature,  indicate  that  He  is



indeed capable of ushering in such a wonderful kingdom.{5} And
if Jesus has the power to bring in an era of health and well-
being,  both  for  our  physical  bodies  and  for  the  physical
universe, and if he in fact will do so, then he clearly
provides  a  solution  to  the  problem  of  natural  evil.
Ultimately, in the new heaven and new earth, which God will
give to those who love Him, we are promised that there “will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old
order of things has passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Physical Death
The apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians,
described death as an “enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). People fear
death for any number of reasons. Some fear that the process of
dying will be painful. Others dread the thought of leaving
behind the ones they love. Some may fear that death is simply
the end, that whatever joys and pleasures this life holds,
death takes them away forever. But others may fear that there
is an afterlife and worry that things may not go well for them
there. For many people, however, death is feared as the great
unknown.{6} Friends and relatives die and we never see or hear
from them again. For these people, death is like the ultimate
black-hole, from which nothing and no one can ever escape.

But according to the Bible, Christ did escape the snares of
death, and in doing so He dealt our mortal enemy a mortal blow
of his own. I said that Paul describes death as an “enemy,”
but this is simply to inform us of the fact that our enemy has
been  conquered  by  Christ.  “The  last  enemy  that  will  be
abolished,” he writes, “is death” (1 Cor. 15:26). But how has
Christ conquered this enemy? And how does His victory help us?

Christ conquered death through his resurrection from the dead
and all who put their trust in Him can share in his victory.
Pastor Erwin Lutzer has written:



Thus the resurrection of Jesus is the cornerstone of the
Christian faith. Standing at the empty tomb, we are assured
of the triumph of Jesus on the Cross; we are also assured
that He has conquered our most fearsome enemy. Yes, death
can still terrify us, but the more we know about Jesus, the
more its power fades.{7}

Consider  the  life  and  death  of  the  great  Reformation
theologian Martin Luther. As a young Augustinian monk, Luther
struggled with a very sensitive conscience and a terrible fear
of death. But once he understood the gospel and placed his
trust in Christ, his fear gradually began to fade. By the time
he  died,  his  fear  was  gone.  It’s  reported  that  on  his
deathbed, he recited some promises from the Bible, commended
his spirit to God, and quietly breathed his last.{8} Believing
that Christ had conquered death and given him eternal life, he
was able to die at peace and without any fear. And this is the
hope of all who trust in Christ!

The Weight of Glory
Christian theologians sometimes describe the knowledge of God
as  “an  incommensurable  good.”{9}  By  this  they  mean  that
knowing God in an intimate, personal way is quite literally
the greatest good that any created being can experience. It is
an “incommensurable” or “immeasurable” good—a good so great
that it surpasses our ability even to comprehend. The apostle
Paul once prayed that the Ephesians might “know the love of
Christ which surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:19). He understood
that “intimate relationship with God . . . is incommensurately
good-for created persons.”{10}

Of  course,  this  doesn’t  mean  that  one  who  is  intimately
related to God will never experience any of the trials and
difficulties  of  life.  In  fact,  it’s  possible  that  such  a
person will actually experience more trials and difficulties
than would have been the case had they not been intimately



related to God! Knowing the love of Christ doesn’t make one
immune to suffering. It does, however, provide indescribable
comfort while going through it (see 2 Cor. 1:3-5).

The apostle Paul understood this quite well. In his second
letter to the Corinthians, he described himself as a servant
of  God  who  had  suffered  afflictions,  hardships,  beatings,
imprisonments,  labors,  sleeplessness,  and  hunger  (2  Cor.
6:4-5). In spite of this, however, he did not lose heart. He
famously wrote that “momentary, light affliction is producing
for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison”
(2 Cor. 4:17).

But  how  could  Paul  describe  his  sufferings  as  just  a
“momentary, light affliction”? Because, says Craig, he had an
eternal perspective. “He understood that the length of this
life, being finite, is literally infinitesimal in comparison
with the eternal life we shall spend with God.”{11}

The  greatest  hunger  of  the  human  heart  is  to  know  and
experience the love and acceptance of God and to enjoy Him
forever. In his magnificent sermon “The Weight of Glory,” C.S.
Lewis wrote, “In the end that Face which is the delight or . .
. terror of the universe must be turned upon each of us either
with one expression or . . . the other, either conferring
glory inexpressible or inflicting shame that can never be . .
. disguised.”{12} Incredibly, just as Christ has dealt with
the problems of sin, suffering, and death, He has also acted
decisively  to  reconcile  us  to  God.  Through  faith  in  him,
anyone who wants can eventually experience “an eternal weight
of glory far beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17).

Notes

2. Craig, Hard Questions, Real Answers, 96-97.
3. William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith: Christian Truth and
Apologetics, 3rd ed. (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2008), 324.
4. Ben Witherington, The Christology of Jesus (Minneapolis:



Fortress Press, 1990), 43-44.
5. Some biblical passages that pertain to Christ’s coming
kingdom are Isaiah 11:1-9, Matthew 19:28, and Acts 3:19-21.
6. I was reminded of many of these examples while watching the
round table discussion on suffering and death in Catherine
Tatge, “The Question of God: Sigmund Freud and C.S. Lewis”
(U.S.A.: PBS Home Video, 2004).
7. Erwin W. Lutzer, The Vanishing Power of Death (Chicago:
Moody Publishers, 2004), 13.
8.  Mike  Fearon,  Martin  Luther  (Minneapolis:  Bethany  House
Publishers, 1986), 157-58.
9. See, for example, Craig, Hard Questions, Real Answers, 100.
10. Marilyn McCord Adams, Christ and Horrors: The Coherence of
Christology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 47.
11. Craig, Hard Questions, Real Answers, 99.
12. C.S. Lewis, “The Weight of Glory,” in The Weight of Glory
and Other Addresses, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., 1980), 13.

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Dealing  with  Doubt  in  Our
Christian Faith
Dr. Michael Gleghorn points out that it is not having doubts
about our Christian faith that is an issue, but rather how we
respond to that doubt. Attacking this issue from a biblical
worldview perspective, Michael helps us understand our doubts
and respond to them as an informed Christian.
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Help! My Doubts Scare Me!

Have  you  ever  doubted  your  faith?  We  all  have
doubts from time to time. We may doubt that our
boss really hit a hole-in-one at the golf course
last weekend, or that our best friend really caught
a fish as big as the one he claimed to catch, or that the
strange looking guy on that late night TV show was really
abducted by alien beings from a distant galaxy! Sometimes the
things we doubt aren’t really that important, but other times
they are. And the more important something is to us, the more
personally invested we are in it, the scarier it can be to
start having doubts about it. So when Christians begin to have
doubts about something as significant as the truth of their
Christian faith, it’s quite understandable that this might
worry or even frighten them.

Reflecting on this issue in The Case for Faith, Lee Strobel
wrote:

For many Christians, merely having doubts of any kind can be
scary. They wonder whether their questions disqualify them
being  a  follower  of  Christ.  They  feel  insecure  because
they’re  not  sure  whether  it’s  permissible  to  express
uncertainty about God, Jesus, or the Bible. So they keep
their questions to themselves—and inside, unanswered, they
grow and fester . . . until they eventually succeed in
choking out their faith.{1}

So what can we do if we find ourselves struggling with doubts
about the truth of Christianity? Why do such doubts arise? And
how can we rid ourselves of these taunting Goliaths?

First, we must always remember that sooner or later we’ll
probably all have to wrestle with doubts about our faith. As
Christian  philosopher  William  Lane  Craig  observes,  “Any
Christian who is intellectually engaged and reflecting about
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his  faith  will  inevitably  face  the  problem  of  doubt.”{2}
Doubts can arise for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes they’re
largely intellectual. We might doubt that the Bible is really
inspired by God or that Jesus was really born of a virgin. But
doubts  can  take  other  forms  as  well.  If  a  person  has
experienced great sorrow or disappointment, such as personal
wounds from family or friends, the loss of a job, a painful
divorce, the death of a loved one, or the loss of health, they
may be seriously tempted to doubt the goodness, love, and care
of their heavenly Father.{3}

Whenever they come and whatever form they take, we must each
deal honestly with our doubts. To ignore them is to court
spiritual disaster. But facing them can lead ultimately to a
deeper faith. As Christian minister Lynn Anderson has said, “A
faith that’s challenged by adversity or tough questions . . .
is often a stronger faith in the end.”{4}

It’s Not All in Your Head!
Sometimes  people  have  sincere  doubts  about  the  truth  of
Christianity,  intellectual  obstacles  that  hinder  them  from
placing their trust in Christ. In such cases, Christians have
an obligation to respond to the person’s doubts and make a
humble and thoughtful defense for the truth of Christianity.
Nevertheless, as Craig observes, it’s important to realize
that “doubt is never a purely intellectual problem.” Like it
or not, there’s always a “spiritual dimension to the problem
that must be recognized.”{5} Because of this, sometimes a
person’s  objections  to  Christianity  are  really  just  a
smokescreen, an attempt to cover up the real reason for their
rejection of Christ, which is often an underlying moral or
spiritual issue.

