
“Why  Did  Jesus  Have  to  be
Baptized?”
If Jesus is truly God, then why did he have to be baptized?

You ask a very good question. Indeed, John the Baptist also
wondered about baptizing Jesus (Matthew 3:14). John’s baptism
was a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins (Luke
3:3). But Jesus had no need for repentance or forgiveness (2
Corinthians 5:21; Hebrews 4:15; 1 John 3:5). Why, then, did
Jesus seek to be baptized by John?

There may be a clue in how Jesus responds in Matthew 3:15:
“Permit it at this time; for in this way it is fitting for us
to  fulfill  all  righteousness.”  Baptism  is  a  form  of
identification. Although Jesus had no sin to repent of, He
seems to have wanted to be identified with John’s message of
the need for repentance. This seems to be supported by Jesus’
own  message  (Matthew  4:17;  Mark  2:15;  etc.).  Also,  Jesus
probably wanted to be identified with those receiving John’s
baptism,  namely,  sinners.  After  all,  Jesus  came  to  be
identified with us, and to die as a substitute for our sins
(see 1 Corinthians 15:3; 2 Corinthians 5:21). Interestingly,
Jesus’ death and resurrection, which is the basis for our
forgiveness, is linked with baptism in passages like Romans
6:3-4.

At any rate, these are some of the reasons why I think Jesus
sought to be baptized by John. I hope this information helps a
bit.

The Lord bless you,

Michael Gleghorn
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“Does God Really Know All?”
Ex 16:4″Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Behold, I will rain
bread from heaven for you; and the people shall go out and
gather  a  day’s  portion  every  day,  that  I  may  test  them,
whether or not they will walk in My instruction.'”

Deut 13:3″You shall not listen to the words of that prophet or
that dreamer of dreams; for the LORD your God is testing you
to find out if you love the LORD your God with all your heart
and with all your soul.”

I have a problem responding to those verses; at first glance,
they seem to make his point because they seem to imply that
God tests people so that He “might know” if they love Him.
Deut. 13:3 is especially difficult for me. This does not seem
to  change  in  the  different  versions  of  the  Bible  I  have
referred to. Is there something about the definition of the
terms or something else that I might be missing in the text?

There are two primary ways of responding to this issue. First,
we must point out that other passages of Scripture speak of
God’s omniscience, including His knowledge of the future (see
Psalm 139:1-4, 16; Psalm 147:5; Isaiah 46:9-10; Acts 1:24;
Romans 8:29-30; Hebrews 4:13; etc.). If Scripture does not
contradict itself, then there must be some way to reconcile
these apparent discrepancies.

Second, as Geisler and Howe point out in When Critics Ask,
“What  God  knows  by  cognition,  and  what  is  known  by
demonstration, are different.” The Bible often speaks from a
human perspective. Consider Geisler and Howe’s analogy: “A
math teacher might say, ‘Let’s see if we can find the square
root of 49,’ and then, after demonstrating it, declare, ‘Now
we know that it is 7,’ even though she knew from the beginning
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what the answer was” (p. 52). I think it’s the same way with
God.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
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Reasonable Faith

Reasonable Faith
One of the finest Christian philosophers of our day is William
Lane  Craig.  Although  he’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
philosopher J. P. Moreland, endorsed Craig’s ministry with
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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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“Is Reiki Occultic?”
I recently pulled up your website when a friend of mine told
me she has a counseling center that practices Reiki. Wondering
what Reiki was, I began to search it out. Despite all the
Christian voices that support it, I refuse to buy into it, and
I feel it is the Holy Spirit working in me. I emailed my
friend and told her of my concerns. One of her responses was,
“In my mind healing is ultimately the result of God’s love,
whether it is a doctor doing a heart transplant or a Reiki
master transmitting love through themselves.” She feels it is
“God’s action occurring in and through people.”

Is it the work of God to transport some energy through our
hands to someone else? Doesn’t sound right. What it all sounds
like to me is an occult type practice that people have tried
to squeeze into a Christian box and it’s not quite fitting!

Thanks for your letter. I’m assuming you’ve already read my
article  on  Reiki,  but  if  not,  here  is  a  link  to  it:
www.probe.org/reiki/.