I once heard a story about a Christian apologist who spoke at
a university about the evidence for Christianity. Afterward, a
student approached him and said, “I honestly didn’t expect



this  to  happen,  but  you  satisfactorily  answered  all  my
objections to Christianity.” The apologist was a bit startled
by such a frank admission, but he quickly recovered himself
and said, “Well that’s great! Why not give your life to Christ
right now, then?” But the student said, “No. I’m not willing
to do that. I would have to change the way I’m living, and I’m
just not ready to do that right now.”

In  this  case  all  the  student’s  reasons  for  doubting  the
Christian faith had, by his own admission, been satisfactorily
answered. What was really holding him back were not his doubts
about the truth of Christianity, but a desire to live life on
his own terms. To put it bluntly, he didn’t want God meddling
in his affairs. He didn’t want to be morally accountable to
some  ultimate  authority.  The  truth  is  that  a  person’s
intellectual objections to Christianity are rarely the whole
story. As Christian scholar Ravi Zacharias observed, “A man
rejects  God  neither  because  of  intellectual  demands  nor
because of the scarcity of evidence. A man rejects God because
of a moral resistance that refuses to admit his need for
God.”{6}

Unfortunately,  Christians  aren’t  immune  to  doubting  their
faith for similar reasons. I know of a young man who had
converted  to  Christianity,  but  who’s  now  raising  various
objections to it. But when one looks beneath the surface, one
sees that he’s currently involved in an immoral lifestyle. In
order to continue living as he wants, without being unduly
plagued by a guilty conscience, he must call into question the
truth of Christianity. For the Bible tells him plainly that
he’s disobeying God. Of course, ultimately no one is immune to
doubts about Christianity, so we’ll now consider some ways to
guard our hearts and minds.

I Believe, Help My Unbelief!
As He came down the mountain, Jesus was met by a large crowd



of people. A father had brought his demon-possessed son to
Jesus’ disciples, but they were not able to cast the demon
out. In desperation the father appealed to Jesus, “If You can
do anything, take pity on us and help us!” Jesus answered, “If
You can! All things are possible to him who believes.” The
father responded, “I do believe; help my unbelief.”{7}

Can you identify with the father in this story? I know I can.
Oftentimes  as  Christians  we  find  that  our  faith  is  in
precisely  the  same  state  as  this  father’s.  We  genuinely
believe, but we need help with our unbelief. It’s always been
an encouragement to me that after the father’s admission of a
faith mixed with doubt, Jesus nonetheless cast out the demon
and healed the man’s son.{8} But of course no Christian should
be content to remain in this state. If we want to grow in our
faith and rid ourselves of doubts, what are some positive
steps we can take to accomplish this?

Well, in the first place, it’s helpful to be familiar with the
“principle of displacement.” As Sue “Archimedes” Bohlin, one
of my colleagues, has written:

The Bible teaches the principle of “displacement.” That is,
rather than trying to make thoughts shoo away, we are told
to replace them with what is good, true, and perfect (Phil.
4:8). As the truth comes in the lies are displaced—much like
when we fill a bathtub too full of water, and when we get
in, our bodies displace the water, which flows out over the
top of the tub.{9}

Once we grasp this principle, a number of steps for dealing
with  doubt  quickly  become  evident.  For  one  thing,  we  can
memorize  and  meditate  upon  Scripture.  We  can  also  listen
attentively  to  good  Christian  music.  Paul  speaks  to  the
importance of both of these in Colossians 3:16: “Let the word
of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one
another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”



In addition, we can read good Christian books that provide
intelligent  answers  to  some  of  the  questions  we  might  be
asking. Great Christian scholars have addressed almost every
conceivable objection to the truth of Christianity. If you
have nagging doubts about some aspect of your faith, there’s
almost certainly a work of Christian scholarship that speaks
to it in detail. Finally, we must never forget that this is a
spiritual battle. So let’s remember to put on the full armor
of God so we can stand firm in the midst of it!{10}

Faith and Reason
How can we know if Christianity is really true? Is it by
reason, or evidence, or mystical experience? Dr. Craig has an
answer  to  this  question  that  you  might  find  a  bit
surprising.{11} He distinguishes between knowing Christianity
is true and showing that it’s true. Ideally, one attempts to
show  that  Christianity  is  true  with  good  arguments  and
evidence. But Craig doesn’t think that this is how we know our
faith is true. Rather, he believes that we can know our faith
is true because “God’s Spirit makes it evident to us that our
faith is true.”{12}

Consider Paul’s statement in Romans 8:16, “The Spirit himself
testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” Since
every believer is indwelt by God’s Spirit, every believer also
receives  the  Spirit’s  testimony  that  he  is  one  of  God’s
children.  This  is  sometimes  called  the  “assurance  of
salvation.” Dr. Craig comments on the significance of this:

Salvation entails that God exists, that Christ atoned for
our sins . . . and so forth, so that if you are assured of
your salvation, then you must be assured of . . . these
other truths as well. Hence, the witness of the Holy Spirit
gives the believer an immediate assurance that his faith is
true.{13}
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Now  this  is  remarkable.  For  it  means  we  can  know  that
Christianity is true, wholly apart from arguments, simply by
attending to the witness of the Holy Spirit. And this is so
not  only  for  believers  but  for  unbelievers,  too.  For  the
Spirit convicts the unbelieving world of sin, righteousness,
and judgment, particularly the sin of unbelief.{14} So when
we’re confronted with objections to Christianity that we can’t
answer, we needn’t worry. First, answers are usually available
if one knows where to look. But second, the witness of the
Spirit trumps any objections we might encounter.

Consider an illustration from the Christian philosopher Alvin
Plantinga. Suppose I’m accused of stealing a document out of a
colleague’s office. Suppose I have a motive, an opportunity,
and  a  history  of  doing  such  things.  Suppose  further  that
someone thought they saw me lurking around my colleague’s
office just before the document went missing. There’s much
evidence against me. But in fact, I didn’t steal the document.
I was on a walk at the time. Now should I doubt my innocence
since the evidence is against me? Of course not! For I know
I’m not guilty!{15}

Similarly,  writes  Dr.  Craig,  “I  needn’t  be  shaken  when
objections come along that I can’t answer.”{16} For my faith
isn’t ultimately based on arguments, but on the witness of
God’s Spirit.

Stepping into the Light
We’ve seen that both Christians and non-Christians can have
doubts about the truth of Christianity. We’ve also seen that
such doubts are never just an intellectual issue; there’s
always a spiritual dynamic that’s involved as well. But since
we’ll probably never be able to fully resolve every single
doubt  we  might  experience,  I  would  like  to  conclude  by
suggesting one final way to make our doubts flee before us,
much as roaches flee to their hidden lairs when one turns on



the light!

In John 7:17 Jesus says, “If anyone chooses to do God’s will,
he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether
I speak on my own.” Here, Jesus frankly encourages us to put
His teachings to the test and see for ourselves whether He
really speaks for God or not. As biblical scholar Merrill
Tenney  comments,  “Spiritual  understanding  is  not  produced
solely by learning facts or procedures, but rather it depends
on obedience to known truth. Obedience to God’s known will
develops discernment between falsehood and truth.”{17} Are we
really serious about dealing with our lingering doubts? If so,
Jesus says that if we resolutely choose to do God’s will, we
can know if His teaching is really from God!

Sadly, however, many of us will never take Jesus up on His
challenge. No matter how loudly we might claim to want to rid
ourselves of doubt, the truth is that many of us just aren’t
willing to do God’s will. But if you are, then Jesus says that
“you  will  know  the  truth,  and  the  truth  will  set  you
free.”{18} In other words, we can know by experience that
Jesus is from God, that His teachings are true, and that He
really is who He claimed to be!

As Christian philosopher Dallas Willard observes, the issue
ultimately comes down to what we really want:

The Bible says that if you seek God with all your heart,
then you will surely find him. Surely find him. It’s the
person who wants to know God that God reveals himself to.
And if a person doesn’t want to know God—well, God has
created the world and the human mind in such a way that he
doesn’t have to.{19}

The psalmist encourages us to “taste and see that the Lord is
good.”{20} If we do, we can know not only that God is good,
but also that He exists. And even if we still have some
lingering doubts and unanswered questions in the back of our



minds, as we surely will, they’ll gradually fade into utter
insignificance as we become more intimately acquainted with
Him who loves us and who reconciled us to Himself through the
death of His Son!{21}
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Body  and  Soul  in  the  Old
Testament
Dr. Michael Gleghorn addresses how the Old Testament treats
body and soul. What does it have to say about the nature and
destiny of humanity?

The Breath of Life
The worldview of Naturalism tells us that the natural world is
all that exists. There is nothing “above” or “beyond” this.
Space, time, matter, and energy, the sort of things studied in
physics, are the only material entities. You are your body,
and nothing more. You do not have an immaterial mind or soul
that is (in some sense) distinct from your body. You are your
body. And when your body dies, you will cease to exist.

But is this true? In this article we address body
and soul in the Old Testament. What does the Old
Testament have to say about the nature and destiny
of humanity?

Let’s begin with the creation of Adam. Consider the way in
which  the  Bible  describes  this  event:  “Then  the  Lord  God
formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living
creature” (Genesis 2:7). Note that Adam is created from two
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distinct elements: the dust of the ground and the breath of
life. His body is composed of “dust from the ground.” But he
doesn’t become “a living creature” until God takes the second
step of breathing “the breath of life” into his nostrils.
Although this description may well be metaphorical in certain
respects, it seems evident that God must add “the breath of
life” for Adam to become a living human being.

Here’s another observation. Notice that Adam doesn’t suddenly
spring to life once the dust of the earth has been ordered in
a  particular  way.  Apparently,  human  personality  does  not
spontaneously  emerge  once  God  has  formed  the  dust  of  the
ground into a human body.{1} Merely ordering the physical
elements into a human body is not enough (at least, at this
initial stage of human development) to get a human person.
That second step, in which God breathes the breath of life
into the already formed body, is also necessary.

So what are we to make of this? Does Genesis give us a picture
of a human being as a body-soul composite? At this point, such
a conclusion would be premature. We have not yet considered
what a soul is, nor whether “the breath of life” in some way
corresponds  to,  or  produces,  it.  One  thing  seems  clear,
however. The Bible seems to suggest that human beings are more
than just physical bodies. There appears to be an additional
component  to  our  nature,  and  we  need  to  spend  some  time
gaining a better understanding of what that is.

Surviving the Death of the Body
The book of Genesis briefly describes the death of Jacob’s
wife, Rachel, as she gave birth to their son, Benjamin.{2} We
read that “as her soul was departing (for she died),” she
named her son (Genesis 35:18).

How  are  we  to  understand  the  phrase,  “as  her  soul  was
departing”? In Hebrew, the word here translated “soul” is the



term nephesh. Part of the difficulty in understanding the
phrase is that nephesh can be used in a variety of ways.
According to the Christian philosopher J. P. Moreland, “The
term nephesh . . . is used primarily of human beings, though
it is also used of animals (Genesis 1:20; 9:10; 24:30) and of
God Himself (Judges 10:16; Isaiah 1:14).”{3}

Depending on the context, the term might refer to a part of
the  body,  like  the  neck  (Psalm  105:18)  or  throat  (Isaiah
5:14). It can also be used of the principle of life, as in
Leviticus 17:11: “the life [that is, nephesh] of the flesh is
in the blood.” Strangely, however, it can also refer to a dead
human body (Numbers 5:2; 6:11). Moreover, it can be used of
various  psychological  aspects  of  human  experience,  like
emotions or desires (Proverbs 21:10; Isaiah 26:9; Micah 7:1).
Finally, there are also indications that the
term  can  refer  to  what  might  be  called  the  “soul”—the
immaterial component of a human being in which one’s personal
identity is located.{4}

So when we read that Rachel’s “soul was departing,” does this
simply mean that she was dying, that the “principle of life”
(which had sustained her to this point) was departing? Or
could it mean that her “soul,” an immaterial component of her
being encompassing her personal identity, was departing? In
other words, is this verse merely telling us that Rachel’s
body was dying, or is it also telling us that, as her body was
dying, her soul was leaving her body (possibly to continue its
existence elsewhere)?

If we examine other passages of Scripture, we see evidence
that the human soul continues to exist after the death of the
body. Consider Psalm 49:15: “But God will ransom my soul from
the  power  of  Sheol,  for  he  will  receive  me.”  In  Hebrew
thought, Sheol was the place of the dead, somewhat like the
Greek conception of Hades.{5} In this passage, the Psalmist
expresses confidence that God will ransom his “soul” from the
place of the dead and receive the Psalmist to himself. This



view of the soul becomes even clearer when we examine what the
Old Testament has to say about the afterlife.

The Place of the Dead
In the Old Testament the place of the dead is called Sheol. Of
course, in some places the term simply refers to the grave.
Nevertheless,  according  to  John  Cooper,  “There  is  virtual
consensus that the Israelites did believe in some sort of
ethereal existence after death in a place called Sheol.”{6}
What sort of place was this?

Job describes it as a place of “ease,” where “the wicked cease
from troubling” and “the weary are at rest” (3:13, 17-18).
That sounds pretty good! However, it’s also described as a
place of “darkness” and “the land of forgetfulness” (Psalm
88:12), a place where not much is happening. As the author of
Ecclesiastes  puts  it:  “There  is  no  work  or  thought  or
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going” (9:10).
Hence,  J.  P.  Moreland  observes,  “Life  in  Sheol  is  often
depicted as lethargic and inactive.”{7}

But there are exceptions. Consider the case of Saul and the
medium of Endor (1 Samuel 28). The prophet Samuel had died,
and Saul is preparing to go to war against the Philistines
(vv. 1-4). After seeing the
Philistine army, however, Saul is afraid (v. 5). He inquires
of the Lord, but the Lord does not answer him (v. 6). In
desperation, Saul seeks out a medium at Endor, and asks her to
call up Samuel from the dead (vv. 7-11). Incredibly, the plan
works, and Samuel actually makes an appearance (vv. 12-14).

Saul inquires of Samuel, but Samuel essentially rebukes Saul
(vv. 15-16), reminding Saul of his prior disobedience. He
tells Saul that Israel will be defeated by the Philistines and
informs him that “Tomorrow you and your sons shall be with me”
(vv. 18-19). It’s a fascinating story, but we must not lose



sight of what (for us) is the main point.

Notice that Samuel, who had previously died, and whose body
had been buried (v. 3), retains his personal identity in the
shadowy  underworld  of  Sheol.  He  still  knows  who  he  is,
remembers  Saul,  and  can  function  as  the  Lord’s  prophet.
Although Samuel is pictured in the story as “an old man . . .
wrapped in a robe” (v. 14), Moreland reminds us that the Bible
often  uses  such  imagery  “in  a  nonliteral  way  to  describe
immaterial,  invisible  realities.”{8}  Regardless,  the  Old
Testament teaches that human beings continue to exist after
the death of the body. Moreover, the righteous express a hope
that God will
rescue their souls even from Sheol.

Redemption from Sheol
The  Old  Testament  pictures  all  those  who  die  as  going
initially to Sheol, the place of the dead. However, it also
intimates a hope for the righteous even “beyond the grave.” As
John Cooper notes, “Several Psalms read most naturally as
confessing a steadfast if unspecified trust in God beyond
death.”{9}

Consider Psalm 49. The psalmist observes that all people die.
Sooner or later each person’s life ends in death (vv. 5-12).
 But for the psalmist that is not the end of the story. Though
he knows that this life
will  end  with  the  death  of  his  body,  he  nonetheless
confidently proclaims: “But God will ransom my soul from the
power of Sheol, for he will receive me” (v. 15).

Or consider Psalm 73. The psalmist begins by confessing that
he was “envious of the arrogant” and “wicked” (v. 3). However,
as he contemplated that their end is “destruction,” his hope
in God was renewed (vv. 17-24).

Although the psalmist recognized that he, too, would die, he



declares his hope in God: “My flesh and my heart may fail, but
God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (v.
26). After surveying such
material, one Old Testament scholar notes that before God
“there is not only the alternative between this life and the
shadow existence in the world of the dead; there is a third
possibility—a permanent, living fellowship with him.”{10} This
third possibility was the confident hope of the psalmists.

Of course, if we’re going to be fair, we must also agree with
C. S. Lewis, who observes that throughout much of the Old
Testament,  belief  in  the  afterlife  held  virtually  no
“religious  importance”  whatever.{11}  What  mattered  to  the
ancient Israelite was life on this earth. It is here that we
can enjoy fellowship with family, friends—and God.

So why did God reveal so little to the ancient Israelites
about the nature of the afterlife? Lewis suggests that God may
have wanted His people to come to love Him primarily as an end
in itself—and not for any
rewards  he  might  bestow  in  the  afterlife.  If  one  becomes
friends with God in this life, then one will naturally fear to
lose this relationship in death. And at this point, God can
step in with the “good news” that friendship with Him can
continue beyond death.{12} Indeed, God even promised to raise
the bodies of his people from the dead, to continue their
friendship with him on a new earth!