I begin the article by briefly considering what Reiki is. I
then look at whether or not there is scientific support for
Reiki. I consider the success claims of Reiki, ask whether
Christians should be concerned about it, and also whether all
healing comes from God. If you haven’t yet read the article, I
would encourage you to do so.

Like you, I think there are reasons for Christians to be
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concerned  about  Reiki.  For  one  thing,  as  it’s  often
represented, it has a very different understanding of “God”
than biblical Christianity. Thus, when it claims that healing
comes from “God,” it is asserting something different from
what a Christian would mean when he/she claims to have been
healed by God. Second, the emphasis on spirit guides should
cause us concern. The Bible never tells us to seek a spirit
guide, but often warns us of deceptive and demonic spirits.
Third, the Bible doesn’t talk about a universal life force
energy  which  we  can  learn  to  manipulate  for  health  and
healing. This sort of language is very foreign to a biblical
worldview  and  is  only  at  home  (really)  in  an  Eastern
worldview,  or  one  influenced  by  Eastern  thought.

For these reasons and others (spelled out in my article), I
think  it’s  a  mistake  to  get  involved  with  Reiki.  My
perspective would really be the same as yours. Reiki sounds
like  “an  occult  type  practice  that  people  have  tried  to
squeeze into a Christian box and it’s not quite fitting.”

I would gently challenge your friend to consider the many ways
in which Reiki beliefs and practices seem so foreign (and even
contrary) to the teachings of the Bible. For a bible-believing
Christian, Reiki seems like a difficult practice to justify.

I hope this helps a bit. Please see my article for a bit more
information.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn
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“Where Are the References to
Jesus From His Lifetime?”
I’m not a Christian but I have a great appreciation for a lot
of the messages attributed to Jesus in the writings about him.

The idea that Jesus was, in fact, a real person seems to rely
100% on hearsay. I have read a lot of the strong arguments
against a historical Christ and they all note the major flaw
in the evidence you have put forth in your article: Not one of
the men you named lived when Jesus supposedly did. All of
their references to him are made by people born decades after
the crucifixion supposedly happened. This holds true for every
single reference I have ever seen. If there are any mentions
of Jesus as a real person that were written or recorded during
the time he supposedly lived, I would greatly appreciate you
sending them to me. I say that not as a challenge to you but
as someone who truly wants to know all there is to know about
the subject. I am fascinated by this and I would hate to have
made a decision without all of the available information.

I’m not disregarding any post mortem references to Jesus in
history as being unimportant to the argument for his existence
but I feel they would be excellent companions to support any
actual contemporary evidence. I’m looking for any mention of
him in the records of any historian living in his time. Such
record keepers as Philo Judaeus or Pliny the Elder, who both
lived in the area at the time that Jesus supposedly lived and
died never mention him or any of the stories attributed to him
in the New Testament. They are not the only reliable sources
for such contemporary references but they certainly would have
heard of Jesus Christ. Also, the Romans kept records but I
have not heard of any mention of Jesus made by the Romans
during his lifetime. This seems odd considering the fame and
following Jesus is given in the stories of the Bible.
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Thanks  for  your  letter.  I’m  glad  to  see  that  you’re
researching  this  important  issue  and  really  taking  it
seriously.

I’ll offer a few comments in response to your letter, but I
will also list a few resources that will allow you to go much
deeper than I can do over email. Also, although I have some
knowledge in this area (and am interested in gaining more), I
really don’t have the same level of expertise as the resources
that I will mention at the end of this letter.

First,  by  way  of  responding  specifically  to  your  main
question, as far as I’m aware we have no written testimony
regarding the life of Jesus that dates to his own lifetime.

On the other hand, I personally believe that it would be a
rather unwarranted leap to draw the conclusion that, because
of  this,  Jesus  of  Nazareth  was  not  an  actual  historical
person, or even to draw the conclusion that the information
that  we  do  have  about  him  is  therefore  untrustworthy  or
unreliable. What many people don’t realize is that the New
Testament  writings  themselves,  including  the  Gospels,
constitute  our  earliest  and  best  sources  of  historical
information about the life and ministry of Jesus. And this
fact is recognized not only by conservative scholars, but by
the broad spectrum of religious and theological scholarship.