The Resurrection of the Body
The resurrection of the body is a doctrine that many believers
rarely  think  about.  Yet  this  doctrine  is  not  only  taught
throughout  the  New  Testament,  it’s  even  found  in  the  Old
Testament.

Consider Daniel 12:2: “And many of those who sleep in the dust
of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some



to shame and everlasting contempt.” This verse is not denying
a  disembodied  afterlife  between  death  and  resurrection.
Rather, it is affirming that the souls of the dead, whose
bodies appear to be asleep in in the “dust of the earth,”
shall be “awakened” and raised from the dead.

Notice that some are raised “to everlasting life,” but others
to “everlasting contempt.” Cooper writes, “This verse . . .
connects  resurrection,  judgment,  and  two  eternal
destinies.”{13} The Old Testament suggests that the souls of
the dead will one day be reunited with their bodies for all
eternity.  As  Moreland  observes,  “Old  Testament  teaching
implies that the soul or spirit is added to flesh and bones to
form a living human person (Genesis 2:7; Ezekiel 37) and that
the resurrection of the dead involves the re-embodiment of the
same soul or spirit (Isaiah 26:14, 19).”{14}

How might we sum up Old Testament teaching about the nature
and destiny of human beings? First, human beings appear to be
composed of both body and soul. When God created Adam, he
first formed his body from the dust of the earth, and then
“breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” (Genesis 2:7).
This at least hints at the possibility that human beings are a
body-soul composite. The evidence for this is strengthened,
however, when we consider Old Testament teaching about life
after death.

Throughout the Old Testament we see evidence for continued
personal existence, after the death of the body, in a place
called Sheol. An interesting example of this can be seen when
Saul, with the help of a medium, calls up the prophet Samuel
from the dead. We saw that Samuel continues to exist and
retain his personal identity even after the death of his body
(1 Samuel 28).

But this was not the end of the story. For the Old Testament
also teaches that the souls of the dead will one day be
reunited with resurrected bodies, either to enjoy eternal life



on a new earth, or to suffer
eternal shame and contempt. This, in a nutshell, is what the
Old Testament has to say about the nature and destiny of human
beings.
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Tradition and Scripture
While  many  evangelical  Christians  treat  tradition  with
suspicion if not hostility, Dr. Michael Gleghorn makes a case
for the value of tradition in understanding and supporting our
faith.

Understanding Tradition
In this article we’ll be thinking about tradition and its
relationship to Scripture. Now I realize that some of you may
already be asking, “Tradition! Can anything good come from
there?” The answer of course is “yes”—for if it were not, then
I wouldn’t bother writing about it. Indeed, it’s actually an
important topic to address, for in our day many evangelicals
seem  to  harbor  an  attitude  of  suspicion—if  not  outright
hostility—toward the very notion of tradition.{1} In support
of this attitude, some might point to what Jesus said to the
religious leaders of his day: “You have a fine way of setting
aside  the  commands  of  God  in  order  to  observe  your  own
traditions” (Mark 7:9 NIV). And if this is what Jesus said,
then aren’t we better off to simply dismiss tradition and
focus solely on the teaching of Scripture?

Before we jump to that conclusion, we must first
determine what we mean when we use the word “tradition.” After
all, in other passages Scripture speaks very favorably of
tradition.  Paul  told  the  Corinthians,  “Now  I  praise  you
because you . . . hold firmly to the traditions, just as I
delivered them to you” (1 Cor. 11:2 NASB). Traditions, it
seems, can sometimes be good—and sometimes bad. And this is
true even of the Christian tradition. But in order to talk
intelligently  about  our  subject,  we  must  first  understand
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precisely what we’re talking about. What, then, is the meaning
of “tradition”?

When theologians speak about the Christian tradition, they are
typically referring to the ways in which the faith has been
understood by previous generations of Christians. For example,
what understanding did our Christian forbears have of worship
and theology, and how did they express their understanding
through creeds, confessions, sermons, and books? Stanley Grenz
and  John  Franke  describe  the  Christian  tradition  “as  the
history of the interpretation and application of canonical
scripture  by  the  Christian  community,  the  church,  as  it
listens  to  the  voice  of  the  Spirit  speaking  through  the
text.”{2}  And  Richard  Lints  describes  it  as  “the  faith
transmitted by the community of interpreters that has preceded
us.”{3}

Defined in this way, we must candidly admit that the Christian
faith has been understood somewhat differently from one time
and  place  to  another.  How  are  we  to  think  about  such
differences? Should they always be viewed negatively, as a
corruption  of  the  original  faith  deposit?  Or  might  they
sometimes be seen as a positive and healthy development of
this deposit?

Tradition: A Metaphor
In a fascinating discussion of these issues, Colin Gunton asks
us to think of tradition as an organism.{4} He notes that just
as a child or plant may grow larger and stronger over time, so
too  the  content  of  Christian  doctrine  can  become  more
elaborate  and  enriched  with  the  passage  of  time.  He  then
observes,  “If  revelation  is  something  given  in  the
beginning—as undoubtedly one dimension of it is, the faith
once for all delivered to the saints—then it may be argued
that through tradition what began as a seed or a seedling is
enabled to expand without falsifying its beginnings.”{5} This



comment helps us see the interconnectedness of tradition and
revelation—an issue which we will return to later.

For now, it’s important to notice what this metaphor does for
us. It enables us to see tradition, like the growth of a child
or a plant, as something natural and healthy—indeed, something
to  be  hoped  for,  encouraged,  and  expected.  This  is  an
important reminder for those of us who might be tempted to
view tradition solely in negative terms.

At the same time, however, Gunton is aware that things can
always  go  wrong.  He  writes,  “The  organism  might  become
diseased, and require surgery; or it might simply grow too
many branches, or branches in the wrong places, and require
pruning.”{6} In this case, instead of the tradition developing
in a natural and healthy way from the original revelation, it
develops in an unnatural and unhealthy way. We might identify
this  latter  situation  with  the  unpleasant  possibility  of
heresy—something  which  needs  to  be  corrected  or  even
surgically removed so that the organism doesn’t die or mutate
into a completely different, unrelated life-form. If that were
to happen, then while we might still have tradition of a sort,
it  could  no  longer  be  properly  thought  of  as  Christian
tradition.{7} It will be helpful for us to keep this metaphor
in mind as we continue to reflect on the role of tradition and
its relationship to Scripture, particularly because we must
now  deal  with  a  problem  that  this  discussion  inevitably
raises.

Scripture and Tradition: A Problem
Stanley Grenz and John Franke view tradition as a “source or
resource”  of  the  Christian  church,  which  can  aid  in  the
church’s  task  of  both  theological  construction  and  lived
performance.{8} Some of the specific elements of the Christian
tradition which they see as especially valuable in informing
how we accomplish these tasks are the histories of worship,



liturgy, and theology, as well as the “classic” theological
formulations of the church, such as creeds and confessions. Of
course,  they  are  careful  to  point  out  that  while  these
resources  are  extremely  valuable,  they  “must  always  and
continually be tested by the norm of canonical scripture.”{9}

In  a  similar  way,  Richard  Lints  describes  the  “goal  of
theology” as bringing “the biblical revelation into a position
of judgment on all of life,” including tradition.{10} But this
raises a bit of a problem, for in order to bring tradition
under the authority of Scripture, Scripture must first be
interpreted. And many scholars maintain that the Christian
tradition primarily consists of the scriptural interpretation
and application of faith communities from the past. Indeed,
this is basically how Lints himself defines the term. “In the
discussion that follows,” he says, “tradition will signify the
faith transmitted by the community of interpreters that has
preceded us.”{11}

Moreover,  Lints  rightly  believes  that  we  neglect  this
tradition at our peril. For in banishing past interpretations
of Scripture from our present consideration in doing theology,
we  can  easily  become  ensnared  “in  a  web  of  subjectivism”
regarding our own interpretation of the Bible.{12} And this
would be an incalculable loss to the church in her ongoing
task of preaching and teaching the Bible. The fact of the
matter is that these past interpretations are a necessary aid,
both in revealing our own biases and blind spots, and in
helping us avoid “what C. S. Lewis aptly called ‘chronological
snobbery’—the conceit that we are necessarily wiser than our
forbears.”{13}

But this leads to the following problem: If Scripture is to be
brought  into  a  position  of  judgment  over  all  of  life
(including the Christian tradition), it must first be properly
interpreted. But it would be irresponsible to engage in this
interpretative task without the aid of the very tradition of
past  interpretation  over  which  Scripture  is  to  sit  in



judgment. How can this difficulty be resolved? Does Scripture
occupy a place of authority over tradition, or does tradition
rather occupy a place of authority over Scripture?