Moreover, even those scholars who doubt that the Gospels are
historically reliable in all that they affirm would still
acknowledge that they contain much reliable history about the
life,  ministry,  and  death  of  Jesus.  With  only  a  few
exceptions, the vast majority of scholars qualified to comment
on this issue would not hesitate for a moment to declare that
Jesus of Nazareth was a real figure of history, nor would they
hesitate to say that the Gospels give us much (or at least
some)  historically  reliable  information  about  him.  To  see
this,  one  need  only  remember  that  even  very  radical  New
Testament scholars, like John Dominic Crossan, do not doubt



that Jesus was a real figure of history, nor do they doubt
that the Gospels preserve at least some historically reliable
information about him.

Additionally, some of the traditions about Jesus appear to be
very early – far too early to have been contaminated by later,
legendary developments. For example, the German commentator on
Mark, Rudolph Pesch, has argued that the passion story in
Mark’s Gospel probably dates to within seven years of Jesus’
death. This is because the High Priest is never mentioned by
name in this section of the Gospel. It’s as if I was to say
something about what the “President” said today. You would
know I was talking about George Bush (the current President).
After the election, if I wanted to refer to something that
George Bush said, I would have to specify that (for then a
different  President  will  be  in  power).  Since  Mark  never
mentions the High Priest by name, he is very likely referring
to the High Priest that held power at the time of Jesus’
crucifixion. But this was Caiphas, who ruled from A.D. 18 –
37. If Jesus was crucified in A.D. 30, then Mark’s passion
narrative must date to within seven years of Jesus death. This
makes  the  legendary  hypothesis  extremely  untenable  –  for
legends simply do not arise that quickly.

Finally, please allow me to recommend some good books and
articles. The questions raised in regard to Jesus must be
dealt with in much more detail than I can do over email:

1. The Case for Christ by Lee Strobel

2. The Historical Jesus by Gary Habermas

3. The Historical Reliability of the Gospels by Craig Blomberg

4. Reasonable Faith (2008 edition) by William Lane Craig

5. Reinventing Jesus by Komoszewski, Sawyer, and Wallace

6. William Lane Craig’s website, www.reasonablefaith.org. Dr.
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Craig has a number of scholarly articles on the historical
Jesus available here:
www.reasonablefaith.org/site/PageServer?pagename=scholarly_art
icles_historical_Jesus. Also, here is a link to a debate on
the historical evidence for Jesus’ resurrection between Dr.
Craig and Dr. Bart Ehrman:
www.holycross.edu/departments/crec/website/resurrection-debate
-transcript.pdf. Dr. Ehrman is an ex-evangelical New Testament
scholar and is a leading authority in his field. Hence, this
debate will really give you two top scholars debating the
historicity of Jesus’ resurrection.

7.  Articles  about  Jesus  from  the  trustworthy  Bible.org
website: www.bible.org/topic.php?topic_id=6

Wishing you all the best in your continued research!

Michael Gleghorn
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“Will  Greater  Evil  Merit
Greater Punishment in Hell?”
Will those who have done greater evil on earth receive greater
punishment in Hell?

I think so. Luke 12:47-48 seems to lend some justification to
this view.

“That servant who knows his master’s will and does not get
ready or does not do what his master wants will be beaten
with many blows. But the one who does not know and does
things deserving punishment will be beaten with few blows.”
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And consider Matthew 11:21-24:

“Woe to you, Korazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! If the miracles
that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and
Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and
ashes. But I tell you, it will be more bearable for Tyre and
Sidon  on  the  day  of  judgment  than  for  you.  And  you,
Capernaum, will you be lifted up to the skies? No, you will
go down to the depths. If the miracles that were performed in
you had been performed in Sodom, it would have remained to
this day. But I tell you that it will be more bearable for
Sodom on the day of judgment than for you.”

Of course, there is no reason that anyone need be sent to
Hell. Even the most vile sinner can be cleansed and forgiven
through genuine repentance and faith in Jesus Christ (John
3:16, etc.).