Scripture and Tradition: A Solution
Before we attempt to respond to this question, we should first
take time to remember just how it was that Scripture came into
being in the first place. As Grenz and Franke remind us,

[T]he community precedes the production of the scriptural
texts and is responsible for their content and for the
identification  of  particular  texts  for  inclusion  in  an
authoritative canon to which it has chosen to make itself
accountable. Apart from the Christian community, the texts
would not have taken their particular and distinctive shape.
Apart from the authority of the Christian community, there
would be no canon of authorized texts. In short, apart from
the  Christian  community  the  Christian  Bible  would  not
exist.{14}

It  might  now  be  interesting  to  ask  what  the  Christian
community and the Christian Bible have in common. According to
Grenz and Franke, it is the work of the Holy Spirit—a work
that grants to each one its respective authority. They write,

In this conception, the authority of both scripture and
tradition is ultimately an authority derived from the work
of the Spirit. Each is part of an organic unity, so that
even though scripture and tradition are distinguishable,
they are fundamentally inseparable. . . . The authority of
each—tradition as well as scripture—is contingent on the
work of the Spirit, and both scripture and tradition are
fundamental components within an interrelated web of beliefs
that constitutes the Christian faith. To misconstrue the
shape of this relationship by setting scripture over against
tradition or by elevating tradition above scripture is to



fail to comprehend properly the work of the Spirit.{15}

Does this mean, then, that there is no sense in which all of
life  (including  tradition)  should  be  brought  under  the
judgment of Scripture? This does not seem to be what Grenz and
Franke are saying. Although they do contend that the triune
God “is disclosed in polyphonic fashion through scripture, the
church, and even the world,” they then qualify this by noting,
“albeit always normatively through scripture.”{16} In their
view, Scripture is still theology’s “norming norm,” but since
Scripture must always be interpreted, it cannot be easily
separated from tradition. Scripture still holds the place of
prominence in doing theology, but in a carefully nuanced and
qualified way that gives appropriate weight to God’s other
mediums of revelation, such as tradition, creation, and the
church.

Tradition in Scripture and Theology
In one of his 1993 Warfield Lectures, the late Colin Gunton
observed that two of the narrative sections in Paul’s first
letter to the Corinthians contain possibly the most easily
recognizable accounts of “the working of tradition in the New
Testament.”{17} In both 1 Corinthians 11, where Paul discusses
the Lord’s Supper, and 1 Corinthians 15, where he refers to
Jesus’ death and resurrection as the heart of the gospel, Paul
specifically declares that he is delivering to the Corinthians
certain traditions about Jesus which he himself had previously
received. In other words, the biblical writings themselves are
seen to be “part of a tradition of interpretation of that
which is in certain respects prior to them.”{18}

The unique revelation of God in the person of Jesus Christ is
prior to the traditions about Him which Paul had received. And
the traditions which Paul had received, including the meaning
given them by the early church and Paul himself, are also
prior to his deliverance of them to the Corinthians (as well



as  those  of  us  who  have  subsequently  read  this  letter).
Tradition, it seems, cannot always be so easily separated from
the Bible itself.

Of course, very few Christians would disagree that traditions
like those passed on by the Apostle Paul to the Corinthians
are “authoritative for the faith and life of the church.”{19}
The problem rather arises with how the original revelation “is
interpreted and handed on by those who follow the . . .
apostles:  the  way  in  which  revelation  is  mediated  by
tradition.”{20} How should we understand this relationship?

For one thing, we should probably grant a certain degree of
freedom, in response to the Spirit’s guidance, to the way in
which the tradition is articulated in different cultural and
historical contexts. This allows the tradition to grow in a
healthy way which, at the same time, is still amenable to
correction when necessary. Granted, we are speaking of the
development of tradition in something like an ideal setting,
and the world in which we now live is certainly not ideal. But
if tradition is one of the means which God has chosen for
mediating revelation from one generation to another, then for
better or worse, it will (and should) continue to play an
important role in the life of the church. As Gunton wisely
concludes, “although we may and must be critical of tradition,
as the action of fallible and sinful human beings, we may not
lay aside the means which God has himself chosen.”{21}
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Historical Criticism and the
Bible
Historical criticism of the Bible often threatens believers’
faith. Dr. Michael Gleghorn explains that it is often grounded
in false assumptions.

What Is Historical Criticism?
Throughout the history of Christianity, students of the Bible
have used many different methods of interpreting the text. But
since the Enlightenment, one particular method (or rather,
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family of methods) has been quite influential, especially in
the  academy.{1}  I’m  speaking  of  what  is  often  called
historical  criticism,  or  the  historical-critical  method  of
biblical interpretation.

So what is historical criticism, you ask? Although
the term gets used in different ways, I will here be using it
to refer to a method of biblical interpretation which attempts
to read the Bible as a purely human document from the distant
past. In other words, the historical-critical method does not
typically regard the Bible as divinely inspired. It is merely
a human book, like any other, and should thus be read like any
other book.”{2}

In the past (and to some extent even today) scholars liked to
portray this method as “scientific” in character, able to
obtain  “assured”  and  “objective”  interpretive  results.  But
critics tell a different story. For example, Eta Linnemann,
who before her conversion to Christianity was a well-respected
scholarly  advocate  of  historical-criticism,  claims  that  in
practice the so-called “scientific” character of this method
is grounded in a prior assumption of naturalism, perhaps even
atheism. As Linnemann observes, “Research is conducted . . .
if there were no God.'”{3}

Another  critic  of  this  method  is  the  renowned  Christian
philosopher  Alvin  Plantinga.  After  rehearsing  certain
principles of historical investigation, which many historical
critics would endorse, Plantinga notes that these principles
are understood “to preclude” God’s direct involvement in the
world.{4} Because of this, he notes, such principles “imply
that God has not in fact specially inspired any human authors
in such a way that what they write is really divine speech
addressed to us; nor has he . . . performed miracles of any
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other sorts.”{5}

As I’m sure you can see, at least some of the results of this
method  come  about  simply  because  of  assumptions  the
interpreter brings to the text. The problem, however, is that
the assumptions are biased against Christianity in favor of
naturalism. We must thus think rather critically about the
historical-critical  method.  But  first,  we  need  a  bit  of
background on how and when this method originated.

The Origins of Historical Criticism
Although many scholars helped develop the historical-critical
method,  Johann  Salomo  Semler,  an  eighteenth-century
theologian, is widely regarded as its “father.”{6} Semler was
primarily  interested  in  “critical  work”  on  the  canon  of
biblical writings.{7} For our purposes, the “canon” can simply
be thought of as the books of the Old and New Testaments. The
Church regards these books as the divinely inspired Word of
God and, hence, completely authoritative for Christian faith
and practice.

Semler, however, considered these books (especially those of
the  Old  Testament)  to  be  largely  of  merely  historical
interest.  They  might  give  us  some  interesting  information
about the religion of ancient Israel or (in the case of the
New Testament) the beliefs of the early church, but they could
not be regarded, at least in their entirety, as the divinely
inspired Word of God.{8} Hence, Semler was led to make a
distinction between “the Scriptures and the Word of God.”{9}
Although the Church had always considered the Scriptures to be
the Word of God, Semler made a distinction between them. In
his  opinion,  “some  books  belong  in  the  Bible  through
historical decisions of past ages, but do not make wise unto
salvation.”{10} Books of this sort, he reasoned, can still be
called “Scripture” (for they are part of the biblical canon),
but they are not the Word of God (for in his view, they are
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not divinely inspired).

Although historical criticism continued to be developed after
Semler, it’s easy to see why many consider him to be this
method’s  “father.”  In  his  own  study  of  the  Bible,  Semler
generally disregarded any claims that either it or the Church
might make regarding its divine inspiration and authority and
attempted instead to read the Bible like any other book. In
the opinion of theologian Gerhard Maier, it’s “the general
acceptance” of Semler’s view which “has plunged theology into
an  endless  chain  of  perplexities  and  inner
contradictions.”{11}  Before  we  examine  such  difficulties,
however, we must first consider why so many scholars see value
in the historical-critical method.