But for those who reject Christ and persist in their sin and
disobedience,  there  does  seem  to  be  a  biblical  basis  for
believing that there are gradations of punishment in hell—just
as  there  are  different  levels  of  reward  in  heaven  (1
Corinthians  3:10-15,  etc.).

Hope this helps.

Shalom in Him,

Michael Gleghorn
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“Was  Jesus  Actually  a
Pharisee?”
[I am] an Indian Christian, residing in southern India. I
shall be grateful if you could help with a question. The other
day I ran into the following quote from “The Passion” From a
Jewish Perspective:

“I would suggest that Jesus argued so much with the Pharisees
because he was closest to them and it is not by chance that
they are absent from the Gospel Passion narratives. Indeed,
Jesus may even have been a Pharisee.”

Could you please let me know if Jesus was indeed a Pharisee,
as suggested? Also, could you please let me know the things I
need to know pertaining to the [other] question at hand? I
thank you beforehand for your patience in helping me with my
request.

Thanks for your letter. No; I don’t think it likely that Jesus
was a Pharisee. Consider the following:

1) Jesus is nowhere called a Pharisee in the New Testament.
With as much talk of Pharisees as we find there, this would
be  a  very  strange  omission  indeed!  There  is  simply  no
positive evidence to support this thesis.

2) The Pharisees are mentioned quite often in the Gospels
during Passion Week (the week before Jesus’ death).

3) The Pharisees are mentioned in John 18:3 as part of the
group that came to arrest Jesus. It seems to me that this
could be considered as evidence that the Pharisees are indeed
mentioned in the passion narratives.

4) Consider how Jesus often speaks of the Pharisees. Read
Matthew 23 and note how the Pharisees are spoken of by Jesus.
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He says to His disciples, do what they tell you but not what
they  do  (Matt.  23:2-3).  He  repeatedly  calls  them
“hypocrites,”  etc.

5) Finally, in passages like Matt. 9:14 Jesus seems to be
distinguished from the Pharisees. The passage says, “Then
John’s disciples came and asked him, “How is it that we and
the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” If Jesus
was a Pharisee, then why weren’t His disciples fasting as
well? Jesus seems to be distinguished from the Pharisees by
the way the question is asked.

In all these ways (and others I’ve not mentioned) the New
Testament gives repeated indications that Jesus was not a
Pharisee.

Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

See also the Probe resources on the historical Jesus listed
under related posts.
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Augustine on Popular Culture:
Ancient  Take  on  a  Modern
Problem
In  his  recent  book,  The  Blackwell  Guide  to  Theology  and
Popular Culture{1}, theologian Kelton Cobb observes that in
our day, “a great number of people are finding solace in
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popular  culture,  solace  they  find  lacking  in  organized
religion.”{2} This is just one important reason why Christians
must give careful thought and analysis (discernment) to the
issue of popular culture. As members of the body of Christ,
who desire to see others brought into loving fellowship with
Him, it behooves us to understand why it is that many people
claim to find greater consolation in popular culture than they
do in the church of Jesus Christ.

But there’s another reason why today’s Christians must give
some  attention  to  popular  culture,  namely,  for  better  or
worse, we are all swimming in it. As Cobb reminds us, “whole
generations in the West have had their basic conceptions of
the world formed by popular culture.”{3} Just think for a
moment  about  how  much  we  are  daily  influenced  by  various
artifacts of popular culture—things like television, movies,
music,  magazines,  comic  books,  video  games,  sports,  and
advertising (just to name a few). How should the believer
relate to popular culture? Should he shun it, embrace it, seek
to transform it? Or should he rather do all of the above,
depending on what particular item of popular culture is in
view?  As  one  can  see,  these  are  difficult  questions.  Not
surprisingly, therefore, thoughtful Christians have answered
these questions rather differently. But instead of trying to
review all their answers here,{4} I will briefly discuss just
one  view  which,  I  believe,  still  merits  our  careful
consideration.