Some  Proposed  Benefits  of  Historical
Criticism
To  begin,  virtually  everyone  agrees  that  when  you’re
attempting  to  understand  a  book  of  the  Bible,  it  can  be
helpful to know something about the origin of the book. Who
was the author? When did he live? What sorts of things were
happening at the time the book was written? Was the author
influenced by any of these things, or attempting to respond to
them in some way? Who was he writing for? How might they have
understood him? Answering such questions can often clarify
what the author may have been trying to communicate in his
book. Historical critics are right to see this as an important
part  of  understanding  the  books  of  the  Bible.  And  most
everyone agrees on this point.{12}

More  controversial  would  be  the  principles  of  historical
investigation originally proposed by Ernst Troeltsch in an
essay  written  in  1898.{13}  These  principles  are  still
generally  embraced  (though  with  some  modifications)  by
historical  critics  today.{14}  Briefly  stated,  Troeltsch
proposed  three  principles  that  can  simply  be  called  the



principles  of  criticism,  analogy,  and  correlation.{15}
Although  there’s  no  universal  agreement  about  how  these
principles  should  be  used  in  actually  doing  historical
research, historical-critical scholars have generally regarded
these principles as helpful guides in critically evaluating
what is written in the Bible in their effort to determine what
really  happened.  This  is  considered  a  great  benefit  of
historical criticism. For, rather than simply accepting the
claims  of  a  biblical  author  uncritically,  Troeltsch’s
principles provide some help in critically evaluating such
reports in order to assess their believability.{16}

Now in one sense this is commendable, for it is good to search
for truth about what the Bible is trying to teach us. But
there’s a problem with how these principles are typically
understood by historical-critical scholars. As the Christian
philosopher  Alvin  Plantinga  reminds  us,  such  scholars
generally take these principles to exclude any “direct divine
action in the world.”{17} That is, such principles forbid us
to believe that God has ever directly intervened in the world
which He has made. And for Christians, this presents a real
difficulty with historical criticism.

Some Problems with Historical Criticism
According to Christian scholars Norman Geisler and William
Nix, a fundamental problem with historical criticism is that
“it is based on an unjustified antisupernatural bias which it
superimposes on the biblical documents.”{18} This can easily
be  seen  by  examining  some  of  the  things  which  have  been
written by proponents and advocates of this method.

For  example,  Rudolf  Bultmann,  who  was  interested  in
“demythologizing” the New Testament, famously wrote, “It is
impossible to use electric light . . . and to avail ourselves
of modern medical . . . discoveries, and at the same time to
believe  in  the  New  Testament  world  of  spirits  and



miracles.”{19} Similarly, another theologian has written that
whatever the biblical authors may have believed about such
things, “we believe that the biblical people lived in the
same” world we do, that is “one in which no divine wonders
transpired and no divine voices were heard.”{20}

Now if we ask such scholars why it is that we’re to think that
miracles are either unbelievable or impossible, we’ll usually
notice rather quickly that the responses are generally short
on arguments and long on assumptions. That is, such scholars
typically just assume that God is not directly involved in the
world and that miracles never occur. But if a personal Creator
of the universe exists (and there are good reasons to think
that one does), then why should we simply assume that He would
never directly intervene in the world which He has made? Such
intervention would hardly seem impossible. And if it produced
an effect which would not have come about had nature been left
to itself, then this could quite properly be regarded as a
miracle.

So it seems to me that if a personal God exists, then miracles
are possible. And if miracles are possible, then it is nothing
more than “an unjustified antisupernatural bias” (as Geisler
and Nix assert) to simply assume that the Bible’s reports of
miracles are all false and unbelievable. And since historical
criticism  of  the  Bible  often  begins  with  just  such  an
assumption, it appears to offer us an inadequate method for
correctly reading the Bible.

An Alternative to Historical Criticism
Having looked at some problems with historical criticism, we
can now consider a preferable alternative, namely, theological
interpretation.{21}

So  what  is  theological  interpretation?  As  I’m  using  the
terminology here, it’s a method of reading the Bible like a
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Christian, with the aim “of knowing God and of being formed
unto godliness.”{22} Theological interpretation takes a sober
and serious account of what Christianity is, believes, and
teaches. It then attempts to read and interpret the Bible as
“a word from God about God.”{23}

It’s a radically different way of reading the Bible from that
practiced  by  historical  critics.  Of  course,  as  theologian
Russell Reno reminds us, “There is obviously a historical
dimension” to the truth found in the Bible. “Nevertheless,” he
continues, “to be a Christian is to believe that the truth
found in the Bible is the very same truth we enter into by way
of baptism, the same truth we confess in our creeds, the same
truth we receive in the bread and wine of the Eucharist.”{24}

But historical criticism attempts to read the Bible in the
same way one would read any other book from the ancient world.
It assumes that the Bible is merely a human book. The only way
to really understand a book of the Bible, then, is to try to
understand how it originated and what the original author was
trying to say.

Theological interpretation, on the other hand, does not view
the Bible as a merely human book. Of course, it realizes that
each of the biblical books has a human author. But it also
insists, along with the consensual teaching of the Christian
community,  that  each  of  these  books  also  has  a  Divine
author.{25} It thus views the Bible as a divinely-inspired
document.

Is this a legitimate way to read the Bible? Alvin Plantinga
has  written  extensively  on  the  theory  of  knowledge.{26}
According to him, the biblical scholar who is also a Christian
“has a perfect right to assume Christian belief in pursuing
her inquiries.” Doing so, he says, is just as legitimate as
assuming the principles of historical criticism.{27} Indeed,
for the Christian it is arguably better—for it allows us to
read the Bible in continuity with the tradition and faith we



profess and believe.
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The All-Powerful God
Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines the important doctrine of the
omnipotence of God, and what it means for God to be all-
powerful.

Introducing Omnipotence
When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and told her that she
would  give  birth  to  Israel’s  promised  Messiah,  she  was
stunned. After all, she was a virgin. How could she possibly
give birth to a son? But the angel informed her that God’s
power was more than sufficient to accomplish such a thing,
“for nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37; NIV).
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A foundational element of a Christian worldview is
a proper view of God. This article is about God’s omnipotence.
Although the term may sound a bit intimidating, it simply
means  that  God  is  all-powerful.  A  number  of  scriptural
passages speak to this issue.

For  example,  through  the  prophet  Jeremiah  God  warned  the
people of Judah that because of their wickedness their land
would soon be conquered by the Babylonians (Jer. 32:26-35).
Nevertheless, God also promised that he would one day restore
his people to their land and bless them with great prosperity
(Jer.  32:37-44).  As  if  to  make  clear  that  the  Lord  was
completely able to fulfill his promise, the context twice
leads  us  to  reflect  upon  the  fact  that  nothing  is  too
difficult for God (Jer. 32:17, 27). The text, therefore, seems
to clearly indicate that God is all-powerful, or omnipotent.

This power is revealed in a number of different ways. For
example, the creation of the universe reveals his “eternal
power  and  divine  nature”  (Rom.  1:20;  Heb.  1:3).  The
resurrection of Jesus reveals his “mighty strength,” which not
only raised Christ from the dead, but which seated him at the
right hand of God, “far above all . . . power and dominion”
(Eph. 1:18-23). Finally, his might is also revealed in the
gospel, which the apostle Paul described as “the power of God
for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).

In fact, He is often referred to as God Almighty. In the book
of Revelation the twenty-four elders who are seated before the
throne  of  God  fall  on  their  faces  and  worship  the  Lord
declaring, “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One
who is and who was, because you have taken your great power
and have begun to reign” (Rev. 11:17).
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The  cumulative  picture  is  indeed  a  grand  one—and  quite
naturally leads to the believer’s affirmation that God is all-
powerful,  or  omnipotent.  But  how  is  this  attribute  to  be
understood? What exactly does it mean to say that God is
omnipotent? These are some of the questions with which we’ll
grapple in the remainder of this article.

Omnipotence and Creation
The  Apostle’s  Creed  begins,  “I  believe  in  God  the  Father
almighty, creator of heaven and earth.”{1} Not only does this
statement affirm a central (and biblical) Christian truth-
claim, namely, that God is the creator of the heavens and the
earth (Gen. 1:1), it also clearly links this affirmation with
God’s attribute of omnipotence by referring to him as “God the
Father almighty.” By linking God’s omnipotence with creation
in this way, the creed reaffirms what the Apostle Paul had
previously taught in his letter to the Romans, that God’s
“eternal power and divine nature” are “clearly seen in what
has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20).

But why does the Bible, and Christian tradition, link God’s
omnipotence  with  creation  in  this  way?  One  of  the  most
important reasons is to be found in the Christian doctrine of
creation itself. You see, unlike certain pagan doctrines of
creation, which taught that the universe was formed out of
pre-existent matter, Christianity teaches that God created the
universe out of nothing. And when we say that God created the
universe “out of nothing,” we are claiming, as the theologian
Thomas Torrance reminds us, that the universe “is not created
out of anything.” Rather, “it came into being through the
absolute  fiat  of  God’s  Word  in  such  a  way  that  whereas
previously there was nothing, the whole universe came into
being.”{2}

Now  what’s  astonishing  about  this  is  that  it’s  perfectly
consistent with today’s standard Big Bang model of the origin



of the universe! This is because, as physicist P. C. W. Davies
observes, “On this view the big bang represents the creation
event; the creation not only of all the matter and energy in
the universe, but also of spacetime itself.”{3} Hence, the
origin posited by this model is “an absolute origin” out of
nothing.{4}

This is why omnipotence and creation are so closely linked in
the  Christian  tradition.  It’s  one  thing  to  merely  form  a
universe  out  of  pre-existent  matter.  It  is  another  thing
entirely to create a universe out of absolutely nothing! As
Christian philosophers Paul Copan and Bill Craig observe, “It
is difficult to imagine any more stunning display of God’s
almighty power than the world’s springing into being out of
nothing, at his mere command.”{5}

Omnipotence and Morality
Now you might be thinking that if God is all-powerful, then he
can do absolutely anything. But if we adopt this understanding
of omnipotence, we quickly run into conflict with the teaching
of Scripture, for Scripture tells us plainly that there are
some things God cannot do.

For example, in Numbers 23:19 we read: “God is not a man, that
he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his
mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not
fulfill?” According to this text, God is not the sort of being
to tell a lie. When he makes a promise, we can be confident
that he will keep it, because God does not lie (see also 1
Sam. 15:29 and Tit. 1:2).

This is particularly important for New Testament believers,
for God has made many wonderful promises to those who have
trusted Christ for salvation. Is there any reason to fear that
God may not keep some of these promises? No, there is not, for
as the author of Hebrews reminds us, “it is impossible for God



to lie” by making a promise and then failing to keep it. And
because of this, our hope in Christ is “firm and secure” (Heb.
6:18-19).

But if we say that God cannot lie, or break a promise, or do
anything else that is morally evil, then haven’t we denied
that God is all-powerful? Not necessarily. The vast majority
of Christian theologians throughout the history of the church
have  consistently  taught  that  God’s  omnipotence  does  not
include the ability to do that which is logically impossible
or contradictory.

Of  course,  there  is  no  contradiction  in  saying  that  an
omnipotent being can commit a morally evil act. But there does
seem to be a contradiction in saying that a completely good,
morally perfect being can perform such an act. As a morally
perfect being, God not only has no moral faults, but as James
reminds us, he cannot even be tempted by sin and evil (James
1:13). Hence, as one Christian philosopher observes, “for an
essentially morally perfect being, doing what is wrong is just
a special case of doing what is impossible for that being to
do.”{6} And clearly, the inability to do what is morally evil
should  not  be  seen  as  detracting  from  God’s  omnipotence.
Instead, it should be viewed as exalting his moral perfection.

Omnipotence and Freedom
We’ve  seen  that  omnipotence  cannot  mean  that  God  can  do
absolutely anything. For as a morally perfect being, God is
incapable of doing what is morally evil. This might lead us to
think that God can do anything that is consistent with his
morally  perfect  nature.  But  most  theologians  would  still
reject such a view. They would insist that some things are
just logically impossible and that it can’t count against
God’s omnipotence to admit that he cannot do such things.

Let’s consider an example. A square is a geometrical object



with four angles. A triangle has only three. This being so,
what do you think the chances are of constructing a square
triangle? Not very good, right? After all, if something has
four angles, then it has more than three. And if it has only
three angles, then it has less than four. Regardless of how
much  power  one  has,  a  square  triangle  is  a  logical
impossibility.

With this in mind, let’s now consider another example. Suppose
that John is the kind of person who, if married, would always
freely seek his wife’s input before making any major financial
decision. If this is true, then it would seem that not even
God could create John, place him in such circumstances, and
have him freely refrain from seeking his wife’s input—for this
is simply not what John would freely do in such circumstances.

Of course, God still has plenty of options. He could always
refuse to create John, or refuse to let him get married, or
refuse  to  let  him  be  confronted  with  a  major  financial
decision.  Alternatively,  God  could  put  John  in  the
circumstances we’re considering, but make him decide not to
seek his wife’s input. But what he cannot do is place John in
these circumstances and then make him freely decide not to
seek his wife’s input. For to make John freely do something is
as logically impossible as creating a square triangle.{7}

Of course, God’s inability to perform a logically impossible
task can’t fairly count against his omnipotence. For this
would suggest “that a task has been specified, that transcends
the capacities . . . of Omnipotence. But no task at all has
been specified by uttering a self-contradictory . . . mixture
of words.”{8} So we needn’t worry that we’ve abandoned the
doctrine of omnipotence by admitting that God cannot perform
meaningless  tasks!  We’ve  simply  clarified  the  meaning  of
omnipotence.



The Importance of Omnipotence
The doctrine that God is omnipotent, or all-powerful, is, as
one philosopher has observed, “not a bit of old metaphysical
luggage that can be abandoned with relief.” Instead, it’s
“indispensable for Christianity.” After all, God has made many
wonderful promises to his people. But if he “were not almighty
. . . he might . . . sincerely promise, but find fulfillment
beyond his power.”{9} So only if God is omnipotent can we
confidently bank on his promises. But this is a bit of a two-
edged sword.

On the one hand, the doctrine of God’s omnipotence can be very
comforting  for  believers,  who  are  rightly  related  to  God
through faith in Jesus Christ. After all, “God is our refuge
and strength, an ever-present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1).
Whatever  problems  and  difficulties  we  face  in  life,  our
omnipotent God has more than enough power to see us through.
If he chooses, he can easily deliver us from fire or water,
sword or famine, sickness or disease. And if he lets us go
through such things, he can provide all the grace and strength
we need to endure. While the suffering of God’s saints can
indeed be great, we must also remember that this life is not
the end of our story, for “in keeping with his promise we are
looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of
righteousness” (2 Pet. 3:11). A promise our omnipotent God is
more than able to fulfill!

On the other hand, however, an omnipotent Deity is a most
frightening prospect for anyone who persists in spurning his
love and grace. For as the author of Hebrews reminds us, we
are  each  “destined  to  die  once,  and  after  that  to  face
judgment” (9:27) and “it is a dreadful thing to fall into the
hands of the living God” (10:31)—especially when that God is
all-powerful! It’s a sobering thought to remind ourselves that
not one of us can ultimately escape God’s power and judgment.
If we make the omnipotent God our enemy, then no one can



deliver us from his hand.

Thankfully, however, peace with God is available to anyone who
wants it. The Bible tells us that God does not want anyone to
perish, but for all to come to repentance (2 Pet. 3:9). He
pleads with men to be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus
Christ (2 Cor. 5:16-21). “Whoever is thirsty,” he says, “let
him come . . . let him take the free gift of the water of
life” (Rev. 22:17b). The omnipotent God offers us all good
things in Christ—and nothing can prevent him making good on
his offer!
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A  Pilgrim’s  Progress:
Suffering in the Life of John
Bunyan – A Christian View of
Suffering
Dr. Michael Gleghorn considers the lessons presented by the
life  and  writings  of  the  famous  author  of  The  Pilgrim’s
Progress to give each of us a better understanding of the role
of suffering in the lives of followers of Christ.

A Suffering Pilgrim
John Bunyan is known to most people today as the
author of The Pilgrim’s Progress, a book he began
writing  in  prison.  It  tells  the  story  of
“Christian,” who makes his way from the “City of
Destruction” (which represents this world) to the
“Celestial  City”  (which  represents  Heaven).  It’s  been
described as “perhaps the world’s best-selling book” (after
the  Bible),  and  has  been  “translated  into  over  200
languages.”{1}  Written  in  the  form  of  an  allegory,  it
essentially  relates  the  story  of  Bunyan’s  own  Christian
journey.{2}  And  just  as  his  life  was  full  of  trials  and
suffering, so also “Christian” must face many hardships and
difficulties as well.

Bunyan  was  born  in  England  in  1628  at  a  time  of  great
political and religious unrest. In 1644, at just fifteen years
old, both his mother and sister died within a month of each
other. Later that year, “when Bunyan had turned sixteen, he
was drafted into the Parliamentary Army and for about two
years was taken from his home for military service.”{3} He
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married in 1648, at about the age of twenty, but his wife died
just ten years later, leaving him with four children, the
oldest of whom was blind. He married again the following year,
in 1659, but incredibly, just one year after this, “Bunyan was
arrested and put in prison.”{4} His wife, who was pregnant at
the time, suffered a miscarriage, probably because of the
added stress which this ordeal created. She was then left to
care for Bunyan’s four children while he spent the next twelve
years in jail.{5}

As you can see, Bunyan was no stranger to suffering. Indeed,
he had an intimate, firsthand acquaintance with heartache,
trials, and difficulties. But what crimes had he committed to
be cast into prison? Essentially, the charges against him were
two:  first,  “he  refused  to  attend  the  services  of  the
Established church” of England; and second, he “preached to
unlawful  assemblies.”{6}  You  see,  Bunyan  had  converted  to
Christianity  during  his  first  marriage  and  had  become  a
powerful and respected preacher. But in the volatile political
and  religious  climate  of  that  day,  the  freedom  of
Nonconformist preachers like Bunyan eventually came to an end.
And when it did, he was arrested and put in prison.

In the remainder of this article we’ll look at some of the
trials this man endured, how he responded to them, and what
they might teach us as we each make our own spiritual journey.