Augustine is considered by many to be the greatest theologian
of the early church. Born on November 13, 354 A.D., to a pagan
father and a Christian mother, he pursued his studies for a
time in Carthage, the North African capital. According to
Cobb, “Carthage was an epicenter of popular entertainment in
the [Roman] empire, famous for its circus, amphitheater and
gladiatorial shows—a fourth-century Las Vegas.”{5} Cast into
this  environment  as  a  passionate  young  pagan,  Augustine
indulged  both  his  appetite  for  sex  and  his  love  for  the



theater.  These  early  experiences  led  the  later,  Christian
Augustine,  to  a  unique  appreciation  for  the  almost
irresistible draw that the artifacts of popular culture can
have on us. In spite of this, however, he did not conclude (as
the earlier church father Tertullian had largely done) that
there is nothing of redeeming value in popular culture. Indeed
even the pagan theater, which by his own admission had been
partly responsible for stirring up his youthful lusts, is not
entirely consigned to the garbage bin of useless “worldly”
entertainment. Instead, Augustine took the intriguing position
“that aspects of pagan culture ought to be preserved and put
into the service of the church.”{6}

In his monumental work, the City of God, Augustine postulated
the existence of two cities—the city of man and the city of
God. Although these two cities will eventually be separated at
the last judgment, for the moment they are “mingled together”
in the world, with the result that the inhabitants of both
cities participate in many of the same social and cultural
activities. So what differentiates the inhabitants of one city
from  those  of  another?  According  to  Augustine  it  is  the
“quality  of  their  love,”  along  with  the  nature  of  their
attachment  to  the  things  of  this  world.  Cobb  comments  on
Augustine’s view as follows: “We are citizens of the earthly
city to the extent that we love the earthly city as an end in
itself; we are citizens of the heavenly city to the extent
that we make use of the earthly city—including its astonishing
arts and cultural attainments—as a way of loving God.”{7}

In  other  words,  Augustine  is  suggesting  the  following
principle for evaluating various cultural activities from a
Christian perspective: Does the activity (in some form or
fashion) inspire a greater love of God or one’s neighbor? If
so, then there is something of genuine value to be had from
participating in that activity. On the other hand, if the
activity leads one to think less of God or one’s neighbor,
then  it’s  probably  suspect  from  a  Christian  perspective.



“Thus,” writes Cobb, “Augustine offers a strategy for the
appropriation of pagan religious symbols and all varieties of
popular art. They may be appropriated if they can be pressed
into the service of charity, into the journey of the soul to
God, as a means of devotion rather than as objects of devotion
. . . .”{8}

Of course, Augustine was aware that there are other principles
which can (and should) be used in evaluating whether or not to
participate in some cultural activity. For example, he taught
that “Wherever we may find truth, it is the Lord’s.”{9} And
truth is intrinsically valuable and good. So if a particular
cultural activity helps you toward a greater understanding and
appreciation of God, or the things which God has made—and if
it’s not contrary to some moral precept in the Bible—then
this, too, is probably something valuable and appropriate for
Christian participation.

As one considers Augustine’s principles, one can’t help but be
impressed  by  their  wisdom.  Not  only  are  these  principles
extremely  practical,  they  are  also  thoroughly  biblical.
Indeed, they remind one of the way in which Paul interacted
with the cultural artifacts of his day. You can scarcely study
the life of this great missionary/theologian without being
impressed by the way he took pains to genuinely understand
something of the Gentile culture to which he had been called
to minister. Thus, in Acts 17 we not only see him conversing
with some of the Stoic and Epicurean philosophers (v. 18), but
we also learn that he had taken time to familiarize himself
with the religious beliefs of Athens (vv. 22-23). Moreover,
when he describes the nature of God and man to the members of
the Areopagus he cites, with approval, the statements of two
pagan poets (vv. 28-29). Finally, as we study his letters we
also see repeated references and allusions to the athletic
games of his day (e.g. 1 Corinthians 9:24-27; Philippians.
3:14; 2 Timothy 2:5; etc.). Clearly Paul was attuned to the
cultural concerns and activities of the people he sought to



reach for Christ.

In light of all this, Paul’s words to the Philippians are
especially  significant,  particularly  as  we  reflect  on  the
ever-persistent  question  of  how  we,  as  believers,  should
relate to our own culture: “Finally, brothers, whatever is
true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure,
whatever  is  lovely,  whatever  is  admirable—if  anything  is
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. Whatever
you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in
me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with
you.” (Philippians 4:8-9).

Notes

1. I am particularly indebted to the discussion of Augustine
and popular culture found in Kelton Cobb, The Blackwell Guide
to  Theology  and  Popular  Culture  (Malden,  Mass.:  Blackwell
Pub., 2005), 80-86.
2. Cobb, The Blackwell Guide, 6.
3. Ibid., 7.
4. The interested reader can find more information in texts
like  Cobb’s  (mentioned  above)  and  H.  Richard  Niebuhr’s
classic, Christ and Culture.
5. Cobb, The Blackwell Guide, 80.
6. Ibid., 83.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., 86.
9. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1958), II/18; cited in Cobb, The
Blackwell Guide, 84.
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“Where in the Bible Does It
Prove that Jesus Was 100% Man
and 100% God?”
Thanks for your question! There are actually many biblical
passages which teach both the deity and humanity of Christ.
I’ve listed just a few for your consideration.

1. Isaiah 9:6-7

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the
government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince
of Peace.
Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no
end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom,
establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness
from that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD Almighty
will accomplish this.

Note that the promised Messiah (or Christ) would be born as a
son to Israel. He was thus a Man. At the same time, however,
His name will be called Mighty God, etc. He is thus also God.

2. Micah 5:2-3 (quoted in Matt. 2:6)

“But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the
clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be
ruler  over  Israel,  whose  origins  are  from  of  old,  from
ancient times.”
3 Therefore Israel will be abandoned until the time when she
who is in labor gives birth and the rest of his brothers
return to join the Israelites.
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Again, Messiah is born of a woman (v. 3) to be ruler in Israel
(v. 2). He is thus a Man. However, His goings forth are “from
the days of eternity” (v. 2). He thus had no beginning and
must therefore be God (Who alone is eternal).

3. John 1:1-3, 14

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God.
2 He was with God in the beginning.
3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was
made that has been made.
14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came
from the Father, full of grace and truth.

Notice that the Word is God (v. 1). Notice also that the Word
became a human being (v. 14). Jesus is both God and Man.

4. Philippians 2:5-11

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:
6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality
with God something to be grasped,
7 but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a
servant, being made in human likeness.
8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself
and became obedient to death–even death on a cross!
9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him
the name that is above every name,
10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven
and on earth and under the earth,
11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the
glory of God the Father.

This is a classic passage on both the deity and humanity of
Christ.



5. Colossians 1:13-23

For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and
brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves,
14 in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.
15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over
all creation.
16 For by him all things were created: things in heaven and
on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or
rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for
him.
17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together.
18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the
beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in
everything he might have the supremacy.
19 For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him,
20  and  through  him  to  reconcile  to  himself  all  things,
whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace
through his blood, shed on the cross.
21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your
minds because of your evil behavior.
22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body
through death to present you holy in his sight, without
blemish and free from accusation–
23 if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not
moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the
gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every
creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a
servant.

Again, this passage strongly affirms both the deity (v. 19)
and humanity (v. 22) of Jesus.

These are just a few passages which can be offered. Many
passages,  taken  in  isolation,  affirm  either  the  deity  of
Christ on the one hand, or His humanity on the other. When all



this evidence is taken into account, it becomes clear that the
Bible repeatedly affirms that Jesus was indeed the unique God-
Man.

God bless you,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

“What is the Purpose of God?”
Dear Probe,

I was having an interesting conversation with an atheist over
at  Wasteland  Of  Wonders  [an  Atheist/Agnostic  Website  and
Message board] when the topic of ultimate purpose came up!

Now most believers in God, myself included, seem to say that
if the universe just is, then it becomes a big pointless
absurdity, almost like a sick joke!

However if God exists then the universe and everything in it
has a purpose, but the fellow over at Wastelands of Wonder
with whom I was chatting said the following :

“Okay then, what is the ultimate purpose of God’s existence?
Don’t you just have the same problem with theism, but pushed
back a level? If God “just is,” what purpose then is there for
your existence?”