The Pilgrim’s Conversion
The Pilgrim’s Progress is one of the best-selling Christian
books of all time. But as Bunyan tells us in another of his
books, the autobiographical Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners, before becoming a Christian he had few equals in
“cursing, swearing, lying and blaspheming the holy name of
God.” Indeed, prior to his marriage, he says he was “the very
ring-leader of all the youth . . . into all manner of vice and
ungodliness.”{7}



Bunyan’s young wife had a very godly father. When he died, he
left her two books which she brought into her marriage: The
Plain  Man’s  Pathway  to  Heaven  and  The  Practice  of  Piety.
According to Bunyan, although these books did not awaken him
to his “sad and sinful state,” they nevertheless did arouse
within him “some desires to religion.”{8} One of the practical
effects of these new desires was Bunyan’s regular attendance
at a local church.

Soon Bunyan also began to read the Bible. He then came under
such powerful conviction of sin that he scarcely knew what to
do. “Sin and corruption,” he wrote, “would as naturally bubble
out of my heart, as water would bubble out of a fountain. . .
I thought none but the devil himself could equalize me for
inward  wickedness  and  pollution  of  mind.”{9}  Bunyan  was
plunged into a state of despair over the greatness of his sin
which, he tell us, “continued a long while, even for some
years together.”{10}

Eventually,  after  years  of  spiritual  and  emotional  agony,
Bunyan described “what seemed to be the decisive moment.”{11}
He was heading into the field one day when suddenly this
sentence broke in upon his mind: “Thy righteousness is in
heaven.” At this, he says, “I . . . saw . . . that it was not
my good frame of heart that made my righteousness better, nor
yet my bad frame that made my righteousness worse: for my
righteousness was Jesus Christ himself, the same yesterday,
and today, and for ever (Heb. 13:8).” “Now,” he said, “did my
chains fall off my legs indeed . . . my temptations also fled
away . . . now went I . . . home rejoicing, for the grace and
love of God.”{12}

After years of spiritual anguish, Bunyan had been set free by
the grace of God from some of his worst fears and torments.
But as we’ll see, this was not to be the end of his experience
with suffering. As one set of trials was ending, another was
soon to begin.



The Pilgrim’s Imprisonment
According to Bunyan, five or six years after his conversion,
in about the year 1655, some of the believers in his local
congregation  began  entreating  him  “to  speak  a  word  of
exhortation  unto  them.”{13}  Although  initially  hesitant,
Bunyan agreed to their request “and suddenly a great preacher
was discovered.”{14} Apparently, word spread quickly through
the English countryside. According to one author, “In the days
of toleration, a day’s notice would get a crowd of 1,200 to
hear him preach at 7 o’clock in the morning on a weekday.”{15}

Unfortunately, it was not to last. In 1660, the same year in
which Charles II was brought home as king in the Restoration
of the Monarchy, John Bunyan was arrested and imprisoned “for
preaching  without  state  approval.”{16}  Officially,  he  was
charged with being in violation of the Elizabethan Conventicle
Act of 1593. According to this Act, anyone found guilty of
“abstaining from coming to church to hear divine service, and
. . . being a common upholder of several unlawful meetings . .
. could be held without bail until he or she submitted to the
authority  of  the  Anglican  church.”{17}  As  a  Nonconformist
preacher, this Act applied to men like Bunyan.

What’s interesting, however, is that Bunyan could have gone
free at any time, so long as he agreed to give up preaching.
But as he was firmly persuaded that he had been called by God
to this ministry, he was completely unwilling to abandon his
calling.  He  thus  spent  the  next  twelve  years  in  prison,
largely cut off from his wife, children, friends, and church.

I say “largely cut off” for, strange as it may seem, it
appears  that  Bunyan  was  occasionally  let  out  “to  see  his
family  or  make  brief  trips.”{18}  Of  course,  this  was  the
exception and not the rule. Nevertheless, by “the standards of
the seventeenth century the conditions in which he was held
were not particularly brutal.”{19} On the other hand, Bunyan
was largely fortunate in this respect: “hundreds of Dissenters



died in prison, and many more came out with their health
broken by foul, over-crowded conditions.”{20}

Although these qualifications must be admitted, we must never
lose sight of the fact that Bunyan was willing to endure
twelve long years of this suffering, rather than agree to give
up preaching. And thankfully, as we’ll see, God brought a
great deal of good out of His faithful servant’s suffering.

The Pilgrim’s Writings
Most  people  today  know  John  Bunyan  as  the  author  of  The
Pilgrim’s Progress, but this is just one of many works written
by  the  metal-worker  turned  minister.  His  first  book  was
written in 1656, when he was twenty-eight years old. But by
the time of his death, some thirty-two years later, he had
authored fifty-seven more!{21} John Piper notes:

The variety in these books was remarkable: books dealing with
controversies  (like  those  concerning  the  Quakers  .  .  .
justification and baptism), collections of poems, children’s
literature, and allegory (like The Holy War and The Life and
Death of Mr. Badman). But the vast majority were practical .
. . expositions of Scripture built from sermons for the sake
of  .  .  .  helping  Christian  pilgrims  make  their  way
successfully  to  heaven.{22}

What’s especially astonishing about the size and variety of
Bunyan’s literary legacy is that it came from a man with
almost no formal education. As a child Bunyan had been taught
to read and write, but nothing more. He had no university or
seminary degrees in which to boast. And yet his diligent study
of the Bible, born mainly out of a burning desire to find
peace with God, made Bunyan mighty in the Scriptures. Indeed
the Bible, more than any other book, would be the primary
influence  upon  his  many  writings.  So  evident  was  this  to
Charles  Spurgeon,  the  famous  nineteenth  century  Baptist



preacher, that he once wrote of Bunyan:

He had studied our Authorized Version . . . till his whole
being was saturated with Scripture; and though his writings
are . . . full of poetry, yet he cannot give us his Pilgrim’s
Progress—that sweetest of all prose poems—without continually
making us feel and say, “Why, this man is a living Bible!”
Prick him anywhere; and you will find that his blood is
Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him.{23}

Not  even  his  suffering  in  prison  could  dampen  Bunyan’s
enthusiasm for the Word of God or for writing. Indeed, if
anything, it increased it. Some of his best-known works were
written from the confines of a prison cell. These include
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, written during his
first  imprisonment,  as  well  as  The  Pilgrim’s  Progress,
apparently  completed  during  a  second,  briefer  period  of
imprisonment in 1677.{24} Bunyan’s writings are surely one of
his greatest gifts to the church.

Lessons from a Suffering Pilgrim
A thoughtful examination of John Bunyan’s reflections on the
purpose and value of suffering can give us much wisdom in how
best to deal with it in our own lives. Near the end of his
spiritual  autobiography,  Grace  Abounding  to  the  Chief  of
Sinners, he appended a brief account of his imprisonment in
the Bedford jail. In it, he tells of how he tried to prepare
himself for imprisonment, and possibly even death, when he
realized that he might soon be called upon to suffer for the
cause of Christ. Naturally, as one might well expect, one of
the things he did was pray. He was particularly concerned to
ask God for the strength to patiently endure his imprisonment,
even with an attitude of joy (Col. 1:11).{25}

However, it’s the second thing he says that I find especially
interesting  and  helpful.  He  reflects  on  the  words  of  the



apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 1:9: “[W]e had the sentence of
death within ourselves in order that we should not trust in
ourselves, but in God who raises the dead” (NASB). Commenting
on this verse, he then makes the following two observations:

By this scripture I was made to see that if ever I would
suffer rightly, I must first pass a sentence of death upon
everything that can properly be called a thing of this life,
even to reckon myself, my wife, my children, my health, my
enjoyments and all, as dead to me, and myself as dead to
them.  .  .  .  The  second  was,  to  live  upon  God  that  is
invisible; as Paul said in another place, the way not to
faint, is to look not at the things that are seen, but at the
things that are not seen; for the things that are seen are
temporal;  but  the  things  that  are  not  seen,  they  are
eternal{26}.

Bunyan realized that, like it or not, suffering, pain, loss
and death would all come to him in one way or another. Indeed,
sooner or later every single one of us must ultimately face
these terrifying realities. How, then, can we best prepare to
meet  them?  As  Bunyan  reminds  us,  if  we  only  prepare  for
prison, say, then we will be unprepared for beatings. But if
we  stop  our  preparation  with  beatings,  then  we  will  be
unprepared  for  death.  But  we  cannot  evade  or  cheat  death
forever.  And  thus,  concludes  Bunyan,  “the  best  way  to  go
through sufferings, is to trust in God through Christ, as
touching the world to come; and as touching this world.”{27}
This was how Bunyan lived, and with God’s help it was also how
he died. May the eternal and unseen God grant each of us the
grace to follow his example.
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