I have to say this question reminds me very much of the
infinite regression problem of “If God exists then who made
God?!”

The best I could think of was that God contains an explanation
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for  himself  and  that  was  it!  This  question  truly  had  me
bedazzled and I was scratching my head looking for a decent,
non-cop-out explanation! [Like God explains himself]

So may I ask, if you were asked this question by someone what
would you say?

Thank you for the interesting question! Let me try to answer
it this way:

First, there would seem to be an important difference between
the two questions, “Why does the universe exist?”, and “Why
does  God  exist?”  Today,  most  scientists  and  philosophers
believe that the universe had a beginning; it is not eternal.
However, if God exists at all, He exists necessarily and is
therefore eternal. Thus, even though each question is asking
WHY something exists, they are each asking this about very
different kinds of things.

Second, it’s important for us to remember that purposes can
only exist within a mind. The dictionary on my desk defines
“purpose” as follows: 1. something one has in mind to get or
do; plan; aim; intention. 2. object or end for which a thing
is made, done, used, etc. Clearly, nothing which lacks a mind
can have purposes of this sort. Whatever purpose there is for
the existence of impersonal things must come from intelligent,
purposeful beings. As a general rule, such beings would also
be personal. Here I am thinking primarily of man, but also of
God and the angels if they exist. Of course, some higher
animals may have what might be described as very limited sorts
of  purposes  for  some  of  the  things  which  they  do.  But
generally speaking, purposes are the products of intelligent,
personal beings.

Thus, if the universe is simply a “brute fact,” and was not
brought into existence by a purposeful, intelligent being,
there can be no ultimate purpose for its existence. If nothing
exists outside the universe then clearly, going back to the



previously given definition of purpose, there can be no object
or  end  for  which  the  universe  came  into  existence.  The
universe can only have some ultimate purpose if it was created
by an intelligent being who, in fact, had some purpose in
making it.

However, when we come to the question which you were asked,
“What is the ultimate purpose of God’s existence?”, we need to
pause and consider exactly what we are being asked. I think
you are correct in seeing this question as a variant of that
other,  often-asked  question,  “Who  made  God?”  While  such
questions can be asked, I honestly doubt whether they are
truly meaningful.

In the case of the question, “Who made God?”, the questioner
seems to be assuming that whatever exists requires a cause of
its existence. But this is not true. Actually, it is only what
BEGINS to exist that requires a cause. The universe began to
exist;  therefore,  the  universe  requires  a  cause  of  its
existence. But God never began to exist; He is eternal. It is
therefore meaningless to ask “Who made God?”, for what is
really being asked is something like “Who made the Unmade
Maker?”, or “Who created the Uncreated Creator?” Clearly such
questions are meaningless.

I believe that the question, “What is the ultimate purpose of
God’s existence?” or “Why does God exist?”, is probably a
similar sort of question. If the Christian God exists, then He
is eternal. It is therefore unnecessary to posit a cause of
His existence. Furthermore, if the Christian God exists, then
He  is  the  Creator  of  everything  (other  than  Himself,  of
course!).

But  now  go  back  to  our  definition  of  “purpose”  mentioned
earlier and remember that, since God is the eternal, Uncreated
Creator of all that exists, there was clearly no one other
than God who might have had a purpose for bringing Him into
existence. Additionally, it would also be meaningless to ask



what purpose God had for bringing Himself into existence. The
notion of a self-caused being is absurd. In order for a being
to cause its own existence, it would first have to exist –
which  is  obviously  absurd.  But  if  the  purpose  of  God’s
existence cannot be explained by reference to an intelligent,
purposeful being other than God, and if it can also not be
explained by referring to a self-creative act of God Himself,
I conclude that the question is probably meaningless.

Thus, while one can meaningfully ask about God’s purpose(s) in
creating  the  universe  (and  thus  about  the  reason  WHY  the
universe exists), one cannot meaningfully ask this question
about  God  Himself.  Probably,  the  question  is  simply
meaningless.  But  if  not,  we  could  not  possibly  know  “the
ultimate purpose of God’s existence” unless He tells us–and so
far as I’m aware, He hasn’t done so.

Hope this helps.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries


